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You can either be a Communist or a capitalist. There can’t be any middle ground here.

—Aleksandr Rodchenko (1925)




The more clearly class struggle is recognized as the dominant factor in the causal nexus, the more fundamentally the old bourgeois technique of empathy fails.

—Bertolt Brecht (1938)




Always proceeding from only one principle—destruction of the indefinite and neutral, existing “in itself” . . . and its reassembly in accordance with the idea dictated by . . . our ideology, our outlook.

—Sergei Eisenstein (1948)
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Preface

Looking back, part of the motivation behind this book is to offer not exactly a counter but a complement to my first book, Against Affective Formalism: Matisse, Bergson, Modernism (2013). It’s not as if that book wasn’t political—roughly half of it was written against a set of still pervasive mistakes in the humanities, ones with broadly political consequences—but it did not exactly set out to articulate a positive way of thinking through art and politics. Matisse, Bergson, and Valéry, for instance, the main characters of that book, were not fundamentally driven by political motivations (especially the former two), even if their art carries political implications. The three artists discussed here—Rodchenko, Brecht, and Eisenstein—were political through and through. Like the arguments I made in the earlier book, my arguments here do not stand or fall on specific political commitments of my three artists, even if those commitments clearly bear on the kind of art that they make. And as was the case with the figures I discussed in the earlier book, for the figures I treat here, it is the logic of their artistic claims that matter more than their beliefs. It would better to say that their art embodies a set of aesthetic and political commitments, and that when their work was successful (which I largely presume throughout), there was no discernible distinction between the two. So this is a book about three artists who successfully express political convictions, even if the conditions for that possibility rest in the seriousness of their art, not (or not only) their politics.

Chapters 2 (on Rodchenko), 5 (on Brecht), and 6 (on Eisenstein) present the main lines of my argument for each artist. The introduction and chapter 1 consider these artists within the larger literature on them and in light of the canonical (but mistaken) ways of construing the relation between art and politics. Chapters 3 and 4 are slightly more technical explorations of the problems of empathy, affect, and abstraction in Brecht.

Several of the chapters appeared previously in different versions (some have been altered more than others). Chapter 2 appeared as “Rodchenko’s Photographic Communism,” in Photography and Failure: One Medium’s Entanglement with Flops, Underdogs and Disappointments, ed. Kris Belden-Adams (Bloomsbury, 2017), 27–43; the first part of chapter 3 appeared as “Art and Political Consequence: Brecht and the Problem of Affect,” nonsite.org 10 (Fall 2013) and the last part as “War and Commas,” a review of Hanns Eisler in conversation with Hans Bunge, Brecht, Music and Culture, Radical Philosophy 189 (Jan./Feb. 2015): 52–55; chapter 4 appeared as “‘Seeing Differently’ and ‘Seeing Correctly’: Bertolt Brecht for and Against Abstraction,” Brecht Yearbook, vol. 37, ed. Theodore Rippey (Dec. 2013): 96–120; chapter 5, “Class Into Race: Brecht and the Problem of State Capitalism,” Critical Inquiry 44, no. 1 (Autumn 2017): 54–79, translated into French as “De la classe à la race,” Lava 6 (October 1, 2018) and into Dutch as “Van klasse naar ras: Brecht en staatskapitalisme,” Lava 6 (October 1, 2018); my warm thanks to Daniel Zamora for arranging for these translations. I also want to single out two events that were important to the writing of this book: a two-day symposium, “Photography and Philosophy,” at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art in March of 2015, where I delivered a version of the Rodchenko chapter, and my keynote address for the Marxist Literary Group in Chicago in June of 2019, where I delivered a version of the Eisenstein chapter.

No doubt this book is inspired bottom to top by the work and example of my friends and colleagues at nonsite.org as well as those in the larger nonsite orbit, including Elise Archias, Oren Izenberg, Ruth Leys, Robert Pippin, Lisa Siraganian, Ken Warren, Marnin Young (a constant friend and source of inspiration for many years now), Charles Hatfield, Cedric Johnson, Touré Reed, Eugenio di Stefano, Emilio Sauri, Davis Smith-Brecheisen, and Blake Stimson. Daniel Zamora and Anton Jäger have been peerless models of political engagement and crucial interlocutors along the way. Karla Oeler was the first to get me thinking seriously about Eisenstein, and I hope that I live up to the high standard she sets. The chapter on Rodchenko received some essential criticism early on from Tim Clark; I hope my discussion here allays at least some of the skepticism that surrounds his practice. Tim’s work (and person) has always been my standard of relevancy for questions and solutions to the problem of art and politics. My debt to Michael Fried in the Rodchenko chapter will, I think, be evident to most readers, although his impact on my thinking as a whole goes well beyond that specific debt. Michael Schreyach has been a constant friend and an even more constant source of support. I began reading Adorno with Brian Kane back in 1993, a discussion that continues to this day; we come back again and again to a shared set of problems and issues, and thankfully they are never resolved. Nearly every idea gets checked and rechecked with and against Nicholas Brown; his work represents a crucial standard for thinking seriously about art and politics. I come back to Jennifer Ashton’s work on Brecht more than any other author; Jennifer has been an ideal comrade and constant source of support. Without a doubt, Adolph Reed and Walter Benn Michaels were at the center of my thinking throughout the writing of this book. It was Walter who turned me on to Brecht, or rather made me think more seriously about him. Walter more or less reinvented how to think about art and politics, he put the whole question on more solid ground, and my argument is indebted to his throughout. Although Adolph is deeply historical in his approach to politics, he is more manifestly alive to contemporary political realities, and more serious in his response to them, than anyone I know. Walter and Adolph are irreplaceable models of what it is to think and act seriously about politics. As with everything else I write, I work out every idea with Charles Palermo; he is the victim of innumerable wide-roaming conversations. He’s heard it all, and I’m so grateful for endlessly generous feedback. Bridget has also heard it all, and we’ve stuck through it all, and I couldn’t imagine a better comrade in this struggle (even if Brecht remains a hard sell).


Introduction

An Exact Representation of the World

If there is one thought that directs the thinking of this book, it is Brecht’s idea, stated in his 1937 Prospectus for a Diderot Society, to create a new association for the “production of images of the world . . . to make the world manageable [Die Herstellung von Abbildungen der Welt . . . die Welt beherrschbar zu machen].” What differentiates these new images from other popular imagery is that they will provide “a correct representation of the world [eine richtige Darstellung der Welt].”1 This is Brecht’s version of what Marx called, in the Grundrisse, “the correct grasp of the present [der richtigen Fassung des Gegenwärtigen].” At first glance, what could be more naïve than dividing artists into two types: those who provide accurate and those that produce inaccurate pictures of the world? Is it even the case that artworks should be judged by their truthfulness to reality? Famously, Nietzsche, at the end of the Genealogy of Morals, sees this “most common” view of artists “in the service of” the truth, as the “most essential corruption of the artist possible.”2 Indeed, as I will show, this seemingly naïve vision of the artist as offering an accurate picture of the world, one that will displace inaccurate ones, is both unfashionable and essential for any leftist account of art and politics.

Brecht presses the point again and again. The “representation of the world” must be “exact [genau],” he explains. Against other forms of representation that offer “experiences,” new representations must provide “knowledge of the real world.”3 Brecht makes the same point two years later: “People today lack a picture of the world that is accurate [stimmt],” something that could “provide the basis for acting with a view to success” (BT, 163). The artist should aim to provide “correct pictures of the world [stimmende Weltbilder], true depictions [zutreffende Abbildungen] of incidents between people” (BT, 165; trans. mod.). The battle is waged against “inaccurate representations [ungenauren Abbildungen]” of the world, the ones that “stir the emotions” of spectators “so much more powerfully” than “accurate [genaueren] representations of the world” (BT, 280). It is not as if bad art doesn’t supply knowledge, it supplies inaccurate knowledge. Bad art and criticism, maybe especially when it conceives itself as political, confuses, obscures, and diverts attention from what Brecht saw as the deeper, more consequential, political realities. Bad art, like bad politics, is driven by empathy. 

Audiences are conflicted. On the one hand, they demand “a more exact representation [genauer dargestellt]” of what Brecht calls the “real social forces operating under the immediately visible surface” of reality (BT, 235). On the other hand, they seek a temporary release from their lived experiences, they desire to “exchange a contradictory world for a harmonious one, a world they do not know, for one they can dream about” (BT, 280–81). Red aesthetics is the effort to think through this bind of knowledge and identification, of the desire to understand the world, and the desire to evade reality. It is also a retort to those, like Nietzsche, who define art by its fictional status. For all three artists—Rodchenko, Brecht, and Eisenstein—they seek a means to create a new realism, one that offers a correct picture of the world by breaking with conventional understandings of what the world looks like. Red aesthetics is an explicitly political form of modernism that aims to capture the complex and changing modernity with an equally complex and changing mode of representation.

Obviously nothing about this pervasive language of correctness, truth, rightness, and accuracy is fashionable. It is a language and an approach thoroughly committed to distinguishing surface and depth, ideology and reality, true and false pictures of the world. On this account, all three artists represent a canonical instance of artists dedicated to the “hermeneutics of suspicion,” looking at the surface of things for clues to what lies behind them. Surface readers, and those invested in the postcritical turn appeal to Susan Sontag’s claim in “Against Interpretation” that “rather than . . . show [what a work of art] means,” the critic should instead “show how it is what it is, even that it is what it is.”4 Sontag famously finds support for her surface aesthetic in a well-known saying by Brecht (she is citing Walter Benjamin quoting Brecht): a “photograph of the Krupp works reveals virtually nothing about that organization.”5 But for Sontag, this failure is precisely what is compelling about photography: it succeeds when it gives up the effort to “understand” reality and instead pursues the “amorous relation, which is based on how something looks.”6 In other words, Sontag takes Brecht’s point in the opposite direction from what he is saying. For Sontag, photographs can never provide “political knowledge”7—this is part of what it means for her to be against interpretation and meaning—while for Brecht, the whole point of leftist art is to provide understanding, meaning, and judgment about an increasingly opaque reality.

Maria Gough, in her influential account of Rodchenko’s hanging spatial works, construes them as the reduction of the work to surfaces, surfaces that expunge any hierarchical relations between surface and depth. Gough describes the hanging constructions as “nascent deductive structures,” ones that eliminate “relational or hierarchical coordination of parts to whole,” the qualities that define composition in contrast to the newly conceived mode of construction.8 The ideal construction, Rodchenko writes, “should have an immutable dimension of its own . . . what counts is the quadrangle of the canvas.”9 Gough takes this to mean that if the “support—the quadrangle of the canvas—could generate its figuration, then the division of figure and ground would be suspended.”10 The suspension of figure and ground, for Gough, is an aesthetic and political project, one devoted to the overturning of hierarchies. This is, as Brecht would say, an inaccurate picture of the world, a misunderstanding of the nature of political realities. To construe modern political realities as defined by the problem of hierarchy, the privileging of one group (figure) over another (ground), of how people see and treat one another, is to turn the reality of exploitation (stealing someone’s labor power) into a problem of recognition (viewing another as lesser).

Jacques Rancière pursues a similarly inaccurate picture of the world. Like Gough, but also following Sontag, Rancière sees the “neutralization” of “aesthetic hierarchy” automatically performed by photography as a neutralization of “social hierarchy.”11 The problem for Rancière, but it is the same for all surface critics, is a “hierarchical vision of the world,” one that devalues the standing of the other and of the oppressed. Rancière critiques Brecht as offering a dualist vision of art, one committed to surface and depth, an aim putatively countered by Eisenstein’s affectively driven films. Rancière rejects any effort to see Eisenstein as like Brecht, as someone who provides a “critical demonstration of [mimesis’] powers of illusion.”12 “Unlike Brecht,” Rancière writes, “Eisenstein never wanted to instruct or to teach his audience how to see and create a distance.”13 Instead of purging his art of “identification, fascination, absorption” like Brecht, Eisenstein marshals those seemingly outlawed tools for an “anti-representative art,” an art predicated on the “direct communication of affects.”14 Rancière sees the suspension of the difference between surface and depth—when “stories” becomes “sensations”—as productive of a new kind of physical relation to the work, one where the audience is directly impacted by the surface of the work, creating a “new regime of sensibility.”15
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Figure I.1 Sergei Eisenstein, abstract drawing of a barricade from the essay “Yermolova.”



For Eisenstein, the effort to remove the “representational element” from the work of art, to turn “ideas” into “sensations,” as Rancière suggests, leaves behind a “bare, non-objective abstraction dangling in mid-air” (SW2, 97). His example is an image of a barricade. To strip the world of its representational qualities is to leave behind empty form, the barricade becomes a “zigzag line of its contour” (Figure I.1). What is at stake for Eisenstein—and here he is making an identical point to the one Brecht makes in his essays on artistic abstraction (discussed in chapter 4)—is that the work become all surface can be “interpreted as . . . anything you like: as a graph of the rise and fall of prices, or as a seismographic trace of subterranean tremors, and so on and so forth” (SW2, 97). In Brecht’s words, the work as bare form generates “very general, vague, nameless feelings, which are available to everyone, to the the thieves and the robbed, to the oppressors and the oppressed” (AP, 70). According to Eisenstein, the work reduced to surfaces “would be open to all these interpretations,” until the inevitable moment when the “abstraction reverted . . . to the representation of some concrete, objective subject matter” (SW2, 97).16 By collapsing surface and depth, surface readers aim to dehierarchicize historically reified categories of thought (man/woman, white/black, rich/poor). So while surface readers have attempted to convert Rodchenko, Brecht, and Eisenstein into affective formalists,17 the aim of any Red aesthetic is to retrieve the essential difference between redressing hierarchy (how we see one another, a problem of vision) and redressing inequality (how the capitalist exploits the worker). Red aesthetics aims to actively undermine the effort to turn politics (and political economy) into a problem of how we see and feel about one another—the essential mistake of empathy—and refashion art as a practice that helps us to understand the “real social forces” of capitalism. The assumption for all of these artists is that these real forces are not the ones one immediately sees and feels as the real forces.

Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus, in their well-known study “Surface Reading: An Introduction,” critique the surface/depth approach for its putative political naïveté:


The assumption that domination can only do its work when veiled, which may once have sounded almost paranoid, now has a nostalgic, even utopian ring to it. Those of us who cut our intellectual teeth on deconstruction, ideology critique, and the hermeneutics of suspicion have often found those demystifying protocols superfluous in an era when images of torture at Abu Ghraib and elsewhere were immediately circulated on the internet; the real-time coverage of Hurricane Katrina showed in ways that required little explication the state’s abandonment of its African American citizens; and many people instantly recognized as lies political statements such as “mission accomplished.”18



Leaving aside the question of who is being targeted when they refer to those who believe domination can “only do its work when veiled,” there is no evidence that Best and Marcus have an adequate explanation for the political forces driving these events. In a sense, surface readers are simply a further simplification of the claims of structural Marxism. It was Althusser who originally stressed the idea that Marx aimed to “deny us the ability to delve down beneath the complex whole.”19 The problem, as Brecht might put it, is that these authors assert that politics happens at the level of “experience,” as headline news (or spectacle), and less as a matter of an expansive network of partially visible, partially invisible acts of exploitation. The financial collapse of 2008 was largely the result of defaults on high-risk mortgage-backed securities, or credit derivatives, an event that is hardly available to surface analysis (a film like The Big Short, for instance, both expresses that surface obscurity and attempts to give the tangle of financial transactions a simple form). Brecht made the point early on in his career, asking whether we can “talk about money in iambics?” “Petroleum balks at the five-act form” (BT, 56). To make “simple” a “vast and discouraging tangle” of social and economic realities is the aim of any Red aesthetic (BT, 237). Simplicity, on this account, is a way to achieve an accurate picture, not a way around it. 

What is needed is a more exact picture of the world, one that tells us how the surface is related to the depth, about the generative forces, many of them complex financial transactions, behind public events. Put another way, deconstruction, affect theory, new materialism and postcritique share a disinterest—a disinterest that is itself a politics—in what Brecht calls the “dominant factor in the causal nexus” of our lives, the “class struggle” (AP, 229). In this book, I take the discovery of an “exact picture of the world” as both positive and negative criteria for art and criticism: positive in the sense that there might be a form of art or critique that provides knowledge of the economic realities that affect most people; negative in the sense that most of what constitutes political art and analysis is both inexact and uninformative about the world. And that imprecision is guided by political aims: it is meant to obscure personal gains under the false cover of progress. Inaccurate pictures of the world are ones driven by “vague, imprecise, ineffective” emotional reactions, and the contradictory picture that emerges from these emotional reactions closes off one’s capacity to see the world differently than it is.

Empathy is the aesthetic form of political exploitation. “The intent” behind empathetic art, Brecht writes, is to “fob off on us some kind of transportable pain, that is, pain detached from its source, which can be placed intact at the disposal of some other purpose” (BT, 356). It is the source of the emotion that gets obscured, and the emotion itself is rendered timeless and ahistorical. For Brecht, an emotional effect floating free of its source is driven by the effort to obscure its roots. An accurate picture, by contrast, provides people with a “sense of their own dependencies” as well as disabusing them of false ones, thereby giving them a “grip on the social machinery” that is necessary to effectively change their lives (BT, 163).

Red Aesthetics is about modes of artistic production and criticism that attempt to break the hold of inaccurate pictures of the world and what it looks like to replace them with more accurate ones. Accuracy is not the same as reproduction. When Brecht affirms the pursuit of an “exact picture” of the world, he equally warns against “constructing too complete images of the world” (MT, 50). For Brecht, the images artists make of the world are creative efforts to get at political realities: they are “constructions.” What Brecht wants to avoid is an audience being “sent off down the path of empathy,” as he put it in 1931, one of the earliest formulations of the idea (BT, 85). While the actor should maintain a “sense of distance and otherness,” the point of this standing apart is not distance but proximity, to “forge relationships with processes other than those of the plot.” Ending identification with the author, actors, or action is a means to pivot attention to the larger structuring processes. Brecht emphatically rejects the idea that the effects of “distance and otherness” mean that a work is unemotional. What he objects to in his critique of empathy is the isolation of emotions from reason (BT, 223). To reason with emotion is to “give ourselves over” and “also not give ourselves over” to the work. It is an “ambivalent action,” both moved and detached, absorbed in the action, but engaged as a thinking subject (BT, 357). Eisenstein affirms an equally ambivalent role for actor and audience, what he calls an ideal state of “reality and make-believe” (SW3, 33).20


Overview

The opening chapter engages the complex intersections between the three protagonists, Rodchenko, Brecht, and Eisenstein. All three share a commitment to a vision of artistic production, one that both mirrors social realities and models a different one. Production is meant to occur at the level of the subject matter, form, and in audience response. The ideology of production in the Soviet Avant-Garde has been critiqued by a range of authors. My aim here is to show the limitations of those sweeping critiques and to look closely at the account of the human and natural world as it appears in the work of Rodchenko, specifically around his photographic sequence at the Vakhtan sawmill, and in Eisenstein’s “Maguey” episode in Qué Viva México! This opening discussion evolves into an interpretation of the connections and disconnections between Brecht and Eisenstein, looking at key commentaries on their relationship from Tretayakov in the 1930s, to today. The rest of the chapter is devoted to a close study of the two most influential critiques of the work of Brecht and Eisenstein, Theodor Adorno and Roland Barthes. Brecht’s relation to Adorno, which was also personal, is complex and plays out over many years. Here I address Adorno’s famous critique of Brecht in “Engagement” (1962) and related writings, but also consider the far less known proximity between Brecht’s and Adorno’s aims as it appears in the pages of Eisler and Adorno’s Composing for the Films (1947). Brecht and Adorno find common ground in their shared critique of Eisenstein’s use of montage. Finally, I address Barthes’ “The Third Meaning: Research Notes on Some Eisenstein Stills” (1970) and “Diderot, Brecht, Eisenstein” (1973), both of which attempt to excavate an alternative “affective” politics from the work of Brecht and Eisenstein. What Adorno and Barthes share in common is an aversion to any attempt by an artist to express political convictions. More simply still, both of them reject the effort to understand a work as an expression of an artist’s intentions. Adorno and Barthes, in a sense, represent the ubiquitous commitment to the anti-intentionalism that dominates artistic analysis today. The failure to think through the relation between intention and the work of art—it is impossible to logically conceive the two separately—carries in itself political consequences, but the aim here is to show the nature of the distortion that occurs around artists with explicit political intentions, a politics that saturates their engagement with artistic media.

Chapter 2 introduces a central artistic paradigm for the book, focusing on Rodchenko’s “makeshift” photographic constructions. Looking in detail at his sequenced or “analytical” photographs, what emerges is a pattern of organizing his subjects that is both aesthetically unified and politically motivated. Rodchenko’s mode of serial photography is a paradoxical attempt to create a unified picture of his subject, what he describes as “unity through accumulation.” Looking at the Constructivist writings on Factography by Osip Brik and Sergei Tretyakov—Tretyakov is the crucial interface between Rodchenko, Eisenstein, and Brecht—I demonstrate the collective interest in the relation between analytic imagery and a total vision of the world. At the center of my account are four defining features of Rodchenko’s photographic output: his anti-theatricality or critique of the pose; his conception of automatic modes of behavior (largely a matter of intimacy between artist and subject); his vision of technology as a paradoxical mode of access to the world; and his controversial commitment to a vision of communism as makeshift and contingent, a world in the making. This makeshift reality, Rodchenko saw as suited in an almost transcendent way to the medium of snapshot photography. The close of this discussion considers Rodchenko’s incapacity or disinterest in capturing a Russian state that was no longer conceivable under the terms of the makeshift reality and its photographic equivalent. Artist, medium, and world came apart and Rodchenko could find no way to resolve the conflict; the latter half of his career was largely devoid of meaning.

Rodchenko’s vision of a near-perfect fit between artist, medium, and world came to an abrupt end in 1932, with the conclusion of the First Five-Year Plan. It is also at this point that Russian Formalism had its greatest impact in the West. If Rodchenko could celebrate the depth of connection between art and world under Communism prior to 1932, then Brecht’s career is defined by the effort to disrupt the connection between art and world under capitalism.

In chapter 3, I engage with the critical dogma that Brecht’s art is didactic and programmatic. For Brecht, there was no way to separate art, morality, reason, pleasure, and politics. More surprising is the way that Brecht flirted with a behaviorist vision of art-making that could induce fully predictable effects on the audience. Brecht dreamed of a mode of art-making that could literally generate specific political sentiments in the audience. Underneath this fantasy was a broader one, that every work of art, “good or bad,” is “bound to release emotional effects.” The problem, then, was directing those effects. For Brecht, in other words, empathy was inevitable, but it was also not everything. The forces of empathy could be marshaled against themselves, inviting audiences to see reality as conflicted, embattled, and divided. Brecht’s art continually thematizes affective reaction as the thing to be overcome, or to show how it had not been overcome by his characters, making that failure a problem to be resolved outside the theater. The last part of the chapter is devoted to Hanns Eisler’s reflections on Brecht and music, a medium that Brecht felt was a threat to his art not only by virtue of its seemingly limitless production of affect but also due to its constant fascination.

Brecht’s contributions to the so-called Expressionism Debates of the late 1930s are among his most well-regarded essays. Less well-known are a range of closely related texts on the visual arts written at the same time, which reflect on the limitations of artistic abstraction to represent contemporary reality. What makes these essays so important is that they provide the crucial complement to the sequence of writings that respond to the problem of realism. If realism was fraught with naïve confidence in the accessibility of its objects, then abstraction potentially mirrored its objects too closely, rendering them opaque to reason. To picture an abstract world abstractly without losing a grip on its causes was at the root of Brecht’s aesthetics. Brecht sought to provoke abstract thinking in his audience, to enable them to see beyond the empathetic surface of events to understand the nature of the exploitative, but increasingly abstract, nature of deindustrializing capitalism. With a special focus on Brecht’s little-discussed writings on abstract painting, I show how Brecht construes the difference between art as a free field for affective response and art that tries to generate specific ideological conclusions, although those results were always open to misunderstanding and misinterpretation, a failure to secure a desired end.

Following on the analysis of empathy and abstraction, in chapter 5—the centerpiece of the book—I engage the challenging subject of Brecht, Adorno, and the Frankfurt School on race and class. What I aim to show is the depth of the debate between Brecht and Adorno that goes well beyond aesthetic theory. Brecht, writing within a broader tradition of Marxist thinking on race—one that includes Ernst Bloch, Ernst Ottwald, and Franz Neumann among others—directly confronts the emerging Frankfurt School consensus on State Capitalism. Focused on the highly charged shift in Frankfurt School thinking between 1940 and 1942, I show how Adorno and Horkheimer developed one of the most influential redescriptions of Marxist orthodoxy on the question of oppression. Turning from Marxist models of exploitation, they developed a highly influential account of domination, a far broader and sweeping historical vision of violence. What the substitution of domination for exploitation allows for is an account of the centrality of the Jews as the victims of state violence, a vision that also seems to require a rejection of the proletariat as the “subject-object” of history. The chapter traces the monumental consequences of the shift of political thinking away from the proletariat and toward minorities. At the center of this discussion is a close reading of one of Brecht’s most brilliant, challenging and neglected plays, The Round Heads and the Pointed Heads.

Brecht could only construe theater as confrontational with its audience. If alienation effects are at the center of Brecht’s aesthetic arsenal, then Eisenstein’s commitment to an immersive theatrical experience, one defined by ecstatic experience, seems to situate him at the farthest pole from Brecht’s enterprise. Indeed, Brecht’s reticence to engage film emerges from his desire to stem the tide of emotional contagion. And while Brecht’s encounter with Hollywood (1941–47) was hostile, Eisenstein’s earlier encounter (1930) was the source for a whole new conception of leftist filmmaking. Eisenstein sought to marshal the mythic forces of emotional reaction to generate a new kind of spectator, to create films that would “inculcate” audiences with communist ideals. Looking at Eisenstein’s complex vision of aesthetic automaticity, especially as it appears in his late autobiography, I examine how Eisenstein conceived of pictorial effects as generating affective results in an audience. This leads Eisenstein to a complex and profound encounter with problems of artistic intentionality. At its limit, Eisenstein envisioned a work that would turn life itself into an artwork, as though one could saturate the world with one’s “idea.” With a close examination of Eisenstein’s unfinished Hollywood and Mexican work—Sutter’s Gold and An American Tragedy—alongside his monumental last works Ivan the Terrible, Part I, Part II, and the unfinished Part III, I explore Eisenstein’s consistent and idiosyncratic vision of automatic writing as something that mirrored the kinds of political results he imagined film would generate in his audiences.
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Chapter 1


 The Great Production

Rodchenko/Brecht/Eisenstein—with and against Adorno and Barthes

“What’s needed—is no rest,” Aleksandr Rodchenko declares in “Who We Are: Manifesto of the Constructivist Group” (EF, 143). There is “nothing better than to be a citizen of the USSR,” even though it means “one has to work, work, and work” (EF, 169). We must “go out into all kinds of production anywhere where there is an artistic need” (EF, 296). If there is one theme that runs through the whole of Rodchenko’s oeuvre, it is an ideal of production: making, building, and playing, as though every element in every scene is meant to exemplify how humans process the world to their ends. “Reduce everything to a universal initiative,” he proclaims, as though everything must be prepared and processed for potential use (EF, 128). For Rodchenko, even, or especially, a pure landscape scene suggests the uses to which the world can be put.

Brecht, writing in his Work Journal, insists that “productivity” is the affect that properly defines the human subject. The aim of socialism is to “free the productivity of all men from all fetters. The products in question can be bread, lamps, hats, pieces of music, chess moves, irrigation, complexion, character, games, etc. etc.” (J, 136). Production is the creative principle, as he explains in Me-Ti:


Me-ti said: I haven’t found many Thou-shalt-principles I’d like to proclaim. I mean by this principles of a general nature, principles that can be addressed to people in general. But such a principle is: Thou shalt produce. (MT, 75)



Brecht’s theater is productive on three levels: “productivity its main source of entertainment,” “productivity its theme,” and this inspires the audience to be productive, as “people everywhere are being prevented by other people from producing themselves” (BT, 278). A work is a success if the “audience is brought to intellectual [geistigen] production” (AP, 309; trans. mod.). The task of the artist, according to Brecht, is to interrogate everything that prevents the explosive release of productive energies, what he calls the “undefined, fruitful, uncontrollable” (MT, 131). It would be a mistake, of course, to reduce production to products. Production denotes creation, an action filled with meaning.

Sergei Eisenstein’s appetite for experience was notoriously expansive, and he sought a means to express his every experience on film. As Eisenstein puts it, “every idea, every feeling, every image that might occur to me” must be “spontaneously transferred” onto film or paper, ideally without any “intervening processes” between himself and the work (BS, 647). For Eisenstein, there is no sense of a strong division between art and life; production occurs as naturally as breathing and is equally unstoppable. Every “genuinely vital work of art” consists of “being drawn into a permanently occurring process,” and the author, actor, audience, and the words on the page all “reproduce the process through which new images are built up in the mind of a person in real life” (SW2, 302). Eisenstein describes a Manichean struggle between the forces of stability and of production, still and static images versus an endlessly changing manifold of experience, barely contained by the borders of the work.

Communism is, for all three, the “great production” (J, 136).1 Capitalism, by contrast, stands for inertia, immobility, and everything that stands in the way of ceaseless creation and self-production. Rodchenko, with his portable camera, captures a world in production, an unstable and changing reality, one he thinks is perfectly suited to photographic ontology. Brecht chronicles the fate of production under capitalism and how human needs, even the most basic, are diverted from their fulfillment in reality. Eisenstein, like Brecht, seeks to root out all that distorts the expression of the full human capacity for experience and seeks to generate an image of unlimited production in a new kind of total cinema. Although they worked in different media—sculpture, posters, photography (Rodchenko), theater (Brecht), and film (Eisenstein)—and in different but often overlapping geographical contexts—Russia, Germany, and Hollywood—they shared a vision of artistic will as the defining quality of leftist art in an age defined by political extremes.

In her study “Elements of Photography: Avant-garde Aesthetics and the Reforging of Nature,” Aglaya Glebova, following Boris Groys’s influential writings, directly addresses the Soviet avant-garde’s fetish for production. According to Glebova, the “environment became, in essence, the most obdurate class enemy of the socialist state, whose intent was to transform the landscape’s sublimity and unpredictability into a pliant, rational, and productive entity.”2 Writing of Rodchenko’s Pine Trees (1927), she observes how he minimizes natural irregularities in an effort to capture “the underlying geometric shapes,” as though his interest in the natural world is driven exclusively by its potential for use (“EP,” 58). Glebova passes directly from Lenin’s What is To Be Done? (1902) to the infamous conclusion to Trotsky’s Literature and Revolution (1924), where he describes how “Man will occupy himself with re-registering mountains and rivers, and in general will earnestly and repeatedly correct nature. In the end, he will have rebuilt the earth, if not in his own image, at least according to his own taste” (“EP,” 60). Not only does Glebova collapse Lenin and Trotsky, Malevich’s Victory Over the Sun and Rodchenko’s photography, but the whole of the Russian avant-garde is identified with Trotsky’s insane utopia. Further still, according to Glebova, this shared vision of the domination of nature is a “time-honored transformative vision . . . [one that has] deep roots in Russian socialist thought” (“EP,” 61).

Glebova’s focus is two photo essays by Rodchenko, the Vakhtan mill sequence (figure 2.1) and the White Sea-Baltic Canal. Writing of the Vakhtan sequence, Glebova describes


Rodchenko, surrounded by a presocialist landscape and workers whose bodies and clothing revealed the primitive state of Soviet industry, turned to the close-up. These images trace the transformation of trees into lumber: rows of felled trunks, marked with chalk, fill one frame; polished planks, the knots punctuating their receding diagonals and a few splinters undoing the otherwise perfect geometry, stretch as far as the eye can see; and numbered boards make production seem endless. (“EP,” 67)



Rodchenko, of course, had “turned to” the close-up from his earliest photographic works of the 1920s and it persists throughout the whole of his photographic career, regardless of subject matter.3 Moreover, Rodchenko’s turn to photography corresponds to a commitment to photographing a world, as he saw it, in perpetual production. Rodchenko shows little interest in a finished world (the wood planks never become a structure), and it is precisely the moment when socialism becomes a world—White Sea-Baltic Canal is the most salient expression of this—that his work and the world it records cease to matter to him. His work is about the prospects of production, rather than the product. For Rodchenko, his art, specifically snapshot photography, is inimical to the fantasy of “re-registering mountains and rivers.” As I argue, Rodchenko fully identifies photography with a world in the making, both medium and world determined by an ideal of changing, contingent, and above all, makeshift realities.

At the same moment Rodchenko was photographing Vakhtan, Eisenstein was working in Mexico filming Qué Viva México! The fullest extant episode of the fated project, Maguey, is about the pulque industry of the hacienda during the dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz. Most summaries of the episode focus on the trials of Sebastian, the native peon, in his battle against his Spanish colonial masters. But it would be equally persuasive to say Eisenstein’s focus is on the use and abuse of the maguey plant, an abuse that is analogized to the exploitation of the workers under the colonialists. The first half of Maguey depicts a different, but also analogous kind of battle than the one that occurs in the more famous second half. Workers climb in and around the maguey plant, they are enveloped in its giant hairy spines (Figure 1.1).
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Figure 1.1 Sergei Eisenstein, still from “Maguey,” Qué Viva México!



A series of young, eroticized, workers are shown sucking on the stems, extracting the juice for future use in pulque production. Everything that is intimate and embodied about the opening section stands in contrast to the violence of the scene that follows.

Barrels of pulque are covered in flies, a drove of pigs drink pulque that drips on the ground (Figure 1.2), which cuts to a colonialist “pig” drinking pulque until it pours down his face and body—both images made to contrast with the eroticized sucking of the plant by the workers. Maguey are also shown as essential tools for the workers in their battle against the colonial thugs who have raped and stolen Sebastian’s wife. Again and again, Eisenstein shows how the workers use the maguey as cover and how they store their bullets in their spines (Figure 1.3).
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Figure 1.2 Sergei Eisenstein, still from “Maguey,” Qué Viva México!
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Figure 1.3 Sergei Eisenstein, still from “Maguey,” Qué Viva México!



In Qué Viva México! and other scripts made at the time (I discuss Eisenstein’s script for Sutter’s Gold as a key instance of this), Eisenstein is determined to show the symbiotic relation between the worker and the natural world, a relationship that stands in direct contrast to the abusive, because it is extractive, relation between exploiters and the natural world. To assert, as Glebova and Groys do, that there is a unified account of the Soviet avant-garde working in tandem with the Soviet state in their shared pursuit of the domination of nature is all-too sweeping in its generalization. “To have pacified nature,” Adorno writes, is a human act, which he contrasts with “subjecting nature to the inflexible domination which only perpetuates fate.”4 In his groundbreaking study The Concept of Nature in Marx (1962) Horkheimer and Adorno’s student Alfred Schmidt describes Marx’s vision as a “society which still received its nourishment through its metabolic interaction with nature, but at the same time was organized in such a way that it could renounce the ruthless exploitation of the latter.”5 Many critics of Communist art (leaving aside here the question of life under Communism), in their rush to after-the-fact moralizing condemnation, all-too summarily sweep aside the distinction between the pacification and the domination of nature, a distinction that bears centrally on the art considered here.

Brecht resolutely refused to project “too complete” images of the world, ones that would foreclose the essentially productive participation of his audiences. I consider several instances of Brecht’s commitment to a non-coercive vision of an aesthetic and political ideal in chapter 4, including his account of Chinese painting and reflections on gardening. Brecht’s famous, but also extreme example from the same moment as Rodchenko’s Vakhtan and Eisenstein’s Qué Viva México!, is the paired Lehrstücke, Der Jasager (“He Said Yes”) and Der Neinsager (“He Said No”) (1930). The moral of the Der Neinsager expresses Brecht’s general approach toward the right relation between art and politics, that one must “think things out anew in every new situation.”6 The sense in which the actors are deciding along a course that is far from predetermined, is a mode of action meant to be mirrored by audience response. Actors will “act in such a way that the alternative emerges as clearly as possible, that their acting allows the other possibilities to be inferred and only represents one out of the possible variants” (BT, 213). Self-production on the stage is meant to be mirrored in the self-production of the audience in the seats, even or especially if the judgment reached by the audience does not match that of the actor. Production, for Rodchenko, Brecht, and Eisenstein, is always in the making, a making that is meant to be registered by their audiences as one they might share in, or, just as well, refuse. Of course there were always critics of the ideology of production. Bram van Velde spoke for many when he critiqued the notoriously (over)productive Picasso. “Producing, producing . . . the great risk is producing for its own sake. You must never force things. You just have to wait.” This is what van Velde called the “curse” of “never being able to do nothing.”7 If any criticism holds for my three artists, it is that forcing was made into a principle of its own—an ideal, no doubt, inspired by the times. 


Eisenstein and Brecht: The Missed Encounter

Rodchenko, born in 1891, was the oldest of the three, although he outlived both Brecht and Eisenstein. Brecht and Eisenstein were born three weeks apart in 1898, Brecht surviving Eisenstein by eight years, dying in 1956, the same year as Rodchenko. Artistic and political conditions in Germany and the USSR were fundamentally different in the interwar period and this difference marked off their artistic projects in central ways. Rodchenko and Eisenstein collaborated at length in the 1920s while both were involved with LEF, and Rodchenko, famously, designed posters for Battleship Potemkin (Figure 1.4).
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Figure 1.4 Aleksandr Rodchenko, The Battleship Potemkin, 1925.



There were also sketches drawn by Rodchenko for a collaborative book on Battleship Potemkin. In the poster, two circles on either side of a vertical line suggest binocular apertures, or perhaps two views through a porthole, or, more ominously, a sniper sight aimed both at the sailors and at the audience. It is the same rough view on both sides of the openings, but the elements have changed. The viewer’s vision is focused on two scenes on the deck of the ship. On the left appear three sailors, two manning a turret, as an officer (who wears a darker jacket) has been hurled off the ship; he falls backward into the ocean below. The second view offers a more typical Rodchenko scene, as two sailors stand precipitously balanced on a narrow shelf behind the massive wing turret (it is the image of balance that is so essential to his thematic concerns), which is tilted ominously in the viewer’s direction, implicating the viewer in the action.

Brecht and Eisenstein met several times in the later 1920s and 1930s and corresponded over this period, although their relationship remains elusive.8 The evidence is remarkably thin. Here are the details. Brecht met Eisenstein in Berlin in 1928 and saw him again in 1929 when Eisenstein premiered The Old and the New. At the invitation of the Soviet League for Magazines and Newspapers, Brecht traveled by train with Eisenstein to Moscow in May of 1932 for the premier of Kuhle Wampe (Eisenstein never remarks on Brecht’s early foray into film). They met again for the last time in Moscow in the spring of 1935, both attending the groundbreaking performances by Mei Lan-fang of The Drunken Beauty and The Fisherman’s Revenge as well as a symposium on Chinese theater on April 14 with virtually the whole of the Russian theater world in attendance (minus Stanislavsky).9 In 1937, Brecht invited Eisenstein and several others to take part in his newly conceived Diderot Society, although nothing came of it and there is no record of a response.

There is little evidence of Eisenstein’s attitude toward Brecht, and Brecht makes only the most fleeting references to Eisenstein in his writings. The few times that Potemkin appears in Brecht’s writings, his attitude is dismissive and his remarks are focused, with more than a hint of jealousy, on the popularity of the film. The “impact that Potemkin made on [philistines] springs from the sense of outrage they would feel if their wives were to try to serve rotting meat to them (enough is enough!),” Brecht writes in the “Threepenny Lawsuit” (FR, 171). Brecht’s point is that tragic emotions are impossible under capitalism; everything gets reduced to petty personal feelings, although film, because he sees it as an intrinsically superficial medium, can respond to this situation in kind. A few years later, Brecht writes that it is “no surprise that the bourgeoisie broke into applause when they saw the masses of sailors throw their officers overboard in Potemkin!” (this is the theme of Rodchenko’s poster). At the time, the “bourgeois audience was involved in a struggle with other parts”; an internal battle was being waged between “commercial and industrial capital” about national policy (BT, 141). For German audiences, the battle between sailor and officer, proletariat and bourgeoisie, is reinterpreted as the insignificant battle between business and industry. More seriously, Brecht is arguing that Eisenstein’s films don’t translate between different contexts. “We could not yet show the great decisive transformation of the masses from the object of politics into its subject” (BT, 141). For Eisenstein, of course, the transformation had already occurred. This is far from the end of the story, as this debate between Brecht and Eisenstein about the nature of audience response turns into a far more decisive clash on the nature of artistic media.

Without a doubt, Tretyakov was the key intermediary between Eisenstein and Brecht and between both of them and Rodchenko. Brecht and Tretyakov met in Berlin in 1931 and traveled together to Brecht’s hometown of Augsburg. Tretyakov went on to translate some of Brecht’s work and authored a famous report on him, which I address below. In his study of “Eisenstein’s Theatre Work,” Robert Leach reviews the highly influential 1923–24 collaborations between Tretyakov and Eisenstein on Wise Man (an adaptation of an Aleksandr Ostrovsky play); Can You Hear Me, Moscow?; and Gas Masks. Leach construes these collaborations as the inception of epic theater and the unacknowledged source for Brecht’s variant on it.


This was the first consciously defined form of epic theater, a form more usually associated with Brecht. Thus, where Eisenstein talks of “attractions” . . . Brecht speaks of “gestus” . . . ; Eisenstein’s “montage” bears a striking similarity to Brecht’s “interruptions”; and while the Formalists talk of “making strange,” Brecht uses the term “Verfremdungseffekt” or “alienation.” The key concepts are virtually the same, but Brecht almost certainly got them from the Russians, ultimately from Eisenstein.



The “flow” of ideas, Leach concludes, is “generally from the Russians to the Germans, or more specifically, from Eisenstein to Brecht.”10 It is Tretyakov who is responsible for the transfer of epic theater from the hands of Eisenstein into Brecht’s. John Willett identifies a particular moment where Brecht may have first encountered the “V-Effekt.” It occurred at the performance of Mei Lan-fang in Moscow in 1935, in the presence of Eisenstein and Tretyakov.11 Frederic Jameson notes the resemblance between Brecht’s approach and Eisenstein’s but also adds that the latter is “too linear and insufficiently allegorical” for Brecht’s approach.12 Jameson observes that Eisenstein’s films are invested in “dialectical abstraction,” and for that reason they are “too static and academic” for Brecht. Brecht aims not just to instruct, but to produce a “pedagogy always involved in pedagogy itself; that it was self-referential as well as referential.”13 It is obviously the case that Eisenstein’s montage approach creates self-referential and highly stylized work, but crucially, Eisenstein does not use montage as a self-referential means but to generate intense, if complicated, forms of empathetic identification with the audience.

How far should the analogy between Eisenstein’s montage and Brecht’s gestus be taken? Not very. When commentators address the relation between the two, it tends to end as abruptly as it is introduced. Martin Brady in his study of “Brecht and Film” provides a summary of the situation:


Although [certain] striking episodes owe a debt to Soviet montage, they are also very different from superficially comparable passages in Eisenstein’s Strike or Battleship Potemkin. Brecht does not employ the juxtapositions for direct emotional impact, to draw the audience in and agitate for change. . . . Rather, Brecht employs montage to achieve critical distance. . . . The “Chock” effect, to use Benjamin’s terminology . . . is more cerebral than visceral.14



That Brecht’s theater aims for more “cerebral” effects, far beyond Eisenstein’s “Intellectual Cinema,” is a standard claim of the literature. David Bordwell succinctly dispatches the problem: “Eisenstein will have nothing to do with Brechtian ‘distancing’; his conception of sensuous spectacle calls for the spectator to be carried away.”15

These are not exactly partisan views, as they seem to speak to a consensus reached as early as Tretyakov’s 1934 report on Brecht. Tretyakov remarks on the differences between Eisenstein, Brecht, and himself. Tretyakov observes how Brecht needs to make “his way from the heights of intellectual equilibration” to the place where “living men fight.” Brecht, he writes, “devotes to work his brain, the brain of a logician, trained in many discussions and syllogisms.” From the smoke-filled room where Brecht’s “balanced judgements dropped from retort-like brains” he goes to the open window where “rubber truncheons swish, street hawkers pull on brown shirts, illegal Communist leaflets scatter.” Thus, Tretyakov concludes, “It is time for him to reach solid ground, finally to descend from the cloud-cuckoo-land of logic from which he comes.” Brecht, Tretyakov insists, has finally moved beyond “simply poisonous and paradoxical words, fitting only for a rarified intellectual audience.” He has found “simple words, the simple but powerful truth which can march with heavy feet in the ranks of the proletarians of Wedding, Neuköln, Essen and Hamburg.”16 This is hardly a rousing endorsement. Brecht’s critique of Aristotelian theater—a critique that only makes sense for a bourgeois audience—rests on his commitment to estranging his audience in order to produce more abstract thinking, more thinking in terms of the structures of capitalism, rather than the empathetic responses of individuated agents. By provoking his audiences to think abstractly and blocking their immediate need for identification with the actor or action, he aims to bring them to a new awareness of reality, one that could potentially lead to revolutionary results.



Anti-intentional Politics I: Adorno on Brecht, Brecht on Eisenstein

That no substantial study exists of the relations between these three giants of left-wing art is remarkable and it speaks in a sense to the lack of available frameworks for understanding ideologically and aesthetically left-wing art. Without a doubt, it is the ideological part that raises the deepest concerns. The two most influential accounts of Brecht and Eisenstein, the accounts that defined their contemporary reception, emerge with the criticism of Theodor Adorno and Roland Barthes. In “Extorted Reconciliation: On Georg Lukács’ Realism in Our Time” of 1958, Adorno attacks Lukács and Brecht together—written in the immediate wake of Brecht’s death—censuring Brecht’s “infantile simplification” of fascism in Arturo Ui, a play that depicts fascists as gangsters.17 According to Adorno, Brecht’s effort to show fascists as a “band of criminals” inevitably means that “fascism loses its horror, which is the horror of its large-scale social significance.” Brecht’s “idiotic caricature,” Adorno insists, is “invalidated” at the level of aesthetics and politics as it fails to come to grips with what Adorno notoriously describes as the “administered world” of deindustrializing capitalism.18 It is this “political reality” that is “sold short for the sake of political commitment.”19 For Adorno, what needs to be given expression in the work are the “countless mediations [ungezählter Vermittlungen]” that shape both the social situation and contemporary artistic and technical conditions. “The truth of the work of art,” Adorno writes, is “that its meaning registers the ideological stage that has been reached, the contradictions of the situation right down to the depths of the technical contradictions that have to be mastered.” The criteria for judging a work of art depends on the degree of “fidelity with which it holds fast to a negative state of affairs without polemics.”20 Not only is there potentially no end to the registration of contradictions, but the value of the work is judged by its capacity to engage as many of them as possible. Siegfried Kracauer perhaps struck the deepest blow against Adorno’s commitment to endless mediation, writing that “In sum, all that exists, exists only to be devoured in the dialectic process.” For Adorno, Kracauer continues, “dialectics is a means of maintaining his superiority over all imaginable opinions, viewpoints, trends, happenings, by dissolving, condemning or again rescuing them as he pleases.” Had Adorno “absorbed at least segments of [the world], his dialectics would come to a stop, somewhere.” Echoing a sentiment that Brecht could only assent to, Kracauer asks “what do you suggest, for God’s sake, should be done in terms of social changes, other institutions?”21 In direct contrast to Adorno, and perhaps answering Kracauer’s exasperated question, Brecht’s “abstractions” willfully reduce the number of contradictions and mediations in order to strike an ideological point.22 This is precisely the force of Brecht’s commitment to abstraction, to put an end to the seemingly limitless analysis of the layers of social and aesthetic complexity in order to provide a picture of the structural features of a shared reality (this is the subject of chapter 4).

Adorno’s approach to Brecht is to offer a complete reversal of priorities. He rejects the content of Brecht’s plays and finds meaning in the form:


Brecht taught nothing that could not have been understood apart from his didactic plays, indeed, that could not have been understood more concretely through theory, or that was not already well known to his audience: That the rich are better off than the poor, that the way of the world is unjust; that repression persists within formal equality; that objective evil transforms private goodness into its own opposite; that—admittedly a dubious wisdom—goodness requires the masks of evil.23



Adorno is strangely dense when it comes to Brecht’s procedures, as though the plays were transparent or insufficiently mediated vehicles for obvious meanings. More important is how this caricature of Brecht sets the terms for Adorno’s defense of him. What survives of Brecht’s work is the fact that his “theses take on an entirely different function from the one meant in terms of content [inhaltlich meinten].”24 By virtue of the very literalism of Brecht’s “engagement” with reality, the meaning of his plays reverses their didactic intention and becomes autonomous art. Brecht’s irrepressible artistry collides with his political aims. Adorno went so far as to claim that Brecht’s “best works” were the ones where one could not “determine just what the author meant.”25 It is with the “collapse of the unitary nexus of meaning”—how the plays “undermine” their content—that defines their aesthetic quality.26 Under these terms, Brecht is redeemed like every other great artist. It is his artistry, his mastery of the theatrical medium, that rebels against his intentions. By a kind of magical formula, the literalism or wordiness of Brecht’s didacticism flips over into a “wordless, imageless utopia” whose outlines are defined by the absence of Brecht’s intentions.



Composing for the Films: Brecht with Adorno and Against Eisenstein

Looking back, one finds a very different picture of the relationship between Brecht and Adorno. When they were in Los Angeles together in the early 1940s, they were remarkably close, even if the seeds of their later rift were apparent. It is hard to find any daylight, for instance, between Brecht and Adorno when it comes to the book Composing for the Films written by Adorno and Eisler, a close friend and collaborator of Brecht’s (the book was written in Los Angeles in 1944 but published in 1947). This book is of particular interest here, because it provides the clearest picture we have of an engagement between Brecht and Eisenstein, as Eisler and Adorno provide a detailed examination of Eisenstein’s 1942 book Film Sense. At the request of Eisler, Brecht wrote a substantial series of notes for the book, notes which in turn impacted the nature of Eisler and Adorno’s argument. Chapter 5 of Composing for the Films, “Elements of Aesthetics,” is devoted to Eisenstein, who is described as “the only important cinema director to enter into aesthetic discussions” (CF, 65). Although indebted to Eisenstein’s work, Eisler and Adorno are severely critical of what they call Eisenstein’s “formalistic” approach, a type of censure, ironically, that mirrored Soviet criticisms (CF, 66).

Some critics have breezily conflated the aims of Eisler, Adorno and Brecht with their Russian counterparts. But far from assenting to the “constructivist model of montage—a model already advocated in Eisenstein, Pudovkin, and Alexandrov’s 1928 manifesto on sound,” as Miriam Hansen writes, Eisler and Adorno stake their position directly against Eisenstein’s vision of the relation between picture and sound.27 As they were aware, to call Eisenstein a formalist was a highly charged term of abuse and risked reiterating the censures of Eisenstein’s Soviet critics. Given Eisenstein’s strained relations with Soviet authorities during the filming of Ivan the Terrible, Part II, the tenor of their criticism was a point of concern for Eisler and Adorno. On October 28, 1946, Adorno advised Eisler of the necessity of contextualizing their attitude toward Eisenstein, clarifying that their criticisms emerged before Eisenstein came under censure. The “date September 1, 1944 at the end of the Preface should be kept under all circumstances,” Adorno wrote. As it turned out, the published version, signed only by Eisler, was inscribed July 1947 (Eisenstein died at the age of fifty in February of 1948). “Among many other reasons this is essential since otherwise our attack on Eisenstein, who has fallen into disgrace in his country in the meantime, could be easily misinterpreted.”28 Despite Adorno’s concern, he was less sanguine about Eisler’s revisions of their shared critique of Prokofiev’s score for Alexander Nevsky. In an appendix to Composing for the Films, Eisler and Adorno reserved roughly ten pages of close, and mostly damning, analysis of the Eisenstein-Prokofiev collaboration.

Brecht’s notes “On Film Music” (1942) provided Eisler and Adorno with some of the essential themes of the book. Two notes discuss the experimental possibility of the “separation of elements” in film, that “music and action” might be treated as “completely independent components” (FR, 13).29 This recalls Brecht’s famous discussion of epic theater in his “Notes on the Opera Rise and Fall of the City of Mahagonny” (1930). There he describes the “invasion” of epic theater into the domain of opera, a charge led by the “radical separation of elements.” The aim there was to “contest” the status of the fusing process of the Gesamtkunstwerk, where the “individual elements must all be degraded to the same degree,” a process that “takes hold of the spectator, who is also melted down” (BT, 75). The purpose of the separation (Trennung) is to create alienation effects, and Brecht’s example, a film adaptation of Dreiser’s An American Tragedy,30 stands in direct opposition to Eisenstein’s proposed adaptation of the film, one that “synchronizes” music and action. Here is Brecht’s version of the story:


A young man rows his girlfriend out on a lake, overturns the boat and lets the girl drown. The composer has two choices. He can anticipate the audience’s feelings in his accompanying music, developing the tension, amplifying the evil of the deed, etc. Or instead he can express in the music the lake’s serenity, nature’s indifference, the event’s everyday quality in so far as it is a simple excursion. If he chooses the latter possibility, allowing the murder to appear even more horrendous and unnatural, he gives to the music a far more independent function. (FR, 14)



By contrast, Eisenstein’s treatment of the same scene, as it appears the same year in The Film Sense, includes the “long-drawn booming cry of the far-away bird” to accompany the event, providing aural commentary to the visuals as though nature responds to human events.31 Brecht’s commitment to separating the elements aims to prevent the audience from being empathetically drawn into the film. Brecht contrasts alienation effects with hypnotic filmmaking, where “manipulations are made as unobtrusively as possible.” The typical Hollywood film “presents itself as nature”; all of its sources remain “hidden” (FR, 16). Rather than heightening the rifts in the work, film music typically functions to “‘drown out’ a plot’s arbitrariness, breaks, and absurdities” (FR, 16). The future task of film music is to protect the “audience from a state of ‘trance’” by introducing elements that “openly interrupt” the story (FR, 17). In Composing for the Films, Eisler and Adorno embrace every aspect of Brecht’s experimental approach to film music.

Eisler and Adorno describe the most “dubious” approach to film aesthetics as one that attempts to force a “relation between optical and phonetical data in terms of the psychology of perception” (CF, 64). The “arbitrarily established rules” set up between “colors and sounds” degrade the artwork to the level of “natural beauty” (CF, 65). Art requires “spiritual subjectivity” to turn “lifeless” “sensuous material” into a meaningful unity. Noting that Eisenstein polemicizes against “formalistic speculations about the relations between music and motion pictures, let alone between music and color,” they nonetheless find him guilty of precisely this kind of confusion. While Eisenstein rejects the “existence of ‘absolute’ sound-color equivalents,” he is charged with the same “formalistic type” of thinking he “so properly attacks” (CF, 66). According to Eisler and Adorno, while Eisenstein attacks shallow notions of a “representational idea of music” he falls for an equally shallow, if less direct, form of connection.

Eisler and Adorno take issue with Eisenstein’s seemingly simplistic critique of the use of the Barcarolle in a 1916 film adaptation of Offenbach’s Tales of Hoffmann opera. Eisenstein rightly criticizes the director’s representational effort to coordinate sound and film when he plays the Barcarolle over a “pair of lovers embracing against a background of Venetian scenery” (CF, 66). This critique does not go nearly far enough for Eisler and Adorno. As evidence against Eisenstein, they cite the following passage from Film Sense:


But take from these Venetian “scenes” only the approaching and receding movements of the water combined with the reflected scampering and retreating play of light over the surface of the canals, and you immediately remove yourself, by at least one degree, from the series of “illustration” fragments, and you are closer to finding a response to the sensed inner movement of a Barcarolle. (CF, 66)



Eisler and Adorno reject any effort to discover the “inner” nature of the dance. Like the hackneyed 1916 adaptation, Eisenstein is guilty of “pseudo-identity” between picture and music (CF, 67). Although not as obviously “crude and redundant” as the early film, Eisenstein’s more “abstract” identification of the “motion of water and the play of light” with the “undular character” of the music is equally misguided, and equally guilty of the “ equivalence” Eisenstein putatively renounced.

Eisler and Adorno reject the idea that there could be a “basic law” of correspondence between picture and music. Eisenstein describes the “foundation” of the visual composition as found in “movement,” the “line or form” of the music (CF, 67). Eisler and Adorno share Eisenstein’s view of filmic “rhythm,” one that derives from the “structure and proportions of the formal elements,” but they reject any effort to draw a “complementary” or “parallel” relation between filmic and musical rhythms. The attempt to discover an “accord” between the two rhythmic structures results in “something suspiciously trite,” an evocation of a mood or atmosphere altogether “unsuitable to the motion picture as well as to advanced music” (CF, 69).

Like Eisenstein, Eisler and Adorno acknowledge that picture and music “must correspond to each other” but against Eisenstein they insist that this correspondence should occur “indirectly or even antithetically” (CF, 69). Eisler and Adorno affirm that “structural unity must be preserved” at all times with the crucial proviso that unity is best served by “contrast”; even “diametrically opposed” uses of picture and music can help to reinforce the unity of the media. Eisenstein, by contrast, pursues a “synaesthetic synchronization of the sounds with the image on the screen.”32 Eisler and Adorno insist that the rightful place of Eisenstein’s montage is in the opposition of picture to music, precisely what Brecht means by the “separation of the elements,” and indeed Eisler and Adorno cite Brecht’s use of a “gestural element” to interrupt any potential fusion of music and picture (CF, 78).

Perhaps a deeper source for the conflict between Brecht and Eisenstein rests on their contrasting accounts of medium specificity. What Eisler and Adorno describe as a “rule” of “affirmation and negation” between picture and music, one “dictated” by the “divergence of the media,” stands in contrast to Eisenstein’s vision of the unity of media (CF, 70). Eisler and Adorno classically define music as having no imitative relation to “any object outside itself,” while pictures, no matter how abstract, are never “completely emancipated from the world of objects” (CF, 70). Music cannot refer to objects, no matter how programmatic it aims to be; painting, no matter how “purely geometric,” cannot help but appear like “broken-off fragments of the visible reality” (CF, 71). Given that “all music” belongs to the sphere of “subjective inwardness” and all painting is “burdened with . . . objectivity,” the consequences become clear for film. Rather than “negate” the difference between music and picture in “confused identifications,” the aim should be to further alienate and exacerbate the relation between them (CF, 71).

The conflicting approaches between Eisler and Adorno and Eisenstein are most apparent in the section on “Montage.” According to Eisler and Adorno, the false reconciliation between divergent media was forced on films by reproductive technologies. It is the aim of montage to break apart the “accidental form” of mechanical unity by transforming the “entirely extraneous relation into a virtual element of expression” (CF, 71). What is at stake here is nothing short of renewed prosecution of Wagnerian aesthetics. Eisenstein describes his approach as organicism, the “complete organic unity . . . of sound and picture.” To achieve “the subtlest visual equivalent to the subtlest curve in melody,” one could ultimately “surpass the visions of Diderot, Wagner, and Scriabin, who dreamed of an audio-visual synthesis.”33 Eisenstein sees film as the historical realization of Wagner’s failed dream of the Gesamtkunstwerk. The “new art” will merge in a “unified whole, presenting a synthesis of painting and drama, music and sculpture, architecture and dancing, landscape and man, visual image and utter word.”34 Eisler and Adorno, by contrast, express nothing but contempt for “synaesthesia, the magic of moods, semi-darkness and intoxication,” all of which fall under Benjamin’s notion of the “auratic” (CF, 72). Following Benjamin, Eisler and Adorno stress the incompatibility between Eisenstein’s “aesthetic ideas” and his “technical premises”—that is, the discord between organicism and reproduction—and insist that forcing the two together to “camouflage this incompatibility” is ideological.35 Eisler and Adorno roundly condemn Eisenstein as the inheritor of “Wagnerian ideas about the Gesamtkunstwerk and the theory of aesthetic empathy” (CF, 78).

Brecht’s most sustained engagement with Wagnerian aesthetics occurs in his early collaborations with Kurt Weill, while making Mahagonny and the Threepenny Opera. In his notes for those works, Brecht attacks the Gesamtkunstwerk notion of “subordinating everything to a single idea,” what he calls the “urge to propel the audience along a single track where it can look neither right nor left, up nor down” (BT, 82). Eisenstein had a complicated attitude to the latter claim. He describes the role of the actor as the same as the audience, a “unity of duality,” “reality and make-believe” at once. There is, he writes, “correctness of the perception that prevents the viewer from killing the stage villain, reminding himself that he is not a reality, but also making it possible for him to laugh or shed copious tears, forgetting that he is only watching a performance” (SW3, 33). Eisenstein prescribes for the actor a commitment to “simultaneous duality,” at once “playing a part” and a magical form of “transubstantiation” (SW3, 33). We are close to a direct comparison between Brecht and Eisenstein. Brecht, following Diderot’s vision in the Paradox of the Actor, describes the ideal performer as someone who “portrays incidents of utmost passion, but without the delivery becoming heated” (BT, 178). No doubt Brecht’s emphasis, for artist, actor, and audience, consistently falls on the detached, observational, rational side of the equation, but it would be far too simple to say he rejected the affective qualities of theater (see chapter 3). Eisenstein, by contrast, is deeply invested in the capacity of his medium to generate specific affective responses in his viewers. But it is on the first point that there is a divergence of approach. If Brecht rejects “subordinating everything to the single idea,” Eisenstein is utterly relentless in his commitment to ideational unity (see chapter 6). Eisenstein calls it “Hegel’s formula”: the “author, saturated with ideas and predisposed toward them, is bound in fact to determine the whole progress of the work, and if each element of the work fails to embody the original idea then we shall never achieve a work of artistic integrity” (SW3, 26). The idea, he insists, “becomes the determining element of the whole factual and material structure” of the work (SW3, 26). These are the coordinates of Eisenstein’s Wagnerism, the total work defined by the saturation of every aspect of it by the artist’s intention.

Eisler and Adorno urge the use of Brechtian alienation techniques as a counter to Eisenstein’s organicism. Asserting the role of “incidental music” in dramas and “topical songs and production numbers” in musical comedies, Eisler and Adorno observe how these musical elements act as “foreign elements” within the whole, thereby “interrupt[ing] the dramatic context,” never allowing the spectator to “identify himself with the heroes of the drama,” creating an “obstacle to any form of aesthetic empathy” (CF, 73–74, 76). Eisler and Adorno surprisingly affirm “light-entertainment pictures” and “movie revues” as coming closest to the “ideal of montage” because it is there that sound and picture are left separate, which at least provides an accurate picture of a “society alienated from itself” (CF, 74).

Arguments about medium specificity take a more speculative turn when Eisler and Adorno—although Adorno is undoubtedly the sole author of this section—consider the origins of cinema. When film and music were originally brought together it was on “antithetic” terms: film was identified with the still, frozen photographic image, music with time and motion. Early films are characterized as “ghostly” creations, a world of the “living and nonliving,” “effigies of living, acting, and even speaking persons, who were at the same time silent” (CF, 75). Music compensates for the muteness of the ghostly images. Music offers an “antidote against the picture,” like a “whistling or singing child in the dark,” music helps to “exorcise fear or help the spectator absorb the shock” (CF, 75). Figures on the screen appear as “gesticulating masks,” as the audience is confronted with disturbing images of themselves, as “creatures . . . threatened by muteness” (CF, 75). In other words, silent films carry built-in alienation effects, a quality that makes them an intrinsically progressive historical episode. Eisenstein could never accept this set of media-based claims, as though there were properties intrinsic to the medium that lent themselves automatically to political effects.

At this point in the argument Eisler and Adorno take a starkly speculative turn when they declare “the talking picture . . . is mute” (CF, 76). Photographically “two-dimensional,” lacking any “spatial depth,” the figures on the screen are “speaking effigies.” The technical disparity between picture and word is the expression of a deeper disparity. Eisler and Adorno assert that the “fundamental principle of the motion picture . . . is the photographing of motions” (CF, 76). The sense that pictures are in motion can only be accepted “indirectly”; we inevitably sense that “the frozen replica of external reality has suddenly been endowed with the spontaneity that it was deprived of by its fixation” (CF, 78). Every spectator is inevitably aware that what they are seeing is “something petrified . . . manifesting a kind of life of its own” (CF, 78). This photographic reification requires music to set the frozen forms not into motion (which is mere mechanical sequence), but to supply “momentum.” By its very nature film is “essentially related to the ballet and the pantomime; speech . . . is only loosely superimposed upon the characters” (CF, 77). Because film is at root a form of moving photography, speech can only appear as superficially imposed on the still and mute photograph. Eisler and Adorno see this ontological gap as the primary source of critical potential in the medium. For Eisler and Adorno, and also for Brecht, there is an “essence” to the filmic medium (defined by the gap between image and speech), one that can be either exploited or denied. Eisenstein, by contrast, makes no fundamental distinction between media and treats all artistic creation from all time periods as equally available to new forms of connection.

Eisler and Adorno identify speech in film as an extension of captions. It is the mechanical sound “roll retranslated into acoustics” and therefore its “divergences” from the moving photographs are always “unconsciously registered by the spectator.” Again, there is a level of automaticity to Eisler and Adorno’s claims, as though film is always, whether the audience accepts it or not, creating alienation effects for the viewer. Eisler and Adorno insist that “the more closely pictures and words are coordinated, the more emphatically their intrinsic contradiction and the actual muteness of those who seem to be speaking are felt by the spectators” (CF, 77). And the converse holds as well: “the relation between music and pictures is antithetic at the very moment when the deepest unity is achieved” (CF, 78). 

For Brecht, Eisler and Adorno, the dangers of Eisenstein’s practice are the dangers of premature reconciliation, of false assimilation between contradictory means, an identification they equated with an ideological harmonization of conflicting social realities. Conflict, of course, is at the center of Eisenstein’s montage approach: conflict between and within montage “cells” but also between film and music. If Eisler and Adorno accuse Eisenstein of formalism—of drawing an absolute connection between disparate aspects of pictures and music—then for Eisenstein, Eisler and Adorno are guilty of ontologizing media, as though the contemporary state of the medium carries the specific political contradictions of its social-historical setting. For Eisenstein, those contradictions need to be exemplified on the screen, shown to the audience, to feel the force of contradiction at the level of body and mind. There is no sense, in other words, that the medium carries effects beyond the intention of the director.

What Brecht, Eisler, and Adorno fail to grasp is the depth of Eisenstein’s commitment to the “separation of the elements.” In his lectures on music and color in Ivan the Terrible, Eisenstein counters Brecht, Eisler, and Adorno’s presumptions surrounding the V-effect.


Music in sound film begins at the point where the usual pairing of sound and image gives way to an arbitrary unity of sound and depiction; that is, when actual synchronization ceases to exist. As long as the depiction of a boot is linked to the sound of a violin, then it can have no relationship to the creative process, but when the violin is separated from the boot, and rests on the face of the person speaking, that is when your action starts: there is something that you want to express. Ordinary synchronization is done away with and you combine sound and image in the way that your creative intention suggests. (SW3, 323)



The whole point, according to Eisenstein, is to “take apart and put together the usual pairing of elements” to reveal the meaning that one intends (SW3, 324). This is the “rule: you take apart an existing link” and then reconstruct it to create a particular effect (SW3, 324). What this process of separation and reconnection produces over time is a “conditioned reflex” in the viewer (SW3, 325). Brecht makes the identical point in his notes to Eisler and Adorno: “Associated time and again with exciting actions, these [musical] backdrops would . . . transfer a special excitement to the new actions with which they were connected” (FR, 15). As discussed earlier in the account of the Barcarolle, Eisler and Adorno reject Eisenstein’s account of the Trennung, seeing it as an excuse for an ever-tighter reconciliation between picture and sound. Eisenstein, by contrast, would likely find Eisler, Brecht, and Adorno’s account of the V-effect unpersuasive as it is predicated on the divergence between media rather than on the divergence between specific actions on the screen.

Eisenstein’s artistic ontology is never a matter of medium but of method. For Eisenstein there is a universal method, a “method of invariables from Homer to Mayakovsky . . . Pushkin and the Aztec” (EC, 223). There are limitless “means of form,” modifications of the invariable method, including “concrete thinking, personification, rhythmization,” metaphor, metonym, and synecdoche (EC, 223). Eisenstein construes all art under the heading of montage: there are a variety of montage methods but there is one medium of language. Brecht, Eisler, and Adorno accept the wider modernist picture of the “disintegration” of the “a priori self-evidence” of every assumption about the world, a breakdown engendered by the “law of exchange” under capitalism.36 Artistic media express the contradictions of the current state of society. Eisenstein, by contrast, sees all history as an expression of conflict, within ascending stages of consciousness. The task for the artist is less a matter of clarifying the current state of conflict than of simultaneously looking back to an originary communism, while also pointing forward at a higher, more intellectual unity. Finally, Adorno, like Eisenstein, finds in art an image of life lived “beyond praxis,” an aim that is foreign to Brecht’s whole approach.37 For Brecht, praxis itself is an image of life fulfilled.



Anti-intentional Politics II: Barthes on Brecht and Eisenstein

If Eisler and Adorno saw Brecht’s work as centrally at odds with Eisenstein’s, Roland Barthes took a more influential approach and construed Brecht and Eisenstein together, precisely in the way that Adorno later viewed Brecht as a propagandist for communism. Barthes’s 1973 essay “Diderot, Brecht, Eisenstein” is a rare instance of an effort to think Brecht and Eisenstein together. Although Barthes marshals a different aesthetic and political framework from Adorno, he comes to a remarkably similar conclusion. Brecht and Eisenstein are ultimately censured for their political didacticism, as “all militant art cannot but be representational, legal.”38 Because Brecht and Eisenstein intend to convey political meaning, they foreclose the capacity for free audience response. By adhering to a “geometrical foundation of representation,” they imply “a fetishist subject” who will “cut out the necessary tableau” from the manifold experiences given up by the “Text.”39 Barthes concludes with a lament, and half-hearted defense: how could a “society that has not yet found peace, cease to be metaphysical?”40

Barthes famously discovered another Eisenstein, a “Third Meaning” in his work—what would later come to define, no longer under the heading of “meaning,” the punctum in Camera Obscura—one defined against Eisenstein’s intentions. Writing of Ivan’s beard in Ivan the Terrible, Barthes identifies what he calls the “obtuse meaning,” a “layering” of meanings suspended between the referent (the obvious and intended meaning as a beard on the historical character) and self-reference (as false disguise on an actor).41 Barthes sees this layering as compatible with Brecht’s notion of the gestus, to “speak the contrary without renouncing the thing contradicted” (“TM,” 49), a quality that also generates a “distancing effect” (“TM,” 55). But it is more than that. The doubleness of the Eisensteinian image “exposes” the constructed nature of expressive conventions. When the fake beard is juxtaposed against the seemingly “natural” but now fetishistically isolated hank of hair on the actor’s head, it shows us that the “expression of grief—that is what is ridiculous” (“TM,” 49). Eisenstein, that is, unintentionally reveals the arbitrary nature of seemingly natural gestures.

For Barthes, Eisensteinian images continually self-destruct as their “folk significance” (obvious meaning) is juxtaposed with “fetish” objects (the obtuse meaning), and it is the friction between the two that generates a new meaning (“TM,” 49). If for Barthes the obtuse meaning begins with a question hanging over it, whether there is any “guarantee of its intentionality,” soon enough the obtuse element begins to undermine any claim to meaning. Barthes shows the difference occurring when he shifts from describing the “eroticism included in” the obtuse meaning to describing the erotic as something this “meaning manages to assume” (“TM,” 51). Before too long, we read how obtuse meaning “baffles [meaning]—subverts not the content but the entire practice of meaning” (“TM,” 56). Whatever obtuse meaning is, it is “not in the language system (even that of symbols),” because it is a “future figure,” one that escapes intentionality, a “signifier without a signified” (“TM,” 54, 55). We are of course made to wonder how there is meaning without a signified. Anticipating his thesis in Camera Lucida, Barthes reflects how obtuse meaning is available to a “certain way of reading ‘life’ and hence ‘reality’” (“TM,” 54). In other words, film is not particularly relevant to his case (although the fact that the signifier is frozen in a photographic still becomes important to him), as anything in the world can be “read” for its obtuse sense or affective structure. We might be led to conclude that Barthes is attempting to depoliticize Eisenstein, but he contends that it is only when the work is stripped of its ideological meaning that its true, futurial meaning emerges, a shape without a defined content. These erotic or “luxurious” signifiers by virtue of their escape from the regime of signification become “part of tomorrow’s” politics (“TM,” 57).

For both Adorno and Barthes, political art suffers by virtue of the problem that all art suffers: it bears intentions. To have an intention, to have an explicit politics, can only get in the way of the agency of the work—what is inscribed in the work without the author’s intent. To be clear, for both Adorno and Barthes (and their admirers) there is a blunt identification of consciousness with intention and unconsciousness with nonintentionality. There is no room in their body of work for unconscious intentionality, a notion that, I would suggest, in some large part defines artistic intentionality itself. For Adorno and for Barthes, the truly political is always and only what is unintended, and what is intended is reactionary.

To be political for Adorno is to mark one’s distance from intending to be so—that is the point of “second reflection” and “mimetic” exacerbation. The “resoluteness of [the work’s] distance [from the world] . . . concretizes the critique of what has been repulsed.”42 Or again—it is basic to Adorno’s entire approach—“lyric [poetry] reveals itself to be most deeply grounded in society when it does not chime in with society, when it communicates nothing.”43 Similarly, Barthes imagines the power of the Text to consist in its displacement of any particular—that is, political/intentional—point of view. It is only when the “tableau has no point of departure, no support” that it becomes a kind of “music” that can overturn “the Law.”44 What emerges as a dominant picture of postmodern art and theory (although the idea haunts modernism itself) is the incapacity to think art and politics, art and intention, as anything but in necessary conflict with one another in the work. This book aims to counter this conflictual dogma between political intent and artistic meaning, not by aligning the two but by showing instances where they mutually inflect one another, and when they do not. It both matters and does not matter that Rodchenko, Brecht, and Eisenstein saw themselves as Communists and their art as expressive of that set of commitments.

Put another way, for Rodchenko, Brecht, and Eisenstein, there is no sense in which the aesthetic and the political are in inherent opposition to one another, as though art and politics follow separate laws and logics. There was no necessity, as they saw it, for a conflictual relation between either form and content or form and subject matter, just as there is no assumed identity between progressive politics and progressive art. Rodchenko aimed to express what he construed as a profound but also temporary match between artist (constructivist), medium (photography), and world (Communism). Brecht, working largely within a capitalist context, sought to displace the assumed connections between art and world in order to generate a closer fit between the two in the future. Eisenstein, working in both Communist and (occasionally) capitalist contexts, sought to discover a deep connection between artist, art, and world by investigating the roots of mythical thinking and marshaling those forces for the most popular of media: film. Drawing together the most advanced mode of artistic production—film—with most advanced political ideology (as he saw it)—Communism—with the most primordial sources of affective response (myth), Eisenstein conceived of a new Gesamtkunstwerk, a unified vision of an idealized communal art. For Eisenstein, art created a womblike experience, a “deliverance from all difficulties,” and ignited a “thirst for a social system where this class division will be removed again.” And yet, for Eisenstein, there was no resolution at the depths of being; rather, at the source were still conflict and contradiction. On this account, Brecht, Eisenstein, and Rodchenko were fond of quoting Lenin on dialectics: “The precondition for knowledge of all occurrences in the world . . . is knowledge of them as a unity of opposites.” Communism, on this account, was ambivalent at its source.45
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Chapter 2


 Rodchenko’s Photographic Communism


Communism is for us not a state of affairs which is to be established, an ideal to which reality [will] have to adjust itself. We call communism the real movement which abolishes the present state of things. The conditions of this movement result from the premises now in existence.

—Marx, The German Ideology




I always suffer from the fact that . . . I want to think up everything from the beginning to the end, and that’s almost impossible.

—Rodchenko, Diaries



One of the most striking features of Rodchenko’s career is the unmistakable sense of artistic, and indeed human, failure that haunts the last twenty-five years of his practice. This sense of failure was tied for Rodchenko to the deepest aspects of the photographic medium, a medium which became inextricably tied to catastrophic political events. In this sense, to give an account of his sense of failure is also to give an account of photography’s failure, of what the medium seemed capable of representing, and what it could not.

One can measure the difference by comparing two works that share remarkable compositional features but that suggest alternative realities (figure 2.1). The first, the Vakhtan series from late summer 1930, shows three men, two of whom are on either end of six or seven long planks which they appear to be in the process of setting atop another stack of planks to the right (their left). The planks are so long that they bow significantly along their length with the steepest decline near the hands of the man at the far end of the stack. Rodchenko’s camera is positioned at the near end of the planks, the photographer likely kneeling just to the right of the foreground worker, which would position him in a less than ideal location as the sawmill worker carefully moves toward the stacks before him. Between the workers and the stacks the viewer is given a long view into the distance, one that includes a sense of the vast scale of the mill as the wood foundations can be seen extending into space. There is a third man, to the left of the workers with the planks, whose body seems to mirror almost precisely the careful steps of the worker to the left of him. There is a sense in which the mirroring effects along with the view into space suggest something of the vastness of the labor as well as projecting a kind of seamless, seemingly automatic or well-attuned set of behaviors. As I will later suggest, the series as a whole projects a vision of the sawmill as a site of labor that is defined by precision, collective will, and incipient order. Moreover, it is a special kind of order, one that is built on something less than stable foundations, as the laborers balance carefully on the planks that they are also putting into order. It is one of Rodchenko’s many models of communism.
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Figure 2.1 Aleksandr Rodchenko, from a series on a Lumber Mill in Vakhtan, 1930. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.



Compare this now to a photograph (figure 2.2) from roughly three years later, drawn from the Construction of the White Sea-Baltic Canal series. The viewer is now situated above and looking down into a foundation pit. Although it is hard to make out, roughly eighteen workers are arrayed in and around the pit both along the edge and inside the hole. If the Vakhtan series projected an almost balletic sense of ordering, then the canal scene appears chaotic. The workers are dispersed, there is little sense of collective action; as Aglaya Glebova rightly observes, the figures here appear to “toil in isolation.”1 As in the Vakhtan series, but to wholly different effect, a set of wood planks function as makeshift bridges so the workers can lay a more permanent scaffold for the pit. The viewer is given little sense of the shape of the space and even less sense of the nature of the labor: some workers carry wheelbarrows, including three within the pit itself (one appears mostly obscured behind the central one that is tilted up); others are hunched over, perhaps moving boulders by hand; others (at top left, for instance) seem to be watching the others at work. Moreover, the photographer’s position above the pit is unclear; he is standing either on another, higher scaffold or at some steeply inclined edge of a rock face. One is reminded of the words of Andrey Platonov in The Foundation Pit written three years earlier, 1930. “From now on it’s a site—it’s going to be situated with stone. . . . Soon this place will be hidden forever beneath construction.”2
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Figure 2.2 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Workers, 1933 from White Sea-Baltic Canal series. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.



What is at stake in these similar yet ultimately diverging scenes is not just a change in aesthetic orientation but a sense of changing realities, one where life appears to be outstripping every effort at photographic capture. As I will argue, Rodchenko’s photographs make a claim about the world, or rather an ideated world of Communism. What the photographs taken between 1924 and 1932 show or imagine—my argument is not about the truth-value of the claims, although that was at least partly meaningful to the photographer—is starkly different from what emerges with the Construction of the White Sea-Baltic Canal sequence. The difference is marked by what feels like an almost instantaneous mismatch between medium and subject, and therefore artist and world.


“I Live On, Dead”

In a sense, a companion to Rodchenko’s work after 1933 would be Platonov’s writings of the 1930s, which explore and reflect the misery and hopelessness of the First Five-Year Plan from the inside, miseries driven by a dream of a “life to come.” Platonov, born in 1899, should be figured in the generational concerns alongside Rodchenko, Brecht, and Eisenstein. There are moments in Rodchenko’s work where he crosses paths with Platonov. When Rodchenko registers the disappearance of his friend and collaborator Sergei Tretyakov, he lists the things “forgotten” by man: “Motherhood. Spring. Love. Comrades. Children. Friends. A teacher. Dreams. Joy, etc.” (EF, 315). A person is “ruled by dictators,” he writes a few years later.


He’s a slave of his own kind. This so-called king of nature. . . . Everything needs to be destroyed. . . . [B]irds are devoid of mind and ideas. They simply sing and exist and fly whenever they want. Without passes and passports. No one makes soldiers of them, patriots or philistines. They aren’t murdered for ideas. (EF, 367)



Indeed, an almost pathological rehearsal of doom and isolation pervades his extensive body of writing from 1932 up to his death in 1956: “Nothing is working out . . . nothing is happening . . . Only dreams are left. . . . It’s strange to be a living artist without a single devotee” (EF, 320). “Wherever I am, whatever I’m doing, there’s the poison of depression in everything” (EF, 323). “The heart is tired and worn out with hopeless dreams, broken hopes, discredited ideas, obliterated work” (EF, 324). “There’s nothing joyful left. What is there to live for? What did I and will I live for? No one needs me” (EF, 324). He reflects on “[t]en years of emptiness,” in 1943 (when there were more than ten years of emptiness yet to come) (EF, 356). “I live on, dead,” he writes days before Victory Day, and things do not improve in the months and years after (EF, 402). At the root of this sense of emptiness is a philosophical proposition about photography, and about a way of life that seemed to mirror its ontology. The emptiness emerges from the sense in which these two things—photographic ontology and a way of life—begin to feel unrelated, even opposed to one another at some basic experiential level. At the same moment Rodchenko begins to despair of photography, he turns more and more emphatically toward painting and realist literature. He reads about Gustave Courbet, the diaries of the de Goncourt brothers, the letters of Gustave Flaubert and Vincent Van Gogh. Painting, even of the most realist kind, was not physically connected with its referent in the way that photography was. For Rodchenko, if the referent was dead, so was photography.

This is the inescapable context not just for Rodchenko, but for the three artists considered in this book. All three worked for the state in some capacity, and certainly provided ideological support for the state, even of an increasingly complex and unreliable kind. I have no interest in exonerating them of their guilt in complicity with or direct service toward (in the case of Rodchenko’s White Sea-Baltic Canal, for instance) the horrors of state violence. But what is far from clear is what the works mean. The use to which their works were put to enhance the interests of the state, like any use, does and does not bear on the artist’s intention. The use of their work for propaganda purposes at times matches the intent of the artist; at other times it does not. My aim here is not to address the history of uses (which are potentially unlimited), but rather to examine the nature of the intent. Intent, as I have argued at length elsewhere, is not a matter of extracting messages from biographies, letters, documents, period discourse, or even the artist’s conscious will.3 For an artist, even politically engaged artists like Rodchenko (and, far more obviously, Eisenstein), intention is largely a matter of unconscious processes. Above all, I resist the demand to read Rodchenko’s photographs as transparent documents that tell us about the world. Whatever their documentary quality, his photographs are saturated with meaning—in other words, they are artworks that are far from transparently open to their subject matter. No doubt the photographic medium is specially tied to the referent in the way that other media are not, but they are no less “constructs” than the sculpture and painting to which Rodchenko was also devoted.

At several points my argument here will intersect with and diverge from Glebova’s important analysis of Rodchenko’s White Sea-Baltic Canal sequence, “‘No Longer an Image, Not Yet a Concept’: Montage and the Failure to Cohere in Aleksandr Rodchenko’s Gulag photo-essay.” To state my differences up front, Glebova’s account over-privileges the specific referent in Rodchenko’s work (here, the gulag), as though the meaning of the work is determined by the nature of the job. It is not at all the case that Glebova sees Rodchenko’s work as seamless vehicles for propagandistic meaning. For Glebova, the “pictorial incoherence” of Rodchenko’s Attack on the Land functions to “question and attenuate the dictates of the Stalinist state” (“NLI,” 335). Nonetheless the “ambiguity and multivalence” of the work emerges from the specific conditions of production, ones that are not exactly the product of Rodchenko’s intentions (the work undoes its “own claims”) (“NLI,” 335). My aim here is to address the structuring intentions that motivate his work as a whole, with a special emphasis on the works made prior to the White Sea-Baltic Canal series, the moment when Rodchenko felt the photographic medium fell decisively out of contact with the world around him. Writing of Rodchenko’s 1929 AMO photo-essay, Glebova describes it as an expression of his


fetishism of mass production, as expressed in the endless replications of car parts—a vision of manufacture by fission, from which the worker’s labour has been almost entirely effaced. (This is also the case with the 1931 Vakhtan series, in which Rodchenko frequently minimized the workers’ bodies, since they threatened to dissolve the vision of successful industrialization.) (“NLI,” 351)



Glebova makes the same point of the White Sea-Baltic Canal sequence, where, in contrast to their superiors, “the workers are denied the powers of looking back” (“NLI,” 357). “These workers, facing away, many with their backs turned to us, are no Rückenfiguren; they do not—cannot—survey the site, their heads tipped forward, focused on the work in front of them” (“NLI,” 358). For Glebova this quality is defined by the situation, as the workers, prison laborers, were actually denied agency. But as I will argue below, Rodchenko’s commitment to figures immersed in action, absorbed in a wide range of activities, both singular and in groups (largely of friends and family), is central to the whole of his body of work from the beginning. There is no sense, in other words, that one could or should identify visual qualities with the actions of the subjects depicted or the particular political task he assumed. His works undoubtedly function at the level of propaganda, but they also, and I want to argue primarily, should be understood in terms of his larger intentions as an artist. I do not, in other words, mean to suggest that Rodchenko’s overriding fascination with absorbed states of mind and body are literally indexed to his subjects, rather that it is a quality, an effect, he aimed to project throughout his body of work.



Rodchenko’s Courtyard Series

André Kertész’s Vert Galant on a Wintery Day (figure 2.3) was taken from the Pont Neuf, looking down and across the famous square dividing the Seine. The bottom horizontal framing edge of the photograph is paralleled by the horizontal lines of the park gate, while a circular path that extends the length of the square loosely follows the outer edges of the picture. The snow-covered patches of grass produce two shapes that roughly approximate a circle (below) and a triangle (above), as two silhouetted trees rise from the snow. The lower-right corner is framed by a semicircle balanced against the horizontals of the entrance gate. Visible along the right side about halfway up the path are three unoccupied benches (a recurring Kertész trope), and just past them, a singular walking figure has crossed the lower-right edge of the upper, “triangular” patch of snow and moves toward the far side of the park. The space is further dominated by the powerful vertical thrust of the two large trees that impart a powerful vertical but also largely static directionality to the picture. I am tempted to say there is an expressive collusion between the verticality of the trees and the diagonal movement into space of the figure on the path as though the weightiness of the trees, something like magnified siblings of the moving figure, suggests how rooted and layered this simple action might be. The sense of protracted movement, a kind of weighted temporality, is further enhanced by the remarkable arced lines etched over time into the snow by the movements of the wind (or, perhaps, by the fluid gestures of a park attendant with a shovel or broom), and the movement of the figure along the path. The effect of the whole is to suggest extended and embodied modes of temporality as though the slowly moving figure evokes the meditative time of walking as well as the layered strata of memory.
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Figure 2.3 André Kertész, Vert Galant on a Wintery Day, c. 1929. © The Estate of André Kertész/Higher Pictures.



Compare this now with Rodchenko’s Courtyard of 1928–30 (figure 2.4), taken from the south-facing balcony of his Moscow apartment, from a similarly elevated viewpoint. The sense of enclosure offered by the trees and surrounding blocks in Rodchenko’s scene is stronger than in Kertész’s. One feels the unmistakable availability to vision of the inhabitants in the large apartment block overlooking the courtyard, even if the live traces of human action are minimal (two figures tend carriages at the bottom of the picture, and another person exits the center of the park and moves toward the right edge of the frame). The difference in effect between Kertész’s and Rodchenko’s visions might be understood in both temporal and spatial terms. Kertész suggests a protracted sense of time, a “pregnant moment” that expands back into the past and projects forward into the future, and inward into memory, by virtue of the minimal supply of information. Rodchenko’s photograph is insistently rooted in its own geographical, economic, and social context. Rodchenko’s Courtyard projects beyond the given frame, into a world that would provide further information with each additional view. No further information seems desirable with Kertész’s view.
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Figure 2.4 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Courtyard, c. 1928–1930. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY



Consider further the differences in tonal values between these two works. Rodchenko’s light source is declarative, matter-of-fact, precise, and sharp. We are meant to register a specific time of day. Kertész offers a modulated field of grays, with crisp whites and black tones providing a full range—despite the ambient winter lighting. Compositionally, the path that divides the areas of grass in Rodchenko’s photograph creates a hard division between the upper and lower sections, a break enforced by the heavy shadow at the top against the bright light of the lower section that shines down from above the distant rooftops. Kertész’s angle of vision minimizes the break between the two sections of snow-covered grass. The curvilinear sweep of lines unifies any potentially dividing elements; here, the specifics of time and space are purposefully rendered unverifiable.

Unlike Kertész’s Vert Galant on a Wintry Day, Paris, Rodchenko’s Courtyard is part of a larger sequence of views taken from his balcony. From 1928 to 1930, Rodchenko produced at least seven variations on the same courtyard space (figure 2.4–2.10). Four of the views were photographed from nearly the same vantage point with only the most minimal variations.
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Figure 2.5 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Courtyard, c. 1928–1930. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.
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Figure 2.6 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Courtyard, c. 1928–1930.
 © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.
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Figure 2.7 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Courtyard, c. 1928–1930.
 © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.
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Figure 2.8 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Courtyard, c. 1928–1930. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.
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Figure 2.9 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Courtyard, c. 1928–1930. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko / UPRAVIS, Moscow / ARS, NY.
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Figure 2.10 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Courtyard, c. 1928–1930. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.



What is the effect of viewing these multiple views of nearly identical subjects? When viewed as a series or group, as Rodchenko intended, the minimal addition or subtraction of information—around the movement of the carriage below, around changes in the weather, around the changing array of leaves on the trees, around the small groups of figures and solitary ones, around variations in angle of vision—intensifies the salient differences between the views, drawing attention to the manifold but small-scale changes that occur within a world that seems largely defined by stasis. In two of them, the otherwise seemingly documentary recording of four horses with their loaded carts becomes a central form of action (figures 2.4 and 2.5); they become central by virtue of their peripheral but exceptional break with the ordinariness of the setting. Viewers are urged to look closely, to identify features in these otherwise banal subjects that would otherwise slip through our awareness. That the highlighted features are “ordinary”—a key word for Rodchenko—was crucial to its point. “I am expanding our conception of the ordinary, everyday object,” Rodchenko explains.4 Viewers may begin to notice that the three cart-bearing horses appear bound together, seemingly tended by a small team of workers (a model of distributive efficiency). The horses and workman are part of the larger economy of the housing block, an economy that includes the photographer looking on from above.

Rodchenko’s infamous photographic commitment to defamiliarizing angles of vision should be seen in light of his larger sequencing of photographs. Within the Courtyard sequence, for instance, are two assertively estranged views (figures 2.8 and 2.9). I would contend that these estranged views only make sense, only register fully as unfamiliar, within the larger photographic dynamic of the sequence, a dynamic that includes what Rodchenko and his colleagues called “from the navel” (that is, bourgeois) point of view (figure 2.7).5 The latter scene exemplifies a kind of deadpan focus, as the scene is symmetrically laid out for the viewer. As part of the larger series this straight photograph reads almost as aggressively unfamiliar as the two overtly estranged views, making a strong claim for the historical and contextual nature of meaning. 

Analytic versus Synthetic Photography

Rodchenko addresses the role of sequential photography in a 1928 essay entitled “Against the Synthetic Portrait, for the Snapshot,” in which he differentiates vernacular photographic snapshots from painted portraits. The essay is driven by a core distinction between a “single, immutable” picture of reality, and what a series could offer—an “analytic”—or multiplied—rendering of it.6 Rodchenko suggests that “synthetic” photography (or, in Osip Brik’s terms, a “Photo-Picture”) sought to capture “something indisputable and immutable,” a “common truth” about the world in a single work. However, for Rodchenko, those “common truths” had been pulverized by “science and technology.” The eternally “changing moment” of modern life, he argues, renders any “single, immutable,” “synthetic” act impossible.

Rodchenko meant this as a political distinction, as well: a “synthetic” picture, one that obscures the fact that reality can be changed, is an ideological weapon of the bourgeoisie; it supports the worldview of the “rich and powerful.” According to Rodchenko, modern subjects apprehend the changing world through multiple and heterogeneous media whose content is open to revision and expansion: “photographs, books, and notes,” “newspapers, magazines, card catalogues, prospectuses and directories” provide a composite picture of reality, a composite more reliable than any singular viewpoint can achieve (“ASP,” 241).

In a sense, of course, Kertész’s Vert Galant would epitomize a synthetic photograph for Rodchenko. Then again, that’s not quite right. Why? Because it misses Rodchenko’s most basic assumption about photography: that it gives the viewer access to the world in its totality. There is no sense, for instance, that Rodchenko’s analytic approach is an affirmation of the idea that reality is a matter of subject position. When Leah Dickerman describes Rodchenko’s analytic approach as a matter of “empirical textuality, [and pursuit of] the perception of difference”7—that is, a viewer-driven account of the perspectival nature of reality—she entirely misses the point of an analytic approach. Rodchenko, like Kertész here, assumes that photography is an essential tool in the apprehension of reality as a whole. New media, for Rodchenko, were tools by which to get at a sharable reality separable from those tools, but adequately graspable by them (this orientation—a match between media and reality—will change by the time Rodchenko produces White Sea-Baltic Canal).

Brik explained in a 1927 essay on factography, “It is through the accumulation of individual facts that one creates a necessary unity.”8 Factography, rather than a predigested singularity, is the correct mode of apprehending the truth about contemporary reality. This “unity” is composed from an accumulation of facts. So when Rodchenko says “there isn’t—and cannot be—a summation of Lenin that is the same for everyone” (figure 2.11; “ASP,” 240; trans. modified), he is not making a case for what Dickerman describes as the insistence that “subjectivity was always constructed in perspective.”9 Nor is Rodchenko saying that everyone has “their own” Lenin, a Lenin whose truth dissolves in the individuated, subjective responses of viewers. Instead, Rodchenko observes that a “file of photographs” of Lenin could assist in the preservation of the “eternal Lenin,” more than either a painted or photographic portrait could (“ASP,” 240). And as this last phrase—“eternal Lenin” [вечного]—suggests, Rodchenko’s picture of the relation between modernity, truth, and media may not be quite as contemporary (participatory, open-ended, and sequential) as some have argued. It is not that Rodchenko rejects “synthesis” or even “eternal truths.” He only resists the notion that a single representation of an action or event can be true, as it would strip the instant of its situation within a larger structural economy. In other words, it is not unity of truth that is at stake in the struggle between synthetic and analytic photography. The only battle being waged is over the most appropriate ways to apprehend modern realities. Unity cannot be captured in one synthetic photograph (much less a painting) but rather through a “whole lot of snapshots” in tandem with other forms of information (“ASP,” 242). To accomplish this, Rodchenko writes, the “object must be seen in several different photos from different viewpoints and positions, as though looking around it” (“P,” 211). One needs to show the “world from all points, in order to educate the ability to see the world from all sides” (“P,” 208).
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Figure 2.11 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Cover of the book To the Living Il’ich, 1924. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.



But what if the world did not offer itself from all points of view, but rather seemed to speak in monotone, in staged “unities,” in a message orchestrated by a single, motivated source (such as the government)? What if the world refused the contingent orders of Rodchenko’s sequencing and offered instead stabilized monuments beyond human measure? It was in 1932 that Rodchenko was charged with “propagating a taste that is alien to the proletariat” by steering “proletarian art onto the path toward Western advertising, formalism, and aestheticism.”10 What is remarkable about this charge is that Rodchenko largely assented to the terms, if not the content, of his censure. Looking back on his Constructivist work, he reflected how “we created a new understanding of beauty, and expanded the concept of art.”11 Rodchenko lamented how the authorities were tearing him “away from everything [he] loved . . . from fantasy, from . . . romanticism, and from leftist art, as well.” It should strike the reader not just that Rodchenko affirms romanticism but that romanticism is identified with leftist art, rather than its negation. If, as he writes in “Against the Synthetic Portrait,” Rodchenko could casually declare that “art has no place in modern life. It will continue to exist as long as there is a mania for the romantic,” then it may seem like a profound reversal of intent when, in 1934, he publishes a defiant essay entitled “Photography Is Art” (“ASP,” 241). In this later essay, Rodchenko encourages the collection, archiving, and international exhibition of photography, so that it might “be treated with respect as an art today.”12 More emphatically still, he noted in his diary at the time that “art needs to be separated from politics” (EF, 350).

The Structure of Intentionality in Rodchenko’s Photographic Sequences

Of course, there is no stark reversal—from photography to painting, from politics to aesthetics, from life to art—in Rodchenko’s career. Underlying Rodchenko’s changing stylistic and discursive claims is a consistent core of intentions. This intentional structure is visible, I would suggest, in works in different media, from different periods of work that carry through his practice despite apparent aesthetic and political shifts. If one compares, for instance, the early Constructivist painting Dissolving the Surface (1920) (figure 2.12) with the photograph Street (1930) (figure 2.13), one will notice the “V”-shaped pattern—as though the world is precariously balanced on a pin—that compositionally structures both works. It is hard to conceive of this as anything other than a self-conscious effort to reformat the earlier painting as a photographic street scene. This is not simply a formal appetite at work, but something more like a meaningful structure, one that I will describe as being linked to a vision of the ordinary and the makeshift. There is an identity of purpose on the surface of his practice from beginning to end, purposes I would further argue, but which I cannot elaborate on here, that have been obscured by Rodchenko’s contemporary admirers.
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Figure 2.12 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Dissolving the Surface, 1920. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.
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Figure 2.13 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Street, 1930. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.



Four topics speak directly to Rodchenko’s guiding set of intentions and also return to the question of failure that haunts the last twenty years of his photographic practice.

1) Rodchenko’s work was driven by the idea that the world, as it is habitually apprehended, is unnatural and functions as a kind of living theater. To say that someone or something in one of his photographs appears to have been “posed” is the deepest form of insult for Rodchenko, who felt that such poses were the hallmark of a bourgeois habit of mind (blunted perception) and pattern of behavior (faked gestures). In “The Paths of Contemporary Photography” of 1928, Rodchenko draws a formative distinction between theater and what one might call absorbed modes of behavior:

Here we have a photograph from the magazine Korall—this is chronicle, this is ethnography, this is a document. But in fact, everyone is posing. In fact, the minute before the photographer arrived, these people were doing something of their very own and were in their own places. Imagine what point of view there would be in the photograph if the photographer had taken a picture unexpectedly, unawares?

Of course, it’s hard to take pictures unawares, while with a system of posing it’s easy and quick. And there’s no misunderstanding with the consumer. (“P,” 210)

Posing is the natural mode of behavior for the bourgeoisie. The aim of photography was to retrieve a natural mode of seeing and feeling—catching the sitter “unaware”—in our ordinary lives, “[r]ight here at home, [to] know how to find something completely new.”13

Rodchenko remarked that “ordinary objects can be shown in a completely unusual way” in order to break people loose from their “biased, routine education” (“P,” 208). To Rodchenko, it was “necessary to photograph ordinary, well-known objects from completely unexpected viewpoints and in unexpected positions” in order to make the world known to us in a newly natural way (“P,” 210). Rodchenko’s formalism, the pursuit of unusual, defamiliarizing angles of vision, is driven by his critique of theatricality, of posing. Multiple viewpoints—unsettling habits of vision—are a way to recover something like the naturalness of perception, which he describes as the desire to “see” the world, not just “look” at it. “It’s quite possible that we often look at things like this [everyday scene], but don’t see them. We don’t see what we look at” (“P,” 212). These terms are basic to Russian Formalist poetics, and they are largely identical to the ones elaborated by Viktor Shklovsky in “Art as Technique” and other writings.14 It bears noting that the work of the Formalists largely centered on interpreting traditional Russian prose works—Gogol, Pushkin, Tolstoy—to suggest the ways in which estranging qualities were embedded in the most canonical works of Russian literature. Similarly, Rodchenko’s disorienting viewpoints, set in tandem with the “belly button” orientation, suggest the ubiquity, the ordinariness, of an alternate reality within the one we habitually—but perhaps unthinkingly—inhabit.


	Rodchenko imagined there were forms of behavior that were as though automatically free of the pose and for that reason they did not need to be caught unaware. They could just as easily face the camera as look away, engage the viewer directly, or ignore them, which is to say they embody something like an existential freedom from the pose. Rodchenko’s mother’s appetite for reading was apparently all-consuming, as was her consumption of newspapers and magazines. 



Rodchenko’s portrait of her reading in Mother (1924) (figure 2.14) exemplifies her absorption while also defining a basic formal and thematic interest for Rodchenko (that the sitter’s state of mind is perhaps fictive only highlights the intensity of Rodchenko’s commitment). Nonetheless, there is no actual defeat of the pose in Mother; it was not necessary with this subject, and one might even describe her state of being as one of scrutiny, rather than immersive unawareness. One gets the sense that the sitter does not care much one way or the other whether she is being recorded (as is evident in the small sequence of works devoted to her in the act of reading). Rodchenko’s photographs of his daughter Varvara, taken over twenty years, exemplify the freedom these sitters have from the pose. Varvara can just as well face the photographer/father as, at other times, willfully escape his prying gaze, as she does in his famous photographs of her in the bath (figure 2.15).
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Figure 2.14 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Portrait of Mother, 1924. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.
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Figure 2.15 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Morning Wash, 1932. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.



Later in his life, athletes and circus performers exemplified a possible, if extreme, instance of a way of life beyond the pose, as though the extremity of the acrobatic performance negated the possibility of playing to the viewer (figure 2.16); he could even imagine his own surroundings as free of the pose (as though one’s ongoing, temporally protracted relation with one’s world granted objects a kind of naturalness). Landscape photography, certainly a minor genre for Rodchenko, figured a world incapable of posing, although even here the natural world never fully emerges in its non-human dimensions, as though Rodchenko could not connect or even see a world without the mark of intent. In Pines (1933) (figure 2.17), for instance, it is as though natural elements desire to enter into human terms by becoming a kind of bridge; in Log of the same year, milled timber can resemble a “naturally” fallen trunk, as though collapsing any strong distinction between the natural and human forms.
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Figure 2.16 Aleksandr Rodchenko, On the Horizontal Bar, 1935. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.
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Figure 2.17 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Pines, 1933. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.



These interests are further evident in Rodchenko’s ongoing commitment to photographing friends and relatives, especially the series of portraits taken beginning in 1924 of his colleagues at LEF (Left Front of the Arts) and other friends within the avant-garde. When Rodchenko is in the company of close friends and family and the familiar places they inhabit, one does not need to capture them unawares; they can be viewed and photographed with complete freedom, even with a direct form of address to the beholder, as the great photographs of Vladimir Mayakovsky exemplify (1924) (figure 2.18).
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Figure 2.18 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Portrait of Mayakovsky (Standing), 1924. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.




	A third point, a corollary to the last one, concerns the status of technology in Rodchenko’s photography. How do we make sense of Rodchenko’s nearly ubiquitous attention to technology, or, more simply, the interface of humanity and nature? On first glance, the constant presence of technology, and not nature, might suggest Rodchenko’s aversion to the “naturalness” observed in the last two points. Rodchenko’s estrangement techniques are not only associated with technology (radio towers, automobiles, and industrial production), but seem to be at one with their technological subjects. Simply put, nature, for Rodchenko, is second nature. As he frequently noted, he was “born over the stage of a theater.”15 “The first landscape I ever saw was on stage, the first flowers were made by my father. In short, everything ordinary and genuine in life I saw in an unreal version. It was all artificial.”16 Technology exemplifies the adaptability of the world, everything is available to transformation. In one breath he describes how his first experience of painting “decided my whole life,” because it showed how one could “invent things, whatever you wanted, and it was all—theater and actors and sets, and you could do everything by yourself.” The world itself became accessible, as though for the first time, through technology, the camera being a privileged instance of this. Rodchenko’s sense of the subject was defined by mediation. One can only be “oneself” when one is temporarily dislodged from the world and reconnected to it through technology, whose object is the transformation of the given.



Moreover, nature, for Rodchenko, is conceived in human terms. In his “LEF Notebook” of 1927 he describes his experience at the Pushkino dacha: “I walk around and look at nature. . . . Everything’s accidental and unorganized, there’s nothing to photograph, it’s not interesting. Now the pines aren’t too bad, long, bare, almost telegraph poles. And the ants live sort of like people.”17 Rodchenko entitled a 1933 photograph of pine trees simply Ship Timber (figure 2.19) (this is an instance of what Tretyakov euphemistically called “nature organized to human advantage”). And what is Rodchenko’s photographic sequence of the making of the White Sea-Baltic Canal other than a story about nature being made over into exclusively human terms, an issue that will return at the end of this chapter. In his essay “Analytic Sequences,” Hubertus Gessner noted that Rodchenko “tends towards the generalization of the urban and industrial point of view . . . as all the points of view are reduced to a single epoch, that of technology.”18 Gessner contrasts this with the canonical view not only of Rodchenko, but of modern art more generally: that artworks give expression to changing “modes of perception.”19 In his Moscow Diaries, Walter Benjamin describes the difference between peasant and urban viewers as a difference between two modes of perception, as though they live in two different historical epochs in the same chronological time, an instance of the non-simultaneity of the simultaneous. On this account, peasants and urban dwellers literally see and experience the world differently, as though their sensory apparatus apprehends the world according to different ontological bearings. There is no photographic evidence to suggest Rodchenko assented to this mytho-poetic construal of perceptual difference; peasants, industrial workers, young and old, all inhabit a world defined by change. Rodchenko’s vision of our shared perceptual equipment is expressed through human-scaled technologies rather than grounded in a technological worldview, as though perception is the product of mediation.
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Figure 2.19 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Ship Timber, 1927. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.




	Finally, Rodchenko was drawn—in ways that override his commitment to unfamiliar angles—to a view of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics as, by definition, contingent and makeshift. Humans become absorbed in the world by virtue of their mastery of nature through technology. Revealing the depths of this earned or “second” nature might require aggressive acts of formal invention, using the camera lens to shake the eye loose of its way of “looking” at the world in order to properly “see” it, but the world might also be revealed by a kind of sustained attentiveness, as the photo sequences suggest. Alongside Rodchenko’s effort to dislodge habits of looking and feeling, he had a genius for discovering the novel ways in which humans unconsciously appropriate nature to themselves and appropriate each other in largely noncoercive ways. If the White Sea-Baltic Canal sequence, for example, is the height of human–nature coercion, then the earlier photographic series including Street Trade of 1928 (figure 2.20); newspaper production of 1928 (figure 2.21); the Culture Park group of 1929 (figure 2.22); the Radio Listener report of 1929 (figure 2.23); Vakhtan mill sequence of 1930 (figure 2.1); and Factory Canteen of 1931 (figure 2.24) are exemplifications of communism as the achievement of contingent, makeshift orders. Morning Edition (figure 2.21), Radio Listener, Vakhtan, and the lunch scene at the canteen all evoke states of either singular or group engrossment and absorption either in reading, listening, working, eating, or talking, or in some combination of these actions. The destabilizing angle of several of them, or the total proximity in Radio Listener, project a kind of makeshift or temporary order. The Electrician on a Pole (figure 2.22) exemplifies a makeshift order, as the worker precariously suspends himself by virtue of the merest of devices, here a twisted metal grip that simultaneously supports his body weight and is used to lift his body up the pole, to generate power for the new culture park. Rodchenko was always drawn to these images of contingent order, even in his most desperate moments during the last years of his life he likened himself to Robinson Crusoe, building orders out of nothing (the imaginary contingency had become a very real one): “Don’t know whether . . . like Robinson Crusoe, I’ll have to make it myself from nothing and with nothing. True, I’ve already figured out how to do it. . . . We’ll build life all over again, stone by stone” (EF, 336).
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Figure 2.20 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Cigarette Seller on Strastnaya Square, 1927 from Street Trade series. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.
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Figure 2.21 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Morning Edition or Breakfast with a Freshly-Printed Newspaper (Stepanova at the Table), 1928 from 30 Days series. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.
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Figure 2.22 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Electrician on a Pole, 1929 from Culture Park series. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.
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Figure 2.23 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Radio Listener, 1927. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.
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Figure 2.24 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Lunch, 1929 from Factory Canteen series. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.



The Street Trade series best exemplifies Rodchenko’s overall vision of makeshift order (that the “reality” in this instance might be arranged, idealized for Rodchenko does not equate with its being posed). Cigarette-Seller on Strastnaya Square (1928) (figure 2.20) is framed by the street lamp at left, and the seated woman at right. She sells cigarettes from a folding display case, which is positioned just behind the street lamp. To the left of the street lamp is a stream of foot traffic, her potential customers. Beyond the cigarette seller are several more street vendors who are featured in other works from the series. In a traveling exhibition Rodchenko gave the photograph the suggestive title Holy Spot. The spot is divine for its seemingly ideal confluence of sellers and consumers. Which is to say, this is a vision of a model economy, an economy where production meets consumption without remainder. The profits will be spent, the products are disposable—they literally burn up in their use —the seller will leave at the end of the day, and only the most scant traces will be left of the encounter. Simply put, it is Rodchenko’s vision of communism. And for Rodchenko the makeshift order of communism was as though made for snapshot photography. With this pattern of intent in mind, one can get a better sense of the significance of seemingly banal scenes like the little-known image of Ice-cream on the Beach (c. 1926) (figure 2.25), in which a boy sells ice cream to other children on the beach. This is another “holy spot” where buyers and sellers meet in an idealized, theoretical, but also real and mundane, space undefined by capital accumulation. Again the exchange leaves no remainder, ice cream melts the ways cigarettes dissolve: with the transaction complete, buyer and seller disappear, the goods are consumed in a fluid social exchange without surplus and therefore without exploitation.
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Figure 2.25 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Ice-cream on the Beach, 1926. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.



Rodchenko’s extraordinary and largely unknown series of photographs of desks (figure 2.26) is part of this larger project of photographic and political ideals. Rodchenko’s desk is layered with a history of use, covered with the full range of instruments of his trade. Most conspicuous appear the tools and traces of his advertising work, suggesting revision and alteration, but also a kind of low-grade, but sustainable, order. It is a small and apparently functional universe defined by change, an order that could be altered at will in accord with the needs of the user. Rodchenko further photographed his wife, Varvara Stepanova, at her desk over several years. She is absorbed in her work in at least four versions of Stepanova at Her Work Table (figure 2.27 and 2.28), two from around 1924, and two from 1927, and like Rodchenko, she shares his sensibility for a kind of cluttered, yet orderly, work space. The vertically oriented photograph of 1924 suggests a kind of organization—gridded, balanced, geometrical—that the horizontally oriented work seems to question, Rodchenko seeming to revel in the relative disorder granted him by this particular angle, where the proximate space and the files behind her suggest something less than a clearly regulated system. It is as though between the two photographic and experiential settings we are given a sense of a possible order, one that preserves unity through constant change.
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Figure 2.26 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Desk, 1924. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.
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Figure 2.27 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Stepanova at Her Desk, 1924. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.
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Figure 2.28 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Stepanova Behind Her Desk, 1927. © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.



Beginning in 1928, and culminating in 1933, Rodchenko was commissioned by the state to photograph vastly more ambitious social and economic complexes than traveling cigarette sellers, ice cream vendors, and artists’ spaces. The Vakhtan sawmill series of 1930 (figure 2.1), for instance, projects a complex vision of communist order. The photographs are commissioned stills from a film shoot for the never-completed film Chemical Treatment of the Forest. Tretyakov, writing in “Photo-Notes” (1928), mused about the themes explored here: “Delight in nature ‘untouched by the blasphemous hand of man,’ in ‘virgin’ forest, in ‘chaos,’ in the great masses of tree trunks rotting irresponsibly and unmethodically, is just a belch of reactionary Romanticism.”20 It is irresponsible for Romanticism to let the trees lie without chemical treatment, to let nature go without bringing it to bear for human use. If the film were completed, it would likely stand alongside the White Sea-Baltic Canal photographs as a monument to the new state’s domination of nature. I would suggest that the Vakhtan sawmill series provides a kind of standing counter to the whole notion of Communism as a kind of fixed order that leaves nothing live or dead out of account. Rodchenko is fascinated here with the theme of balance, as workers precariously engage in a daily routine that frequently leaves them suspended off the ground; their actions are sustained by the collective and contingent order of the workers and their natural products. In this world, there is no way to separate the workers, their product, and its usage, if not its consumption. The workers are literally supported by the material of their labors; within the terms of this mode of production there is no surplus value, as there is no exchange value—production and use have found a way, if temporarily, to merge.

All of Rodchenko’s photographic series express a fascination with the contingency of human action, of the constantly renewed efforts to make the world graspable and human, but also (and crucially) to allow the world to be “itself” as well, to allow it to return to its original state once man has completed his delimited set of tasks. This is what Rodchenko meant when he said “CONSTRUCTION is THE CONTEMPORARY WORLDVIEW” in his Constructivist “Slogans” of 1921. The sawmill is an instance of “A CONSTRUCTIVELY ORGANIZED life” and photographs of makeshift orders on desks are an instance of “A PERSON who organizes his life, work, and himself.” One can hear a distant echo of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s vision of “Experience,” where he declares, “I dare not assume to give their order, but I name them as I find them in my way. I know better than to claim any completeness for my picture.”21 Emerson, of course, is a not too distant voice in this context as Rodchenko cited the American Transcendental poems of Walt Whitman in his “System” for his 1919 exhibition of Black on Black paintings. It should be clear, though, that Rodchenko’s sense of incompleteness is not the same as a declaration of failure or lack of progress. Like Emerson and Marx, Rodchenko believed in the “perfectibility” of his vision of Communism, the sense in which the successive layering and fitting of the planks of wood into one another will ultimately result in something more than mere construction, and more like a building—one made of wood. And this contingent order would be enough, perhaps more than enough, of a monument to the communist order he helped to produce. That this was a fantasy, Rodchenko either did not fully recognize or, more likely, could not bear to confront.

Rodchenko possessed a near-absolute identification of photography with modernity, an identification founded on a shared ontology of contingency and a political, social, and aesthetic commitment to the makeshift. To him, photography itself was bound to the contingencies that defined the new way of being in the USSR—one that included constant negotiations between individuals, the collective, nature, industrialization, and technology. His photographs of workers embody a particular artistic sensibility, one that seeks to make the dynamism and change implicit in contingency and coping into visible features of the subject’s truth and to set that truth free from the subjective point of view of either photographer or sitter. For Rodchenko, photography is marshaled for realities unsuited to its ontology of change. Mobility was not at issue with the White Sea-Baltic photographs (figure 2.29), despite Rodchenko’s often elaborate efforts to make it so. Contingency was certainly not a determining factor of these photographs, as it was for his earlier sequences. Although the later imagery remains thoroughly absorptive in its presentation—he couldn’t imagine the world in any other way—it was absorptive in the absence of a makeshift or contingent space of action, the new spaces of monumentality refused any apprehension in absorptive terms. The incapacity of photography to come to terms with new monumental spaces was directly associated for Rodchenko with the rejection of social–historical contingency that became the defining feature of reality. When the USSR began to define itself by the mastery of nature, both human and environmental—not by its temporary, and always fragile, coming to terms with it—the USSR’s mastery became synonymous with its failure. Rodchenko found himself, his medium and his vision, separate from his subject, and no Robinson Crusoe could amend the gap between them.
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Figure 2.29 Aleksandr Rodchenko, Lock Gates, 1933 from White Sea-Baltic Canal series.
 © 2021 Estate of Alexander Rodchenko/UPRAVIS, Moscow/ARS, NY.
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Chapter 3


 Art and Political Consequence

Brecht’s Critique of Affect


The truth must be spoken because of the consequences which follow from it for behavior.

—Brecht, “Five Difficulties in Writing the Truth”




One thing I’ve learned, and dying I will tell you: It makes no sense to say there’s something deep inside you that won’t come out! Can you think of anything that has no consequences?

—Brecht, Saint Joan of the Stockyards



There is a peculiar note recorded in Brecht’s journal for December 2, 1942:


a great discovery: the need to buy vitamins here in the form of pills. i was already clearly aware how bad my brain was functioning, how quickly i tired, how low one’s vitality gets, and so on. five days of taking vitamins and i was fit again. what striking proof of the social origin of the proletarian “inability to think”! (J, 272)



Brecht, a little more than a year in Los Angeles, discovers the wonders of vitamins. How serious is the claim about the “social origin” of thinking? Then again, it is not really about the social origin of thinking, but more about the chemical and biological roots of it.

A similar line of thought is recorded by Benjamin in his “Notes from Svendborg” where he relates his encounters with Brecht over the summer of 1934 in Denmark. At the conclusion to his notes, he mentions, in Brecht’s company, that he is reading Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment. He also writes that he isn’t feeling well, and for Brecht, these are not unrelated events. “Reading this novel was the main cause of my illness,” Benjamin recalls of their conversation. Apparently, Brecht is speaking from personal experience. “By way of proof for my illness he told me how, when he was young, a chronic illness whose germ had been latent in him for a long time broke out one afternoon when a schoolfriend played Chopin on the piano, at a time when Brecht was already too enfeebled to protest. He ascribes to Chopin and Dostoevsky particularly dire effects on health.”1

Is this a joke? Why Chopin and Dostoevsky specifically? How serious is the idea that artworks—or rather, the formal properties of music—induce physical effects on their listeners? Eisler recalls an evening with Brecht at Adorno’s home in Los Angeles where they listened to Adorno’s Stefan George settings, “Vier Lieder nach Gedichten von Stefan George,” op. 7 (1944). Brecht’s response is cutting, if not an obvious insult: “It reminds me greatly of Chopin.”2 Knowing Brecht’s feelings about Chopin (and Adorno surely did), one begins to see the point of the otherwise anomalous appearance of Chopin’s Funeral March in Brecht’s Man Equals Man.3 The final number performed at Widow Begbick’s canteen, the song played at Galy Gay’s funeral, has the soldiers “carry the crate on their shoulders and sing to the tune of Chopin’s Funeral March: ‘Now he will drink his Irish whisky no more.’”4 For Brecht, the song is a further act of violence.

And if music could kill, it could also heal. There were “times when music could be used to treat disease!” Brecht writes in “On the Use of Music in Epic Theater.” Brecht observes that composers have largely forsaken the art of healing through music: “Our composers on the whole leave any observation of the effects of their music to the café proprietors” (BT, 153). That Brecht was concerned with the “effects” his plays had on the audience is uncontroversial, but that those effects were inevitable and unstoppable is more surprising (and potentially problematic). Nonetheless, it is clear Brecht had a traditional vision of aesthetics in mind; it was the “science” of feeling.

On occasion, Brecht appeals to sociological research in the study of effects on the audience: “One of the few actual pieces of research which I have come across in the last ten years was the statement of a Paris restaurateur about the different orders his customers placed under the influence of different types of music. He claimed to have noticed that specific drinks were always consumed to the works of specific composers” (BT, 153). Brecht makes the exact same point in his notes for Eisler and Adorno on film music.


Composers know little about the effects of music. Generally they leave their study to barkeepers. One of the few research results I have seen in the past decade was the notice of a restaurant proprietor in Paris about the different drinks his guests ordered under the influence of different music. He claimed to have found that certain beverages were always consumed with music of certain composers. Undoubtedly the cinema would benefit much if composers were in a position to deliver music that had more or less precisely determined effects on the audience [Der Film würde unzweifelhaft viel gewinnen, wenn die Musiker imstande wären, Musik zu lieferns welche einigermaßen exakt bestimmbare Wirkungen auf die Zuschauer ausüben würde]. (FR, 15)



How can this research be utilized in the theater? Can it be marshaled to produce a new subject, as it were, behind the audiences’ back?5 Brecht implies that theater and film directors can learn from the science of advertising and “produce music which would have a more or less exactly foreseeable effect on the spectator.” Does Brecht imagine he can generate correct political subjects through the right kind of music? More importantly, what kind of effects does Brecht hope to borrow from the lessons of advertising?

Brecht was guided at this point by contemporary developments in philosophy and social psychology.6 “Behaviorism,” he writes in the “Threepenny Lawsuit,” “is a psychology that, based on the needs of commodity production, seeks to develop methods to influence the customer, an active psychology” and therefore “quintessentially progressive and revolutionary” (FR, 172). Progressive and revolutionary, that is, in the way that capitalist techniques of control are: when they are refunctioned from their invented purpose, they become weapons in the war against their inventors. This is the point of the opening epigram to the lawsuit: “Contradictions are our hope!” (FR, 148). Brecht elaborates this idea throughout the text, noting how capitalist techniques contain their own contradiction if they are pushed to their limits. So it is that “Behaviorism’s limits are those that correspond to its function in capitalism. . . . Here again the road leads only over capitalism’s dead body, but here again this is a good road” (FR, 172). Put to alternate purposes, the commercial effects of advertising could assume a revolutionary role. Verfremdungseffekt is behaviorism with a Marxist bent. As the Philosopher observes in the Messingkauf Dialogues, he aims to identify “certain laws that might enable me to make predictions” and the “possibility of influencing” people according to these laws (BP, 19).

If Brecht sought to influence the audience in exactly foreseeable ways, he nonetheless sharply distinguished this task from what he understood as the “suggestive” use of effects. In Brecht’s finely tuned hypnotic terminology, the estrangement effect is a mode of influence but not of suggestion. In a passage entitled “Influence the audience (by the inductive method)” from the 1936 performance notes to Round Heads and Pointed Heads, he writes of the necessity for controlling effects in order to draw out the right responses from the audience:


A considerable sacrifice of the spectator’s empathy does not mean sacrificing all right to influence him. The representation of human behavior from a social point of view is meant indeed to have a decisive influence on the spectator’s own social behavior. This sort of intervention necessarily is bound to release emotional effects; they are deliberate and have to be controlled. (CP, 309)



One might wonder what distinguishes Brecht’s vision of a work that produces a “decisive influence” on behavior from the kinds of suggestive control of the audience he ceaselessly critiqued.7

One of Brecht’s guiding assumptions, his materialist ontology, is the belief in the consequential nature of all actions. Effects, of some kind, were an inevitable fact of all art (and of life itself). The task is to control them, putting them to specific ends to influence the right kinds of behavior. Suggestive effects are ones that wash over the audience, putting them in a state of mind undifferentiated from life outside the theater. The artist’s task is to control effects; to attempt to foresee the result—to intend one’s effects on an audience, even if that prediction might fail—is the aim of Brecht’s aesthetics.

Taken at face value, Brecht’s pursuit of “decisive influence” and “exactly foreseeable effects” on audience behavior seems to undermine his basic political aims and his affirmation of human reason to reach the right kind of politics. As Adorno famously argues, Brecht is authoritarian precisely because of his prioritizing of political effect over artistic autonomy. “As a virtuoso of manipulative technique, he wanted to coerce the desired effect,” Adorno writes.8 From Brecht’s perspective, there is an essential difference between the “‘direct,’ flattening, impact” of traditional theater and the “indirect impact” of epic techniques.9 The epic stage is indirect insofar as it set out to “block” the spectator and “prevent his complete empathy”10 with the events onstage, thereby “leaving the audience to decide the matter for itself.”11 Adorno found this distinction uncompelling.

Adorno had a rather perverse sense of the meaning of artistic autonomy. Autonomy, for Adorno, was always construed as bearing political significance only of an indirect sort. “The resoluteness of [the work’s] distance [from the world] . . . concretizes the critique of what has been repulsed,” Adorno writes in Aesthetic Theory. On this account it is hard to see exactly where Brecht and Adorno differ in their understanding of political efficacy (both assume it is indirect), except to say that Brecht is forthright in his claims about effects (whether they worked or not is beside the point). Adorno’s putative “defense” of Brecht is that Brecht’s didactic “theses took on an entirely different function from the one their content intended. They became constitutive . . . and contributed to the collapse of the unitary nexus of meaning.”12 From the other direction, Adorno facetiously notes how in Brecht’s “best works” it is “hard to determine just what the author . . . meant.”13 An argument that was entirely different from the one that asserted that the meaning of every work of art was inherently “ambiguous.”

In one sense, Adorno is correct. Brecht sought, through research, to produce “desired effects” in his audience. Adorno’s defense, on the other hand, is untenable. Adorno’s assertion that works of art necessarily, by virtue of their objecthood, mean otherwise than what the author meant makes it impossible to disagree with his (or any) interpretation of the work. On what grounds could one disagree with assertions about the “truth-content” of “musical material”? One can disagree about what an author meant, but not what their “material” meant. Adorno’s anti-intentionality—his commitment to the primacy of the “object”—is also an effort to secure the inviolability of his interpretations against disagreement. 


Consequences

Perhaps Brecht’s deepest engagement with the problem of artistic effects (and an associated range of loosely behaviorist ideas) appears in a 1939 fragment entitled “Is it worth speaking about the amateur theater?” “In the arts, if nowhere else,” Brecht writes, “the principle that ‘if it doesn’t do much good, at least it can’t do any harm’ is quite mistaken” (BT, 239).


Most people have no clear idea of art’s consequences, whether for good or for bad. They suppose that a spectator who is not inwardly gripped by art, because it is not good enough, is not affected at all. Quite apart from the fact that you can be “gripped” by bad art as easily as by good, even if you are not gripped, something happens to you.

Good or bad, a play always includes an image of the world. Good or bad, the actors show how people behave under given circumstances. (BT, 239)



All art produces effects, which puts the artist on the hook for understanding how their works generate results. “There is no play and no theatrical performance that does not in some way or other affect the dispositions and conceptions of the audience. Art is never without consequences”; bourgeois and socialist critics alike assume that “our morals are affected by it” (BT, 240). Brecht thus concludes that “political, moral and aesthetic influences all radiate from the theater: good when it is good, bad when it is bad” (BT, 241).

Brecht cites an idea derived from William James’s and Carl Lange’s theory of emotion that says physiological affects generate specific emotional states, rather than the traditional account of emotions which assumes the reverse. Brecht offers a thumbnail version of the James-Lange theory: “weeping arises from sorrow, but sorrow also arises from weeping” (BT, 241). Characteristically, Brecht gives the seemingly biological and timeless theory of emotions a specific human setting: a funeral. He observes how “education proceeds along highly theatrical lines . . . [as] can be seen at funerals, whose meaning escapes children entirely. These are theatrical events which form the character. The human being copies gestures, miming, tones of voice.” In a sense, Brecht is projecting an affective picture of human education, but even here, affect is situated, concretized, in a particular setting. So even if it is the case that behavior comes first and “logical arguments only come later,” those mimetic habits occur within a space of reason (BT, 241). The situation is no different than the one where the customer hypnotically orders his drink as though to accompany café music, only Brecht wants to control that process to engineer politically progressive results.

Recent commentary has focused on Brecht’s investment in the priority of bodily response over “logical arguments.” Brigid Doherty, in “Test and Gestus in Brecht and Benjamin,” addresses the problem of influence in the “era of psychotechnics.” Doherty considers how, according to Brecht and Benjamin (with special emphasis on Benjamin’s “Karussell der Berufe” of 1930), one’s “own occupation has influenced his or her mood, opinions, and relations with colleagues, as well as how each would compare the person she or he was at the time of taking up an occupation to the person she or he has become in performing that occupation.”14 Similarly, in “Benjamin and Cinema: Not a One-Way Street,” Miriam Hansen offers an influential assessment of the role biomechanics played in Brecht’s and Benjamin’s theories of artistic influence. According to Hansen, “A major reference point in this regard is Sergey Eisenstein who, drawing on and revising William James and the conservative philosopher Ludwig Klages . . . sought to theorize the conditions of transmitting or, more precisely, producing emotion in the beholder through bodily movement”15 (for various reasons I have suggested this is an unsustainable assertion in terms of Brecht’s work). She continues:


Seeking to adapt Klages’s (metaphysically grounded) concept of expressive movement for a materialist theory of signification and reception, Eisenstein, like his teacher Vsevolod Meyerhold, returned to James’s axiom that “emotion follows upon the bodily expression” (“we feel sorry because we cry”), although Eisenstein modified James by insisting on the two-way character and indivisible unity of movement and emotion. Without going into distinctions here, what seems important to me . . . is the notion of a physiologically “contagious” or “infectious” movement that would trigger emotional effects in the viewer, a form of mimetic identification based in the phenomenon known as the Carpenter Effect. The recourse to neuro-physiological, mechanistic, and reflex psychology may not be as sophisticated as the insights of psychoanalysis; yet it may have been more in tune with new, technically mediated forms of aesthetic experience, predicated on mass production, unprecedented circulation and mobility, and collective, public reception.16



Hansen’s and Doherty’s media-based claims—the centrality of “psychotechnics,” “new, technically mediated forms of aesthetic experience predicated on mass production, unprecedented circulation and mobility”—grounded as they are in Benjamin’s writings, do not reflect Brecht’s purposes (Brecht notoriously considered Benjamin’s “Work of Art in the Age of Technological Reproducibility,” with special reference to the notion of aura, “pretty abominable”17). Most forms of media theory assume that new forms of technology influence behavior independently of the intentions of their users or receivers. Brecht’s interest in behaviorism, in contrast to contemporary media theory, is an interest in how people express themselves in their deepest intentions, expressions hidden from conscious awareness. Unconscious behavior, for Brecht, is not collapsible into unintentional or precognitive response to stimuli. Despite Hansen’s emphasis on the “two-way” character of Brecht’s interpretation of the James-Lange theory, she nonetheless assumes the viability and usefulness of “neuro-physiological, mechanistic, and reflex psychology,” which treats response as a matter of “movement and emotion.”

Given the recent emphasis on technological and biological concerns in Brecht,18 it is important to see how Brecht substantiates his point about response in the essay on amateur theater by reference not to music but to film. He describes his response to seeing George Stevens’s 1939 adaptation of Rudyard Kipling’s poem “Gunga Din.” I cite the passage at length, as it touches on Brecht’s most basic claims about the role of affect in art19:


In the film Gunga Din, based on a short story [sic] by Kipling, I saw British occupation forces fighting a native population. A tribe—the term itself implies something wild and uncivilized, as opposed to the word “people”—attacked a body of British troops stationed in India. The Indians were primitive creatures, either comic or wicked: comic when loyal to the British and wicked when hostile. The British soldiers were honest, good-humored chaps and when they used their fists on the mob and “knocked some sense” into them, the audience laughed. One of the Indians betrayed his compatriots to the British, sacrificed his life so that his fellow-countrymen should be defeated and earned the audience’s heartfelt applause.

My heart was touched too: I felt like applauding, and laughed in all the right places, despite the fact that I knew all the time that there was something wrong, that the Indians are not primitive and uncultured people but have a magnificent age-old culture, and that this Gunga Din could also be seen in a very different light, for example, as a traitor to his people. I was amused and touched because this utterly distorted account was an artistic success and considerable resources in talent and ingenuity had been applied in making it.

Obviously artistic appreciation of this sort is not without effects. It weakens the good instincts and strengthens the bad, it contradicts true experience and spreads misconceptions, in short it falsifies our picture of the world. (BT, 240)



Brecht is disturbed by the power of the film’s effects, as though the director could have predicted them without the audience’s awareness. In the film, Cary Grant, Victor McLaglen, and Douglas Fairbanks Jr. play sergeants in the Royal Army fighting off a murderous Indian cult in colonial British India. Brecht feels himself, as though at a biological level of response, mirroring their moves, identifying with their roles. And yet, his affective responses are upended when he exits the theater. Looking back, he senses his feelings were manipulated, as were those of everyone watching the film. Like the café owner, the film director made the audience consume, against their conscious will and morals, his (and Kipling’s) politics.

Recall that Brecht admired the café owner’s and the director’s capacity to control response and that he sought to put behavioral research to use in the theater. The problem with Stevens’s film is not that he produces “foreseeable effects” on the audience; the problem is not even the politics of the director—Brecht assumes a properly educated political subject could resist this kind of suggestive effects—but rather the kind of effects deployed. Brecht is just as critical of “Leftist” suggestion as he is of conservative ones. It “is not enough to produce empathy with the proletarian rather than the bourgeois,” he insists, “the entire technique of empathy has become dubious (in principle, it’s entirely conceivable that you could have a bourgeois novel which encourages empathy with a proletarian)” (AP, 230). Brecht further notes that one can have a “complete theatrical experience” based in a picture of real life that is “entirely misleading” (BP, 121). And if empathy with the proletariat does not constitute a Left politics, Brecht also argues the opposite. Consider his seemingly peculiar statement that Hitler’s “general intention, to improve himself by copying others [by studying acting], is not ridiculous—even if his choice of models was” (AP, 195). Hitler understood as well as Brecht the necessity of mimetic models, only Hitler’s were suggestive, while Brecht sought models that would teach one how to guide an audience to reason for themselves.

In one of his plans for the Messingkauf or Buying Brass dialogues, Brecht takes up the question of “Fascist theatricality.” The dialogue between Thomas (the Philosopher or Brecht character) and Karl (the Dramaturg) is about how to create theatrical forms that allow spectators to “master their own social problems” (AP, 193). The material for this new theater is not drawn from artistic sources but is found “in a thousand variations and repetitions on the streets” (AP, 194). Theatricality saturates politics. The empathy politicians employ is the same as what we “normally get to see on the stage.” The “empathy of the public for the protagonists” which we think of as “the most essential product of art” is no different from political theater. It is the same “feeling of being swept along [Mitreissen]” which we “demand of art” (AP, 197). Karl sees that this is a ruse, a ploy to “bring empathy itself into disrepute” by associating it with Hitler. This is precisely Thomas’s aim as he launches into an analysis of political speech. The new politician


submits himself, in order to facilitate empathy, to intensely personal feelings [in höchst persönliche Stimmungen], feelings which are readily accessible to the private individual. . . . He’s an individual [Einzelperson], a hero in the drama, and it’s his purpose to make the people, or better, audience, . . . feel what he feels. So it all depends on the fact that he himself feels, intensely. And in order to feel intensely . . . [he] speaks as a private individual, to private individuals. . . . In all this, his audience follows him emotionally, they participate in the speaker’s triumphs, adopt his attitudes. . . . He involves his audience in himself, implicates them in his movements, lets them “participate” in his troubles and triumphs, and takes away any criticism or even a glance at their environment from their own point of view. (AP, 198–99)



Empathy in art and in politics is founded on personal feelings. The force of turning art and politics into personal feelings is to make behaviors seem “determined by natural law”; to challenge the appeal of personal feelings is “simply unnatural” (AP, 199).

But Karl’s resistance returns, he sees that Thomas wants to outlaw empathy itself, not just dangerous forms of it. Thomas concurs and it brings him to his concluding point. The “establishment of empathy,” he says, “makes it impossible for the person who falls under its spell to recognize whether the path is dangerous or not” (AP, 200). Karl retorts that there should be no problem if audiences empathize with someone who represents their interests. For Thomas, even if one empathizes with someone who represents their interests, they are still “unable to perceive the laws which govern the appearance and behavior of this other person” (AP, 200). Empathy, by its nature, requires that someone “relinquishes criticism both of the object of their empathy and of themselves” (AP, 201). Thomas’s ideal, his alternative to empathy, is an audience that can “continually keep in mind reality in its full breadth and see [the object of one’s empathy] as only a small part of it” (AP, 200). It is, once again, the Diderotian paradox of complete involvement in the action while standing apart from it so as to rationally assess the situation.

Empathetic attractions are ubiquitous and normal: humans automatically respond mimetically to other humans (recall Brecht describing children at a funeral, or kids at a movie). Chopin, café owners, Hollywood film, and bourgeois actors and directors exploit this primordial fact. The point of Brecht’s theater is to introduce cognition into mimesis, to “divide the audience,” to provide space to reflect on, even refuse, one’s affective responses, not just succumb to them. And yet, Brecht also assumes that the kinds of responses his plays produce would lead to certain predictable results. But the predictability of response he intends is not a matter of the viewer’s normal response to stimuli—the products of empathetic identification—but rather to the normative demands of educated response; that is, socially, historically, and culturally saturated, normative responses allow for a failure to respond.

The problem of affective response in Brecht is difficult to see because the normal and the normative overlap so closely on the level of language. Paraphrasing Aristotle’s Poetics, for example, Brecht explains that when the actor imitates events from life, those “imitations are supposed to have specific effects on the soul” (BP, 17–18). The crucial mistake of Aristotelian aesthetics is not the production of “specific effects” on the audience, but rather that those effects occur at the level of the psyche or soul, that is, to the biological subject. Aristotle appeals to the normal subject for his research into audience response and that biological body inevitably responds to stimuli in the way that drugs affect any normally functioning biological entity. That is why empathy, in Brecht, is always identified with the effect of drugs.

Like his experience of seeing Gunga Din, Brecht describes sound film as a “blooming branch of the international narcotics traffic” (BT, 153). He watches


entire rows of people transported into a peculiarly doped state, wholly passive, self-engrossed, seemingly the victims of severe poisoning. Their vacant, gaping gaze shows that these people are the helpless and involuntary victims of their unchecked emotions. Trickles of sweat prove how such excesses exhaust them. (BT, 152)



The music-benumbed audience in the grip of a poison attack is not a specific feature of film media. The effects available to silent film are crucial to Brecht because they allow for contradiction, for performances that work “against the sentiment that the music called forth” (a point further made by Eisler and Adorno) (BT, 153). Brecht assumes that the intentions behind most silent films are different from those of sound films; it is not ultimately a matter of the ontological nature of the medium, as it is in part with music. Brecht rejects predetermined emotional reactions, but not predictable ones. The latter, crucially, allow for a failure to come off and requires activation by the viewer—what he called “the active, creative element” in response (BP, 153)20—while normal response always occurs, whether one assents to it or not.

Shakespeare offers a test case on the difference between empathy and influence. The Philosopher in the Messingkauf Dialogues ribs the Actor about his performance of Lear: “As your Lear cursed his daughters, a bald-headed gentleman next to me started gasping in such an unnatural way that I wondered why, having lost himself completely in your wonderful portrayal of madness, he didn’t start frothing at the mouth” (BP, 22). Brecht’s point here, part of the joke, is that the actor is better than he lets on. The actor cannot actually bring himself to produce a wholly seamless performance, one that hypnotizes the spectator through the actor’s total identification with the fevered Lear. Brecht calls for the abandonment of the “expedient of suggestibility, which comes about as in epilepsy, where the epileptic carries along with him everyone disposed to epilepsy” (AP, 72–73).

Bearing in mind the distinction between normal and normative claims in Brecht’s approach to effects, it is easier to see the potential value of the contemporary sciences. Brecht frequently calls on writers to be aware of the latest developments in the science of the self. “Only very few of our ‘realists,’” he writes, “have . . . taken notice of the development of views on the human psyche in contemporary science and medical treatment. They are still stuck with an introspective type of psychology, a psychology without experiments, a psychology without history, etc.” (AP, 248). He repeatedly draws on the lessons of “physics” and “modern physiology,” of Pavlov’s experiments with dogs, to explain theater (BP, 18, 38). The Dramaturg in the Messingkauf Dialogues asks about the “direct transfer of emotions,” like “when horror is aroused by horrific actions” (BP, 38). The Philosopher explains that at the theater one typically experiences “rich, complex, many-sided incidents which could be compared to those of Pavlov’s dogs: feeding plus bell-ringing” (BP, 34). For a failed actor, these complex events only show “secondary features,” a dulled set of reactions, not the full sweep of emotions, which is why the actor is “making the audience ill, just like Pavlov and the dogs.” Given Brecht’s understanding of the power of suggestive effects, one gathers that the illness is neither a joke nor imagined. The Pavlov experiment finds its way into Mother Courage when Eilif recalls how he strategically starved his soldiers in order to make a raid (a massacre) on peasants storing ox meat. They were so hungry that “their mouths watered if they even heard a word beginning with me . . . like measles.”21 What Eilif, Hollywood directors, Pavlov, and café owners share is a commitment to hypnotic suggestion and what audiences share is a biological susceptibility to its effects.

Brecht’s relation to Pavlov is complicated. Pavlov was largely celebrated by Lenin and his research was supported by the Soviet Union (the admiration did not go both ways as Pavlov held little regard for Lenin). The Marxist revision of Pavlov comes out clearly in the “Threepenny Lawsuit.” Here, Brecht argues, “the reflexes are biological; only in certain films of Chaplin are they already social” (FR, 172). He goes on:


the great American comedies depict the human being as an object, and could have an audience entirely made up of reflexologists. Behaviorism is a psychology that, based on the needs of commodity production, seeks to develop methods to influence the customer, an active psychology, therefore, quintessentially progressive and revolutionary. Its limits are those that correspond to its function in capitalism. (FR, 171–72)



These sentences have been the source of trouble for commentators. It appears that Brecht is distinguishing the café owner or industrialist influencing the customer from the Pavlovian responses of the audience at a Chaplin film. Chaplin performs a scene open to the audience’s evaluation, while the café owner, performing his actions offstage, does not. In this sense, Pavlov was a crucial theorist of the normative. Pavlov showed how one can ring a bell and have the dog attack the owner under the right circumstances. The problem is that this implies that Pavlov, like an actor or director, is someone who could persuade dogs (the viewers of epic theater) of the wrongness and rightness of their salivations (their actions) independent of their associations with food (the object of empathy).



Suggestion/Influence, Empathy/Action

As Brecht explains in a short but important text written at the beginning of 1941, “On the Gradual Approach to the Study and Construction of the Figure,” what needs to be avoided at all costs is a mode of acting that “obscures from the spectator the process by which [the actor] himself gained knowledge of the figure” (BT, 228). To appear before the audience “already transformed” into a character is to show someone “free of influences and therefore also apparently unable to be influenced” (BT, 228). This kind of “general, absolute and abstract person” is the antithesis of the “step-by-step” construction required for properly epic theater. The audience must see how subjectivity is continuallyinfluenced by others, for good and for ill.

In the period between January 11 and February 1, 1941, Brecht’s Journals are filled with discussions of the problem of influence, of how to understand “the social effect of works of art” (J, 130). The question, again, is not whether art has social effects, but what kind they are. In his journal entries Brecht presents a slightly revised picture of epic theater. He now claims that “empathy in non-Aristotelian theater” is a “rehearsal measure,” that is, one can use empathy in preparing for a role (J, 124). Above all, Brecht writes, “whatever empathy is achieved should incorporate no element of suggestion, that is, the audience is not to be induced to empathize too” (J, 124-25). He differentiates between empathy among actors and when that approach spills over into automated audience response, which he calls suggestion. 

Although “in reality” empathy and suggestion “occur separately,” Brecht observes how difficult it is to maintain this distinction in current modes of theatrical production because “an actor . . . empathizing himself and inducing the audience to empathize (suggestive empathy)” is “identical” (J, 125). “Today’s actor,” he contends, “cannot imagine effects being achieved without empathy, nor effects without suggestion” (J, 125). Even Brechtian performers Helene Weigel and Hermann Greid seem to reject the idea that empathy and suggestion can be separated in practice. Brecht observes that the only performance precedent for this kind of distinction is comedy (and, outside theater, silent film). The question Brecht raises is “can the preventive techniques used in comedy to avoid empathy also be employed by tragic actors?” (J, 125)

In his January 14, 1941, entry Brecht again stresses that the “actor should empathize with the person presented in the play” but adds that it should not happen “on a suggestive basis, i.e. not so that the eventual audience would be forced to participate in this empathy” (J, 125). Brecht draws out the artifice of suggestive acting, showing that it is a set of objective techniques. Brecht dissects this artifice: “Tension in certain parts of the muscular system, head movements executed as if pulling on an elastic band, the feet as if wading in tar, intermittent stiffness, sudden changes, moments of restraint, also monotony of voice, remembered from church responses” (J, 125). As Brecht makes clear, suggestion is derived from the literature and practice of hypnosis. Suggestion is a technique the hypnotic operator uses to put their patient into a state of passive openness to the operator’s commands. According to Brecht, a certain pattern of muscle, head, feet, movement, voice “induce hypnosis” and that “snakes, tigers, hawks and actors rival one another in this art” (J, 125–26). That is, snakes, tigers, and hawks use suggestive techniques to lower the defenses of their prey before they pounce and consume them. Above all, Brecht wants to dissociate “convincing, rounded acting” including empathetic acting and its effects from suggestive acting and its effects.

Brecht goes on to describe the traditional acting as a “simultaneous act of auto-suggestion and suggestion: he suggests to himself that he is somebody else, and he suggests to the audience that he is that other person” (J, 126). The actor drugs himself in the performance and induces the audience to feel the same. The classical actor “makes his simulation suggestive, i.e. he forces the audience to go through it with him” (J, 126–27). What marks the suggestive mode of acting as problematic is the automaticity of its effects. The audience is unable to think and feel other than what the actor, as hypnotic operator, wants them to. Brecht’s seemingly casual reference to the hypnotic powers of snakes and tigers is more serious than it appears. He writes that in the “case of hypnosis by snake movements or by the look of a tiger, simulations also occur—of the movements or of rigidity” (J, 127). At this point Brecht hedges some of his more forceful claims about the separability of empathy and suggestion. “I cannot yet see exactly whether the act of empathy (which is an act of auto-suggestion) can be carried out without the suggestion affecting the audience,” he writes. He provocatively describes the possibility of empathetic acting without suggestive effects as “straightforward imitation, which in turn can of course only affect the persons presented” (J, 127). Indeed, marking a surprising shift of emphasis in his theorization of epic theater, he offers that “in the same way as the act of empathy the a-effect can also be used on a suggestive basis” (J, 127). As the latter makes clear, Brecht’s concern bears on suggestive effects, on audience response, rather than on techniques of empathy or alienation.

Despite some equivocation over the potential separability of empathy, alienation and suggestion, he now writes that for actors “there is sometimes a fear of being unable to achieve any effect at all, except on a suggestive basis.” Rejecting this claim, Brecht returns to his basic supposition: “one thing at least is certain; there are some actors who ‘have presence’ without using any of the known means of suggestion” (J, 127). But Brecht closes off the line of inquiry—“I do not set much store by all these speculations”—and considers the problem of empathy and suggestion in a practical manner. “It is more important to find exercises . . . which produce the desired effects. They are relatively easy to check” (J, 127). How does one check the success of a “desired effect”? Brecht leaves the answer vague, but he does offer a test for the kinds of effects he affirms. Good effects, he says, are ones that are “exposed to causal scrutiny” (J, 127). The point is not about the necessity for causal analysis, but about the impossibility of analyzing suggestive effects in the same way that an audience cannot investigate the effects of being caught in the line of sight of a tiger.



“The Effect of Art on Human Beings”: Brecht, Eisenstein, Eisler

On May 8, 1932, Eisenstein and Brecht traveled together by train from Berlin to Moscow. Brecht was attending the premiere of his film Kuhle Wampe while Eisenstein was returning from his trip to Mexico and the United States. Reports are scarce, but apparently they did not get along. Eisenstein, it seems, thought Brecht’s work too didactic, too moralizing, too much an illustration of Marxist ideology. This is of course the standard complaint leveled against Brecht. Eisenstein’s solution to the problem of Marxist didacticism was far from standard. His basic aim, one he shared with Hollywood filmmakers, was to produce a kind of art that “contains a maximum of emotion and stimulating power.”22 And if the aim of art was the maximum production of affect, then film was the greatest machine or weapon.

Like Brecht and his collaborator Eisler, Eisenstein learned a great deal from their firsthand encounters with the Hollywood affect industry. Eisenstein, working temporarily with Paramount in 1930, and Brecht and Eisler, from 1941 to 1948 working in and (mostly) out of the Hollywood system, were fundamentally shaped by the experience. Hollywood signaled for them a singular instance of ambivalence: horror mixed with fascination at what Hollywood could make its audience do—lull them into utter stupor or stimulate them to relieve boredom. There is a constant refrain about Hollywood in Eisenstein’s, Brecht’s, and Eisler’s writings that its basic powers were intoxicating, yielding a drug-like stupefaction balanced with meaningless excitement. They were equally fascinated by the sheer effectiveness of Hollywood’s hold over its audiences. “We used to go to the cinema, especially to gangster movies,” Eisler recalled, “in order . . . to undertake social studies” (MC, 87).

Brecht and Eisler had more to learn from the persuasive powers of Hollywood than Eisenstein. For the filmmaker, Hollywood showed him how to perfect his already streamlined techniques of audience control; he put Hollywood to use in his later films, even if the state did not want his help. (Hollywood returned the debt through innumerable homages to Eisenstein’s techniques, minus the politics, of course, and when he was long gone.) When Brecht and Eisler returned to Germany in 1948, they had to contend with a different kind of audience. For the first time, Brecht and Eisler were working with the same audience Eisenstein had had all along: socialists. No longer pitched directly to bourgeois viewers, Brecht shifted his art away from didactic commitments to promoting reason and understanding—Verfremdungseffekt as an aesthetic instrument directed toward better understanding of the structure of capitalism, a structure which required a disidentification with the individuated plights of workers—and instead toward what we might call aesthetic propaganda. Eisler’s conversations with Hans Bunge about Brecht focus on their time together in Hollywood as well as on the building of a “magnificent” new socialist republic. For Eisler, the “be-all and end-all” of their work was to “educate the teacher!” (MC, 219). The question of course was how, and it was here they learned their lessons from Hollywood.

Writing in his journal for June 1950, Brecht lamented the way his work was interpreted by a well-known working-class writer. Brecht’s verdict was crushing—“ideology, ideology, ideology”—and the reason was surprising: “nowhere an aesthetic concept” (J, 429). Brecht insisted that “the first thing we have to do [in the GDR] is institute exhibitions and courses to develop taste, i.e. for the enjoyment of life” (J, 429). These are the basic themes—aesthetics, pleasure, education for taste—addressed by Eisler in his conversations with Brecht, which were held over fourteen sessions between 1958 and 1961, the last conversation taking place within days of Eisler’s death (the 1975 publication of the Eisler conversations was called Ask me more about Brecht).

For Eisler, as for Brecht, one of the standing threats to the new state was “aesthetic barbarism,” Eisler’s “new catchphrase” against “over-politicizing in the arts” (MC, 140). “Brecht was always complaining about the decline of aesthetic categories,” Eisler says (MC, 126). Throughout the conversations, Eisler is at pains to displace the effort to “turn Brecht into the theoretical showpiece of Marxism” at the expense of his “poetic brilliance” (MC, 126). “I read Brecht because he’s beautiful,” Eisler declares, not because he’s a Marxist (MC, 110). When Brecht returned to Europe in 1947, he made a calculated shift from political lessons to aesthetic theory. We read that Brecht “especially valued most” his aesthetics and that they were in danger of being “forgotten” at the moment when they were most necessary as a bulwark against ideology (MC, 127). None of which is to say that Brecht practiced a “special or personal Marxism” (MC, 187). More like the opposite. No distinction could be made between the “poet Brecht and the Marxist Brecht” (MC, 187). Speaking of Galileo, Eisler reflected upon how Brecht’s “relentless political position becomes aesthetically attractive” and how this itself “turns into politics.” Brecht’s turn to aesthetics was tactical, situation-specific. “We Marxists, often behave like barbarians when it comes to aesthetics,” Eisler warns (MC, 103). And if Brecht could ever be accused of aesthetic barbarism—consider Der Jasager—it was intended as a tactical response to Weimar products like Die Welt ist schön. When Brecht arrived in the GDR, it called for an equally appropriate response: aesthetic pleasure.

Just prior to his return to Germany, Brecht completed his major theoretical statement, the Short Organum for the Theatre. In that text he defined theater as an “aesthetic enterprise,” one where a “critical attitude to the social world” would be dissociated from the “unsensual, negative, inartistic” (J, 392). Most famously, Brecht claims that the “proper business of theatre” is pleasure (J, 393). What kind of pleasure? The pleasure of theater comes from education, knowledge, and instruction. Theatrical pleasure had to compete with, and learn from, Hollywood’s brand of immediate gratification. For Brecht and Eisler, there was little difference between film and music in their shared capacity to generate strong affective responses. In fact, Brecht and Eisler were notoriously skeptical of the affective power of music. “Music is all about feelings,” Eisler writes, “and unfortunately they become polluted through music” (MC, 172). By its very nature, music tends to “manipulate us into abstract and decadent behavior” (MC, 198). The “protean” character of music invites the worst forms of aesthetic “idiocy.” (“Stupidity in Music”—a peculiar late essay sequence by Eisler—is the subject of several conversations here.) Eisler affirms the famous declaration by Thomas Mann’s Lodovico Settembrini in The Magic Mountain that music is “politically suspect” (MC, 10). Brecht was shocked to find something he agreed with in Mann’s writings, even if Mann did not agree with his own character.

Hollywood was masterful at exploiting music’s capacity to manipulate audience response. As Eisler observes in a lecture delivered during his first trip to Los Angeles in 1935, the “apparent aimlessness of bourgeois music has in reality the very important function of supporting capitalism. People are diverted from their troubles.”23 The owners of capital use music as “a psychological substitute for activities and experiences” that the masses are deprived of in reality. Alternately, the socialists’ task was to “influence the practical actions of the audience” toward progressive ends.24 Eisler was caught up with GDR authorities around this question. He passionately argued against the reigning vision of the state that “American influence has to be fought politically, and not aesthetically” (MC, 141). Political education—teaching the dangers of capitalism and the values of socialism—should be the state’s aim, not policing artworks. “Let’s educate our young people politically so that they can (a) dance to boogie-woogie and (b) resist the political influence of America” (MC, 141). Or, more forcefully still: “Let’s emphasize politics and not aesthetics” (MC, 142).

Brecht and Eisler were of course products of the bourgeois tradition that was under scrutiny. In the conversations Goethe comes up as much as Marx, and Hegel comes up more than any other author. Hegel is “peerless” when it comes to “pure facts, to real descriptions of art” (MC, 118). Eisler has to “call upon [his] beloved master Hegel” when he enters into the “field of pure aesthetics” (MC, 156). Eisler would prefer to protect even the most decadent forms of bourgeois art than succumb to a state-enforced “politicization of aesthetics” (MC, 140). “A Leninist,” he says, “is not unworldly after all. If we turned the entire world’s stupidity into a political question, we wouldn’t be able to see the wood for the trees” (MC, 141). In other words, policing stupidity would become a full-time job, and the job of policing might just filter into the making of art.

And this is exactly the path Eisler ends up following. Hints of the danger of politicization emerge with his weirdly fine-tuned distinction between boogie-woogie and jazz. Warning that “you can’t politicize every aesthetic phenomenon,” he goes on to say that the “mass hysteria . . . generated by American jazz” should be “forbidden” (MC, 141). And he means it: “I’m all for police intervention in such case. . . . I’d turn myself into a hard-nosed sergeant-major” (MC, 141). Eisler was not averse to calling in the police to enforce the good kind of music either. If education was at stake with the new state, then “We Marxists have to take care that our people get some culture, whether they want it or not. We Marxists have to stuff culture down the people’s throats, you know what I mean?” (MC, 59)

The most fascinating and perplexing aspect of the conversations turns on the effort to “study the effect of art on human beings” (MC, 225). Eisler suggests that the state should “conduct trials in the effect of music on people,” something enacted in humanities departments across the globe today under the banner of affect theory or neuroaesthetics—without state threat, but often with state funding (MC, 225). Eisler awaits the day when the “medical profession” will conduct “research into the physiological effects of music” (MC, 4). Wait no longer, that day has arrived. Eisler draws all the logical (but misguided) conclusions of the study of affect. If you believe that works of art generate negative affective states in the listener, then it would logically follow that they should be closely monitored. Here is Eisler:


effects have to be confirmed psychologically and physiologically. And suppose we discover that certain music is harmful. What do we do then? Certain music raises the blood pressure. When you reach fifty you shouldn’t listen to this music anymore because arteriosclerosis will have set in and certain pieces should no longer be played because they lower the blood pressure in people who already have low blood pressure. That sounds barbaric but I think it’s only reasonable. (MC, 225)



Bunge cites a journal entry by Brecht where he notes that “a clinical thermometer is one of the most important instruments for judging music” (MC, 3). After listening to music, one should immediately take one’s temperature to see whether the “temperature rises when the music is stormy, fervent or simply powerful” (MC, 3). Brecht admired Bach above all because the indicator did not rise or fall. The latter point is important, and it is crucially missed by Eisler. Brecht valued the static effects of music on him, or simply the lack of physiological effect. Eisler fought to say that if you studied Brecht’s biology closely enough it would show that Bach’s St. John Passion actually made his temperature rise. Eisler’s vision of aesthetic judgment appears to cast off the historical, rational, and cognitive bases of Brecht’s project. Brecht’s basic affirmation of the “social rather than biological” is at stake. Nonetheless, Eisler pursues the logic of affect to its conclusion:


Not once has anyone, not even a scientist, really investigated the effect of a piece of music on people. Not even the most primitive trials have been undertaken: whether the blood pressure falls if one hears music of a certain style; whether Brecht’s blood pressure falls or rises; what physical and psychological changes occur in a person.

You see, all that hasn’t been done yet. . . . These explorations have to happen. There are some trials being undertaken in Czechoslovakia, in the Soviet Union, also in Sweden where, at last, they will really study the effect of art on human beings. Then I can do aesthetics, otherwise, it’s just ridiculous. I reject an aesthetics that doesn’t take the new methods on board. (MC, 224–25)



Eisenstein would have reveled in the same set of data. How to build an aesthetic device capable of generating solid communist viewers? How to engineer a counter-Hollywood selling communist antiproducts? The danger is that the crucial link between the physical and psychological on one side and the social and historical on the other is missing. It is the danger Eisler spells out, but also misses, in the difference between aesthetics and politics. If the composer is checking his (or anyone’s) blood pressure and thermometer while writing or performing his piece, then the aesthetic really has become politicized. Eisler sees the trap he has laid for himself and seems to withdraw his assertions; he is only “joking” after all (MC, 225). More soberly, he sees that “a better mood is not a matter of art but one of personal well-being” (MC, 206).

Alongside Eisler’s quasi-scientific stress on the effects of art on audiences, he reflects on the determined lack of audience for his and Brecht’s works. He quotes his teacher Arnold Schönberg to the effect that “I can tolerate audiences as space fillers, but I could do perfectly well without them” (MC, 198). This was in fact the setting for Brecht and Eisler’s greatest work. Eisler describes their time in Los Angeles as unrelenting production of “unperformable things” (something which would be better said of Brecht’s Scandinavian period) (MC, 57). The lack of audience was not just a fact but a principle. As Eisler observes, Brecht sharply distinguished between the artwork and its reception. Brecht “was interested only in the construction of a play,” while “the production . . . he saw as by-product, as an extra” (MC, 43). In its most terse formulation, Brecht identified the work itself with its construction: “You know, once we’ve got the framework, the rest is nothing” (MC, 43). The framework, how people and things interacted in a world, was at the heart of the artwork and was also the idea expressed by the work. Understanding the framework of capitalism was the meaning of the work of art. The “rest” of the work—that which “dazzles people so much” (MC, 43)—were the character details, the aspects of the work that might potentially solicit empathetic response. Being committed to the framework meant that Brecht was not committed to making works productive of theatrical effects. Eisler describes the “outstanding importance” of Brecht’s “distinctive aesthetic judgment concerning pompous, false and artificial gestures, pathos and sentimentality” (MC, 69), noting that Diderot’s “achievements of genius . . . influenced Brecht enormously”; Diderot’s work about the theater “exactly expresses Brecht’s theories” (MC, 124). Here, Brecht and Eisler found support for their anti-theatrical position in the historical avant-garde. It was the work of the great French modernists—Flaubert, Baudelaire, Rimbaud, Apollinaire—that gave expression to “great dialectics” (MC, 110).

The lesson of the great modernists was the lesson of socialism. In other words, ending capitalism was the precondition for making and understanding great art. One of the more poignant moments in the conversations is when Eisler recalls “discussing for hours on end the punctuation of Shakespeare’s quarto editions” (MC, 55). He calls this a “tribute to Brecht,” one that the “younger generation may learn something from” (MC, 55). At the tensest moment of World War II, while exiled in Hollywood in what seemed hopeless conditions, questions about punctuation were at the center of their concerns. “When the Russians were beating the fascists at Stalingrad,” Eisler reflects, “we were preoccupied with commas in Shakespeare’s quarto. Those are correlations, not contradictions. The battles were fought so that we could diagnose the commas” (MC, 55).
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Chapter 4


 Seeing Differently and Seeing Correctly

Brecht on Artistic and Political Abstraction


Putting on plays solely to stir up inert feelings. . . . Your situations are hastily assembled to excite the customers to rage or pain. The audience thus becomes voyeurs. The sated sit next to the hungry. The emotions you manufacture are turbid and impure, general and blurred. . . . Dull blows on the backbone cause the dregs of the soul to rise to the surface. With glassy eyes, sweaty brow and tightened calves the poisoned audience follows your exhibitions.

—Brecht, “Theater of Emotions” (1938)




It is entirely possible that writers will be more successful in stimulating the reader’s ability to abstract—which is so important for grasping societal processes—if they do not stimulate the reader’s sensory capacities.

—Brecht, “Notes on the Realist Mode of Writing” (1940)



Since their posthumous appearance in 1967, Brecht’s contributions to the so-called Expressionism Debates, including his widely anthologized “The Popular and the Realistic” of 1938, are among his most well-regarded works. Less well-known are a range of closely related texts on the visual arts written at the same moment, including “On Non-Objective Painting,” “Blue Horses” (on Franz Marc), “The Worker Who Is a Painter,” “On Painting and the Painter,” and “On Chinese Painting,” which reflect on the limitations of artistic abstraction to represent contemporary reality. What makes this group of essays so important is that they provide the crucial dialectical complement to the sequence of writings that respond to the problem of realism. If realism was fraught with naïve confidence in the accessibility of its objects—fictional access in a world increasingly becoming abstract—then abstraction potentially mirrored its objects too closely, rendering them opaque to reason. To picture an abstract world abstractly without losing a grip on its causes was at the root of Brecht’s vision of the aesthetic.

While unpublished during his lifetime, Brecht’s writings on abstraction form part of the larger debates that appeared in the pages of Das Wort between 1937 and 1938 and that originated with Georg Lukács’s “Greatness and Decline of Expressionism” of 1934 and continued through Ernst Bloch’s belated response in “Discussions of Expressionism” of 1937. Although not one of the editors, Das Wort was largely managed by Lukács’s colleague Fritz Erpenbeck, and the articles reflect Lukács’s position in support of Socialist Realism and against Expressionism. As one of the editors in absentia (along with Lion Feuchtwanger and Willi Bredel), Brecht largely stayed out of the fray, at least in terms of published statements. His letters and journal reflect a different picture.

Brecht directly confronted Lukács’s claims, and Ernst Bloch’s, more indirectly, in a sprawling sequence of essays and fragments.1 Rather than detailing Brecht’s responses to Lukács, I will consider the problem of realism from another angle: his attitude toward modernist abstraction in the visual arts. By modernism, in this instance, I mean not only the German tradition of Expressionism but more specifically techniques of abstract painting that swept through the avant-garde between 1912 and 1940. And while Brecht makes few comments that directly engage with specific artists, his general reflections provide crucial tools for evaluating the political potential and consequences of abstraction as an artistic practice.

In the briefest terms, Brecht’s response to Lukács is to contend that “Realism is not a mere question of form” (BT, 233). More decisively still: “realism is not a formal issue” (AP, 227). Because “reality itself is broad, varied, contradictory,” so the artist should pursue a “variety of ways” to capture that reality (AP, 226, 227). To be a dedicated realist, one needs to adjust to the specific demands of the time and the problem at hand. “Methods wear out, stimuli fail,” he writes. “New problems arise and require new means. Reality changes; in order to represent it, the means of representation must change too” (BT, 233; trans. mod.). What dictates form are the “needs of our struggle,” not the belief in the “one true creative method” of realism (AP, 227). The new problem and new reality to be represented was capitalism under deindustrialization, something that defied analysis by traditional realist models. In a crucial passage from the 1931 “Threepenny Lawsuit,” a passage famously cited by Benjamin that sums up Brecht’s basic argument against the contemporary relevance of nineteenth-century modes of realism and for modernist techniques, Brecht writes that the “situation [of contemporary capitalism] has become so complicated because the simple ‘reproduction of reality’ says less than ever about that reality.” He cites as proof of the failure of “straight” realism Albert Renger-Patzsch’s photographic collection The World Is Beautiful of 1928: “A photograph of the Krupp works or the AEG reveals almost nothing about these institutions. Reality as such has slipped into the domain of the functional. The reification of human relations, the factory, for example, no longer discloses those relations” (FR, 164)2 (Figure 4.1).
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Figure 4.1 Albert Renger-Patzsch, Fagus-werk, Alfeld, c. 1929.© 2021 Albert Renger-Patzsch Archiv / Ann u. Jürgen Wilde, Zülpich / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York



For Brecht, both naturalism and the “anarchistic” forms of montage are equally guilty of “merely reflect[ing] the symptoms of the surface of things and not the deeper causal complexes of society.”3 In order to capture, to visualize, the increasing abstraction of labor and of exploitation (like Rodchenko, Brecht argued these realities could not be captured by straight photographs), Brecht affirms the necessity of modernism. Because surface reality does not reveal the conflicted nature of social reality, for the artist there is “‘something to construct,’ something ‘artificial,’ ‘invented’” (FR, 165).

On this question, Brecht found some common ground with Adorno. To “perceive the underlying play of social forces,” Adorno says, “demands a substantial and analytical process of abstraction.”4 Speaking of Brecht, Adorno writes,


Since St. Joan [of the Stockyards], [Brecht’s] dramaturgy has surpassed Sartre’s considerably in its tendency to abstractness. Except that Brecht . . . has raised abstraction itself to a formal principle, that of a didactic poésie that excludes the traditional concept of the dramatic character. Brecht understood that the surface of social life, the sphere of consumption, of which the psychologically motivated actions of individuals are also to be considered a part, conceals the essence of society. As the law of exchange, that essence is itself abstract.5



Adorno, of course, rejects the degree to which Brecht refuses “aesthetic individuation.” For Adorno, Brecht’s characters are stick figures performing political allegories, they lack the effort to grasp the “countless mediations” that affect individual agency.6 Adorno requires this fuller picture to do adequate justice to political realities. But if Adorno is right, and the law of exchange is abstract, what does the expression of “countless mediations” amount to? It is not at all clear how Adorno finds the path, or whether he finds the path, from the endless mediation to the singular reality of exploitation. Here is where Brecht’s “reductions” are also a clarification. For Brecht, the crucial matter to be resolved is the degree or manner of construction necessary to disclose precise relations of production without them becoming further obscured through “mediations.”

Moreover, because functionality is itself a technique of obfuscation, the new modes of description must outflank the enemy on its own terrain. Because the “oppressors do not work in the same way at all times,” they cannot be “captured in the same way at all times” (BT, 233; trans. mod.). Or again, because the “truth can be withheld in many ways,” so the truth can be “told in many ways” (AP, 227). For Brecht, of course, montage was one of the key tools (but not the only one) to capture the current state of capitalism. As the “new institutions which . . . shape individuals today are precisely . . . the products of montage, quite literally ‘assembled,’” so the tools by which to analyze them should also be properly assembled, not to mirror reality but to get a handle on it.7 With every passing day, it seemed, the job of representing reality was getting more difficult, access to social reality more attenuated, as there were “so many methods to avoid interrogation” (BT, 233; trans. mod.). In Brecht’s memorable phrasing, the task of “turning the hunter into game takes invention” (BT, 233; trans. mod.).

The questions remain: How much invention? What degree of construction? How artificial could or should the new work be? How abstract could a work be and yet capture the abstraction of reality? Would an abstract work of art simply mirror the abstraction of finance capital or could it reveal something crucial about capital’s—far from abstract—causes? Brecht’s answer was to insist that the modern realist work “with every means to get a hold on reality” (AP, 217); rather than the “one and only realism” one must “make use of all means, old and new, tried and untried” (BT, 232). Brecht went so far as to suggest (in another retort to Lukács) that even a “‘symbolist’ mode of writing” (he is actually referring to Shelley) might “better enable us to make abstractions” than Balzac (AP, 227). By all means, he did not mean any means. Above all, Brecht’s skepticism about the limits of artifice and construction, a skepticism that equally confronts Bloch’s Expressionism, emerges in the short essays on modern painting. And while he clearly rejected Lukács’s vision of realism, he nonetheless rejected the more radical claims of abstract art as well. Those claims were established for Brecht by three essays by Bloch—“Discussions of Expressionism,” “Jugglers’ Fair Beneath the Gallows,” and “Expressionism, Seen Now” of 1937–388—written in response both to Lukács’s (and his colleague Alfred Kurella’s) attacks on Expressionism in Das Wort and to the (more serious) attacks performed by the Entartete Kunst exhibition in Munich, featuring works of Expressionist and abstract painters.

According to Bloch, the “importance of Expressionism is to be found” where it “undermined the schematic routines and academicism to which the ‘values of art’ had been reduced.”9 Bloch insisted against Lukács that Expressionism was supremely humanist: “it directed attention to human beings and their substance, in their quest for the most authentic expression possible,” and that it opened the way, through its commitment to “primitive” art, to a “real breakthrough to popular art.”10 “Their themes,” Bloch continued, “were almost exclusively human expressions of the incognito, the mystery of man.”11 And while Bloch recognized that such ideas could be reduced to “lifeless categories” and “vapid rhetoric,” for Brecht, Expressionist “mystery” was just as ideological as Lukács’s formalized realism. To steer a dialectical course beyond the Scylla of formalist realism and the Charybdis of formless Expressionism was Brecht’s contribution to the debates of 1937 to 1939.

Brecht’s most immediate response to Bloch’s claims appears in an unpublished fragment on Franz Marc entitled “Blue Horses,” likely referring to Marc’s lost Tower of Blue Horses of 1913 (Figure 4.2), a work featured in the Entartete Kunst exhibition and championed by Bloch in several essays.12 More sympathetic to Bloch’s claims than to Lukács’s, Brecht expresses admiration for Marc’s Tower: “I like the blue horses of [Marc] which stirred up more dust than the horses of Achilles. And I’m irritated when the painters are told they are not to paint horses blue; I don’t see any crime in that, society can surely stomach such minor rearrangements of reality” (“BP,” 350). Brecht ironically gestures to the most literal-minded realist to justify a taste for blue horses: “Yes, in an emergency, let’s say, in order not to upset the painter, our biologists could even try to breed blue horse hides, if it does not take too much time, on a very small scale of course” (“BP,” 350). Marc’s “minor rearrangements” of reality seem to constitute an instance of the “invention” Brecht authorized.


[image: ]

Figure 4.2 Franz Marc, Tower of Blue Horses, 1913. Whereabouts unknown.



But the weight of the fragment is directed against Marc’s approach. According to Brecht, a working-class viewer has no need for such distortions, at least under the current social conditions. “Some assertions on the side of the defenders [of Marc] irritate me,” he writes. “Namely, I highly doubt whether through arts education one can make the working people supporters of blue horses, and even more, I doubt whether such an education would be desirable” (“BP,” 350). Unlike Marc (and Brecht), who can enjoy a “free” representation of the natural and animal world because they are not bound to it for their existence, “there is a class of people who stand in a completely different relationship to the environment” (“BP,” 350). For those that care for animals, those who must “groom, unharness, steer, shoe, slaughter” horses, “they do not have, like us, only impressions of them” (“BP,” 350). Marc’s impressions of horses could only satisfy someone who did not have to tend to them. “Footsteps in sand may be very attractive for the casual hiker and idler,” Brecht observes, “but they might not satisfy the shoemaker so much” (“BP,” 350). The farrier, Brecht assumes, can hardly take pleasure in the disinterested contemplation of hoofs in the dirt. He concludes with his most provocative claim: “In order not to prefer footprints in plaster”—that is, in order to understand Marc’s abstraction, rather than the realist ideals of Lukács or the Neoclassical ones of the Third Reich—“the shoemaker first has to free himself from all sorts of demands for accuracy, which he feels daily” (“BP,” 350). For Marc’s horses to become properly expressive to a popular audience (as Bloch argued), the audience would have to be free of the constraining commitments to the objects represented. The viewer would have to live in a society that did not make the kind of demands on them that precluded the enjoyment of nature and its “distorted” representation. Brecht clearly wanted to distinguish between a “construction” of reality—one that gives greater access to it—and a distortion of it, which obscured it.

The point, of course, of Brecht’s refusal of Blochian Expressionism is not to critique abstraction in general in favor of the concrete. Any legitimate realism must “make abstraction possible [das Abstrahieren ermöglichend],” moving beyond the “immediately visible surface” of reality to get a “more exact representation of the real social forces [wirkenden eigentlichen sozialen Triebkräfte genauer dargestellt zu bekommen]” at play (BT, 232, 235; trans. mod.). The point of alienation effects, by forcing the viewer to break their habits of perception, is to “enable abstraction,” or disable the distorting empathetic diversions. As he explains in the contemporaneous notes to Round Heads and Pointed Heads, “sacrifice of effects of illusion . . . had to enable and encourage the audience to draw abstract conclusions” (BT, 189). Any evaluation of a modernist construct hinged on its capacity to enable abstractions, bringing one closer to a reality itself defined by abstraction.13

Brecht’s most pointed statement on the centrality of abstraction as a mode of critical performance and reception, something that orients his larger critique of abstraction in art, emerges in a 1940 fragment entitled “Situation and Behavior of Man.” At the center of Brecht’s account of political and aesthetic abstraction is the question of determination versus indetermination. All of his discussions of abstraction revolve around modes and degrees of Bestimmung, the core term of all of the essays considered here.


We have already pointed out that the task of [theater] situations is not only to explain to people. The situations should not only determine [bestimmen] but also be determined [bestimmbar] by people, in this arises their determinability [Bestimmbarkiet]. Now should be taught a particularly [bestimmtes] promising behavior of man: the situations must be transparent towards their indication for specific [bestimmtes] actions. The theater appeals therein as well to the experience of the audience and its capacity for abstraction, as it enriches his experience and cultivates his capacity for abstraction. Not for nothing Leninism places such an emphasis on experience and the steady current of behaviors which allows for a systematization of experience, materalist-dialectical thinking. The exact research of given circumstances, to what extent they produce an indication for particular [bestimmtes] proven behavior, must be systematically studied.14



Brecht’s aim in this text is to describe the two–way nature of theatrical production. The audience is both the object of the author’s determination and the one that determines the play in return (a situation rendered literal in the collapsing of audience into the work with the Lehrstücke). Theatrical situations should “indicate”—but not make inevitable—precise political results; they should make those results follow from the action as though they were effects of the causes performed. Crucially, those precise indications are a function of the audience’s capacity to abstract from its specific subject position, to evaluate the performance in terms of probable causes and effects, rather than lose itself in empathetic identifications. The close bond Brecht draws between particularity, specificity, and precision, on the one hand, and the capacity for abstraction, on the other, is essential to his account of aesthetic and political modes of abstraction. For Brecht, the failure of modernist abstraction hinges on a double failure: suggestive effects (a special brand of empathy) and a corresponding production of generalized emotions which are common to everyone, rich and poor alike. The failure of the socialist artist is to “leave the reader with masses of material to be used as raw materials for any old abstractions [seinem Leser die Stoffmassen als Rohstoff für Abstraktionen beliebiger Art zu überlassen]” (AP, 229).

Far from being “a historical or generational accident” that simply “spell[s] out the limits of Brecht’s personal tastes,” as Frederic Jameson claims, Brecht’s essays on abstraction are cogent, and could better be said to spell out his most basic commitments, even if they expose some blindness in his assessment of abstract art.15 Consider the following brief dialogue on painting from Me-ti, Buch der Wendungen, among the most concise, if little discussed, formulations of Brecht’s attitude toward modernism in the visual arts. Although dating the dialogue “On Painting and the Painter” is difficult, one can surmise that it was written at the time of the Expressionism Debates and closely relates to “Blue Horses” and related texts. The dialogue takes the form of a parable on the nature of artistic content and limits of artistic freedom:


A young painter came to Me-ti whose father and brothers were barge pullers. The following conversation took place: 

I don’t see your father, the barge puller, in your pictures.

Should I only paint my father?

No, it could be other barge pullers, but I don’t see any in your pictures.

Why does it have to be barge pullers? Isn’t there much else?

Of course, but I don’t see any other people who work a lot and are paid little in your pictures.

Aren’t I allowed to paint what I want?

Of course, but what do you want to? The barge pullers’ situation is terrible, people want to help them or ought to want to help them, you know the situation, you can draw and you’re drawing sunflowers! Can that be excused?

I’m not drawing sunflowers, I draw lines and spots of color and the feelings I sometimes have.

Are those at least feelings about the terrible situation of the barge pullers?

Perhaps.

So you’ve forgotten them and only remember your feelings?

I participate in the development of painting.

Not in the development of the barge pullers?

As a human being I’m in Mi-en-leh’s [Lenin’s] Association, which wants to do away with exploitation and suppression, but as a painter I develop the forms of painting.

That’s as if someone said: as a cook I poison the food but as a human being I buy medicines. The situation of the barge pullers is so terrible because they cannot wait. By the time your painting is developed they’ll have died of starvation. You are their messenger and you’re taking too long learning how to speak. You have feelings in general [etwas Allgemeines], but the barge pullers who sent you out to look for help, feel something particular [etwas Besonderes], namely hunger. You know what we don’t know and you’re telling us what we know. What’s the point of you learning how to handle ink and paint brush, if you haven’t anything particular [nichts Bestimmtes] in mind? They are really only difficult to handle if they have to express something particular [etwas Bestimmtes]. The exploiters talk about thousands of things, but the exploited talk about exploitation. Go and paint barge pullers! (MT, 154–55)



The painter’s commitment to his artistic freedom, a commitment Brecht expects the reader to casually assent to, is exposed for its unreflective, and politically obscuring, effects. It is obscuring because Me-ti proclaims his political dedication to socialism and his artistic commitment to the evolution of his art (Entwicklung is a key term of the dialogue). These two developments (Entwicklungen) are, from the painter’s perspective, utterly independent. 

The first half of the dialogue reads like a missed encounter between a doctrinaire political ideologue and an equally doctrinaire individualist. Paint what you know: the life around you, specifically the conditions of production of your way of life, the interlocutor insists. The painter insists that he is free to paint whatever he wants. It is here that the dialogue turns on the interlocutor’s probing query: “what do you want?” The two voices meet on the grounds of demanding that artists represent what they really want. The implication is that if the painter truly understood what he wanted he too would paint the conditions of the barge hauler.

The discussion then shifts to the problem of the expression of feelings in art. They agree that painting is the expression of feeling but disagree as to the nature of those feelings. Thus, the debate turns on two types of feelings: etwas Allgemeines and etwas Besonderes. The interlocutor is ultimately accusing the painter of ignoring his true feelings—those specifically tied to his way of life and the conditions of exploitation that define them—and expressing instead the feelings of others, the exploiters’. The painter’s “lines and patches” express “nothing determinate” [nichts Bestimmtes] about the object represented, and in doing so, lend themselves to the exploiter’s vision of the world, a world which produces an aesthetic equivalence between the demands of the rich and the demands of the poor. A surface reduced to lines and patches makes no claims about the world; it produces a free field for the viewer’s unlimited affective responses. This is what Benjamin means when he describes the putative perceptual mode of encounter of all painting (a clear instance of theoretical overreach): “painting [versus film] invites the spectator to contemplation; before it the spectator can abandon himself to his associations.”17 Brecht makes a similarly grand assertion, but only in terms of abstract works (in what follows, I will consider an alternate, more charitable vision of abstraction that emerges from Brecht’s terms). According to Brecht, the feelings produced by an abstract work are incorrigible. That is to say, no set of personal feelings about a work can be said to be wrong—wrong in terms of what? If the actual responses of a beholder are beyond dispute, then the different interpretations made by viewers, interpretations of what one thinks the work is about (including questions about the kind of feelings the artist intended one to have), are fully available to disagreement or agreement. When the interlocutor tells Me-ti that the “exploiters are speaking of a thousand things,” he means they make all things a matter of differing, but not conflicting perspectives. Rather than embracing different perspectives, the new art should draw out judgments from the audience. As Brecht explains in the notes to Die Mutter (sharing an idea with Me-ti), “Non-Aristotelian drama . . . is not interested in the establishment of a ‘common humanity’ shared by all spectators alike. It divides the audience” (BT, 104).

Brecht modeled his discussion here on a 1927 account of film by Tretyakov’s in Novyi Lef. Tretyakov’s discussion is part of a larger forum on film, considering the relative merits and failures of the highly contested works of Dziga Vertov, Eisenstein, Lev Kuleshov, and Esfir Shub. According to Tretyakov, the whole distinction between the “unplayed” approach of Vertov and the “played” approach of Eisenstein should be bracketed and construed under the broader heading of “degree of deformation of the material out of which the film is composed.” On this view, there is a sliding scale of deformations––from the relatively unmanipulated materials of Vertov to the scripted, if not acted, montage of Eisenstein. Above all, Tretyakov writes, “documentary needs clear indication that the image on the screen represents a particular man at a particular moment in a particular place, doing something specific. The loss of this ‘specificity’ of the image generalizes the object and the viewer observes it as a depersonalized and ‘type’ representation.” Tretyakov clarifies the distinction between the kinds of affects generated by specific versus generalized representations by way of a description of barge haulers. “Barge haulers towing a barge, the usual color combinations are: barge haulers, ropes, and barge, gray. The cameraman waits for a ray of light, then shoots an effective shot but does not however convey that this represents barge haulers taken at a moment of visually effective lighting. The viewer therefore receives an impression of barge haulers which is exceptional, not typical.” The modes of experience generated by a typical representation are vague and open-ended, while an effective representation is one that projects a controlled “emotional stimulus” in order to properly “affect the viewer.”18

The terms of censure that appear in “On Painting and the Painter” are closely connected to Brecht’s larger political commitments at the time. In his unpublished “Platform for Left-Wing Intellectuals” from the same moment, Brecht launches into a now-familiar set of criticisms:


We may recognize one of the reasons for the alarming ineffectiveness of our cultural initiatives in the fact that we again issued an all too vague appeal to everyone, in the same way as we aimed our work at “everyone” and intended it to serve the interests of “everyone.” Developments in Germany teach us that by no means everyone is concerned for everyone else, and that only a very specific [bestimmt] class of people . . . is prepared to represent the interests of everyone. (AP, 172)



To be politically effective requires appealing to the right people with the right ideas, rather than to everyone with vague ideas (like freedom, hope, and change). Open-ended ideas lend themselves to open-ended—that is, obfuscating—response, a matter that Brecht assumes is the intention of particular politicians (and artists).

Brecht elaborates the claims of the Me-ti dialogue in his brief essay “On Non-Objective Painting,” likely written around the same time as the Expressionism Debate and again veering along an uncharted path between Lukács and Bloch. If “On Painting and the Painter” was a dialogue with an artist who was found betraying his feelings about life, then “On Non-Objective Painting” is directed to the painter who refused to listen to the sage’s advice. The consequences of this refusal result in the fact that the “Communist” painter ends up expressing the interests of the ruling class.

The charge is once again laid against the putatively leftist claims of the radical painter. “You say you are Communists, people who seek to transform our uninhabitable world,” Brecht begins.19 When the abstract painter reproduces “a chair’s sweeping curves, rather than the chair; the redness of the sky, rather than a burning building,” to Brecht it suggests that abstract artists are better seen as “subservient spirits to those in power,” rather than leftists (68/239–40). Why? Because by removing the representation of things from their works they also strip their works of any potential “dispute of feelings and thoughts” about those uninhabitable things. If things were represented as they were—“in a pretty bad way”—it might lead to accusations against the artist’s patrons (69/240). Those in power require representations that are “imprecise, general, somewhat non-committal,” declaring that the “most beautiful and most important feelings are produced by lines and colors (so that anybody can enjoy them . . .)” (69/240).

By a careful reversal of terms, the so-called Communist painter emerges as the deepest expression of the exploiters’ interests. Brecht’s argument turns on the same language that appeared in the Me-ti dialogue. It is a question, once again, of the expression of feeling. Brecht pits the representation of specific feelings (bestimmte Empfindungen) against unspecific or indeterminate ones (unbestimmte Empfindungen):


As painter for those in power, you would not need specific feelings [keine bestimmten Empfindungen], like anger about a specific [bestimmtes] injustice or desire for specific things [bestimmten Dingen] that are being withheld, or feelings [Empfindungen] connected with knowledge that provoke feelings [Empfindungen] which might change the world or change things in specific [bestimmter] ways; but only very general, vague, nameless feelings [ganz allgemeine, vage, unnennbare Empfindungen], which are available to everybody, to the thieves and the robbed, to the oppressors and the oppressed. (70/240; trans. mod.)



Without objects, the abstract work risks making its unspecified feelings equally available to the exploited and the exploiters. Brecht’s example of this free-floating feeling generator is a large red painting (he may have Henri Matisse’s Harmony in Red of 1908–9 or Kasimir Malevich’s Red Square [Painterly Realism of a Peasant Woman in Two Dimensions] of 1919 in mind):


Then you paint something red and indeterminate [Unbestimmtes], for instance, and some people cry at the sight of this red and indeterminate [Unbestimmten] thing because it reminds them of a rose, while other people cry because it reminds them of a child covered in blood who has been torn to bits by flying bombs. Then your task is done, you have generated feelings [Empfindungen erzeugt] by means of lines and colors.— It is evident that in our world of class warfare, motifs, all the objects that can be recognized in pictures, must trigger the most varied feelings [allerverschiedensten Empfindungen]. When the exploiters laugh, the exploited cry. (70/240–241; trans. mod.)



The task assigned the abstract painter by the exploiters is to create an object that generates only feelings unattached to anything specific in the world. A superstructure defined by these perceptual objects is the perfect accompaniment to the obscure relations of production they express. The more specific the feeling, the more tied it is to objects in the world. And objects, as Brecht observes, are uninhabitable and therefore suggest other feelings, ones not associated with paintings or subject matter, but about the actual objects and a desire to change them and our relation to them.

At this point in the argument, Brecht introduces the exact counterpart and inversion of the abstract painter: the figure of the authentically Communist painter (he is also the subject of a related essay I will consider next).


We Communists see things differently [anders] from the exploiters and their subservient spirits. But our seeing things differently [Anderssehen] is focused on things. Things are at stake, not eyes. If we want to teach people that things should be seen differently [anders gesehen], then we must teach this with reference to things. And we don’t, of course, just want people simply to see “differently” [“anders”], we want them to see in a quite specific way [bestimmter Weise], a way which is different [die anders ist], not only different from every other way [nicht nur anders als jede andere Weise] but correct [richtig], that is, appropriate to the thing. (70–71/241)



At stake in this passage are two competing ways of seeing: “seeing differently” and “seeing correctly.” A picture that generates perceptual differences—different feelings, sensations, ideas—before an abstract play of line and color is opposed to a picture that follows the contours of the object and understands the relations internal to it and the world around it. Against the putatively avant-garde commitment to seeing differently from everyone else—a claim about subjectivity—Brecht opposes a way of seeing whose difference is generated out of the right way of seeing things—according to their “nature,” a claim about the world.

In the Messingkauf Dialogues, Brecht similarly describes his ideal as a mode of realism that will “generate a particular kind of feeling, thought and action in people that would not be generated in the same way or to the same extent by seeing or experiencing the reality represented” (BP, 82). Seeing the reality exactly reproduced—classical realism—would reveal nothing about the nature of contemporary capitalism. The new realism, on the other hand, would show the world correctly, produce the right feeling, not just different ones.

Brecht takes up the point about the difference between “seeing differently” and “seeing correctly” in a contemporaneous account of “The Street Scene: A Basic Model for Epic Theater” (1938). Here, Brecht describes a model based in everyday experience: “an eyewitness demonstrating to a collection of people how a traffic accident took place” (BT, 204). The point is to show that the “bystanders may not have observed what happened, or they may simply not agree with him, may ‘see things a different way.’” None of these things, as matters of subject position, alter the truth of what happened. What matters is that “the demonstrator acts the behavior of the driver or the victim or both in such a way that the bystanders are able to form a judgment about the accident” (BT, 204). As Jennifer Ashton observes of this passage, “If we are Brecht’s bystanders, then, the ‘point’ of the street scene seems to be that opinions of this kind can be rendered independently of our having seen the incident, of determining its causes, or of our distinctive perspectives about it.”20 Brecht’s quotation marks around the phrase “see things in a different way” call attention to the disparity between “distinctive perspectives” and different interpretations; varying perspectives produce “experiences, not judgements” (BT, 228). The distinction hinges on the fact that only interpretations, not experiences, are corrigible.

Sections 28 to 30 of the “Short Organum” closely bear on Brecht’s critique of abstract art. In section 28, he critiques traditional theater for its “inexact renderings” presented in a “magical” way. The more inexact the work, the more it will produce “vague but intense sensations” (BT, 280). The success of the work depends on its imprecision, for if it were to offer “an exacter representation of the world” then it would fail to provide its basic point, which is stoic resignation (“that is how it is”). In classical drama, the central, heroic figure has to “be kept general, so that it is easier for the onlooker to identify himself with him.” Through identification, the spectator desires to be put in “possession of quite definite feelings” (bestimmter Empfindungen). They are supplied with feelings of pleasure in the pursuit of a dream world. Brecht analogizes the self-destructive identification (for the worker, at least) with capitalist rule to a ride on a merry-go round, “just as a child does when it climbs on to one of the horses on a roundabout . . . , the degree to which its wooden seat resembles a horse counts little, nor does it matter that the ride is confined to a small circle.” Hypnotized by the merry-go-round, the spectator in the suggestive theater is led to “swap a contradictory world for a consistent one” (BT, 280). Rather than change the contradictory world, the spectator substitutes it for a seamless one, offering temporary relief but also ratifying the contradictions that bourgeois theater was designed to sustain. Realist theater, Brecht writes, although it provides “more faithful representations of human social life,” nonetheless blocks the audience’s access to those truths through obscuring techniques of identification. “Sensations, generated [Die Empfindungen, erzeugt] in the old (magic) way,” Brecht writes, “were bound themselves to remain unaltered” (BT, 281).21 Like the bourgeois (or deluded leftist) artist in “On Non-Objective Painting,” whose task is fulfilled through the undifferentiated generation of feelings, the realist artist is equally guilty of “Empfindungen erzeugt” through the magic of suggestive acting.

Brecht’s example in “On Non-Objective Painting” of the painter who sees according to the thing is not in fact any contemporary painter, or a Communist, but Pieter Bruegel the Elder. Unlike the abstract painter, who generates endless successions of nameless feelings, thereby rendering the viewer’s feelings innocuous, the “feelings Bruegel generates [Die Empfindungen, die er erzeugt] derive from his relationship to the objects which he reproduces, and that is why these are specific feelings [bestimmte Empfindungen], which can change the relationship which the viewer of his pictures has to the objects represented” (71/241). As Brecht explains in his discussion of “Alienation Effects in the Narrative Pictures of Bruegel,” Bruegel’s montage realism (like Eisenstein’s, although Brecht was blind to this) set up narratives internal to the picture, wherein “one denounces the other and sets off its oddness” (BT, 185). Unlike the abstract painter, Bruegel’s works “don’t just give off an atmosphere but a variety of atmospheres”; he consistently refused to “harmonize” the various elements of his work into an indeterminate whole (BT, 185).

Brecht proposes two competing modes of feeling and politics generated by two competing pictures: one abstract, which generates indeterminate feelings and splits people into their independent subject positions; the other—call it montage realism—generates specific feelings tied to the accurate perception of objects. The latter mode of perception, through the expression of structural relations of capitalist reality, indicates that the world is alterable and open to change through political action.

Closely related to the arguments of “On the Painter and Painting” and “On Non-Objective Painting” is the short piece entitled “The Worker Who Is a Painter,” also likely written in the midst of the Expressionism Debates. While Me-ti and the abstract artist were presented as potential ideologues of exploitation through the production of works that generated open-ended affects, and Bruegel was seen as the realist of early capitalism, “The Worker Who Is a Painter” offers a model for contemporary modes of artistic production. The language once again turns on the distinction between seeing things differently and seeing things correctly.


Since you’re a painter, we would like to know how you see things. Surely you see things differently than we do [siehst du anders als wir], because you have a finer optic nerve. So you can perceive in things aspects that we cannot make out. Seeing gives you pleasures that it does not give us, but you can give us these pleasures, these pleasurable views, through your pictures.

Since you’re also a worker, we would like to know how you see things, as one of those who bring about so many things and through whom so many things are produced. Surely you see things differently [siehst du die Dinge anders] than the rulers, because you live differently [anders] and have different [andere] goals.

Since you are a worker who paints, you can show us things differently [die Dinge anders zeigen] through your pictures than we are used to seeing them: more precise, richer, more practical. Surely a bowl is for you a different thing [ein anderes Ding] than for your employer. You not only see lines and colors differently from a different painter [siehst du anders als ein anderer Maler], but also the bowl as a bowl you see differently [siehst du anders]. Also you perceive a different side [eine andere Seite] of people with the help of your lines and colors.22



As a painter, the artist sees the world differently, in the way any artist sees the world through a specialized mode of perception, one not limited to an immediate engagement with the object. But as a worker, the artist is also materially involved with the objects he depicts; he knows how they work, how they are constructed, what they do. This second level of perception inevitably contrasts, indeed conflicts, with that of the owners of the means of production. Representing the world from the worker’s perspective renders the objects seen from a perspective of knowledge, rather than ownership. Rather than just seeing “differently from a different painter”—the bourgeois perspective on art—the worker-artist sees objects “correctly” according to their abstract structural reality. The worker-artist can depict the “bowl as a bowl,” and, more significantly, the people as people, rather than as an arrangement of lines and colors or as individually expressive (or affective) identities. Once again, what is at stake is not only the artist’s perspective, but the viewer’s relation to the work. Viewing works by the ideal worker-artist is not a matter of how one sees the world differently—an expression of one’s subject position—but of interpreting the work in order to know what the artist intends independently of one’s subject position.


Enabling Abstraction: “On Chinese Painting”

The four essays on painting considered so far—“Blue Horses,” “On the Painter and Painting,” “On Non-Objective Painting,” and “The Worker Who Is a Painter”—form a closely related group of studies on the problem of abstraction in the visual arts. Brecht’s argument throughout these essays rests on the distinction between a mode of production that reduces objects to lines and colors and thereby lends itself to open-ended affective response (“seeing differently”), versus a mode of montage realism that imposes a way of seeing that is “not only different from every other way,” but also “correct” [richtig], “appropriate to the thing” [dem Ding gemäß] (71/241). Indeed, as early as his 1930 notes on Der Flug der Lindberghs, Brecht warned against “unchecked feelings aroused by music” [Freischweifende Gefühle anläßlich von Musik], which are in fact a “distraction from music” (FR, 39). One of Brecht’s most basic criticisms is the abstract production of emotions: strong emotions without a strong setting. Writing in his journals of seeing the film Baltic Deputy (1937), Brecht observes that the music is “content to raise the audience’s emotions, and in a quite generalized and empty fashion at that, as emotion for its own sake. . . . the generalized, abstract music makes the emotion general, abstract and empty of concrete content so that it feeds off itself” (J, 226). With all of this in mind, it is hard to see the justification for Jameson’s claim in Brecht and Method, that Brecht’s “ludic” method aimed “to energize a public into a sense of multiple possibilities.”23 Closer to the truth would be Brecht’s notion that in the ideal work of art the viewer’s capacity to see correctly would be identical to their freely deciding an outcome for themselves.

In all the texts considered so far, Brecht seems to offer little hope for a positive assessment of abstraction as a politically engaging artistic practice. But this is not his last word. As I have also argued, the notion of abstraction does not always bear the mark of vagueness but is in fact required for the correct expression of contemporary capitalism. Recall that Brecht’s aim was to produce a form of theater that “enabled abstraction” for the viewer, that encouraged viewers to step outside their subject position to see the world in the right way, beyond the limited feelings that blind them to the complex, abstract reality around them. Recall as well that this mode of cognitive abstraction required their capacity to judge the matters presented to them, to critically and rationally engage with the action and come to a decision about its legitimacy. Brecht seems to leave little room for the kind of response that opens the work to viewers’ judgment, what he calls “the active, creative element” in response (BP, 153), an approach that “leave[s] the audience to decide the matter for itself.”24 How much decision, and on what level, does this involve? If Brecht wants viewers to see correctly, how does this square with his insistence on “creative” response?

Because Brecht is fundamentally concerned with undermining “free-roaming” affective response, his account of audience response is limited to the correct understanding of the idea the artist wanted to convey. The danger of this approach is that it suggests that interpretation is something like the discovery of the artist’s message about the world (an idea given its most problematic articulation in “On Painting and the Painter,” where Brecht seems to insist on a limited set of subjects, and a limited technique, available to the artist). But in Brecht’s larger practice there is no sense that “seeing correctly” is the same as seizing an artist’s message. “Directors and actors here [in Hollywood] want stories with a ‘message,’” he laments in his Journals, “i.e. a moral, a . . . gospel for the little man” (J, 190). To see the world abstractly, to see it as a matter of structure and not identities, is not equivalent to grasping the artist’s message.

In the last text I consider, “On Chinese Painting,” Brecht broadens his approach to admit the possibility of a mode of painterly abstraction, one that is “open” to a limited range of audience responses. This fosters an abstract-concrete mode of perception, in which it is possible to see the work correctly and remain open to competing interpretations. In the months just prior to the Expressionism Debates, Brecht gives a detailed assessment of a Chinese painting he sees in the home of the author Karin Michaelis in Copenhagen (Figure 4.3). Here, in a letter written to George Grosz, Brecht moves sweepingly between art and life, freedom of form and social freedom. Above all, what is striking about the letter is the role he grants to kinds of abstraction—here, formal techniques of open space—that offers an alternative account of abstraction, one where abstract form is identified with revolutionary political possibility:
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Figure 4.3 Chinese painting, later 19th century (?), artist unknown. Later nineteenth century? In situ photograph from the home of Karin Michaelis, Copenhagen, Denmark.




As we know, the Chinese do not use the art of perspective. They don’t like looking at everything from one single point of view. In their pictures, several things are ordered in relation to each other the way a town’s inhabitants are distributed throughout the town, not independent of each other but not in a state of subordination which threatens their very existence. It is necessary to look at this comparison a little more closely. The families we are comparing with these things live in a town, represented in our picture, in greater freedom than we are accustomed to living in. They don’t exist just by virtue of their connections with a single family. The Chinese composition lacks an element of compulsion to which we are completely accustomed. This order requires no force. The designs contain a lot of freedom. The eye is able to go on a voyage of discovery. The things that are represented play the role of elements which can exist on their own, and yet in the relationship which they form on the page they constitute a whole, if not an indivisible one. You can cut the pages into sections without rendering them meaningless, but also not without altering them.

The Chinese artists also have lots of room on their paper. Some parts of the surface appear to be unused; but these parts play an important role in the composition; judging by their extent and their form they appear to be just as carefully devised as the outlines of the objects. In these gaps the paper itself or the canvas acquires a quite specific value. The basic surface is not simply denied by the artist through covering it up completely. The mirror, in which something is here mirrored, retains its value as mirror. Among other things, that signifies a laudable abandonment of the thorough subjugation of the viewer, whose illusion is not fully completed. As I love these pictures, I love gardens in which the gardeners have not shaped nature completely, which have space; here things lie side by side.25



Like the painting he describes, Brecht moves swiftly between perspectives. The broad analogies he draws between independence and wholeness, independence and relation, both in the painting and the society that made it, project a kind of Brechtian utopia. 

Although the work remains unidentified, experts suggest that it was likely produced in the later nineteenth century and employed bright reds, blues, and green.26 Rather than an instance of the “great tradition” of Chinese masters, it is an example of decorative work. Although Brecht suggests that the work depicts a series of families in loose relationships, the work is undoubtedly of a religious nature. Consider the boat and the horseman coming ashore at top left who are likely delivering a message to the figure in the upper right. One can also discern two flying figures (or perhaps they are walking on water) to the right of the boat as well as the presence of Daoist architecture along the left side which clearly indicates the religious setting of the action. At the lower edge appear four, perhaps five, figures standing in the foreground. According to Stephen Little, the subject is likely the “Eight Daoist Immortals arriving to convey birthday greetings to either the God of Longevity (Shou Lao) or the Queen Mother of the West.” Little further remarks that the work was likely made as a “birthday gift for someone achieving the age of 60, 70, or 80.” Moreover, the work, as Brecht saw it, was likely cropped along both the sides and along the top edge.

Brecht brackets (or is unaware of) the work’s religious point in order to draw out, largely on formal grounds, the work’s social-political significance. As Brecht sees it, the scene depicts a series of families who are separate and independent but also related in non-coercive ways with the other families spread across the space. In terms of spatial design, Brecht remarks on the freedom of the eye to wander and the artist’s exposure of the blank surface, the prominent use of “gaps.” Brecht’s stress on the integrity of the picture surface, how the paper is left intact, strikes an unusual note. It is hard to see, for instance, how Brecht’s affirmation of the blank surface—something “not simply denied by the artist through covering it up completely”—squares, on the one hand, with the example of an artist like Pieter Bruegel, whose surfaces are filled with a kind of horror vacui, and on the other hand, with his rejection of the use of open space in abstract painting. One might surmise that Chinese painting sits somewhere between the Elder Bruegel’s loaded surfaces and the indeterminacy of abstract painting, and for that reason, provides a crucial clue to a form of modernism in the visual arts not limited by either subject matter or complete formal “freedom.” Brecht notes how the unmolested surface of the Chinese painting is like an effort to preserve the integrity of the mirror that reflects the world (in his remarkable, quasi-Heideggerian phrasing, the “mirror in which something is . . . mirrored retains its value as mirror”). Moreover, these gaps function as a kind of empty mirror, one that is seemingly filled with the viewer’s (metaphorical) marks. Because the viewer’s “illusion is not fully completed,” he is able to complete it himself. On what terms? To what end? Crucially, how is the empty mirror of the surface to be filled if not by a simple act of “seeing differently”?

In section 12 of the “Short Organum,” Brecht rejects dramatic works that aim to “stimulate our own private imaginations,” and in his revisions to this section he observes how contemporary versions of traditional plays tend to “annihilate distance, fill in the gap, gloss over differences” between past and present. The failure of this method stems from a denial of the modern sensibility and its “delight in comparisons, in distance, in dissimilarity” (BT, 275, 301). Does Brecht mean to suggest that this unnamed Chinese painting is an instance of modern, urban, sensibility? What is most remarkable is how Brecht imagines a mode of production that will “lead people to a particular kind of feeling” as well as one that forbids the “thorough subjugation of the viewer” by virtue of gaps in the action and an assertion of the unworked surface of the medium. It is in this space––between closure and openness, specific idea and active response––that artist and viewer meet as equals and equally confront a reality that requires change.

Brecht’s reflections on the Chinese painting conclude with a surprising analogy to gardening (one of his favored pastimes). Brecht’s description centers on his and Charles Laughton’s ongoing encounters in the actor’s garden in the Pacific Palisades, a space that was the living embodiment of Brecht’s vision of artistic equilibrium between closure and openness. As he observes in the astonishing “Garden in Progress,” a poetic homage to Laughton and his garden, “The different parts repose or are suspended / In a secret equilibrium.”27 Brecht describes a world directly out of Chinese painting that suspends itself in the “life” of art:


But often L would come and meet me in the garden, walking barefoot over the damp grass in shirt and trousers, and would show me some improvements to his flowerbeds, for his garden always occupied him, harboring many refinements and challenges. The gaiety and beautiful proportions of this garden world entered into our work in a most pleasing way. For quite a while we gathered everything in our work. If we discussed gardening it was only really a digression from one of the scenes in Galileo; if we were combing a New York museum for technical drawings by Leonardo to use as background pictures in the performance, we would digress to Hokusai’s graphic work. I was able to observe how L would make only light use of such material. The parcels of books, or photocopies from books, which he constantly ordered, could not turn him into a bookworm. He obstinately sought the external: not physics, the behavior of physicists. (BP, 155–56)



What is remarkable about this description is the way it at once collapses life into art and reflects on that process of transformation. The “beautiful proportions” of the garden overlap with the rewriting of the play. Gardening (not gardens) and writing scenes, Leonardo’s drawings and Hokusai’s prints, “brush against” once another without friction (more like the opposite). The life of art merges with Brecht’s more basic affirmation of Laughton’s behavior, as a matter unanalyzable by behaviorists. Laughton sought to depict behavior, not physics. Laughton sought to create art, not reproduce life. The difference between art and life is another way of putting the essential difference between seeing differently and seeing correctly, but creatively. If Laughton were to present causes, life laid bare, there would be no possibility of seeing correctly in the first place. To see the world right requires that one see it as art, which is to say, to allow for the possibility of seeing it wrong.
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Chapter 5


 Class into Race

Brecht, Adorno, and the Problem of State Capitalism


VICEROY. A pretty tale. But tell me, what’s the point?

MISSENA. Instead of class war cleaving rich from poor. There’s war between the Zaks and Ziks.

VICEROY. Ahah. Not bad.

—Brecht, Round Heads and Pointed Heads




The idea of race is a petty bourgeois’s way of trying to become an aristocrat. At a stroke he acquires a set of ancestors and has something to look back—and down—upon. We Germans even get a sort of history of out it. Even if we haven’t always been a nation, at least we get to have been a race. . . . [And] you can’t go to war for a market—that would be frivolous and irresponsible. You have to go to war because you’re a master race.

—Brecht, Refugee Conversations



“Brecht’s sins were revealed for the first time after the Nazis had seized power,” Hannah Arendt writes in Men in Dark Times (1966). It was the “‘classics’”—Marx, Engels, Lenin—that “did not permit him to recognize what Hitler actually did.”


By 1935 or 1936 Hitler had liquidated hunger and unemployment; hence, for Brecht, schooled in the “classics,” there was no longer any pretense for not praising Hitler. In seeking one, he simply refused to recognize what was patent to everybody—that those really persecuted were not workers but Jews, that it was race, and not class, that counted. There was not a line in Marx, Engels, or Lenin that dealt with this, and the Communists denied it—it was nothing but the pretense of the ruling classes, they said—and Brecht, stolidly refusing to “look for himself,” fell into line.1



There is no doubt that Hitler’s capacity to provide full employment posed an enormous problem for Marxist theorists.2 If hunger and unemployment were the lynchpin of revolutionary action, then National Socialism’s satisfaction of these basic human requirements—no hunger, no revolution—required something like a radical reinterpretation of Marxist categories (the Frankfurt School solution), or for Arendt, a wholesale refusal of the project.3 The result was the same: the replacement of economic categories with political ones.4 The history and consequences of this replacement is the subject of this chapter.

Friedrich Pollock’s “State Capitalism: Its Possibilities and Limitations” of 1941—the canonical Frankfurt School document on political economy—stakes its claim on the notion that “capitalism could be in a position to satisfy all the elementary needs.”5 And if that’s the case, Pollock wondered, what differentiates “socialism from capitalism”?


Government control of production and distribution furnishes the means for eliminating the economic causes of depressions, cumulative destructive processes and unemployment of capital and labor. We may even say that under state capitalism economics as a social science has lost its object. Economic problems in the old sense no longer exist when the coordination of all economic activities is effected by conscious plan instead of by the natural laws of the market.6



For Pollock, a consciously planned economy made the study of economics obsolete. Economics, as it was defined by the liberal tradition, dealt with the “unintended consequences of human action,” and sought to find the “unintended patterns and regularities” that emerged in buying and selling.7 The problem was that Pollock was not a free market theorist, he was a Marxist, and the elimination of “unintended consequences”—a perfectly planned economy—was part of the point. Pollock’s friend and colleague at the Frankfurt School, Max Horkheimer also saw how a totalitarian planned economy provided an inverted picture of freedom: “The anonymity of the market has turned into planning, but instead of the free planning of united humanity, it is the crafty planning of the archenemies of humanity.”8 If the economic problems had been solved, then socialism had presumably achieved one of its basic aims. What went wrong? Although National Socialism had abolished both the market and private property—so Pollock argued—the consequences of that fact were anything but emancipatory. Even though production under the Nazis was directed toward use rather than commodity exchange, this reality did not serve “the needs of free humans in a harmonious society” but resulted in enslavement. As Moishe Postone argues, “this is the decisive point” for Pollock, a planned economy but one that was not socialist.9 Pollock stressed that state capitalism possessed new forms of antagonism, but lacked immanent contradiction. The broad consequence of the changed situation under state capitalism was that the “profit motive is superseded by the power motive.”10 It is the replacement of profit with power that defines the lasting import of Pollock’s analysis. This is what Postone means when he says Pollock’s approach drew attention to the “necessity of structurally locating social contradiction in a manner that goes beyond considerations of class” (“CSE,” 180). But as I aim to show here, the idea that the market, private property, and profit were eliminated by the Nazis (or the Soviet Union or the New Deal) was a highly contentious claim. And while the beyond-class argument certainly became “widespread in the 1960s” and after, there were strong alternatives to it all along the way if anyone cared to look (“CSE,” 172).

Arendt is an instance of the widespread turn from economics to politics. She had come to the same conclusion as Pollock, even if she never directly addressed him. Overtaxation, inflation, and devalued currency were the dominant modes of an expropriative state in “modern capitalistic countries,” while in Russia, “state socialism, which is the same thing as state capitalism,” is defined by “total expropriation.” The process of expropriation requires “legal and political institutions that are independent of the economic forces and their automatism” to either enforce or to alter that situation.11 What both Arendt and the Frankfurt School came to acknowledge—it became the cornerstone of their critiques—was that the “autonomy of the political” specifically meant a turn away from class analysis. In Arendt’s influential formulation, politics itself was identified with “race, and not class.”

At the same time Pollock was writing “State Capitalism,” the Frankfurt School had embarked on a massive (1,400 pages in total) study of “Anti-Semitism in American Labor.”12 Pollock spearheaded the labor study and handled the day-to-day work while Adorno conducted the qualitative analysis. It should not go unnoticed that American labor was the main target of Frankfurt School inquiry in the United States at the moment the fascists were marching through Europe. It was not the major industrialists that captured their attention. As Mark Worrell observes (without a hint of irony), “nearly alone, the Frankfurt School undertook a series of research projects into the hearts and minds of both European and American laborers” (DS, 11). They were alone. The Frankfurt School in the 1940s was the avant-garde of the study of power relations within ostensibly progressive institutions. What the study proved was that “Anti-Jewish prejudice pervades the overwhelming majority of the persons interviewed.” It was not the case that labor unions were outright racists but rather it was something much deeper boiling beneath the surface. “What counts is not exactly open and active hostility to Jews, these agitators can be spotted and neutralized,” the authors explained. Rather, “the threat . . . is the prejudice itself,” which was vastly more challenging to overcome (quoted in “AS,” 423).13 In the opening remarks to the Labor Study, the authors observed that European labor before Hitler “obviously was more immune to anti-Semitic prejudice than American labor today.” This was particularly frightening because “totalitarianism succeeded in obviating or reducing the resistance of European workers” so quickly and so thoroughly. And if American workers were “so much more easily swayed by racial prejudice,” then how could they possibly provide a “bulwark against totalitarianism?” (quoted in “AS,” 423). These were the kind of questions the “primacy of politics” seemed to necessitate. It was the theory of state capitalism that showed the ways in which race could become an alternate model to economics and one that proved as fully applicable to the United States as to Europe.
 
It bears noting that as late as the winter of 1942 Horkheimer was sharply opposed to the labor study and “inclined to drop it entirely,” telling Pollock it was “idiotic” to pursue it.14 Horkheimer’s attitude changed in 1944 with the cowriting with Adorno of the “Elements of Anti-Semitism” theses for Dialectic of Enlightenment.15 Here Horkheimer and Adorno explain—in the second thesis—that “rational, economic, and political explanations” can tell us something important but cannot stem the tide of anti-Semitism “since rationality itself, through its link to power, is submerged in the same malady.” Because power determines economics, so then does power affect “persecutors and victims” as part of the “same” cycle of reason and unreason.16 With the advent of this immensely influential mode of analysis—the origins of intersectionality itself—Horkheimer effectively reverses his position, the one shared by Brecht, of a few years earlier. Horkheimer, writing in 1939, infamously observed that in order to understand anti-Semitism one must “consider the tendencies within capitalism,” and whoever is “not willing to talk about capitalism” should “keep quiet about fascism.”17 As Dan Diner remarks of this infamous line, “No statement, no passage of Horkheimer’s has been worn out more” than this.18 Like Brecht’s analysis, Diner notes that Horkheimer’s claims are “entirely in accord with the sentiments and convictions predominant on the left at the time.” It was Horkheimer, along with Adorno, who altered the very nature of political argumentation on the left after 1940. They opened up the possibility from within Marxism of seeing class as a matter of power, of domination, rather than economics (the Jews were not a category defined by economic exploitation). And once that possibility was raised, it became the dominant mode of analysis on the left at large. In other words, it was the tool the left had been seeking all along to get “beyond” Marxism itself.

According to Arendt, Marxist blinders prevent Brecht from seeing what is obvious to “everybody” with the rise of fascism—that it is about “race, and not class.” If for Diner class analysis of National Socialism is “predominant on the left,” for Arendt it is (counterfactually) a fringe position. As Nicholas Brown observes, even on the right it was a prevalent position. Wyndham Lewis, for instance, “openly endorses the logic he discovers in Nazism.” What was that logic? The “National socialist is, in reality, attempting to . . . put Race in the place of Class,” Lewis reflects.19 On the other side of the barricade but with the same conclusion, Ernst Bloch, writing in 1963, three years before Arendt, describes the current-day “chorus of sympathy for the Jews,” philosemitism, as an effect of anti-Semitism, one that shares with its opposite a refusal of class analysis. What philosemitism indicates is the depth of the relation between anti-Semitism and its seeming opposite: the celebration of Jewish identity. Bloch, that is, sees the uses to which not just racism but antiracism can be put in a class war. Bloch reflects on the difference between postwar philosemitism and the treatment of Jews under the empire and the Weimar Republic. “In those periods,” Bloch writes, “the kind of philanthropy that sought . . . to vindicate the Jews was nowhere to be found.” For the proletariat, “it was not the Aryan race, but capitalism, that compelled their interest.” And in the arts, Bloch writes, “the Jewish question was hardly raised, and there was no hint of insistent philosemitism.”


The fact that Reinhardt, S. Fischer, Bruno Walter, Otto Klemperer, or Josef Kainz were Jewish, and that Piscator, Rowohlt, Furtwängler, or Bassermann were not, held no interest for anyone outside of a few disreputable groups and their sinister publications; most people neither knew nor cared anything about it. Who would find, on one hand, Weill’s music in The Threepenny Opera to be Jewish and Brecht’s libretto, on the other, to be . . . German?20



Bloch had an answer to his parting question. Looking back on the period of “cohabitation without pathos,” Bloch sees how it is “first of all the Nazis . . . who made Germany wake up” to race, not class. Or rather, they are the first to make race a stand-in for class.

When Brecht attempted to make a similar point at the home of a member of the American Communist Party he was—not surprisingly—met with resistance. In his journal, he describes a new communist policy according to which “american jews are to organise themselves as a national minority.” At the event, an organizer exclaimed that “‘the jews know nothing of their culture!’” Brecht attempts to deflate the program: “schönberg, einstein, freud, eisenstein, meyerhold, döblin, weigl represent not jewish but other cultures etc etc” (J, 332, 333). From there Brecht brings up a favored (and highly contentious) text, noting how the great Jewish artists and scientists exemplified Marx’s point in “On the Jewish Question”: “what the jews need, just as in marx’s time, is to emancipate themselves from capitalism (commerce) and not to retreat into their ‘old culture.’” Marx notoriously identified Judaism with capitalism itself, and the struggle against one was the struggle against the other. “The present-day Jew’s capacity for emancipation,” Marx wrote, “is the relation of Judaism to the emancipation of the modern world.” Because “real” Judaism (excluding, that is, religious belief) is “huckstering and money,” then emancipation from Judaism “would be the self-emancipation of our time.”21 Marx’s scandalous verdict was to show how “the emancipation of the Jews is the emancipation of mankind from Judaism” (“JQ”).

Brecht apparently could not let go of the point. He brings up Marx’s essay a few months later at Adorno’s home. For Adorno, Marx’s essay was “out of date,” a product of the “young” Marx, and it was grounded on a false distinction between two types of capitalists, greedy versus creative (J, 338).22 Brecht countered with an exceedingly generous reading: “marx took the jew in his historically ‘existing form,’ shaped by persecution and resistance, with his economic specialization, his forced reliance on liquid cash (the need to buy oneself free . . .) . . . and marx advised him to emancipate himself (and himself demonstrated how).” This charitable assessment seems to rely on a key, and overlooked, line in Marx’s essay. Marx described the “particular situation of Judaism in the present enslaved world” (“JQ”). Because Jews are the epitome of enslavement—they have wholly identified with the aggressor—their freedom would model for others what freedom from capitalism looks like. Arendt characteristically exonerated Marx for his “anti-Jewish” writings precisely because of his “utter neglect of political questions.”23 For Arendt, race without politics simply wasn’t racism. Conversely, politics without an account of racism wasn’t politics at all.

For Arendt, Brecht’s putative failure to understand race resulted in a precipitous decline in artistic quality. Because Brecht simply couldn’t see racism, his work sunk into empty propaganda. Fear and Misery of the Third Reich (1938) is full of “lies” and “wooden-prose dialogue” (MDT, 243). Here, for instance, is some ostensibly dubious dialogue from The Jewish Wife episode. The wife is plotting her escape from Germany and bids her physician husband farewell.


I’ve often thought lately about something you told me years back, how some people were more valuable than others, so one lot were given insulin when they got diabetes and the others weren’t. And this was something I understood, idiot that I was. Well, now they’ve drawn a new classification [neue Einteilung] of the same sort, and this time I’m one of the less valuable ones. Serves me right. (CP, 163; trans. mod.)



She is an idiot for assenting to the old classifications between the deserving and undeserving; she is an idiot for believing her husband is anything other than the author of those classifications, including the latest one about Jews and Aryans. That anti-Semitism is a politically expeditious “new classification,” leads writers like Frank Dietrich Wagner to find here Brecht’s disastrous blind spot. “Antisemitism was just another form of political strategy for Brecht,” Wagner writes. For Brecht, “antisemitism and racism as the core of fascist ideology were alien . . . from the start, and remained incomprehensible.”24 The case against Brecht is usually framed in terms of this “core” versus periphery argument. The point of my analysis, of course, is not to place economics at the core and race at the periphery, a hardly sustainable view of National Socialism and not a view Brecht held, but to see how Brecht thought through race and class (along with a range of Marxists working in the 1920s and 1930s) in ways that should be more central to current ways of engaging the problem.

Anti-Semitism for Brecht was not “just another form” of politics; it held the key to understanding the new rules of exploitation. “Anyone who talks about Germany becomes a diviner of mysteries,” Brecht writes in a note for Fear and Misery. But it is only a mystery for the bourgeoisie. He wonders why


people find the persecution of the Jews, for instance, so exasperating, because it seems such an “unnecessary” excess. They regard it as something extraneous, irrelevant to the business at hand. In their view pogroms are not essential to the conquest of markets and raw materials, and accordingly can be dispensed with.

They fail to understand that barbarism in Germany is a consequence of class conflicts, and so they cannot grasp the Fascist principle which demands that class conflicts be converted into race conflicts. (CP, 323, 324)



The principle of conversion of class into race is not a guiding concern of Fear and Misery, but it is at the heart of the play he completed just prior to it. Brecht’s Round Heads and Pointed Heads whose subtitle—Money Calls to Money: A Tale of Horror—indicates the basic approach. I will not review the tortuous history of the development of Round Heads (begun in 1931 but not completed until 1938, with a performance in Copenhagen in November of 1936) but simply mention that it is an adaptation of William Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure, which Brecht described as “his most progressive” and also “most philosophical” play (CP, 304). The title is meant to signal the arbitrariness, but also the effectiveness, of the “new classification” that rules this political fable.

The Prologue begins with the Theatre Director introducing the writer Bert Brecht who has traveled the world and witnessed the most shocking things.


Theatre Director: He saw a white man wrestling with a black,

An angry yellow giant with a yellow midget on his back.

A Finn took up a stone and flung it at a Swede,

And someone with a snub nose punched a hook-nosed man and made him bleed.

Our playwright stopped to ask the cause, and heard

That in these parts a spectre is abroad:

The great distributor of skulls is on his rounds again,

A quack with snake oil in his pack for every man.

He keeps a stock of noses and bags of coloured skin

With which he stirs the folk against their kith and kin.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

And where the skull-man goes

People look more carefully at your hair and skin and nose.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

There’s one thing matters more than all the rest

For it alone determines if you’re cursed or blessed.

I’d better make myself quite clear:

It’s rich and poor that really matters here.

And just in case you’d like some explanation

I’ve penned this parable in demonstration,

In which I prove beyond all doubt

That this is the difference to shout about. (CP, 3–4)


What the demonstration shows is how the poor “swallow” all the rulers’ “myths that racial health / Would solve the inequalities of wealth” (CP, 111–12). (And perhaps the myth that racial diversity would solve it as well?) Anonymous farmers appear along the way to condemn the new classifications. “Lord and tenant should unite, they’re saying, / And what’s the reason? ’Cause our heads are round! / But he collects the rent, while I must pay it! / You’ve got to see, the reasoning’s not sound!” (CP, 31). Before the farmers get divided into round and pointed heads they fleetingly acknowledge “there’s only one thing: rich or poor!” Two women see the writing on the wall and grasp the basic moral of the play: “We used to be united by our woes / But now our different head shapes make us bitter foes” (CP, 32). A performance still of the 1936 Copenhagen production shows how comedy and horror are conflated in the play (Figure 5.1).


[image: ]

Figure 5.1 Round Heads and Pointed Heads at the Riddersalen Theatre in Copenhagen, 1936.



Although the round and pointed heads (and noses) are ridiculous prosthetic attachments, they are also, as the rope screen before the audience suggests, a “closely knotted net” that serves to “hopelessly enmesh” the peasants and challenge the audience not to be caught by the same myths (CP, 106).

Brecht provided a brief outline of the story for the Copenhagen production of the play:


In the wake of a crisis on the grain market the country of Yahoo, with its tenant farmers and landowning classes, faces the prospect of rebellion by the peasant farmers, who have joined forces in an association called “The Sickle.” A certain Iberin suggests to the Viceroy, who is himself a landowner, that the farmers’ opposition could be disrupted by a new division of the populace into Round Heads [or Zaks] and Pointed Heads [or Ziks], and by the persecution of the Pointed Heads, who are to be designated the enemies of Yahoo. The Viceroy delegates power to Señor Iberin. (CP, 304–5)



The chief accomplishment of Iberin’s “new division” of round and pointed heads is the “dispersal and defeat” of the Sickle. The tenant farmer Callas was prepared to join the Sickle but when his Zik landlord, de Guzman, is arrested he is content to “expropriate for himself” two of his horses and leave collective organization behind. Iberin allows for these individual acts of retribution, but as soon as the Sickle is defeated, he demands the return of property and for the (newly divided) worker to go back to his land, which Callas now understands as a death sentence.

Scene 11 reintroduces the Viceroy after Iberin has accomplished his divisive work. A government minister queries Iberin about his “creed of Zaks and Ziks” and Iberin retorts that what matters in the end is that “this Sickle, / Once emblem of rebellion and unrest, / Is now for ever banished from your land / And from your capital” (CP, 113). Iberin’s racial policy is revealed for its sheerly instrumental value: it is a weapon in the class war. And now with “the peasantry . . . well and truly cowed” the owners are free to “proceed to other plans.” This was the point all along. Imperialist expansion requires a pliable military and workforce. The kingdom requires “room to grow, or else it soon may wither,” so war preparations have begun against “Our old ancestral enemy. . . . A fearful nation, peopled with Square Heads” (CP, 110). As the play ends it is revealed that Iberin’s new task is to “teach” the peasants about the “foreign peril” of the newly classified Square Heads (CP, 110).

As an allegory of National Socialism, it does not add up: If Iberin is Hitler, then the suggestion that he is colluding with Jewish landowners (Ziks) to defeat working-class socialists (Zaks) is absurdly false. But Brecht made every effort to avert any interpretation of the play along these lines. He insisted to his Danish director that the play did “not [aim to] provoke a discussion of the Jewish question.” He defends himself in a brilliant letter to the director:


It would do so only if it depicted the unjustified sufferings of the Jews. What it does show is that the “Jewish factor” plays no part in the way National Socialism (and other reactionary systems, e.g. Tsarism, Pilsudskyism, etc.) exploit the racial question politically. The audience will not say: The Pointed Heads are good or bad, they are treated justly or unjustly, they will say: There is no real difference. . . . Anything specifically Jewish is avoided. After ten minutes the audience will see only Round Heads and Pointed Heads and laugh, just as they would if the new governor had in all seriousness broken down the population into bicyclists and pedestrians. . . . There isn’t a single song about the racial question, we simply weren’t thinking about it. As a socialist . . . I’m not interested in the racial question as such.25



It is true that nothing in the play indicates that the Ziks are ill-treated (which obviously sets them apart from any Jewish analog). Indeed, the difference between Zik and Zak is one letter, suggesting the arbitrariness of the distinction. The utter flimsiness of the classifications—the bicyclist versus the pedestrian—reflects the emptiness of racial categories in general and aims to show as much, avoiding the category of race in order to exemplify its purposes.

Although it has rarely been remarked, Brecht formulated the notion of Verfremdung—his core aesthetic technique—in light of this analysis of race. As John Willett writes, Round Heads marks the “first instance of Brecht applying the theory of ‘Verfremdung’ to his own work.”26 To alienate the audience from their empathetic attachments to specific characters and events, to alienate an empathetically oriented—that is, historical, emotional, and non-biological—category like race, was to redirect attention to what is obscured by it, class. It is in the notes to the play that we read about Verfremdung, a feeling whose proper response is laughter (something obvious in light of the Copenhagen performance). Laughter is induced whenever one is tempted to make empathetic judgments about the goodness or badness of the characters on display.27 As Brecht urges, the use of parable form was an effort to “enable and encourage the audience to draw abstract conclusions” from a situation that seemed to demand—or extort—their empathy. The Viceroy’s council makes this exact point in support of Iberin’s “Great discovery” of race. “Iberin knows, the common people / Have little fondness for abstraction, and / Are eager to discover blame for our / Financial woes in some familiar cause” (CP, 12). To enable the audience to think abstractly, to think outside the immediacy of feeling, was to help them to see through the all-too-familiar cause to the structural conditions that produced the racial categories to begin with (see CP, 306).

Brecht received a good deal of criticism even among his colleagues for the Round Heads. He responded to two “insidious” objections. First, that he affirms the idea that “Aryans have visibly (and anatomically) different racial characteristics from Jews.”28 Brecht is ambiguous on this question. In the Prologue, for instance, he wavers between physical characteristics (snub and hook noses), national differences (Swedish and Finnish), and trivial preferences (biking versus walking, as he puts in his letter). Answering the objection about physical differences Brecht thinks it does not help “oppressed Negroes in the United States” if someone demands equality for them by asserting that Negroes are in fact “white.”29 If the demand for equality is made by saying there are no races, then the critique is pointing in the right direction. Brecht is being imprecise when he doesn’t note, or simply doesn’t care to notice, the difference between bicyclists and pedestrians, on the one hand, and snub and hook noses, on the other.

Brecht’s disinterest in this distinction takes on a tragicomic tone in his “From the English Letters” of 1936. Writing in regard to the new Nuremburg Race Laws he mockingly observes how “It is a screaming injustice that some people, just because of the shape of their noses, should not have the right to take part in the exploitation of their fellow human beings, just at a time when exploitation is so in vogue. Are they to be excluded from war profiteering as well, just because their hair is black?”30 This is what we might call a classic Brecht joke. Like the Round Heads it straddles the line between comedy and horror. Brecht’s parody of the Nuremburg laws was meant to drive home the point about the class nature of racial discrimination. And as this joke suggests, Brecht was wavering in his critique of biological categories, usually because he thought it strategically ineffective. Nonetheless, as he always made room to reflect, “There is no real difference” between people who bike and those who walk, and the same is said of the difference of “white from black.”31

Second, he was told that his play could not depict fascism because of its agrarian setting (Brecht shifted locations from Vienna, to Bohemia, to Peru, and finally to a fictional land of “Yahoo,” a reference to Jonathan Swift). Answering this charge, he asserted his aim was to “depict racism,” not fascism or any particular political system. Racism is “used to deceive the people, not only by German fascism . . . but also other reactionary governments, and has been since time immemorial (formerly in Poland and Armenia, in America, etc.).”32 The long-standing use of race as capitalist tool is clear in the opening of the chapter “Classic Administration of a Province” from The Business Affairs of Mr. Julius Caesar. There a property owner reflects on two forms of nationalism, antagonistic and competitive. He explains how he tries to “keep the nationalities together. You wouldn’t have been able to do that twenty years ago. You had to mix them up, to keep the antagonism going. Troubled times. These days I’m getting quite good results with teams from one region. The teams even compete against each other, from national pride.”33 Antagonistic or competitive, the point is the same whether it is nation or race: to produce the desired (economic) results through internal competition among the exploited.

Recall that Bloch used the phrase “Germany, wake up”—Deutschland erwache—to describe the moment the National Socialists introduced distinctly racial politics into German life. The phrase was a reference to a now little-read 1932 book by Brecht’s collaborator Ernst Ottwald.34 Part one of Ottwald’s study is devoted “to the biology of a ‘worker’s party,’” aiming to dismantle the biological mythology underwriting the Nazi assimilation of the proletariat. As Ottwald puts it in the opening pages of the book, “antisemitism is mostly the inevitable product of economic relations.”35 Anti-Semitism, according to Ottwald, is a class-based effort by state forces to “absorb the anti-capitalistic inclinations of the petty bourgeoisie and fittingly steer them toward a harmless end” (DE, 55). In other words, anticapitalism is the problem that is conveniently solved by anti-Semitism.

Although it has not been discussed in the literature, Ottwald’s Wake Up Germany! was a major source for Brecht’s Round Heads. Ottwald’s key case study for the economic sources of anti-Semitism was the Stöcker affair of 1879–80. Adolf Stöcker’s anti-Semitic attack on Bismarck’s Jewish banker, Gerson Bleichröder, was evidence for his thesis that “antisemitic trends are in their being and in their aim of an economic nature.” Ottwald reproduced at length Bismarck’s extraordinary response to the attack on Bleichröder. What is so striking about it is that Bismarck’s only concern was the anti-capitalist sentiment promoted by Stöcker; Bismarck’s condemnation of anti-Semitism was strictly confined to its connections with socialism. Bismarck’s condemnation of Stöcker was a matter of “incitement of class hatred” and “incitement of the unpropertied class population against the prosperous Jews.” Stöcker was responsible for “encouraging lawless desire” in his rehearsal of the “excessive treasures of the Jews” (DE, 55). Stöcker’s speeches, Bismarck contended, “address themselves to the envy and greed of the have-nots against those who possess.”36 Ottwald further suggested that Bleichröder’s case against Stöcker, like Bismarck’s, only emerged when the question of class was raised and was never conceived as a threat before that. Under the empire anti-Semitism was permitted, even encouraged, to the degree to which it focused the energies of the proletariat on the Jews, but was ruthlessly curbed when it was conflated with class conflict.

The long-standing relationship between Bismarck and Bleichröder is the subject of Fritz Stern’s monumental Gold and Iron: Bismarck, Bleichröder and the Building of the German Empire. As Stern shows, the Jews under Bismarck were starkly divided along class lines. What vexed Bismarck about Stöcker was his socialist pleas for higher taxes for the rich.37 Stöcker calls for “economic security for workers in case of unemployment as the goal to be achieved, he demands the standard working day and the progressive income tax,” Bismarck writes in evident horror (quoted in RD, 38). Moreover, Bismarck thought Stöcker was attacking the wrong Jews. It was the political reformers among the Jews, the “propertyless” and “not moneyed Jewry” who were the true enemies of the state (quoted in GI, 516, 515). Stöcker’s attack even threatened to “drive rich Jews into the radical camp,” and for that reason only “socialist anti-Semitism deserved a rebuff” (GI, 516). According to Stern, Bismarck saw there was “payoff in protecting Jews” against Stöcker as it would “keep rich Jews on his side and perhaps diminish the attractiveness of liberalism for other Jews. On the other hand, he probably thought that ‘a little anti-Semitism’ might make the rich Jews still more pliable.” Bismarck continually inveighed against what he called the “Jewish proletariat” and above all feared that “Stöcker’s agitation was driving right-thinking, rich Jews into the arms of the Progressives.” Bismarck’s own verdict couldn’t be clearer: “For me . . . the Socialist element is far more decisive than the anti-Semitic” (GI, 516).38 It was the Stöcker affair that provided the crucial historical background for Brecht’s Round Heads. To a degree, Bismarck was the model for the Viceroy, Stöcker for Iberin, and Bleichröder for de Guzman. Brecht went further than Ottwald in attempting to show the collusion among all of the parties against the peasants and proletariats (neither Ottwald nor Stern suggests Stöcker could share sides with Bleichröder), and it is this interpretation that outraged both his critics and his admirers. Even here, Brecht was likely following historical sources, specifically the conclusions of Bismarck’s son, who reflected that Bleichröder likely would “have let Stöcker carry on” if he only attacked “the excesses and hypertrophy of Jews in press and parliament.” Bleichröder made his appeal to the chancellor when Stöcker seemingly affirmed the “communistic-socialist tendency” (quoted in RD, 39).

Round Heads remains Brecht’s most unloved play. Even Arendt’s adversary, Brecht scholar Willett, agreed with her assessment of Brecht on race. “Fascism can only be fought by treating it as capitalism,” Willett writes, implying they are separate phenomena. It is this blinkered view that “accounts for the profound misconception” of Brecht’s anti-fascist plays. The idea that “anti-Semitism was only a political weapon, and that in due course the Nazi leaders and the rich Jews would combine again against the working class, irrespective of race” was both unsustainable and dubious. “The doctrine of the class war,” Willett concludes, “becomes a straightjacket into which the facts have to be crammed. Whatever does not fit has simply to be discarded or suppressed.”39

Round Heads receives virtually no mention in The Cambridge Companion to Brecht and is not cited at all in Jameson’s Brecht and Method. The play is not mentioned in David Barnett’s 2015 Brecht in Practice: Theatre, Theory and Performance. Round Heads does not appear in the Jubiläumsausgabe um 100. Geburtstag of Brecht’s works. Bruce Cook calls it a “monstrosity,” a “terrible and muddled” play that aims to “‘prove’ that Hitler’s anti-Semitism was a phony issue.”40 Ronald Gray condemns all of the “anti-Nazi plays” together but singles out Round Heads as “the least satisfying.” Gray summarizes the play’s meaning as follows:


The allegory is clear enough: Hitler is being allowed . . . by the capitalists and their allies in government to distract the attention of the German people from economic injustices by fomenting anti-Semitism. Once the Communists have been defeated, this decoying move can be abandoned, and the capitalists can return to their normal methods of exploiting the poor for the benefit of the rich.



Not surprisingly—given the historical transparency of the interpretation—we read how the “political thinking is crude” and the allegory a failure. Why? Because for Brecht “only economic motives count.”41 Gray cites Martin Esslin’s putatively established verdict that “the Marxist explanation of Hitler’s racial policies fails so lamentably that the whole play is invalidated.”42 Against the anti-Nazi period works of the 1930s, Gray remarkably prefers the earliest plays: “The narrowness of Brecht’s outlook in his work, his complete lack of interest in any but economic motivations, are surprising after the profusion of interests that [his early plays] seemed to promise.”43 There is little doubt that “profusion of interests” is no longer of value to Brecht after The Threepenny Opera. Profusion matters insofar as truth matters, and truth, or access to it, seemed to require something like a reduction of variety in the communication of basic, but unacknowledged, realities.

The play receives a standard hearing in Stephen Parker’s important study of the life of Brecht:


Treating anti-Semitism as just another political question in the practice of reactionary systems, Brecht failed to grasp how deeply rooted the Nazis’ racial obsession with Jews and other “inferior” races was and therefore how extremely dangerous this defining characteristic of German Fascism was too.44



While the editors of the Collected Plays are wary of reducing the play to “a botched satire on Nazism” even if its “analysis of racial politics” is “inadequate to Nazism,” they affirm what I take to be the main point: “The use of racist politics . . . as a calculated distraction from social and economic problems” (CP, xi). So too does Ronald Haymen show that the aim was to indicate how “racism will work as a diversionary strategy,” redirecting “vital energy from the essential conflict between rich and poor.” Hayman’s conclusion follows more traditional lines: “Brecht had faith in the Communist dogma that international capitalism was fomenting anti-Semitism in order to deflect energy from the class struggle.” Here “Hitler is presented as no more than a puppet manipulated by industrial tycoons.”45 But is Hitler presented at all in the play? What else is the parable form for but to alienate such direct conflations?46 Evidence suggests that beginning in 1934 Brecht worked hard to dislocate Round Heads from any direct reading of events with the addition of more and more alienation effects (more songs, more fictive setting, more prosthetics, more interpolation by the actors, more comic turns).

A shared assumption of all the critiques is that Brecht was toeing the party line on race, a claim that is awkwardly coupled with Arendt’s claim that there is “not a line in Marx, Engels, or Lenin” that addresses the question of race. There is much to disagree with in Brecht’s account of race—that it doesn’t begin to address the depth of Hitler’s racist commitments—but it is important to see it as emerging from a vast, and still valuable, discourse within Marxism. It is part of the debate on the so-called national question that began with Karl Kautsky’s Modern Nationality of 1887, through Lenin’s “Corrupting the Workers with Refined Nationalism” of 1914, and which was ongoing throughout the 1940s.47 Every new “refinement” in nationalism, Lenin writes, summing up a tradition, “advocates the division and splitting up of the proletariat on the most . . . specious of pretexts.” Against this division, he calls “for the amalgamation of the workers of the different nationalities in united proletarian organisations of every kind.”48 Far from being “patent to everybody” that National Socialism was exclusively about race, Brecht’s account of race in the service of class warfare was an established mode of analysis at the time and after, established above all on the grounds of the debate on the national question within Marxist discourse. Furthermore, as Martin Jay has observed, the “young Horkheimer’s facile dismissal of specifically Jewish problems was shared, at least in their written work, by all of his colleagues” at the institute. Their shared tendency to “subsume anti-Semitism under the larger rubric of class conflict persisted throughout the 1930s even after the Nazi seizure of power.”49 It was of course equally true that after 1940 nothing of the sort could be said, and something like the opposite case could be made; anti-Semitism replaced class as the operative category within the institute and beyond. Above all, what is crucial to see is how the dismantling of the Marxist project at large was directly connected with the insufficiency of the analysis of anti-Semitism (a failure to recognize Hitler’s commitment to racism in addition to class war). It was not simply a matter of mistaken emphasis (to put the matter in wildly understated terms); the whole mode of analysis was thought to be corrupt. It was this mistake of the Marxists (not taking racism as the “core” of their analysis) that another Left—anti-racist but also anti-Marxist, identity based, but skeptical of economic-based arguments—had been lying in wait for. This was the crucial, defining opening for a new post-Marxist Left. The putative failure of Marxist analysis of racism was just enough, or more than enough, for a new mode of left analysis to define itself. This is also a lesson about the current fascination with intersectionality. The fantasy of progressive politics as defined by the intersection of class, race, and gender has little relation to the history of anti-racist analysis or polemics. It was always, as Arendt said, “race, not class,” that was at stake; it was a gift to Arendt and to the Frankfurt School theorists after 1940 that Marxist orthodoxy missed how central anti-Semitism was to National Socialism.

Jack Jacobs has recently observed a turning point in the Frankfurt School’s attitude toward the role race played in politics. In the summer of 1940, just over a year before Brecht’s arrival in Los Angeles, Horkheimer and Adorno had a change of heart about the study of anti-Semitism. Just a few months prior, at the end of 1939, Horkheimer could write that “blather about race is only superficial” within National Socialism and notoriously analyze anti-Semitism in terms very similar to Brecht in his “The Jews and Europe” published in the institute’s Zeitschrift in December of 1939 (an essay Horkheimer pointedly left out of his collected writings). By 1940, the year Pollock’s “State Capitalism” was written, things had changed and Horkheimer and Adorno had begun to see things in a different light. “I cannot stop thinking about the fate of the Jews,” Adorno writes to Horkheimer in August of 1940. It is here that Adorno offers a crucial redefinition of Marxist terms: “It often seems to me that everything that we used to see from the point of view of the proletariat has been concentrated today with frightful force upon the Jews.”50 The Jew, that is, came to replace the proletariat as the ones who “are now at the opposite pole to the concentration of power” (quoted in “AS,” 422). Rolf Tiedemann grasped the centrality of this idea for Adorno’s thinking: “These lines . . . provide us with a key to Adorno’s thinking from 1940 on.”51 This turn marks the internal shift within the Frankfurt School analyses from the exploitive model to one oriented around domination, what I am also describing here more specifically as the turn from class to race.52

Brecht’s encounter with the Frankfurt School occurred at this moment of shifting allegiances from exploitation to domination, proletariat to Jew, class to race, in the work of Adorno and Horkheimer. By September of 1942, Adorno tells his parents that Brecht is one of a “‘select’ circle of people” whom they see regularly (Brecht arrived in Los Angeles in July of 1941, Adorno in November).53 When Brecht came to know Adorno, Horkheimer, Pollock, and Marcuse, the institute on the West coast was in the midst of a battle with members of the institute in New York. At the center of those discussions were competing analyses of National Socialism, Franz Neumann’s account of “totalitarian monopoly capitalism” versus Pollock’s “state capitalism.”54

It is beyond the confines of this discussion to enter into the texture of Neumann’s argument in his monumental Behemoth: The Structure and Practice of National Socialism, 1933–1942. The first edition appeared within months of Pollock’s “State Capitalism” and was in large part a counter to Pollock’s claims, which he had been following throughout its development. Neumann took direct aim at Pollock in the first chapter of the second part of Behemoth, “Economy without Economics?” (see B, 231–34). Like Pollock, Neumann saw that full employment was a great “gift to the masses” but insisted that it was the “sole” one on offer and that the “business cycle has not been brought to an end” nor has the “economic system been freed from periods of contraction” (B, 431). In other words, far from stability, crisis was imminent within the National Socialist state. In a letter to Horkheimer, Neumann was unflinching in his assessment of Pollock’s claims: “For a whole year I have been doing nothing but studying economic processes in Germany, and I have up till now not found a shred of evidence to show that Germany is in a situation remotely resembling state capitalism” (quoted in FS, 285). Although Horkheimer assented to Neumann’s criticism, he nonetheless urged, in a feat of fuzzy logic, that he could not free himself “from Engels’ view that society is moving towards precisely that. I must therefore assume that the approach of such a period very probably still threatens us. And this seems to me to a great extent to prove the value of Pollock’s construct in providing a basis for discussion of a topical problem, in spite of all its deficiencies” (quoted in FS, 285).55 By October of 1941, Horkheimer lobbied for Neumann’s removal from the institute, and a year later, Pollock informed him of his dismissal. According to Wiggershaus, “Pollock demanded that Neumann should sign a declaration that he would have no more claims with respect to the Institute after 30 September 1942” (FS, 293). Neumann left the institute and soon joined the Office of Strategic Services. By 1943, Marcuse, who remained close with Neumann, was persuaded to accept Pollock’s state capital “construct” and to publicly reject Neumann’s theses. The defeat (or suppression) of Neumann’s account was a defining moment in the history of the Frankfurt School, and, more significantly, in the history of progressive thinking about the relations between class and race (see FS, 280–91).

On the question of race, Neumann, like Brecht and Ottwald, took an orthodox Marxist position. His account came to be known as the “spearhead” theory of racism:


The Jews are used as guinea pigs in testing a method of repression. It is only the Jews who can possibly play this role. National Socialism, which has allegedly abolished the class struggle, needs an enemy who, by his very existence, can integrate the antagonistic groups within this society.56



Like Ottwald, Neumann described anti-Semitism as an integrative process of bringing enemies into line. Neumann considered the gradualism of anti-Semitic legislation under the National Socialists as a tool by which to “stimulate the masses or divert their attention from other socio-economic and international policies” (B, 121).57 Every principle held by the Nazis—including blood, community, folk—are “devices for hiding the real constellation of power and for manipulating the masses” (B, 464). The whole arsenal of ideology—the “charisma of the Leader, the superiority of the master race, the struggle of a proletarian race against plutocracies, the protest of the folk against the state”—Neumann wrote, is “consciously applied stratagems”; every pronouncement, every action is a carefully calculated device to create specific effects on the masses and the world. Neumann came to the overstated conclusion that the German leadership is the “only group . . . that does not take its ideological pronouncements seriously and is well aware of their purely propagandistic nature” (B, 467). There is little evidence to suggest this level of distinction between the German leaders and their ideology. Neumann’s point, if true, would be something like a literal reading of Brecht in Round Heads, something, I have argued, Brecht refused to do. Nonetheless, the basic question was whether one could rightly distinguish between classes in Germany. For Neumann, Brecht, and Ottwald, seeing through the diversionary “devices”—the scapegoating, propaganda, and folk ideology—was imperative. For the Frankfurt School, and for Arendt, no such distinction, between device and belief, bourgeois and proletariat, could or should be made.

Arendt explicitly attacked Brecht and Neumann together in The Origins of Totalitarianism for their assertion of a difference between ruler and ruled. “Isolation of atomized individuals provides not only the mass basis for totalitarian rule, but is carried through to the very top of the whole structure.”58 Horkheimer and Adorno similarly argued—again with reference to Brecht and Neumann—that the “fascist leaders were basically the same as the masses they led.”59 Horkheimer and Adorno offered a counter-Freudian reading of the identity of ruler and ruled: “the leader no longer represents the father so much as the monstrously enlarged projection of the impotent ego of each individual.” The new leader embodies power by virtue of there being “blank spaces” where “decayed individuals” find themselves and are “rewarded for their decay.” Horkheimer and Adorno saw how Chaplin “hit on something essential” in The Great Dictator, in which the barber and the dictator were played by the same actor.60 In other words, the etwas Wesentliches that Chaplin hit on was state capitalism, the theory that domination strikes the rich and poor in equal measure. Under state capitalism there was no longer any difference between bottom and top, proletariat and bourgeoisie, ruled and ruler. Brecht, like Neumann, preferred a notion of “state monopoly,” one that was rife with internal contradictions and imminent collapse (J, 73).

The question Brecht put to the Frankfurt School again and again was how could state capitalism—given its capacity to “realize the dream of humanity”—fail (B, 225)? Writing in his Arbeitsjournal in July of 1943, Brecht commented on the arrest of Benito Mussolini that followed the American invasion of Italy. He questioned Adorno and “another tui” (his term for left “intellectuals” whose ideas authorize capitalist ideology) what would become of “their economist pollock, who was expecting a century of fascism, believed in the German bourgeoisie’s planned economy, etc.” Brecht saw that for the institute, the fall of Mussolini “proves nothing”; the state was able to absorb any contradiction into itself. For Brecht, it signaled the beginning of the end for fascism (J, 287). After all, fascism was a behemoth, a “non-state, a chaos, situation of lawlessness, disorder and anarchy,” and could fall at any moment (B, xii, 459). Brecht saw the toppling of Mussolini as a sign of what was to come and he thought he saw a glimmer of recognition in the eyes of his friends at the institute.


They are all astonished at the casual ease with which the italian bourgeoisie dismissed its “dictator” and dissolved all the “all-pervading” fascist institutions, etc. when a year ago [Brecht is referring to the “seminars on need” he attended in the summer of 1942], i expounded my idea that what they had in Germany was nothing more than a superficial war economy with very little real coordination, and very tenuous state intervention in the economy, there were raised eyebrows everywhere. (J, 287)



Brecht was mistaken to read their astonishment and raised eyebrows as signs of recognition. He was mistaken to think they had come around to his way of seeing historical change. For Adorno, nothing about the fall of fascism indicated anything but its triumph at the level of psychic administration of its victims.

In a letter to his parents Adorno reported the evening with Brecht another way. Mussolini’s arrest was organized by “thugs [who have] rigged the whole business with the clever intention of neutralizing Italy without the Allies occupying it.” For Adorno, the problem was not exactly the rigging of the event—that the change of heart among fascists was disingenuous—but rather that the American people fell for the dissimulation so easily.61 The reactions to political events are the politics for Adorno. And the reaction he was most concerned with was the one toward the Jews. It is this shift that signals the transformation of politics from Marxism to a politics of race. Of course, Marxist terms continue to play a basic role in their writings but class analysis loses its foundations. Politics becomes a matter of perceptions, and above all, this meant perception of the Jews, especially in America. As he explained to his parents a few weeks before the fall of Mussolini, “I am totally Jewified i.e. have nothing but anti-Semitism on my mind.”62 The results of his Jewish immersion appeared in the 1 December “Write-up of Final Report” on the problem of “anti-Semitism among labourers.”63 As the report explains, the worst of all were the “communist-run” unions. According to the report, “The members of these unions are less communist than fascist-minded, and indeed violent outbreaks of anti-Semitism could have been caused by raising the question.” The report was clear: “the air is saturated with anti-Semitism” (quoted in “AS,” 430). When Adorno was writing his report, the U.S. was among the most economically equal in its history (although still deeply racist). In 1944, for instance, the bottom 90 percent earned 67.5 percent of the income share, while the top 1 percent earned 11.3 percent. Today, the top 0.1 percent owns as much wealth as the bottom 90 percent. And while the air has been saturated with race analyses (not least in the wake of the efforts of the Frankfurt School), the unions have declined, the labor laws have been gutted, and the exploited—of all varieties—are poorer than ever.
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Chapter 6


 Relentlessness

Eisenstein’s Automatic Writing


Nothing was not grist to his mill. . . . Nothing he experienced was not gain for his creative work.

—Ivor Montagu, With Eisenstein in Hollywood




I feel . . . like Peer Gynt, physically one and the same as the imagined ghosts of thoughts, unthought-out, not fully developed, not fully expounded or written down.

—Eisenstein, Beyond the Stars



Near the end of Sergei Eisenstein’s autobiography Beyond the Stars, a book largely written while bedridden at the Kremlin hospital, he looks back on the whole and says there was “only one real reason” to write it, to “prove to myself that I had after all had a life” (BS, 647). Like many autobiographies, it was written in the hope that he might discover an underlying order to his life, the way a series of seemingly unrelated episodes add up to something larger than themselves. But if the aim was to find an order, then the form of the book manifestly missed the mark. It is written in such a manner that “every idea, every feeling, every image that might occur to me” is “spontaneously transfer[red]” onto paper bypassing any sort of “intervening processes” between himself and the page. He aims to “‘throw out’ on to the page the whole gamut of associations which spill out uncontrollably at the least provocation and sometimes apropos nothing at all” (BS, 647).1 The model for this approach, he suggests, is that “super-exact manner of Joyce’s description of Bloom,” calling his own work Portrait of the Author as a Very Old Man (he was in his late forties).2 On good days, he says, he is able to generate thirty-four pages of manuscript at one sitting, equal to the amount of one printer’s quire. What emerges is a 1,165-page text written in roughly seven months in 1946, with the interpolation of some sections written at earlier moments. So rather than a meaningful distillation of his life and work, he finds himself “fatally launching into unrestrained verbiage in all directions.” Here is his most convoluted but also succinct formulation of the problem: “It was in order to stem this primeval flood that I began writing these reminiscences with the sole . . . purpose of giving myself complete freedom to wallow in the twists and turns of all manner of associations which might crop up during these accounts!” (BS, 590).3 How do we make sense of the idea that wallowing in associations was the very same path to stem the flood of association? It is this crossing of automatic language—centered on imagery of flood and fire—and staunching that I address here. In his effort to work out his vision of artistic intentionality, Eisenstein sets up a central dialectic of conscious will and automatism, imagining a mode of practice where the difference between them could disappear.

Eisenstein explains to the reader that he aims to write about the last days of his friend, the Russian Formalist scholar Yury Tynyanov, but he can’t seem to stay on topic. He notes, for instance, how he is gripped by the image of the way, in his last days in the hospital, Tynyanov held a giant “red lobster claw” in his hand. The hospital, short on supplies, fed their patients with a misdirected parcel of lobsters. “I am not going to digress here on the subject of lobsters,” he insists (BS, 648).4 What follows is a tragicomic routine: “I shall avoid mentioning my first encounter with [lobsters], in my childhood.” He, of course, goes on to describe his first encounter: “I shall not talk about them here, for any reminiscing about them is sure to lead me to my seven-year-old-friend Jeanne” (BS, 649). He then tells us about his friend Jeanne: “Remembering Jeanne brings me to the big wave.” He tells us about the big wave for five paragraphs, about how he was saved from a sudden tide that threatened to drag him under. He would have been pulled under had it not been “for someone’s strong, firm grasp and athletic dash, carrying me to the safety of a distant strip of sand which lay beyond the reach of the sea.” If he had not been saved that day on the beach, he would not “be sitting here now, drawing an idle pencil across a pad of white paper, swallowed up by a sea of memories” (BS, 649). And yet, the reader might be tempted to ask whether he was saved from the waves or not. The reader is meant—or maybe not, it’s impossible to be sure—to contrast the firm grasp of his hero with Tynyanov gripping a lobster during his final days. The ocean waves that threatened to carry him off; the pencil that scribbles marks on the page without direction; the waves of memory that threaten to flood the story of his life; the waves of words that pour onto the page without significant editorial intervention. So while he was saved from the literal waves, he appears unable to escape the “unstoppable flow” of lines, words, and images drawing him out to sea (BS, 8).

More still. In an unsent letter to Tynyanov (he had recently died), Eisenstein describes the highly ambitious but never realized Pushkin project, The Love of a Poet, inspired by Tynyanov’s “Nameless Love.” It is Tynyanov’s essay that provides the key to the story: “But—mon Dieu!—how to find a path for a compositional fairway in this ocean of adventures!”5 The “ocean” here is the “line of women” in Pushkin’s life (BS, 719). But it’s not women that Pushkin seeks, but a woman. Eisenstein takes us through a seemingly endless list of character traits and observes that “not even the thousand and three (mille e tre on Don Juan’s list) can provide an exhaustive variety of shades of hair, timbres of voice, waistlines, or angles of the arms.” Even though they are “all different,” there is nonetheless “one woman” behind all the variety (BS, 719). Who is the nameless love? As Tynyanov explains, it’s Yekaterina Andreyevna, wife of his friend, the writer and historian Nicholas Karamzin. Eisenstein calls this discovery the “clue to everything.” Every body part is a substitute for the lost and impossible whole. Pushkin’s Don Juanism is an instance of Eisenstein’s sense of the “mysterious” metonymic quality of all art, the pars pro toto, the capacity to “substitute one being for another, purely on the strength of the similarity of a microscopic feature” (BS, 719).6 It is Pushkin’s frustrated love for Karamzin’s wife that motivates his Don Juanism, and is indeed the obsessive motor for his entire body of work. All of the scenes of the film “wind themselves around” this “central core” (BS, 718). While Pushkin follows a seemingly endless “chain of associations” embodied in the various features of innumerable women, “hidden behind his debauchery and turbulent Donjuanism” lies the “central pivot of his secret, lyrical drama, which was to last all his life” (BS, 719, 720). While there is no doubt that Eisenstein saw deep “parallels . . . between his own life and Pushkin’s” it has less to do with “oppression” under Stalin7 and more to do with the obsessive pursuit of unity behind the seemingly limitless chains of association, the toto behind the pars.
8

At the end of the entry on Tynyanov, Eisenstein reflects back on the beginning of it, seeing how and why it had derailed. He begins the section as “‘a few words’ of introduction” on Tynyanov and he ends up with “everything except what they were intended to be” (BS, 652). Where are those strong hands to save him? Just when he thought he was lost, he remarks in the closing line of the chapter, that this “freie Einfalle”—the drift into another language is to the point—ends up being about “how, through various associations . . . I came to resolve the banquet scene in Ivan in the way I did.” In other words, the freest mode of mental association, the words that spill out, the pen that drifts along the page, is—with the same set of seemingly chance marks—the key to the dramatic opening to Ivan the Terrible, Part I. Eisenstein insists that it is only through a kind of directionless automatism that his most clarified sense of his intentions emerges into view. And, as I will argue, it is this pattern of utter loss of coherence followed by dialectical reversal toward a new and higher state of unity that is the thematic and formal content of Eisenstein’s enterprise as a whole; it is also the projective path the audience is meant to travel. For Eisenstein, this is an aesthetic embodiment of Lenin’s famous “leap,” the “repetition, at a higher level, of those known features, characteristics, etc. from a lower [level]” (SW3, 74).

Consider, for instance, the darkest episode of Ivan the Terrible, Part I. Anastasia dies after drinking from a cup poisoned by Ivan’s aunt Efrosinia. When the evil Archbishop Pimen, addressing Ivan and the body of Anastasia, recites from the 69th Psalm of David, the associational flood imagery recurs: “God be my salvation, for the waters are come in unto my soul, I sink beneath the deep waters where there is no standing. I am in the depths of the flood and its current bears me away. . . . Those who hate me without cause are more numerous than the hairs on my head” (Figure 6.1).9


[image: ]

Figure 6.1 Sergei Eisenstein, Still from Ivan the Terrible, Part I.



The flood that is drawing him under is the treachery and deceit of the boyars, who actively thwart his every effort toward unifying the state. Ivan, in dire straits, has “become a stranger unto my brethren, and without significance to the sons of my own mother.”10 It is at this moment that Basmanov enters and offers his only son, Fyodor, for the “iron ring,” the oprichniki, who are sworn to guard and protect Ivan. Ivan’s natural family—one of whom has just poisoned his wife—is exchanged for a new, non-biological one. What follows is the larger reversal, the hand that pulls him from the water (he is lying on the floor far beneath the raised coffin for the first part of the scene) to an ecstatic higher stage (standing above the coffin, arm raised in an elongated vertical), what Ivan describes as his “new coronation” by the people (Figure 6.2). “The call of the people will express God’s will. I shall accept the sword of vengeance from God’s hand. I shall accomplish great things. Two Romes have fallen. Moscow is the third. She will stand firm, for there will never be a fourth!”11
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Figure 6.2 Sergei Eisenstein, Still from Ivan the Terrible, Part I.



It is the essential challenge of Eisenstein’s work to find a path through the seemingly endless associations, as he seems to flaunt the lack of even the most basic connecting threads. As Eisenstein asks himself and the reader in passing, “is there anything here not left to chance?!” (BS, 678). Over and over again, this question is forced upon his readers and viewers. For this reason, it is hard to find blame with the Russian and English editors of the autobiography when they append a chapter entitled “The Author and His Theme.” It comprises two selections, one of which is called “Twenty Years Later,” the other, from Method, is simply called “Unity.” And it is here that Eisenstein directly engages the seeming lack of unity that defines his extensive body of work. The “first glance” at his film output seems “unimaginably chaotic: themes thrown together haphazardly” (BS, 790). Far worse is the seeming total lack of connection between the vast array of planned work. Here, the “most casual observer could tell at a glance that this resultant mass is composed of irreconcilable and incompatible elements.” We are nonetheless told that there is a “driving obsession” that will “force the reader to look for a unity of theme . . . to look for the one theme which informs this whole disparate variety. To palpate the author’s one pervasive thought which ‘dominated his entire life’” (BS, 791). So what comes next? Rather than actually telling the reader what that obsession is, he insists that whatever the actual subject of the work—whether he chooses it, or it is a state commission—there is always a “personal turn” that draws him to the subject (BS, 791). In other words, he refuses to answer the question as to what constitutes the unity.

The next section, “Unity,” is more emphatic, and more bewildering. He looks back on his life as a whole and observes that


this author appears to be constantly fixated with one idea, one theme, one subject.

Everything he has thought up and done, not only within the different films but through all his plans and films, is in each and every case one and the same thing.

Almost invariably, the author uses different periods . . . different countries and peoples . . . different social movements . . . as different masks covering one and the same face. This face is the realization of the ultimate goal—the attainment of unity. (BS, 792)



In other words, the obsession that drives him on, the thread that ties his works together, is the pursuit of unity. What unifies his work is the search for unity. Eisenstein takes the reader on a brutally quick tour of his projects and films to show how they are, beyond every expectation, expressions of unity at every level. Not surprisingly, he lingers on the unfinished Que Viva Mexico!, where the “central figure” moves from scene to scene, resolving the manifold “contradictions” she encounters; she “physically embodie[s]” the “image of the one, nationally united, Mexico, working against the international intrigues which were attempting to carve the nation up and to play the different sections off against each other” (BS, 793).12 In this telling of the story, Que Viva Mexico! is a variant on his last film, Ivan the Terrible. The same theme is stated outright in Ivan, Part I, with the opening coronation speech: “We shall need a strong and undivided state if we are going to crush those who oppose the unity of the Russian land.”13 The theme reappears in the closing lines of Ivan, Part II: “Today in Moscow we have struck down the enemies of Russian unity. My hands are free! From now on the sword of justice shall flash against those who dare to oppose from without the greatness of Russian might.”14 But as all viewers of Ivan realize, the actual content of the two-part film is saturated with everything that disperses, fragments, and dissolves unity, the seemingly endless treachery of the boyars. But the point is to see through the sea of deceptions, to see through Ivan’s eyes and discover the path to unity through all that stands in its way.

“Everywhere on all sides”

Eisenstein filled at least one hundred notebooks of drawings for the making of Ivan. In an essay on the drawings, he begins by describing how in 1812 Moscow “caught fire from all sides at once” (SW3, 240). Eisenstein then describes the making of a film as starting from “all sides, on all sides.”15 Like a fire, it is hard to see what exactly constitutes a side for Eisenstein. Everything within reach is consumed for fuel. Nothing is left out, the “finished film is a huge assemblage of the most diverse means of expression and influence that defy comparison with anything else” (SW3, 240). He then gives us a taste of the assembled means:


the historical conception of the subject, the situation in the screenplay and the overall course of the drama, the life of the character portrayed and the performance of the actual actor, the rhythm of the montage and the plastic construction of the shot, the music, the noises and the rumblings, the mises-en-scène and the interaction and texture of the different threads, the lighting and the tonal composition of the speech, etc., etc. (SW3, 240)16



As Eisenstein’s unfolding list suggests, there is seemingly no limit to the complexity of the whole. This is what Yuri Tsivian and others mean when they describe Ivan the Terrible as the “most complex film ever made.”17 Eisenstein embraced this characterization of an infinite layering of meaning. He noted how one could “take almost any shot and, taking it apart, demonstrate that the crossings and intersections of its graphic aspect, the mutual play of tonal patches, texture and outline of objects, rise above the simply representational task and interpret the shot’s image-story.”18 Yet again, Eisenstein takes the reader to the limit of filmic density and then stands back and declares that “all this is blended into a single entity. One law governs everything. And the apparent chaos of the incommensurability of its various aspects and dimensions is molded into a single, organic whole.” It is the fire that spreads from “all sides at once,” the one that threatens to destroy the whole, is the same fire—as Eisenstein writes in the next sentence—that draws everything into unity. How does “this future whole come into being?” he asks. His answer: “like the fire of Moscow, it starts everywhere on all sides.”

There is one further turn. For Eisenstein, ideation itself follows the path of the flames. The central idea of the film “immediately flared up” around halfway through the screenplay, and then began to take over the whole (SW3, 242). He attacks the film from all sides, it surrounds him from all sides, and the idea lights up in his mind as though it is match to tinder. What, finally, is the point of publishing the seemingly limitless array of drawings associated with the film? They are published with one “sole aim,” to help the reader to “acquire a fuller sense of the author’s intention” (SW3, 242). The fire has consumed every aspect of his life and work as though nothing escapes its flames and the flame itself is the meaning.

Eisenstein’s intention is everywhere and nowhere. If the drawings that just “spring up” out of nowhere, the words and images that flood his imagination, are part of the intention, what is not part of it? What or where is the work itself? There are, of course, the six films. There are the film fragments. There are the drawings and sketches. There is the massive body of published and unpublished, finished and unfinished writing, the innumerable unfinished works. And as Eisenstein sees it, there is his own person, which is a kind of continuously unfolding artwork. Finding the edges of his work becomes an increasing challenge to the viewer or reader, and it is precisely this challenge that he insists that his viewers engage.

Hollywood Screenplays and the Saturation of the ShotThere are, as well, the books he attempted to turn into films. In Hollywood, in 1930, Eisenstein and his colleagues wrote scripts for two films for Paramount, Blaise Cendrars’s Gold and Theodore Dreiser’s An American Tragedy. Eisenstein’s English associate, Ivor Montagu, describes the scene of writing:


We worked like a conveyor belt, round the clock. . . . Cold Water Canyon became a factory. . . . The translators, supplementary typists, sheaves of stationary descended . . . on Cold Water Canyon, Grisha and I each took our turn in the room of SM, Eduard when he could get them, examined the sheets as they came from Grisha and grunted his observations, Hell typed my MS. all day and night for days on end. . . . [The script was] written straight off in a single operation lasting many hours, without sleep or rest.19



As others have suggested, this describes Eisenstein’s general approach to writing and filming, a kind of automated machine, a tidal wave of words, images, and ideas. (Montagu notes that during the filming of October the director and crew “had to receive injections to keep awake” [EH, 106].) The scene of writing finds its way directly into the script of Sutter’s Gold. After gold is discovered on his property, Sutter brings suit against the whole city of San Francisco, 17,221 people to be exact. Filing suit is an act of war, one that is fought with quills, ink, and paper:


The sound of quills scratching on paper.

People writing, writing.

Mountains of paper, barricades of paper, flooding rooms

 and climbing onto tables, shutting out the lights of

 windows, cluttering up the floors. (EH, 193)


The defense lawyers file their paperwork, mountains of pages fill the room:


The gold diggers take their graduated turkey-feather

 quills and gold dust runs emptying out of them as

 ink runs onto other quills.

And scratch, scratch, go the quills.

Dossier after dossier is written by the black-clad figures. (EH, 194)


In Sutter’s Gold, the lawsuit is the scene of war between thousands of lawyers, black-and-white armies in a pathetic prefiguration of “The Battle on the Ice.” Unlike Cendrars’s novel, Eisenstein’s Sutter wins the suit in the end, and immediately dies on the steps of the courthouse. The sound of the quills scratching the paper is the barely sublimated replay of the first arrival of the gold prospectors as they violently lay waste to the natural world.


Picks, shovels and crowbars begin to bite into the earth. . . . [the] sound of the picks, and of stones piled high out of the river, stones encroaching and burying under them the fertile fields. Stones rapidly being built into mountains that crush under them all trace of the fertility that went before this terrible symphony of sounds. (EH, 181, 182)



Sutter’s Gold projects two visions of the approach to nature, pacification and exploitation. We follow Sutter’s risk-filled humanizing of the landscape as well as the prospectors’ rendering it uninhabitable through chance discovery. As I argued in chapter 1, this dual relation to the environment is also the central theme of the maguey episode of Que Viva México!, which depicts the pulque industry under the rule of Porfirio Díaz. The sustained crushing and abuse of the maguey to produce pulque—an otherwise peculiar visual thematic—is directly analogized to the violent treatment of the workmen by the hacendado (figures 1.1, 1.2, and 1.3).

The piles of paper that blot out the world in Sutter’s Gold are far less figurative in Eisenstein’s next Hollywood project, An American Tragedy. The walls made of paper in Sutter’s Gold spill over into life, as writing becomes an unstoppable urge. Writing the script of An American Tragedy, Eisenstein says, is like suicide by typewriter. “I once attempted a fairly complicated, roundabout method of suicide. Curiously, the outcome is still uncertain [he is writing more than fifteen years later]. . . . I decided to [kill myself] not by hanging, or smoking a stick of dynamite, or eating what my diet forbid, or with a pistol, or by poison. I decided to work myself to death. I was deeply struck by the role of fate in Dreiser’s” novel (BS, 381). What is most revealing is the lack of transition between himself and the novel. Eisenstein slides between his word-driven death drive and the play of fate in the novel. But it isn’t just the thematic of fate that brings Eisenstein and Dreiser together, it is their formal connection. Eisenstein sees Dreiser’s novel as formally fatal in the same terms as Eisenstein sees his own suicidal word machine.


Dreiser’s novel is as broad and boundless as the Hudson River, as immense as life itself and it permits of any opinion of itself. Like any “neutral fact” of nature itself, his novel is 99 per cent a statement of facts and one per cent attitude towards them. This epic of cosmic truth and objectivity had to be “screwed together” into a tragedy, which was unthinkable without the direction and the emphasis provided by a particular worldview. (SW1, 228)



Ninety-nine percent fact, one percent attitude toward it, is exactly the wrong balance. Eisenstein’s formula, by contrast, is one hundred percent fact, one hundred percent attitude toward it, as though the mere array of fact and meaning are one and the same. In other words, far from contrasting automatism and intention, Eisenstein seeks to radically identify them, as though, from his socialist perspective, he could discover meaning in the least element of factual reality (facts, in other words, are conceptually laden to begin with).20 If there is still some difference between fact and meaning, it must be rooted out like a treacherous boyar.

Describing his approach to the Dreiser treatment, he says that one “should . . . try to sum up its theme in a single sentence. . . . When you have your theme expressed in a single sentence this must be borne in mind and dictate everything else” (EH, 119). The problem is how to extract a single meaning from Dreiser’s torrential flow of words. “Once the Niagara of verbiage and description that Dreiser so delights in has been dammed,” Eisenstein observes, “the novel is a very succinct, very harsh and thorough-going indictment” (BS, 328). The switch from boundless verbiage to concise statement is dizzying; it occurs the moment the author finds a point of view. Almost everything hinges on the attitude toward the material. It is what Eisenstein calls “Hegel’s formula”:


The author, saturated with ideas and predisposed towards them, is bound in fact to determine the whole progress of the work, and if each element of the work fails to embody the original idea then we shall never achieve a work of artistic integrity. . . . [F]rom the moment a point of view and an idea take shape within it, this idea becomes the determining element of the whole factual and material structure of his work, the whole “world” of his work. (SW3, 26)21



Here, I follow Stanley Cavell and Michael O’Pray in their contention that in Eisenstein, primacy lies with “saturation of the frame” rather than with montage, which is the technique to express the main idea. As Cavell brilliantly shows, it is not in the “juxtaposition and counterpoint of images but in the fact which precedes the juxtaposition or counterpoint, that is to say, that it demands, and is demanded by, individual images which are themselves static or which contain and may compound movements that are simple or simply cumulative.”22 Before any combination or linkage of shots is the idea that saturates the image at its inception, all the way down to the filmic “cell, a nucleus” (SW2, 12).23 Here is how Eisenstein puts it in a late piece on Prokofiev: “If a piece is a truly ‘montage’ one, that is, not disconnected but meant to produce an image together with other pieces, it will, at the very moment it is shot, be infused with elements which characterize its inner essence and at the same time contain the seeds of the structure most suited for the fullest possible revelation of this essence in the finished compositional form.”24 As though exemplifying this very principle of ideational infusion, Eisenstein began to look back on all of his work as not only expressions of his unity of attitude but that they were also always about the unity of attitude. He looked back, for instance, at his key essay of 1928, “Beyond the Played and the Non-Played,” and saw that his vision of the “Extra-Played” was exactly what he was arguing twenty years later. He saw the point of the essay as expressing the view that “any treatment of material, real or conceived, [is] stylistically just as compatible and applicable and equally deserving of inclusion in a synthesized film production and film spectacle” (BS, 438). Not only does Eisenstein offer a retrospective authorization of all his early Soviet films, and Hollywood films, but virtually any experience is redescribed as an expression of his intent. He takes up literally any material and, given his ideological approach, turns it toward political ends. That many do not see or detect or feel the weight of this ideological background is of course the source of his filmic failures. But it is also the source of any possible success.

Taking up Dreiser’s “epic indifference” or “one-percent attitude” toward his material, Eisenstein reflects how it formally mirrors the tragedy of the story. Dreiser is content to record the world but not to see it from any viewpoint that would give the events meaning. Eisenstein, by contrast, saturates every moment of the story with one idea and that idea is Clyde’s innocence. When the idea of innocence begins to permeate every word and image of the production, this marks the moment the giant mass of indifferent material surges into form as a work. This is what Eisenstein calls the “most interesting problem in the psychology of art,” the moment when an “‘event’ becomes a ‘work’ . . . the transformation from a fact of life into a fact of art” (EC, 211). This is the “secret” of all art and he cites a Goethe maxim for the source: “Everyone sees matter before himself, content can only be found by someone who has to do something to it, and form is a secret to most.”25

If the novel is, as Eisenstein writes, “broad and boundless,” so this formal character recalls both the central episode of the novel itself, the murder scene on the boat, as well as the thoughts that race through Clyde’s head at the moment of decision. “As the boat glides into the darkness of the lake, so Clyde glides into the darkness of his thoughts.” Eisenstein extends the metaphor to the scene of writing itself. The darkness, both of Clyde’s thoughts and of the lake, are mirrored in the “[p]ools of inky black surface of the silent water” (EH, 291). Here are the black words he will write, whether he intends to or not. The next moment we find him standing before the hotel register—where he had taken Roberta in preparation for their doomed journey—looking down on the “white pages [that] stare threateningly at him” (EH, 292). In other words, automatisms—writing (Dreiser’s and his own), thought (Dreiser’s, Clyde’s, and his own), and the tragic story—begin to pile up in the moment prior to the scene on the boat.

Eisenstein recounts how the story lay dormant at Paramount for five years because no director could decide whether to show Clyde as guilty or innocent. And as anyone familiar with the story knows, the boat episode turns on the question of Clyde’s intent: did he mean to do it or not? The defense, of course, following the rules of the game, argues for innocence. In their words, even though “you yourselves see a crime, or the intention to commit a crime,” the defense insists that “no such crime or any such intention ever truly or legally existed or lodged in the mind or acts of this defendant.”26 But the defense, just like the prosecution, is not to be trusted, as both are thoroughly motivated by political interests. At the center of Dreiser’s concerns is to make it all but impossible for the reader to be sure about what went on in Clyde’s mind or in his actions. In contrast to Dreiser, Eisenstein is unequivocal: Clyde is innocent because the crime is the “summary result of the social relationships whose influence he had been subjected to at every stage of the development of his life and character” (SW1, 228). Or as he puts it in 1934, looking back on his Paramount experience: “Main point in my treatment—conditions of education, bringing-up, work, surroundings, and social conditions drive characterless boy to crime.”27 Capitalism commits the murder. Worse still, capitalism renders one’s intentions irrelevant. Guilt is fate for those at the bottom.

In the novel, Dreiser sets up the boat scene like every other one; it is “‘impartially’” laid out as part of an “undifferentiated tangle” of events and the story unfolds not according to any particular idea, but, yet again, mechanically, according to “the processes of law” itself (SW1, 230). It is here that Eisenstein intervenes, seizes on the inner logic of the book. Eisenstein positions Clyde’s true crime (at least in the eyes of capitalism), as breaking with moral codes, versus his formal innocence, that he did not in fact intend to murder Roberta. He has Clyde emphatically state that it “was an accident, that’s all. I didn’t kill her” (EH, 303). Once Clyde’s innocence is established, the remainder of the story, more than half of the novel and a quarter of the script, is taken up with the trial. For Eisenstein, the only drama is to see what is made of an innocent man before the indifference of the law. In other words, for Eisenstein, the capitalist legal system is on trial, not Clyde.

Eisenstein’s script clearly lays out the stages of the murder scene. What occurs is the “notorious ‘change of heart’” that Clyde undergoes, a “change of intention when he was in the boat” (BS, 384). Although a battle rages inside Clyde’s head, he ultimately resolves not to kill Roberta, and the decision is “calm and firm and final. Ending the conflict” (EH, 294). At this point Clyde leans over Roberta in a gesture of reconciliation, meaning to “‘take everything back’” (SW1, 230). Roberta reads his gesture as menacing and recoils in horror, and when he tries to help her he “accidentally hits her in the face with his camera,” whereupon she “stumbles and falls and the boat capsizes” (SW1, 230).28 It is the camera that accidentally causes her death, which suggests yet another token of automatism in an already growing abyss of automatisms. Dreiser’s text takes the reader on the roller-coaster of Clyde’s inner life, passing through many shades of intentionality and accident:


“I had nothing to do with her death. That’s all I can say now,” and yet even as he said it thinking that perhaps he had better not say that—that perhaps he had better say—well, what? That he knew Roberta . . . but that he had never intended to kill her—that her drowning was an accident. For he had not struck her at all, except by accident, had he? Only it was best not to confess to having struck her at all, wasn’t it? For who under such circumstances would believe that he had struck her with a camera by accident. . . . Perhaps if he were to explain all . . . before it all went any further, exactly how it all had happened. But that meant a true explanation as to his plot, his real original intent, that camera, his swimming away. That unintended blow—(and who was going to believe him as to that)—his hiding the tripod afterwards.29



It is beyond the range of this discussion to unweave the layers of intention and accident in Dreiser’s text. Suffice it to say that Eisenstein seizes on every aspect of the problem. In the last quarter of the script, Eisenstein aims to show the disinterest of the judicial system in the whole question of intentionality. Clyde’s defense team argues that he had a “change of heart” on the boat, even though they don’t believe it at all. According to Eisenstein, he really does have a change of heart but it is irrelevant from the defense’s perspective, and it is this indifference to intent that constitutes the true crime of the story. “Once set in motion,” Eisenstein writes, “the fatal machine of crime followed its path automatically, like it or not, whether or not he oppose it, or try to escape its criminal intent” (BS, 384). Eisenstein thus describes two intentionalities working in opposition: Clyde’s, and that of the impersonal system of capitalism. At this point Eisenstein cites Friedrich Engels’s Socialism: Utopian and Scientific of 1880, to make his case for Clyde’s innocence:


Calvin’s predestination doctrine was the religious expression of the fact that in the commercial world of competition success or failure does not depend upon man’s activity or cleverness, but upon circumstances uncontrollable by him. It is not him that willeth . . . but of the mercy of unknown superior economic power. (SW1, 231)30



Clyde tries to save her but “the machinery of crime has [already] been set in motion and it follows its course through to its end, even against Clyde’s will” (SW1, 231). Dreiser’s novel—at the level of writing, form and content—projects an image of capitalism as causality and once it takes hold it “drives the inexorable course of its process . . . to its logical conclusion” (SW1, 231). Of course, what is so striking about this description is the fact that Eisenstein’s own associational project mimes the capitalist structure of meaningless causality he is attacking. This risk of resemblance is the only chance to defeat it, as though only through near total proximity to mere materiality could meaningful difference arise.The Nonindifference of Nature

The vast layering of automatic processes takes on special intensity in the final years of Eisenstein’s career.31 In one of his last pieces of writing, Eisenstein describes a song written by Prokofiev entitled “Ocean Sea, Sea So Blue” for the moment Ivan dreams of “finding an outlet to the sea.” (It never made it into the film.32) Eisenstein reflects how Prokofiev’s body “seems to be floating among the feather-grass.” From the composer floating like a boat, we read how Prokofiev points to members of the orchestra and says “this one is playing light gliding over the waves, that one—the swelling waves, this one—vastness and that one—the mysterious depth.” Altogether they produce the “vast and boundless ocean” but, unlike Dreiser’s novel, it is one seen “just as the builder of the Russian state sees it in his dream.” What we are listening to is the representation of a dream, a “recreation,” not a “copy from life.” He goes on:


For the blueness of the ocean is not merely the color of the sky reflected in its depth, but the color of the dream. The sleeping watery depths are not merely elemental forces . . . but the symbol of the deep feelings rising from the innermost depths of the soul of a people ready to . . . realize this dream. What we have is not a flat oleograph of the sea, but a much more majestic . . . image of a man who cherishes a childlike dream and . . . the state he is leading towards the acquisition of sea borders.33



Everything is at once fact—reflected blueness, churning waters—and dream state, or dream about to become reality. The difference between reality and dream is the effect produced by what Eisenstein calls severance. A montage construction means that all of the elements that go to make a whole, down to the cellular structure, are put out of correspondence with one another; they are severed in their natural connections in order to generate a new connection, and a higher reality than they have in nature.34 As he puts it in his late Notes for a General History of Cinema, the “most fundamentally significant” problem in cinema is “establishing some principles for the dismantling of the natural synchronism (the way it is in the ‘order of things’) and establishing one’s own synchronism,” a new combination that will fully express “the thoughts of the author.”35 Eisenstein’s challenge, of course, is to show how it is that authorial intention must be all but indistinguishable from the “natural order of things” in order to actually be the achievement of one’s “own” will.Reprosecuting Kino-Eye

Eisenstein died at home in February of 1948; on his desk was the draft of a letter on color film to his friend and colleague, director Lev Kuleshov. Here Eisenstein criticizes directors who seek an impersonal approach to filmmaking, editing out their presence in the work. In these films, there is music you “do not hear,” camera work that is “unobtrusive,” one does “not notice” the director behind the scenes, and one is “not conscious” of the use of color.36 This directorial reticence he sees as an abdication of responsibility, of a neglect to master and deploy all the filmic resources to convey one’s idea. His point is about organic synthesis, that “the entire complex of the expressive means of the film” must be used in order to “make each of them effective to the utmost within the framework of the whole” (“CF,” 120). Speaking directly of the use of color, he insists that every element be “conscious and volitional” in order to give shape to the “indefinite status quo of a given color in nature.” This is the essential difference, he says, between a given “in nature,” something that “exists despite the will of the one who creates,” and something that “serves to express the ideas and feelings of the creator” (“CF,” 124). It is the job of the filmmaker to “compel the [photographic] material, which is in itself neutral, ‘natural,’ and ‘raw’ before the camera, to ‘sing’ in the tone he requires.”37 Looking back, Eisenstein reflects on the struggles of the 1920s, struggles that appear to be replayed in the present:


What essentially was the significance of passing from photography “from one angle” to “montage photography”?

I wrote about this a long time ago and practiced it still earlier, always proceeding from only one principle—destruction of the indefinite and neutral, existing “in itself” . . . and its reassembly in accordance with the idea dictated by attitude to this event or phenomenon, an attitude which, in its turn, is determined by my ideology, my outlook, that is to say, our ideology, our outlook.

It is at that moment that passive representation gives way to conscious reflection of phenomena of life. . . . that a living dynamic image takes the place of passive reproduction. (“CF,” 124)



The distinction is hard and fast between reproduction and production, the given and the made, life and art. Eisenstein is referring to the Kino-Eye debates of the 1920s played out in the pages of Novyi Lef. Writing in 1925, Eisenstein points to the “sharp distinction in principle, that is the difference in method” between himself and Dziga Vertov.38 According to Eisenstein, Strike is the “direct antithesis of ‘Cine-Eye’” (SW1, 62). Vertov turns the camera into an eye, when the point is to turn the camera into a “fist,” but more important than the physical impact is turning the camera into a tool to shape material to express an idea. “Cine-Eye . . . rushes after objects as they are without rebelliously interrupting the inevitability of the statics of the causal connection between them, without overcoming this connection through a powerful social-organizational motive but yielding to its ‘cosmic’ pressure.” By “cosmic” pressure, Eisenstein means a kind of Impressionist impartiality to the elements that appear before the camera “eye,” the same attitude he later finds in Dreiser. By contrast, Eisenstein describes his own practice as “snatching fragments from our surroundings according to a conscious and predetermined plan . . . to subjugate it to the appropriate association with the obvious final ideological motivation” (SW1, 63). The language of interruption is continuous with his later account of severance and separation. In his early work, Eisenstein sees the film as subjugating material to particular political associations, while in his later work, he seeks to allow free play of associations to merge with the ideological orientation. The drift of associations that is so central to Eisenstein’s later work puts the burden on the underlying attitude to bind the most divergent array of material, while in the early work the ideological attitude is separate from the material and applied to it.

Eisenstein sharpened the attack on Kino-Eye a few years later in “Beyond the Played and the Non-Played.” Vertov’s work is now described as the “non-played” production, an approach driven by a “fetish for raw material.” He insists that with October, a new stage has emerged under the heading of “CONTEMPT FOR RAW MATERIAL” (SW1, 103). Films can no longer be a simple “presentation of a phenomenon (material, object)” but a new reality saturated with a “conclusion . . . and a judgment on the material, [reality] given concrete form in finished concepts” (SW1, 104). Weeks before he died, while working on a history of cinema, Eisenstein reformulated his basic contention with Vertov. It is the difference, he writes, between “a direct copy of phenomenon (an automatic ‘imprint’) in the newsreel and a mediation (‘how the shot is cut,’ i.e. what is selected from the phenomenon and how the selection is compared, i.e. montage: a conscious selection and comparison).”39

The Aesthetic Principle of SeverenceIn his final letter to Kuleshov, Eisenstein covers the same ground as he does in his critique of Vertov at the very start of his career. To Kuleshov he proposes a vision of “audio–visual synthesis” when “the creaking of a boot was separated from the representation of the boot itself and combined with a . . . human face, anxiously listening to the sound” (“CF,” 125). It is a two-step process: first, one must “sever the passive everyday connection between an object and the sound it makes.” Second, “we establish a new connection which is in keeping with the theme . . . and not with the customary ‘order of things’” (“CF,” 126). Eisenstein makes the point again in his lectures on music and color in Ivan the Terrible. Music emerges in film when “the usual pairing of sound and image gives way to an arbitrary unity of sound and depiction; that is, when actual synchronization ceases to exist” (SW3, 323). If the boot is linked to the violin, then it “can have no relationship to the creative process.” Only when the “violin is separated from the boot, and rests on the face of the person speaking, that is when your action starts.” From the problem of connecting sound with sight, Eisenstein turns to the relation between colors and objects. The “notion of ‘orange color’ [must] be separated from the coloring of an orange, before color becomes part of a system of consciously controlled means of expression and impression” (“CF,” 127). What matters is that every filmic element is “torn away from [its] original association with an object” and through the use of Pavlovian “conditioned reflex” makes those elements “acquire different meanings” from any given in nature, or any naturalized associations (SW3, 326, 325, 335).

Alongside Eisenstein’s major late themes of Wagnerian audio–visual–color synthesis, he also addresses compositional unity. In an important seminar from December of 1946, Eisenstein sets his students the task of providing a filmic treatment of Viktor Nekrasov’s recent 500–page-plus novel Stalingrad. There is one major hitch and it is the same one that haunted his treatment of Dreiser. According to Eisenstein, because Nekrasov is so immersed in the “thick of events,” he is woefully “unable to comprehend” the meaning of those events and give them form. So the novel remains at a “uniform level of the description”; it is “diffuse,” like a series of entries in a “diary, [recorded] purely for information.”40 Worse still, when the defining moments appear in the book they are immediately “submerged,” central episodes “drown[] in the chaos of secondary material.” The main ideas of Nekrasov’s book are lost in a “dreadful swamp of inexpressibles,” into which the reader will inevitably “sink when you have no clear aim or when your purpose is not cast . . . [as] one basic idea” (“PC,” 163, 162).

Here is Eisenstein’s specific challenge to the students: to extract the one basic idea that will provide a “reorientation” for the “whole line of action” (“PC,” 161). It is a lesson, he says, in “compositional relentlessness.” The Germans were relentless in their attack, so must the director be “relentless” in shaping the material so that it “unswervingly express[es the author’s] intention” down to the least detail (“PC,” 167). It is yet another replay of An American Tragedy. How to give relentless expression to a single idea from a text that seems to have no edges, no boundaries between itself and the world.

Eisenstein presents the students with a scene, the first German air strike. It is a literary disaster, an episode mired in meaningless detail. The passage moves without transition between the bombing and dinner. After several attempts by students to extract the main thought, Eisenstein takes the reins and seizes on a seemingly insignificant moment in the action. Here is the passage Eisenstein selects out of the morass: “The smoke gets thicker and darker. It spreads over the square in a solid cloud. ‘Will you eat now?’ Valega asks” (“PC,” 171). The cloud of smoke clearly recalls Eisenstein’s use of the image—crucially filmed in reverse, stripping the material of its given quality—in the opening of Ivan the Terrible, Parts I and II, and the meaning here relates to its appearance in the films. What the churning smoke suggests is that out of relentless destruction will emerge a vision of the future. Eisenstein asks the students why this moment caught his attention and he receives a reply from a student: the Germans have “smashed everything, even shattering the very asphalt” and yet “one idea” shines through the smoke, “no matter how much the Germans hammer away, they can’t beat us” (“PC,” 172). So while the Germans “hammer away” at the Soviets, Eisenstein searches for the one idea that will turn a seemingly meaningless array of details into a precise emotional weapon. What is striking is that the relentless application of the idea to the material is at the same time the thematic expression of the relentlessness of the Russian spirit against the Germans.

Returning to Nekrasov’s text, Eisenstein shows how easy it is to lose the thread of the idea, to lose it in the sea of details:


Dinner will go on, someone will get up, go out on the balcony, and do all sorts of things. But why do we need all this? [Why do we need all this. . . .] aimless “individualization” of the crowd.

After making a remark about food playing a role of great conceptual significance . . . it is tossed back once more, drowned in a chaos of genre details about food sticking in someone’s throat but not in another’s, while a third doesn’t wish to think about food at all, etc. . . . If you want genre details they can be added ad infinitum. One could tell how Valega stands at attention by the table, and Sedykh rubs his leg, and make a string of observations on the fate of the evil-looking purple bruise on Igor’s forehead—all is possible. But such a swamping of the essentials with a host of unnecessary, incidental particulars, contributes to the burial of the main thought. (“PC,” 175)



Yet again, Eisenstein’s critique of the meaningless accumulation of detail in Stalingrad uses precisely the same terms, and the same images of watery disorientation, to describe the failures of An American Tragedy.Eisenstein versus Tarkovsky

It would not be controversial to say that a crux of the Eisenstein literature concerns the status of the “one idea” as it emerges in his films and projects. The question is whether the films founder on the relentless centrality of ideas or—the same point from the opposite direction—whether they founder on a total lack of clarity about the idea that seems at once everywhere and nowhere. Andrei Tarkovsky provides the most powerful terms to describe this basic Eisensteinian problem. According to Tarkovsky, Eisenstein’s “mise-en-scène is simply one that expresses the idea, the point, of the scene and its subtext.” He continues:


There is one film that could not be further removed from the principle of direct observation, and that is Eisenstein’s Ivan the Terrible. Not only is the whole film a kind of hieroglyphic, it consists of a series of hieroglyphics. . . . There is not a single detail that is not permeated with the author’s intent.41



Tarkovsky, then, not only fully accepts Eisenstein’s terms but believes they were realized in the film. At stake for Tarkovsky is the saturation of Eisenstein’s films with symbols down to the last detail. At every moment one feels the “obtrusive illustration of their meaning.”42 This is what David Bordwell describes, in positive terms, as the “vast architecture” of Ivan, a Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk where “every moment of the action cross-references some other scene in the trilogy.”43 Bordwell describes the effect as an “unprecedently intricate network of motifs,” one whose characteristic development is “elusive” by virtue of being “caught up in an [expanding] network of associations.”44 Tsivian describes the same effect as one where “[s]equences echo, mirror and ape one another; situations turn into their own opposites, lining up telescopic series that span the space of the film from beginning to end.”45 Like Tarkovsky and Bordwell, Tsivian sees Ivan the Terrible through its overwhelming layering of meaning—at one point, Tsivian considers how Ivan’s changing makeup refers explicitly to different mythic and historical characters—as asking the impossible of its audience. After describing the “vicious circle” between theory and practice, between what Tsivian calls Eisenstein’s “mental movie” and the one he actually made, Tsivian declares that we “simply do not watch movies the way Eisenstein thought . . . we did.”46 No viewer is capable of grasping all of the layers of meaning that the author put into it.

Like Tarkovsky, Bordwell cites the infamous “ray” motif that unfolds over the Kazan sequence, turning into a “wheel, an emblem of the sun, a configuration of clouds, a convergence of fuses, and an explosion” (Figure 6.3).47 For Bordwell, Eisenstein is driven by a “determination to wring a wide range of emotional effects out of every element, no matter how small,” creating an unparalleled degree of motivic “density.”48 If Eisenstein theoretically seeks to produce an “expressive image . . . from the conjunction of individual representations,” then in practice what results are “‘additive’ implications . . . overtaken by the sheer swelling of associations,” as though “any concrete particular” can “accrete expressive implications indefinitely.”49 Kristin Thompson comes to the same conclusion when she observes the principle of “excess,” how through “repetition, the device may far outweigh its original motivation and take on an importance greater than its narrative or compositional function would seem to warrant.”50 What Cavell and O’Pray describe as shot saturation, Tarkovsky, Bordwell, Thompson, and Tsivian see as oversaturation, meaning that is lost through insistence.
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Figure 6.3 Sergei Eisenstein, Still from Ivan the Terrible, Part I.



For Bordwell, the Eisensteinian image, by virtue of its flood of associative significance, expands beyond the author’s intent. This expansion is precisely what Tarkovsky seeks to express in his pursuit of “real” or “direct” film. If meaning attempts to close down the image, then letting the camera “observe” the world opens it up indefinitely:


[Time] becomes tangible when you sense something significant, truthful, going on beyond the events on the screen; when you realize, quite consciously, that what you see in the frame is not limited to its visual depiction, but is a pointer to something stretching out beyond the frame and to infinity; a pointer to life. . . . And it always turns out to have more thought, more ideas, than were consciously put there by its author. Just as life, constantly moving and changing, allows everyone to interpret and feel each separate moment in his own way, so too a real picture . . . lives within time if time lives within it.51



Real film, like real life, is open to infinite modes of “interpretation.” Of course, it is hard to see what constitutes an interpretation of life or of film here, as everyone feels life and art at every moment “in his own way.” Tarkovsky elaborates on the idea and its opposition to Eisenstein’s approach:


Once in contact with the individual who sees it, it separates from its author, starts to live its own life, undergoes changes of form and meaning. I reject the principles of “montage cinema” because they do not allow the film to continue beyond the edges of the screen: they do not allow the audience to bring personal experience to bear on what is in front of them on film. “Montage cinema” presents the audience with puzzles and riddles, makes them decipher symbols, wonder at allegories, appealing all the time to their intellectual experience. . . . Eisenstein prevents the audience from letting their feelings be influenced by their own reaction to what they see. . . . The construction of the image becomes an end in itself, and the author proceeds to make a total onslaught on the audience, imposing upon them his own attitude to what is happening.52



Although coming from opposite directions, Bordwell and Tarkovsky agree on the way that films overrun the artist’s intent, no matter how determined the artist is to saturate the work with ideas. The more an artist tries to express, the less he succeeds. And by the same token, the less the artist attempts to convey, the more the audience becomes the creator of the work.

Then again, for Tarkovsky, film inevitably separates from the author when it is taken up by a viewer, whether the filmmaker embraces this fact or not. More to the point is Tarkovsky’s emphasis on the identity of the image itself. “Infinity is inherent in the very structure of the image,” Tarkovsky writes. If this is true, it is hard to know why Tarkovsky is “sickened” by Eisenstein’s effort to “underpin[] his system of images with deliberate tendentiousness or ideology.” According to Tarkovsky, whatever the artist intends, what actually occurs with film is that


a person invariably prefers one thing to another, selects, seeks out his own, sets a work of art in the context of his personal experience. And since everybody has certain tendencies in what he does, and asserts his own truth in great things as in small, as he adapts art to his daily needs he will interpret an artistic image to his own “advantage.” He sets a work into the context of his life and hedges it about with his aphorisms; for great works are ambivalent and allow for widely differing interpretations.53



It is certainly the case that a viewer will invariably engage a work from their particular, situated context. But it is another thing to say that these preferences are “interpretations” of a work, rather than affective states in the viewer. In order to have differing interpretations, one must believe there is an intention that one is trying to interpret. One cannot, in other words, misinterpret one’s “own truth.”

What, finally, does Tarkovsky mean when he asserts the significance of “ambivalence” at the root of every great artwork? According to Tarkovsky, the


face of the woman painted by Leonardo is animated by an exalted idea and at the same time might appear perfidious and subject to base passions. It is possible for us to see any number of things in the portrait, and as we try to grasp its essence we shall wander through unending labyrinths and never find the way out. We shall derive deep pleasure from the realization that we cannot exhaust it, or see to the end of it. A true artistic image gives the beholder a simultaneous experience of the most complex, contradictory, sometimes even mutually exclusive feelings.54



There seems some confusion about what ambivalence means. For Freud, ambivalence describes the conflicted feelings one has toward others, a mixture he describes as “love and hate.”55 This is precisely Eisenstein’s point in his depiction of Ivan the Terrible. Eisenstein characterizes his hero as “frightening and attractive, fascinating and terrifying, and . . . tragic, owing to the inner struggle he unceasingly waged with himself.”56 This is the “primary principle of ‘ambivalence,’ which, ‘setting’ into uncoupled extremes and opposites . . . it ‘recalls’ its past ambivalent unity” (BS, 617). Once again, Eisenstein’s stress is on the unity, the doubleness of emotion, behind seemingly opposed emotional states. Tarkovsky takes a notion of complex feelings and turns it into a series or layering of discrete affective states. Rather than love and hate, one has love, then hate, followed by any other feeling generated by the work. On Tarkovsky’s account, “mutually exclusive” feelings appear side by side in a work, and it is based on those discrete and separable feelings that so-called “differing interpretations” are made. Tarkovsky, in other words, is not describing the montage-like build-up of emotions, but their affective singularity. Notice that what Eisenstein seeks is the construction of complex emotional valences, rather than static and individuated emotions. Nonetheless, as in Freud, Eisenstein’s ambivalent emotions express a single idea—in Ivan, it revolves around the threats to unity and the establishment of unity—with which one might disagree or agree. For Tarkovsky, by contrast, one is never able to dispute the meaning of a work, or even understand the work, as it is the viewer who is responsible for making the meaning in the first place. From the beginning Eisenstein had been confronting the precise problem raised by Tarkovsky’s approach. What Tarkovsky reproduces is the simple accumulation of associational imagery, digression without conflict. The whole point of Eisenstein’s deep engagement with automatic and associational imagery was to discover a path through it to meaning, to drawing the dissimilar together to create a more inclusive whole.

Ivan the Terrible, Part III

Finally, I want to address the final scene of the never completed Ivan the Terrible, Part III, specifically the set of drawings and instructions around the so-called “Apotheosis of Ivan” (Figure 6.4). Eisenstein describes the finale, “Like Christ upon the waters!” as the moment when Ivan “subdues the onslaught of the waves [which] echoes back to Dormition Cathedral, where he triumphs over the onslaught of the human tide.”57 This event happens directly upon Ivan’s opening coronation scene. The palace is stormed by the people and Ivan quickly persuades them, through both reasons and threats, to unite behind him. Eisenstein insists that this echo between the finale and the beginning is “crucial.” Why? Because “putting an end to conflicts among the people, uniting the people into one whole is the only way,” he writes, “to assume mastery over nature.” Ivan traverses the waves and the film shows him “emerge[] dry from the waters.” On screen we would see the “waves rolling on top of one another” in a “furious tempo.”58 And then “total calm” as Ivan has subdued all the forces of nature. The final image shows Ivan alone on the shore, the waves have subsided in total calm. Eisenstein inscribes the single word “Alone?...” beneath the image (Figure 6.5).59 Unlike commentators Joan Neuberger, Naum Kleiman, Mike O’Mahony, and others who have attempted to correct Eisenstein’s politics by interpreting Ivan as a “subversive” effort to undermine Stalin’s regime and reflect on the “failure of the revolution,”60 I take the word “alone” to be a question, rather than a statement. From Eisenstein’s perspective, it could not possibly be the case that a tsar could give expression to the classless society. Ivan has unified the nation, and the people, but the people do not yet recognize themselves in their role as leaders. Ivan, that is, although a historically progressive force, remains at a lower stage of political evolution, one that will necessarily be succeeded by the triumph of the people over the tsars. In other words, it is still the singular agent taming the floodwaters. It is still the autonomous artistic expression of Eisenstein that gives expression to the classless society. What remains is for the artist to dissolve himself in the masses, and the masses, saturated now with the idea of the classless society, to express themselves as a unity against capitalism.
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Figure 6.4 Sergei Eisenstein, Drawings and notes for Ivan the Terrible, Part III.
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Figure 6.5 Sergei Eisenstein, Drawing for Ivan the Terrible, Part III.
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Apotheosis of Ivan (“Like Christ upon the
Waters!”’) 3 Apr 1942

The finale in which Ivan subdues the onslaught of
the waves echoes back to Uspensky Cathedral,
where he triumphs over the onslaught of the human
tide.

This is crucial. It has deep significance: putting an
end to conflicts among the people, uniting the people
into one whole is the only way to assume mastery
over nature and nature’s upheavals.

Rear projection so that Ivan “emerges dry from the
waters’’!

Rear / Both axes (a-b) and (c-d) are rolled lightly and
then violently

Matte process for filming the sea—line of horizon
(straight!) coincides with matte?
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Finale Bring to a complete
meeting
(before the total calm)
3 Apr 1942

Apotheosis of Ivan

(the moment of the highest swell of the axes)

NB. The waves must be filmed with a stop-motion
camera—in a furious tempo of waves rolling on
top of one another.

In this position the axes are made to stop—and
slowly and symmetrically the axes are lowered.

The sky should be cloudless in order not to give away

the trick of the rolling.

(but is it possible technically?)

Perhaps we’ll have to print it on negative (before filming)

Section A is made with a roll, and the sky covered with a

black screen!

(Difficulty is that the waves and the crest of the waves

are higher than the horizon line)

The black screen coincides with the line of the horizon—

In front of it the camera is rolling.
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