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Soviet Intellectual Montage and the
Short Film “iPromise”

Introduction

The word ’montage’ is a loanword to the English language. It comes from the
French word, montage, which bears several meanings depending on the context
it is used in, the most prominent being,“to edit”, “to assemble” or “to fix”
(French Linguistics 2014).

The exact origin of montage is unknown, however, the first to do extensive
research and experimentation with it, in the dawn of the XXth century, was Lev
Kuleshov, a scholar of the Soviet Cinema, who was carefully studying American
film.

Montage, in one form or another, is used in every film and extensively used
in music video nowadays. In many cases it is considered as such due to the
fact that it comprises different cuts linked together and joined by a common
theme or music. However, it could be argued that this kind of production is far
from the film editing of the early soviet cinema, despite the fact that it boldly
borrows from it.

Soviet Montage

Conception
Speaking of Soviet Montage there are a few names that must mandatorily be
mentioned. Such are Lev Kuleshov, Vsevolod Pudovkin, Dziga Vertov, Alexandr
Dovzhenko and arguably the most influential of all, Sergei Eisenstein. We would
focus over the work and style of the last, even though some of the techniques
and creative approaches discussed, were derived from his colleges, previously
mentioned.

As stated in the introduction, Lev Kuleshov, could take the great majority
of the blame for the introduction of montage in the soviet cinema. That being
said, it is unarguable that it was him along with Sergei Eisenstein who really saw
the potential and the need for montage. Eisenstein’s and Kuleshov’s attempts
to ”improve” theater style seems as the beginning of soviet montage as we know
it (Bordwell 1995). From the theatrical reformations of which we read, one can
assume that it was the desire to show the audience a subjective perspective of
the play, rather than the objective classical theatrical style, that was later incor-
porated in the manipulation of film. Cinema was chosen over theatre as an art,
which would be much cheaper to control and much more efficient in terms of
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impact. This is due to the fact that it is effortless to edit film in comparison to
live editing stages and performances, trying to ’delude’ every single viewpoint
of the audience. For it is much simpler to portray the desired content through
the eyes of one person - the camera, than it is to show the right matter to every
single perspective of the theatrical stage.

The film style which would be discussed and which the short film, “iPromise”,
aims to reproduce is “Intellectual montage”.

Intellectual Montage
As Eisenstein was teaching, there are five “original” types of montage. They
are not substitutable but they rather build upon one another, where the higher,
more complex forms build upon the foundation of the lower levels of montage
(Leyda 1977). The following are those montage types, “Metric”, “Rhythmic”,
“Tonal”, “Overtonal” and “Intellectual”, the last being, the highest level and
most complex of them, upon which we will focus our attention.

As the name suggests, intellectual montage appeals to the viewers intellect,
rather than spoon feeding the audience.

Intellectual montage was very suitable for the job it served during the early
Soviet days. As Bordwell puts it, ”Eisenstein allows the spectator an interesting
mental life, including features such as expectation and some powers of inference”
(1995, p.29). Thus, imprinting in the viewers mindset that he himself came to
the logical conclusion, that shot A plus shot B equals shot C, which was indeed
intended and carefully planned by the director.

Even Vladimir Lenin saw the great potential of the ability to control peoples
reasoning through the cinema, and in 1922 he is noted to have said to Anatoly
Lunacharsky – the commissar of education of the Soviet Union, “of all the arts,
for us the cinema is the most important” (Sovietskoye Kino, 1933, p.10). This
was partially due to the fact that the “deep-thinking officials”, as Kuleshov calls
them in his article ’Americanitis’, greatly feared the fact that American films
in particular, seemed to be preferred amongst the Russians in the early years
of the XXth century and that they caused such great emotional impact on the
audience (Levaco 1974).

The Montage of Eisenstein

“Two film pieces of any kind, placed together, inevitably combine into a new
concept, a new quality, arising out of that juxtaposition.” – Sergei Eisenstein

(1974, p.14)

Eisenstein describes the juxtaposition of two or more elements as a creation
of something new, instead as a sum of the individual elements and continues on
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to say that if they were to be taken simply as sums of the individual elements,
that would decline montage to a “special effect” or “montage sequence” (1974,
p.18).

Apart from ’mise-en-scene’ Eisenstein speaks of: ’mise-en-jeu’ – the actor’s
overall character portrayal, ’mise-en-geste’ – the marked physical action of per-
formance; individual expressive movements, ’mise-en-cadre’ – that which shapes
each action for its composition within the frame (Bordwell 1995).

Time, on the other hand, could be an abstract notion. However, montage
often is used to manipulate the sense of time. That could be seen particularly in
many recent films where years passing by are cramped in a few shots, interlaced
by a single audio track. This is in complete contrast to the way time is bent in
the Odessa steps sequence from Battleship Potemkin (1925), a technique known
as overlapping montage, which Eisenstein highly cultivated (Bordwell 1996).

The Short Film “iPromise”

Plot
There are two predominant protagonists, the young man and the little girl. They
represent commons – side-observers to which the audience can relate. They re-
spond to that which is promised and to that which follows in a more personal
way than the masses. The difference between them is their choice of different
routes. Whilst the young man is not very happy, at first, with the injustice due
to the broken promises made by the rulers, he soon realises how things work
in this corrupt world and embraces the system. The small girl, on the other
hand, cannot cope with all the lawlessness and even though she starts off as a
humble and quiet spectator, she cannot help but weep at the sight of all that
evil, realising she is incapable of doing anything about it. The film finishes with
their final ’decisions’, the young man decides to seize the moment and become
involved in the lie, whereas the small girl remains firm in her stance, despite her
helplessness.

Another interesting aspect is that the shots of the young man start from
extreme close-ups and gradually reveal more of him, as the content of his char-
acter is revealed to the viewer through his responses, whilst it is the opposite
way around with the little girl. She is first portrayed in a long shot and then
the camera gradually dolly’s into a close-up of her face capturing her emotions
and reaction to that which is happening, as if to show that she has nothing to
hide, resembling purity.

Kuleshov’s understanding of plot in montage was as a new way to tell a
story, Eisenstein, on the other hand, “sees no reason for it to be bound by plot
requirements” – Bordwell (1996, p.123). ’Plotless cinema’, as Bordwell writes,
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“this was not filmmaking that avoided narrative altogether; it was, rather, a
new sort of narrative cinema” (1996, p.43). In terms of storytelling, “iPromise”
takes a mid-ground approach as the two protagonists are unfolded only as much
as the plot requires.

Techniques
The film extensively uses the technique of summation of two separate shots
which produce a new, third, meaning by being sequential, which is a typical
example of the Kuleshov effect. In most cases the two shots have nothing to
do with each other, but the viewer assumes that the people are cheering at the
orator who was just shown giving a speech. This feeling is enforced through
the cutting to a shot of the inter-title. Thus the viewer adds the sum of the
sequence of shots and derives the solution, that the speaker was speaking on the
theme which was presented in the inter-title shot and that the following shots of
the young man, the girl or the crowd are reactions to that message. The feeling
of dissuasion is achieved, using this methods, by the controversial shots which
follow the particular promise.

Another technique used, is the shortening of the time frame between cuts as
the tension increases, leading to the climax, which is a characteristic of Metric
montage, upon which Intellectual montage is eventually built.

Similarities and differences
Typage, in Eisenstein, follows from his idiosyncratic tendency to build his plot
around the “mass protagonist” (Bordwell 1996). The short film has taken a
rather drastically different approach to that of Eisenstein which is soaked in
Marxist ideology. It aims to reveal the general nature of mankind through the
unfolding of the personal character of the protagonists – ’greed’ in the ’face’ of
the young man and ’helplessness’ in the ’face’ of the small girl.

Overlapping montage is another feature, mentioned above, which the film
incorporates. In the words of Bordwell this allows for the action to become,
”quasi-diagetic, hovering between the story world and a realm of abstract, em-
blematic significance. ...Eisenstein creates a narration that sacrifices strict re-
alism to perceptual and emotional impact” (1996, p.48). This can particularly
be observed at the shots of the statues of Temida, after the promise of “Justice”.

Another similarity with the works of Eisenstein can be seen in the mise-
en-jeu and mise-en-geste, spoken of earlier. The overall character portrayal is
developed, almost entirely, namely through the mise-en-geste – their expressions.
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Conclusion

The film does not have a hidden agenda and does not aim to make a political
statement, but rather depict the deprived nature of humanity. The choice of
using mainly documentary footage emphasis on the grim reality of life. The two
protagonists represent the two types of viewers. It therefore warns those willing
to embrace the injustice of life as the young man and gives hope to those who
are helpless, yet refuse to adopt it, as the small girl. The hope and warning are
summed up by the Bible verses displayed at the ending, which concludes the
film.
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