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It is difficult for modern viewers to see Eisenstein as anything but a com-
mitted Marxist. His films are almost as naive as those of Griffith in their 
simple devotion to their own view of life. In the 1920s, whether he was 
aware of it or not, Eisenstein discovered the visceral power of editing and of 
visual composition, and he was a master of both. He was dangerous in the 
same sense that every artist is dangerous: He was his own person, a unique 
individual. Today, Eisenstein is greatly appreciated as a theoretician, but, 
like Griffith, he was also a great director. That is the extent of his crime.

DZIGA VERTOV: THE EXPERIMENT 
OF REALISM

If Eisenstein illustrated an editing theory devoted to reshaping reality to 
incite the population to support the revolution, Dziga Vertov was as vehe-
ment that only the documented truth could be honest enough to bring about 
true revolution.

Vertov described his goals in the film The Man with a Movie Camera (1929)
as follows: “The Man with a Movie Camera constitutes an experiment in the 
cinematic transmission of visual phenomena without the aid of intertitles 
(a film with no intertitles), script (a film with no script), theater (a film with 
neither actors nor sets). Kino-Eye’s new experimental work aims to create 
a truly international film—language, absolute writing in film, and the com-
plete separation of cinema from theater and literature.”15
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Figure 1.28 Potemkin, 1925. Courtesy Janus Films. Still provided by Moving 
Image and Sound Archives.



Pudovkin remained interested in bourgeois cinema, and Eisenstein was 
too much the intellectual. Neither was sufficiently radical for Vertov, whose 
devotion to the truth is exemplified by his documentary, The Man with a 
Movie Camera. Because the film was the story of one day in the life of a film 
cameraman, Vertov repeatedly reminds the viewer of the artificiality and 
nonrealism of cinema. Consequently, nonrealism, manipulation, and all of 
the technical elements of film become part of this self-reflexive (looking on 
the director’s own intentions and using film to explore those intentions and 
make them overt) film. Special effects and fantasy were part of those techni-
cal elements (Figures 1.29 to 1.32).

Although on paper Vertov seems doctrinaire and dry, on film he is quite 
the opposite. He edits in a playful spirit that suggests filmmaking is pleas-
urable as well as manipulative. This sense of fun is freer than the work of 
Pudovkin or Eisenstein. In attitude, Vertov’s work is more experimental and 
free form than the work of his contemporaries. This sense of freedom and 
free association becomes particularly important in the work of Alexander 
Dovzhenko in the Ukraine and Luis Buñuel in France.

In terms of editing, Vertov is more closely aligned with the history of the 
experimental film than with the history of the documentary. In terms of his 
ideas, however, he is a forerunner of the cinema verité movement in docu-
mentary film, a movement that awaited the technical achievements of World 
War II to facilitate its development.

ALEXANDER DOVZHENKO: EDITING BY 
VISUAL ASSOCIATION

In his concept of intellectual montage, Eisenstein was free to associate any 
two images to communicate an idea about a person, a class, or a historical 
event. This freedom was similar to Vertov’s freedom to be playful about the 
clash of reality and illusion, as illustrated by the duality of the filmmak-
ing process in The Man with a Movie Camera. Alexander Dovzhenko, a Ukra-
nian filmmaker, viewed as his goal neither straight narrative nor documen-
tary. His film Earth (1930) is best characterized as a visual poem. Although 
it has as its background the class struggle between the well-to-do peasants 
(in the era of private farms) and the poorer farmers, Earth is really about 
the continuity of life and death. The story is unclear because of its visual 
indirectness, and it leads us away from the literal meaning of the images to a 
quite different interpretation.

The opening is revealing. It begins with a series of still images—tranquil, 
beautiful compositions of rural life: a young woman and a wild flower, a 
farmer and his ox, an old man in an apple orchard, a young woman cutting 
wheat, a young man filled with the joy of life. All of these images are pre-
sented independently, and there is no apparent continuity (Figures 1.33 to 
1.37). Gradually, however, this visual association forms a pattern of pastoral 
strength and tranquillity. The narrative finally begins to suggest a family in 
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which the grandfather is preparing to die, but dying surrounded by apples is 
not quite naturalistic. The cutting is not direct about the narrative intention, 
which is to illustrate the death of the grandfather while suggesting this event 
is the natural order of things, that is, life goes on. The apples being present 
in the images surrounding him, takes away from the sense of loss and intro-
duces a poetic notion about death. The poetic sense is life goes on in spite of 
death. The old man returns to the earth willingly, knowing that he is part of 
the earth and it is part of him.

The editing is dictated by visual association rather than by classical con-
tinuity. Just as the words of a poem don’t form logical sentences, the visual 
pattern in Earth doesn’t conform to a direct narrative logic. Initially, the 
absence of continuity is confusing, but the pattern gradually emerges, and 
a different editing pattern replaces the classical approach. It is effective in 
its own way, but Dovzhenko’s work is quite different from the innovations 
of Griffith. It does, however, offer a vastly different option to filmmakers, an 
option taken up by Luis Buñuel.

LUIS BUÑUEL: VISUAL DISCONTINUITY

Surrealism, expressionism, and psychoanalysis were intellectual currents 
that affected all of the arts in the 1920s. In Germany, expressionism was the 
most influential, but among the artistic community in Paris, surrealism had 
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Figure 1.29 The Man with a Movie Camera, 1929. Still provided by British Film 
Institute.
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Figure 1.30 The Man with a Movie Camera, 1929. Still provided by Moving 
Image and Sound Archives.

Figure 1.31 The Man with a Movie Camera, 1929. Still provided by Moving 
Image and Sound Archives.
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Figure 1.32 The Man with a Movie Camera, 1929. Still provided by Moving 
Image and Sound Archives.

Figure 1.33 Earth, 1930. Still provided by Museum of Modern Art/Film Stills 
Archives.



30 HISTORY OF FILM EDITING

Figure 1.34 Earth, 1930. Still provided by Museum of Modern Art/Film Stills 
Archives.

Figure 1.35 Earth, 1930. Still provided by Museum of Modern Art/Film Stills 
Archives.
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Figure 1.36 Earth, 1930. Still provided by Museum of Modern Art/Film Stills 
Archives.

Figure 1.37 Earth, 1930. Still provided by Museum of Modern Art/Film Stills 
Archives.



an even greater influence. Salvador Dali and Luis Buñuel, Spanish artists, 
were particularly attracted to the possibility of making surrealist film. Like 
Vertov in the Soviet Union, Buñuel and Dali reacted first against classical 
film narrative, the type of storytelling and editing represented by Griffith. 
Like Eisenstein, Buñuel particularly viewed the use of dialectic editing and 
counterpoint, setting one image off in reaction to another, as a strong operat-
ing principle.

The filmic outcome was Un Chien d’Andalou (An Andalusian Dog) (1929). 
Buñuel particularly was interested in making a film that destroyed meaning, 
interspersed with the occasional shock. Suddenly, a woman’s eye is being 
slashed, two donkeys are draped across two pianos, a hand exudes ants or 
caresses a shoulder (Figures 1.38 to 1.41).

The fact that the film has become as famous as it has is a result of what 
the film represents: a satirical set of shocks intended to speak to the audi-
ence’s unconscious. Whether the images are dream-like and surreal or satiric 
remains open to debate. The importance of the film is that it represents the 
height of asynchronism; it is based on visual disassociation rather than on 
the classic rules of continuity. Consequently, the film broadens the filmmak-
er’s options: to make sense, to move, to disturb, to rob of meaning, to under-
mine the security of knowing.
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Figure 1.38 Un Chien d’Andalou, 1929. Still provided by Moving Image and 
Sound Archives.
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Figure 1.39 Un Chien d’Andalou, 1929. Still provided by British Film Institute.

Figure 1.40 Un Chien d’Andalou, 1929. Still provided by British Film Institute.



To frame Buñuel’s contribution to film editing in another way, consider 
classic narrative storytelling as a linear progression. The plot begins with 
the character’s achievement or final failure of achieving that goal. The plot 
follows the progress of the character in a linear fashion.

Buñuel, in undermining narrative expectations creates in essence a non-
linear plot. Character may be replaced by a new character or by a new goal 
for the old character. This nonlinearity can be frustrating for the viewer. But 
it also can open up the story to a new series of story options and consequent 
experiences for the audience.

In this sense, Buñuel creates at least philosophically a nonlinear experi-
ence for his audience. And he uses editing to do so.

Buñuel and Dali followed up Un Chien d’Andalou with a film that is a 
surreal narrative, L’Age d’Or (The Golden Age) (1930). In this film, a couple 
is overwhelmed by their passion for one another, but society, family, and 
Church stand against them and prevent them from being together. This is 
a film about great passion and great resistance to that passion. Again, the 
satiric, exaggerated imagery of surrealism interposes a nonrealistic commen-
tary on the behavior of all. Passion, anger, and resistance can lead only to 
death. The film’s images portray each state (Figures 1.42 to 1.46).
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Figure 1.41 Un Chien d’Andalou, 1929. Still provided by Moving Image and 
Sound Archives.



CONCLUSION

The silent period, 1885–1930, was an age of great creation and experimenta-
tion. It was the period when editing, unfettered by sound, came to maturity 
and provided a full range of options for the filmmaker. They included con-
siderations of visual continuity, the deconstruction of scenes into shots, the 
development of parallel editing, the replacement of real time by a dramatic 
sense of time, poetic editing styles, the assertive editing theories of Eisen-
stein, and the asynchronous editing styles of Vertov and Buñuel. All of these 
became part of the editing repertoire.

One of the best examples of a filmmaker who combined the style of 
Griffith with the innovations of the Soviets was King Vidor. In his silent 
work, The Big Parade (1925) and The Crowd (1928), and later in his early 
sound work, Billy the Kid (1930) and Our Daily Bread (1934), he presented 
sequences that were narrative-driven, like Griffith’s work, and idea- or 
concept-driven, like Eisenstein’s. Both Griffith and Eisenstein were influen-
tial on the mainstream cinema, and their influence extended far beyond the 
silent period.
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Figure 1.42 L’Age d’Or, 1936. Still provided by Moving Image and Sound 
Archives.
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Figure 1.43 L’Age d’Or, 1936. Still provided by Moving Image and Sound 
Archives.

Figure 1.44 L’Age d’Or, 1936. Still provided by Moving Image and Sound 
Archives.
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Figure 1.45 L’Age d’Or, 1936. Still provided by Moving Image and Sound 
Archives.

Figure 1.46 L’Age d’Or, 1936. Still provided by Moving Image and Sound 
Archives.
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