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FOX, OWL, MONKEY, BULLDOG, KITTEN: 

BESTIAL IMAGERY IN EISENSTEIN’S STRIKE

Sergei Eisenstein’s first film, Strike, is at once a work of genius and clearly a “first film”: it is so full of visual inventiveness, sometimes very nearly to the point of gimmickry, that it could not but be the product of a young mind out to establish itself as a major filmmaking talent. Visual rhyme, in particular, is used to excellent effect in the film. The same shots, or types of shots, are used repeatedly with slight variations, with an effect similar to repetition in literature; every time a concept is repeated the small changes invest it with new meaning, bringing it to the subjective present and therefore giving to the film a sense of being uniquely alive. The factory hallway, shot always slightly top-down, is an excellent example of how this device functions at its best:
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Fig. 1: Shots of the factory hallway before, during, and after the titular strike.

In one of the first shots of reel one, the hallway is filled with the bustle of organized work; people are moving each in their own direction and appear to be performing each their own function, like cogs in a machine, another recurrent image early in the film. The second and third images are from reel two: the second shows the crowd at the peak of the strike, when they are rushing from the factory like a torrent of water; the third after the bustle is done, and the leering overweight capitalist is left alone in a machine now bereft of its parts. The fourth still is from the fourth reel, and captures perfectly the idea of evolution that underpins this visual ‘insistence’. The only creature onscreen now is a kitten, image of innocence and frivolity. The choice of a kitten, like all choices in Eisenstein, is not arbitrary.


The two most important recurring images in Strike are those of the circle and the animal, and of the two the latter evidently has much more emotional weight. Animals are an incredibly useful image in the context of this film for a number of reasons. For the audience they carry built-in associations, something that speeds up considerably the process of understanding the character traits of the Tsarist spies, who are all assigned an animal. In many ways this is simply a reflection of Eisenstein’s affection for commedia dell’arte, which he saw, according to Peter Wollen, as “the main element in a theatrical anti-tradition comprising the fantastic, the marvelous, the popular, the folkloric” (26). In this sense it is obvious to the viewer that when a spy is conflated (both visually and textually) with a fox, that that character’s primary characteristic will be his wiliness, all of which is given an additional resonance by Eisenstein’s habit of casting naturalistically such that the actor cast to play the Fox would look, in some way, like a fox. The overall effect of this ‘typage’ is to provide “stock types who are immediately recognized by the audience” (Wollen 41), and this works ideally for the four animal-coded villains in Strike, who are all strongly individuated and have their own distinct methods of subterfuge.
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Fig. 2: Strike’s four animal-coded spy villains, Fox, Owl, Monkey, and Bull-dog.


A problem arises, however, when it comes to dealing symbolically with the film’s protagonist: the proletariat. The workers whose action titles the film are, by and large, an enormous undifferentiated mass. There is only one named proletarian character in the film, and he is named seemingly out of mere convenience, for without the name his suicide note would remain unsigned. But even poor Yakov Strongen, hanging from his neck in the factory, is given an animal with which he will rhyme visually: the kitten. This image occurs at the beginning of the fifth reel, with a shot of two dead cats hanging from crossbeams. Admittedly, this is no “owl”; the kitten lacks the rich symbolic associations of the villains’ totems. But, as Yuri Tsivian admits in his audio commentary to the film, 

Eisenstein needed [the dead cat] because he believed that our instinctive responses, the so-called “unconditional reflexes”, our desire to “cuddle the fluffy” or our aversion to things rotten, that these and similar responses could be stimulated in the viewer and, as it were, projecting them onto other things. (1:05)

The dead cat hanging from a beam, echoing the dead man hanging from a beam, is meant to trigger in the viewer a kind of “mothering response”: because these cats are helpless—and all of them infants—a (perhaps involuntary) reaction of horror and disgust will be elicited in the viewer. The kitten, in this sense, is the ideal analogue to the very masculine and forceful Strongen, for what better to indicate the futility of his death than to match it with that of a kitten—frivolity, playfulness, and innocence given flesh.
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Fig. 3: Yakov Strongen is visually associated with the kitten.


The kitten, like many things in Eisenstein’s oeuvre, points towards a larger theme. The fate of the animals in the picture seems very often to be tied with the well-being of the proletariat: when things go well for the animals in Strike, things go well for the workers, too. The tension is first explored in the brilliant pet shop scene, during which the spies are assigned their animals. In this scene, the animals are all, as is often the case with pet stores, caged. They are being made subject to the whims and desires of their purchasers, a fact reinforced by the march of the bear cubs that follows the pet store sequence. The animals, here, can be seen therefore to connote the proletariat: at this point in the film’s development, at least, the workers are still under the control of the tsarists.


By reel three (“The Plant Stood Stock-Still”), however, the tide has turned very strongly in favour of the proletariat, as their strike was successfully carried out. The opening segments of this reel seem almost disproportionately concerned with providing shot after shot of young animals, first ducklings, then a kitten, then piglets, then swans. These are domestic animals, tied strongly to rural, farm life, and as all of them appear in large groups on-screen their familial aspect is emphasized. Unlike the largely metaphorical associations of the caged animals with the proletariat, their connections with these animals are evident and impossible to ignore: they are very much a part of the life of the lower classes, serving as food, companionship, or both. That these are all young animals part of a social group speaks to the idyllic nature of the village in the days immediately following the strike. The most important thing to note in this series of images is that, once again, the state of the proletariat is being conflated with the state of the animals; the rising fortunes of the worker and their increased leisure time are associated with happy, playful rural animals
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Fig. 4: Idyllic rural life is depicted through its animals.


The story of Strike, however, is not a happy one. By reel four the strike has been extended so far that the workers—and their families—are beginning to go hungry. The same kitten that was gleefully stalking through rushes at the outset of reel three is first struck with a bag and then kicked by a worker’s hungry wife. It is an immensely affecting scene, for a number of reasons. First, and perhaps primarily, is that the audience has now associated the kitten with domestic happiness: its abuse is a sure sign that the suffering of the strikers has reached fever pitch, if the line-ups at the food cooperative were not enough. Second, it points forwards to the hanging kittens at the beginning of the fifth reel. By then, there will have been three reels, each with kittens near the opening, and whose fortunes seem to be getting progressively worse. The viewer cannot help but notice the evident downward trajectory of the film, and, indeed, he is right: life for the workers is about to worsen considerably.


The sixth reel is where the well-being of the animals descends to an unfortunate nadir. The film, as a whole, has been largely farcical, interspersed with moments of extreme tragedy: a comedic scene with the factory manager is followed by Strongen’s suicide, which is then followed by an acrobatic circus-fight for the factory whistle. This is consistent with Eisenstein’s theory of the “Montage of Attractions”, wherein powerful and often wildly contrasting emotional responses are sought in the viewer. But in the sixth reel is concentrated tragedy. It is called, unsettlingly, “Liquidation”, a word that has no positive connotations in the context of this film: it is meant to look back at the scene of the spraying of the workers that has just occurred, but it connotes, too, the spilling of blood. After a scene in which a small child is hurled down four stories to her death, the audience is shown a relatively quiet indoor scene, where the representative of the gendarmes is attempting to convince another worker to spy on his fellows. He refuses, and spills ink over a map of the town, in a shot that calls strongly to mind the spilling of blood: dark liquid spills and snakes through city streets, bringing back to the viewer the reel’s tite. The next scene is host to the infamous slaughtering of the cow. Shots of a cow being led to the slaughter are intercut with images of the crowd fleeing from the cavalry and soldiers, who are firing upon them. Yuri Tsivian relates that the “live materials [between the workers and the cow] differ, but the slaughter retrieves the appropriate association. This produces a powerful intensification of this scene” (1:32). The viewer is never shown a single worker being shot: instead, Eisenstein relies on his deliberate creation of a relationship between beast and man to show us, in no uncertain terms, how brutal the slaughter of the workers would have been, had he shown it. 
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Fig. 5: The slaughter of the cow mirrors the slaughter of the workers.


But why go through the trouble of building up these symbolic associations, if only to brutally slaughter them at the film’s close? For one thing, it allows him to use the enormous masses of workers in the way he does: Eisenstein chooses not to single out individual ‘heroes’ from the masses, and to achieve the sort of emotional reaction the fictionalized death of a hero would otherwise produce in the viewer he allows his kino-eye to linger upon the actual suffering and slaughter of animals, hero-analogues. The cow, besides being female and therefore doubly tragic, is also a beast of buden—a worker, and therefore a wholly appropriate death. The sequence, and indeed the film as a whole, demonstrates perfectly a sentence Eisenstein liked to repeat: “I don’t believe in kino-eye, I believe in kino-fist” (Wollen 41). The viewer is not shown the images, but assaulted with them, and that is why Strike leaves such a potent impression upon its audiences even today.
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