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David Brandenberger

Interpreting Eisenstein’s Ivan the 
Terrible*

Joan Neuberger’s book on Sergei Eisenstein’s Ivan the 
Terrible is something that I’ve been waiting to read for a long 
time  — about 20  years, to be precise, as it was in 1998  or 
1999  that Kevin M. F. Platt and I entered into a long-running 
debate with Neuberger over how best to understand this film1. 
And I’m very pleased to say that it was worth the wait — This 
Thing of Darkness is a tour de force. It’s probably the most 
thought-provoking book I’ve read in the past five years. 

Aside from being original, dynamic and authoritative, 
Neuberger’s book hints at a creative process much like that 
of her hero, Eisenstein, while at work between 1941 and 1947. 
First, like Eisenstein, Neuberger appears to have read almost 
everything available to her on the subject, not only regarding 
Eisenstein himself, but in regard to both the Stalin period 
and medieval Muscovy as well. Second, like Eisenstein, Neu-
berger refused to be rushed and has produced on her own 
timetable a work of art that that is as beautifully organized, 
emplotted and written as it is cogently argued and docu-
mented. Third, like Eisenstein, Neuberger has whet her au-
dience’s appetite for this work by slowly publishing elements 
of her larger vision of this epic, testing various interpretations 
while taking care not to release too many spoilers that might 
ruin the dramatic ending2. Fourth, like Eisenstein, Neuberger 
appears to have come to closely identify with her protagonist, 
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becoming personally engaged with what is at its core a lonely, sad and tragic biog-
raphy. To Neuberger’s credit, she hasn’t tried to conceal this emotional engagement, 
frequently framing her commentary in the first person and often appealing directly 
to the reader. Although I’ve worked on Eisenstein and Ivan the Terrible for almost 
as long as Neuberger has, and although I would like to think that I know the subject 
matter pretty well, I’ll admit that I found many elements of Neuberger’s commentary 
to be not intellectually compelling, but personally moving as well.

Having waxed rhapsodic about Neuberger’s art, let me now say something 
about her Eisenstein. In many ways, Neuberger’s book persuades me that I’ve been 
thinking about Eisenstein rather simplistically for the past 20  years. Neuberger 
challenges me as a Soviet historian (rather than a historian of film, for instance), to 
accept Eisenstein in all his complexity and exceptionality. This requirement takes 
me back to 1997–1998, when Platt and I began our work on Eisenstein. At the time,  
I found Eisenstein and his image in the scholarly literature to be confoundingly hag-
iographic. I looked in vain across the Soviet cultural scene to identify any member 
of the creative intelligentsia who was able to match Eisenstein’s independence and 
self-indulgence, resist the demands of authority, conformity and compromise, and 
yet “die his own death”, as one says in Russian3. 

Uncomfortable with the idea of Eisenstein’s exceptionality, I’ve spent years 
trying to accommodate him within the context of Soviet culture and the arts. Neu-
berger suggests that such efforts are a fool’s errand. Eisenstein stands out in the 
pages of This Thing of Darkness as the quintessential non-conformist — an exception 
to everything we know about Soviet subjectivity. Neuberger argues that the question 
of whether Eisenstein was pro-Soviet or anti-Soviet is effectively a reductionist dead 
end. Eisenstein, she suggests, was an exception — someone who defied categori-
zation, whether by his cinematographer contemporaries or by Stalin himself, for that 
matter. In Neuberger’s analysis, Eisenstein defied what Michel Foucault would call 
Soviet society’s “regime of truth”; he operated outside of what Pierre Bourdieu would 
call the habitus of the Stalin period4. 

Perhaps in this case, one can only conclude that it is the exception that 
proves the rule. I suppose the only consolation that Neuberger’s book offers me 
on this account is that I’m not the only one who has found Eisenstein’s behavior 
perplexing. Eisenstein’s own friends and colleagues, it turns out, also regarded him 
as strangely alien and forever at odds with the Stalin-era’s social and professional 
norms. According to Neuberger, a whole array of members of the Soviet creative 
intelligentsia, from A. E. Korneichuk and I. E. Grabar to V. I. Mukhina, V. V. Vishnevskii, 
A. P. Dovzhenko and P. A. Pavlenko, all found Eisenstein’s behavior bizarre. In the end, 
the confusion that these Stalin-era artists experienced in regard to Eisenstein makes 
me feel better about my own difficulty in understanding him as a product of his times.

If I have any other major reservations about This Thing of Darkness, they relate 
to the book’s final chapter on the official reception of Ivan the Terrible. Specifically, 
I am referring to Neuberger’s claim that Stalin condemned the second part of the 
film due to the dictator’s heretofore underappreciated dislike of its homoeroticism5. 
Neuberger herself concedes that Stalin presents a paradox in this sense — on one 
hand, Stalin is revealed by a handful of archival documents to have embraced a set of 
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sensibilities that today would be labeled “homophobia”. On the other hand, it is well-
known that Stalin lived in an almost exclusively homosocial community, characterized 
by close male relationships, comradery and an almost total absence of women. 

So was Stalin’s reaction to the film governed at least in part by his reaction to 
its inclusion of homoerotic imagery, subtexts and court practices? Neuberger notes 
that there are three sources that can inform Stalin’s explosive reaction to Ivan the 
Terrible, pt. 2: I. G. Bolshakov’s reminiscences of Stalin’s dismissal of the film on 
March 2, 1946, the transcript of Stalin’s speech to the Central Committee Orgburo 
on August 9, and the incomplete transcript of Eisenstein and N. K. Cherkasov’s 
summary of their meeting with Stalin, V. M. Molotov and A. A. Zhdanov on February 
26, 1947.

Of these sources, Neuberger spends the least time on Bolshakov’s reminis-
cences, as they are only fragmentary. In her analysis of Stalin’s speech to the Central 
Committee Orgburo, Neuberger dwells on the terms that Stalin used extemporane-
ously to denounce Ivan’s personal guard, the oprichniki, whose depiction he ob-
jected to. Here, Neuberger views Stalin’s choice of vocabulary — “filth” [паршивец] 
and “degenerate” [дегенерат] — to be more than just generic terms of abuse. They 
are, for Neuberger, code words for “homosexual”, despite their proximity to another 
unrelated insult — “something like the American Ku Klux Klan” — and the fact that 
both of these terms have many different meanings6. In her analysis of the incom-
plete transcript to Eisenstein and Cherkasov’s discussion with Stalin, Molotov and 
Zhdanov, Neuberger again draws attention to use of the term “degenerate” and then 
attempts to tease meaning out of a number of other ambiguous statements, adding 
that Eisenstein and Cherkasov may have omitted still others from their transcript7.

While Neuberger concludes that the extant evidence is ultimately inconclusive, 
I suppose I disagree. Neuberger’s sources are perfectly clear about the objections 
that Stalin raised in regard to the film  — its historical inaccuracies, its departure 
from the official line on Ivan as a progressive ruler, its depiction of Ivan as a weak, 
Hamlet-like character, and its mischaracterization of the oprichnina. I see no reason 
to conclude that Stalin either hesitated to clearly articulate his objections to the 
film’s homoeroticism or did so only in coded language. This conclusion is borne out 
in the sources. Little-known is the fact that there are not just three sources that can 
inform Stalin’s evaluation of Ivan the Terrible, pt. 2  — there are actually five. Like 
other members of Stalin’s inner circle, Zhdanov carried a little pocket notebook with 
him within which he graphomaniacally kept a shorthand record of all of his important 
conversations with Stalin. Predictably, Zhdanov jotted brief records into his note-
books about Stalin’s contributions to the Central Committee Secretariat’s March 5, 
1946 resolution on Ivan the Terrible, as well as about the dictator’s conversation with 
Molotov, Eisenstein and Cherkasov on February 26, 1947.

As is fairly well known, the Central Committee Secretariat passed a resolu-
tion banning Ivan the Terrible at Stalin’s initiative on March 5, 1946, just days after 
Bolshakov showed the film to the Politburo8. This decision set the stage for the bet-
ter-known Central Committee Orgburo resolution later that August that Neuberger 
analyzes in her book. Zhdanov turns out to have drafted the March resolution in one 
of his notebooks  — something that he typically did in consultation with Stalin. For 
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this reason, the text of Zhdanov’s draft resolution  — “the second part of the film 
Ivan the Terrible (directed by Eisenstein) cannot withstand criticism in terms of its 
anti-historical and anti-artistic nature” — ought to be read as a verbatim record of 
Stalin’s verdict on the film9. 

Zhdanov’s notes. RGASPI, f. 77, op. 3, d. 179, l. 37 ob–39.
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* The author would like to express his gratitude to K. A. Boldovskiy, A. S. Konokhova and 
M. V. Zelenov for their help in the analysis of the documents referred to herein.
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Zhdanov’s notes about Stalin’s exchange with Molotov, Eisenstein and Cher-
kasov a year later are similarly short and telegraphic. That said, they indicate sev-
eral things. First, Stalin felt that the film didn’t need to be permanently banned and 
instead ought to be merely censured and corrected10. Second, Stalin wanted to un-
derscore the importance of how Ivan had kept foreigners in Muscovy under control11. 
Third, Stalin felt it necessary to stress the fact that the oprichnina was a progressive 
institution — it was, in his mind, a disciplined royal guard rather than a more informal 
feudal retinue12. Finally, Stalin had enjoyed Cherkasov’s performance as Ivan so 
much that he believed that the actor ought to be awarded the title of People’s Artist 
of the USSR — an honor that was officially bestowed upon him the very next day13.

And that is all. Zhdanov’s notebooks contain absolutely no mention of Stalin’s 
objections  — whether explicit or oblique  — to the film’s homoeroticism. Instead, 
these previously unknown sources confirm what we knew already: that Stalin’s chief 
objection to Ivan the Terrible was to its non-canonical depiction of the history of the 
period. Zhdanov’s notebooks do not mention Stalin’s use of terms like “filth” and 
“degenerate”  — something that indicates that Zhdanov understood Stalin to have 
used these words as generic terms of abuse rather than as more suggestive euphe-
misms or double-entendres.

Ultimately, then, Neuberger’s book leads me to ask a different but related 
question: why didn’t Stalin react more explicitly to the film’s homoeroticism? I sup-
pose I’d hazard three guesses in this regard. First, Stalin saw the film only once. 
Perhaps he simply missed many of the film’s provocative homoerotic elements that 
are revealed in their full glory when one watches it multiple times. Second, perhaps 
Stalin  — whose personal library does not appear to have contained any kind of 
erotica at all — either didn’t grasp what he was seeing or lacked the vocabulary to 
express it14. Or third, perhaps Stalin recognized the homoeroticism for what it was 
and merely regarded it as one more example of what he found to be the film’s an-
ti-historical and anti-artistic failings. 

In any case, in so far as there is no reason to think that Stalin would have hes-
itated to articulate to Zhdanov or to Eisenstein and Cherkasov any specific objec-
tions he had to the film’s homoeroticism, I suspect that the best explanation for the 
dictator’s banning of the film remains the historical license that Eisenstein had taken 
with the official Stalinist line on the terrible tsar. And there are few better pieces of 
scholarship cataloguing the myriad of liberties that Eisenstein took with this historical 
epic than Neuberger’s encyclopedic This Thing of Darkness. 
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