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the others, an act that divides the men and poses the issue of class al
liance in stark terms: Will the rest of the sailors witness the execution 
of their fellow crew members, or will they act to defend them? 

By this point in the film, it is also clear that Eisenstein has rejected 
the traditional narrative pattern in which a hero embarks on a quest or 
responds to a challenge. In classical dramatization, the bull< of the nar
rative involves the successive stages of the journey or investigation 
undertaken by the hero, and the story's resolution brings closure to 
the initial dilemma or challenge. Vakulinchuk and Matyushenko are 
the only two sailors identified by name, but the quest or challenge is 
not theirs alone. We do not follow their journey, and we do not ob
serve events through their eyes. These men and, soon, other similar 
characters enter the story at crucial moments to contribute to the ac
tion, but they do not drive the action. Like the others, they respond to 
the events as they unfold but do so in a way that contributes leader
ship and demonstrates a heightened form of political consciousness. 

The crucial moment arrives: an order to fire on the shrouded sailors 
brings up the rifles of the ship's militia. An officer commands, "Fire!" 
Vakulinchuk responds, "Brothers!" The order to punish the rebels is 
met with the injunction to recognize commonality. Who is the enemy? 
Which side are you on? These crucial questions hover, suspended dur
ing the time it takes the militia to come to a decision. As soon as their 
rifles falter, however, the sailors burst into action. The cry of "Broth
ers!" has awakened them to their common cause, and soon it is the of
ficers who are being cl1ased around the deck and hurled into the sea. 
The ship's priest attempts to rise above the fray, invoking religion as 
an apolitical vehicle of reconciliation, but the sailors will have none of 
it. Played in some of the scenes by Eisenstein himself, the priest is cast 
down a flight of stairs and reduced to an impotent onlooker. 

Eisenstein concludes Act II with the death of Vakulinchuk , a victim 
of the ship's officers before they are finally routed. Vakulinchuk's 
death takes on metaphoric significance as a symbol of the price that 
must be paid for freedom. Given that the film was made two years 
after Lenin's own death, the loss of this brave leader also carries a 
more particular historical resonance that has faded with the passage of 
time. Vakulinchuk's sudden death and disappearance from the plot,
though, like the death of Marion Crane in Psycho (Alfred Hitchcock, 
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1960), does galvanize further events. These events expand the action 
outward onto a broadening social plane. 

The expansion begins with Vakulinchuk' s funeral tent, set up on 
the waterfront docks of Odessa, the harbor to which the mutinous 
crew takes the Potemkin. As in Dziga Vertov' s extraordinary portrait of 
Moscow, The Man with a Movie Camera (1929), the port city awakens 
and comes to life, but not in order to carry out the routine affairs of 
everyday life so much as to demonstrate a heightened political con
sciousness by paying tribute to this fallen hero. Eisenstein begins the 
process in the dawn, with the funeral tent in the middle of a long shot 
devoid of people. Slowly, a man approaches out of the background, 
then l:\NO women approach in a sinuous trajectory from the fore
ground, and then two men from the opposite corner of the back
ground. It is as if the people are beginning to encircle and embrace 
Vakulinchuk from all sides. Other shots show streams of people filling 
the passageways and avenues that lead to the funeral site. 

This is Eisenstein at his finest. Masses of individuals propel the ac
tion forward. Eisenstein does not need to cut to "typical" workers or 
civil servants to give us points of identification. He fashions the citi
zens of Odessa into a single character composed of many parts but all 
streaming toward the same site for the same purpose in shots that are 
memorable for their formal elegance and political persuasiveness. The 
city like the ship's sailors, has awakened, come together, and acted as 
one in opposition to an oppressive regime. 

1n this sequence, the last to feature Vakulinchuk, Eisenstein estab
lishes an approach to the relation between the masses and a leader 
that contrasts significantly with the approach later adopted in the Fas
cist documentary Triumph of the Will (Leni Riefenstahl, 1935) and in the 

democratic documentary film series Why We Fight (Fran!< Capra, 
1942-45). Riefenstahl's film celebrates the dynamic, galvanizing 
leader above all (Adolf Hitler) and reduces those who cluster around 
him to an anonymous, mindless mass. Capra's film series celebrates 
the task given to the ordinary American soldier to combat Fascism in 
World War II but uses a didactic voice-over commentary to explain the 
task to citizens and soldiers who are not shown as capable ·of making 
decisions on their own. Eisenstein, by contrast, locates power and de
cision making squarely in the hands of the people. The leader is dead; 
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whose greatest preoccupation is with the formal arrangement of ele
ments that then produce, as an inevitable by-product, the intended 
emotional effect. Eisenstein's exploration of film form sought a tech
nique adequate to the challenge of representing abstract concepts such 
as class conflict. He wanted to represent concepts powerfully more 
than emotions directly. Montage, with the aid of typage to signify 
groups and classes, was a technique for doing so. Eisenstein's concept 
of film form sought to raise audience engagement to a higher level, 
where a metaphoric interpretation becomes as passionately important 
as realist interpretations had been on an earlier, more rudimentary, 
bourgeois level. 

The final act of Battleship Potemkin focuses on the third and broad
est political awakening. Following the mutiny of the crew and the out
pouring of support from the people, Eisenstein repeats the incident on 
the quarterdeck with the ship's militia but thi_s time with the entire 
Baltic Sea fleet representing the preexisting "thesis" of loyalty to the 
tsar posed against the opposing "antithesis" of insurrection. Will this 
clash achieve a "synthesis" in revolutionary solidarity? This is the 
most classically narrative of the five acts in that Eisenstein devotes 
considerable attention to building suspense. After the sailors confer 
among themselves and agree that they must confront the rest of the 
fleet, the act develops as an extended example of editing for suspense . 
What will happen next? Will the fleet destroy the rebel battleship, can 
the Potemkin surmount enormous odds, and will the defiant sailors 
live to foment further revolution? 

Matyushenko reappears as a galvanizing force, taking the place of 
Vakulinchuk and the other unidentified speakers who exhorted the 
crowd in Odessa. He orders the crew to prepare for battle, launching 
an extended montage that shows the tense, purposeful crew members 
loading ammunition and swinging the ship's guns into position to fire. 
Night descends, a time for sleeping and a loss of alertness, reminiscent 
of the men asleep in their hammocks in Act I. But the spotting of the 

fleet bearing down on the battleship changes that. Called to action, the 
men take their battle stations and prepare for the final conflict. 

Up until this point in the film, Eisenstein has shown the crew's de
cision as a collective one, beginning with whether to remain in port or 
confront the fleet. Everything prepares us for a violent confrontation. 
Eisenstein succeeds in making visible, in giving tangible form to, the 
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mounting sense of inevitable conflict in which two opposing classes 
will fight it out until one survives. But Eisenstein is less concerned 
with providing an accurate historical representation of class conflict, 
particularly in the case of a failed revolution, than with providing a 
model for how ostensible conflict between oppressed groups that 
have been divided from one another by intimidation, bribery, and 
sheer habit can be overcome so that the tsar and his terrorist tactics 

can be identified as the true enemy. The remainder of the fleet is no 
more the enemy than the shipboard militia or the Odessa-based Cos
sacks were. Can common interests and shared perceptions prevail? 

Will habitual, ingrained ways of acting be seen in a new, defamiliariz
ing light, or will they be blindly, unthinkingly continued? 

Matyushenko brings these questions to a focus. It is he who is the 

first to see things in a different light. Rather than issuing the command 
to fire, as the ship's officers had done, he issues the command "Signal 

them to join us." Language, in the form of an appeal, breeches the os
tensible gap between the sailors already in mutiny and the fleet's 
sailors still caught up in habitual obedience. The refusal to eat rotten 

meat, the smashing of the dinner plate, the appeal to the ship's militia, 
the speeches at the funeral tent of Vakulinchuk, the (fruitless) appeals 

to the town's Cossacks, and now this appeal to the rest of the fleet's 
sailors are instances of symbolic actions that attempt to make some
thing happen. These acts are symbolic because they serve to represent 

a state of mind and a possible course of conduct rather than to achieve 
results by physical force. Physical actions (shooting, killing, attacking) 
rely on material force, whereas symbolic actions (speeches, gestures, 
expressions) rely on emotional and cognitive impact. Both forms of ac
tion give rise to consequences, but they do so by very different means. 
Violence is clearly associated with the tsar and his instruments of re
pression; language or symbolic action, with the people and the 
process of revolution. 

The final appeal to the rest of the fleet is the single word "Broth
ers," a clear refrain from the earlier drama on the quarterdeck, where 

the same word is uttered by Vakulinchuk. Just as the militia's rifles 
began to waiver earlier, now the fleet's guns lower and tum away. The 

Potemkin steams forward, its sailors greeted enthusiastically by their 
comrades aboard the other ships, the officers of which are nowhere to 
be seen. This conclusion might give the impression that the Potemkin 
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