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In Brief

The Extraordinary Adventures of Mr. West in the Land of the Bolsheviks
(Neobychainye priklyucheniya mistera Vesta v strane bolshevikov) is a Soviet satire
that knowingly spoofs American stereotypes of 'Bolshevik revolutionaries'
through the comically surreal odyssey of the gullible Mr. West, an American
politician on a fact-finding mission to the Soviet Union. Arriving with star-spangled
socks and a head full of the most sinister stereotypes of the barbarous state of the
communist peoples, he's kidnapped by a gang of thieves, who pretend to be
tsarists sympathetic to Mr. West's capitalistic ways. By the end, Mr. West is
introduced to the true face of communism and the glories of the Soviet ideal.
Along the way Kuleshov creates a breakneck mix of chase film, cli�anger
adventure and slapstick comedy with cartoonish twists. It's also very funny and
highly inventive.

USSR | 1924 | 94 minutes

If we think of Soviet cinema of the silent era, we inevitably imagine great
human masses moved by incendiary proclamations, crowds of people with
rifles on their shoulders and tides of men moving through the streets and
squares of Moscow or some other Russian city, fighting against the tsars and
their army and seizing power. ... Directors like Eisenstein or Pudovkin set the
scene for films which exalted the revolution but which, at the same time, were
themselves cinematic monuments, spectacular, magnificently directed
masterpieces which are still models of production and experimentation... But
there was also another kind of cinema, sometimes produced by the same
directors who seem so serious to us, although they were not at all; sometimes
genius provokes that feeling in us. These great names also knew how to have
fun, although not without elements of propaganda - the regime was the
regime.... 

The Extraordinary Adventures of Mr West in the Land of the Bolsheviks (Neobychainye priklyncheniya mistera Vesta v strane
bolshevikov, 1924) was the first film from the Film Studio of Lev Kuleshov, the great theoretician of cinematographic montage who,
from his studio, would research and experiment with this new artistic language that was the cinema. He would take charge of directing
this propaganda film, both funny and antinaturalistic, a frothing madness of exaggeration and excess, moving and appealing to watch
today. The script was written by the poet Nikola Aseyev, although Kuleshov and his then pupil Vsevolod Pudovkin twisted it around
and transformed it as they felt like. 

Mr West (Porfiri Podobed) is a North American who decides to investigate the Russian way of life after the revolution. Infused with
capitalist propaganda, he expects to meet only Cossacks armed with gigantic knives and terrifying sickles, ferocious-looking savages
ready to exterminate anyone who crosses their path. Naturally one is recommended to visit this unwelcoming country well-armed
and, if possible, with a bodyguard. And that is what Mr West does; he is accompanied on his journey by a cowboy straight from the
fustiest Western, Jeddy (played by the cinema director Boris Barnet ...), who figures in the best moments of the film, to my mind, in
which he fires his Colt at everything which moves on the streets of Moscow and is chased madly through its frozen avenues.

The North American Mr West is presented with ridicule, constantly waving a US flag and suspicious of everyone because of false
capitalist propaganda. A gang of criminals decides to take advantage of the situation; they trick Mr West and set a trap for him through
which they intend not only to rob him but also use his prejudices to frighten him. But the funny thing is that this lunatic band of
wrongdoers gives a genuinely terrifying image of Russia; they live in miserable caves and survive by stealing whatever they can... The
leader of the macabre gang, Shban, is none other than Vsevolod Pudovkin, mentioned above as a co-writer who would later direct
great, immortal works of Soviet cinema such as The Mother (Mat', 1926, The End of St Petersburg (Konets Sankt-Peterburga, 1927) and
Storm over Asia (Potomok Chingis-Khana, 1928)...

After the frightening pursuit of Jeddy the cowboy, the plot centres on Mr West's conning and kidnapping by the villainous gang led
by Shban and the Countess (Aleksandra Khokhlova, who was already Kuleshov's partner). She gives us an endless series of deranged
poses and unhinged glances, in keeping with the exaggerated, unbelievable script. She does exactly what she sets out to do. Kuleshov
adds to this all that he has learned from his experiments with montage, ... overlapping the intertitles with the image, speeding it up
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and filming backwards to generate certain visual effects  — basically, playing with the camera
and transmitting to the viewer the feeling of play and fun lurking behind the forms of a
propaganda film.

Finally, Mr West is freed by the efficient Bolshevik police, who not only release him but offer
to show him around Moscow so that he can get a first-hand impression of what the Russian
people are really like. Kuleshov does not waste much time on this: some shots of factories, a
military parade, Lenin making one of his speeches, and Mr West promising to hang a portrait
of the Bolshevik leader in his sitting-room... 

Review by José Luis Forte on elantepenultimomohicano.com (translated by Gillian Gloyer)

Biography from IMDb.com

Lev Vladimirovich Kuleshov (1899–1970) was a Russian director who used the editing
technique known as the "Kuleshov effect." Although editing innovations such as crosscutting
were used by directors in Hollywood before him, Kuleshov was the first to use it in Soviet
Russia. Openly pro-American and quietly anti-Soviet, he was driving a Ford sports car amidst
Soviet poverty and Stalin's purges, and remained a controversial figure who joined the Soviet
communist party and destroyed archives of rare silent movies during his experiments, thus
clearing way for his own works: documentaries and feature films ranging from communist
propaganda to timeless gems.  He was born Lev Vladimirovich Kuleshov on 1 January, 1899, in

Tambov, Russia. His father, Vladimir Kuleshov, belonged to Russian landed gentry, was a patron of arts and owner of a private estate
in Central Russia. His mother, Pelagea Shubina, was a teacher before she married his father. His parents understood his weaknesses
(poor speaking ability and bouts of depression) and strengths (a sharp eye, persistence and determination). His forte was the ability
to see what for others remained unseen. Young Kuleshov received exclusive private education at the home of his father who had a
degree from Moscow Art College. 

After the death of his father, 15-year-old Kuleshov and his mother moved to Moscow. There he studied art and history at the prestigious
Stroganov School, then continued his studies at Moscow School of Painting, Architecture and Sculpture focusing on oil painting. In 1916
he started his film career as a set designer at the Moscow film studio of Aleksandr Khanzhonkov and occasionally acted in some of its
productions. He played a young lover opposite Emma Bauer, a stunning beauty, whom he truly fell in love with even before the filming
started. That was the silent film For Luck (1917). Watching himself on the silver screen, young Kuleshov was disappointed with the
comic effect of his acting conflicting with naturalism of his true feelings. He decided to focus on directing and developing the style of
his own. His new friend, experienced film-maker Akhramovich-Ashmarin, introduced him to American school of film-making. Now
Kuleshov fell in love with Hollywood.  With help from Khanzhonkov's leading cinematographer, Yevgeni Bauer, Kuleshov made his first
experimental works in editing. In 1917, he made his first publication in 'Vestnik Kinematografii': in three consecutive articles Kuleshov
trashed the "salon" traditions of his employer by writing about an artist's role in converting film industry into a new form of art. His
directorial career began under the patronage of Bauer, with whom Kuleshov worked as art director on such films as Nabat (1917) and
For Luck (1917), and completed the latter as director after the original director Bauer died. In 1918, Kuleshov made his directorial debut
with Project of Engineer Prite, and the film brought him attention of powerful Soviet executives who lured the 19-year-old beginner
in documenting the turbulent history of Soviet Russia ... He covered the war on the Eastern front with a documentary crew. ... His
friend, Vladimir Gardin, appointed him instructor at the Moscow Film School. There he made a career as director and teacher. In 1920,
he directed a propaganda project Na krasnom fronte (1920), a Soviet government sponsored film about the Red Army. ... 

He studied the techniques of Hollywood directors, particularly D.W. Griffith and Mack Sennett, and introduced such innovations as
crosscutting in editing and montage into Russian cinema. For his experiments Kuleshov was cutting old silent films from the archives
of Khanzhonkov, Bauer and other private studios nationalized by the Soviets. All films made before the Communist revolution were
officially labeled as anti-Soviet. Kuleshov collaborated with the Soviets to exploit the archives of old silent movies for his own cutting
experiments and thus most of the film archives were destroyed. Kuleshov remained quiet about this part of his career when he
experimented with editing technique. He focused on putting two shots together to achieve a new meaning.  The "Kuleshov effect" is
using the Pavlovian physiology to manipulate the impression made by an image and thus to spin the viewer's perception of that image.
To demonstrate such manipulation, Kuleshov took a shot of popular Russian actor Ivan Mozzhukhin's expressionless face from a silent
film that had to be destroyed by the Soviet officials. He then edited the face together with three different endings: a plate of soup, a
seductive woman, a dead child in a coffin. The audiences believed that Ivan Mozzhukhin acted differently looking at the food, the girl,
or the coffin, showing an expression of hunger, desire, or grief respectively. Actually the face of Ivan Mozzhukhin in all three cases was
one and the same shot repeated over and over again. Viewers' own emotional reactions become involved in manipulation. ... Although
editing and montage have already been used in art, architecture, fashion, politics, book publishing, theatrical productions and religious
events (just look at placement of icons in churches, or photos in books, or pictures at exhibitions), the use of such editing in silent films
was innovative and eventually led to more advanced visual effects. Vsevolod Pudovkin, who claimed to have been the co-creator of
Kuleshov's experiment, later described how the audience "raved about the acting... the heavy pensiveness of Ivan Mozzhukhin's mood
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over the soup, the deep sorrow with which he looked on the dead
child, and the lust with which he observed the woman. But we
knew that in all three cases the face was exactly the same."
Kuleshov demonstrated the effect of editing that was successfully
used in montage of such films, as Battleship Potemkin (1925) and
The End of St. Petersburg (1927) among other Soviet films. ... 

In the 1920s, he bought a new Ford sports car and remained one of
the very few Russians who owned a classy American car amidst the
gloom of the Communist dictatorship. During the 20s, Kuleshov
was a close friend of Vladimir Mayakovsky and the two sometimes
liked to show off with their exclusive cars on the streets of
Moscow, at upscale restaurants, clubs 

and other prestigious places. Mayakovsky, who also visited
America, but chose to own a French Renault, while Kuleshov
enjoyed teasing him with the latest 1927 Ford. ...  At that time,
Kuleshov and a group of his students, among them actress

Aleksandra Khokhlova, collaborated on several movies that are now generally regarded as seminal films in Russian cinema. Among them
are Neobychainye priklyucheniya mistera Vesta v strane bolshevikov (1924), a satire on clash of civilizations showing naive American
Christian pastor who comes to Russia just to be robbed twice, but then helped by exemplary Soviet policeman, who shows him the
official side of Communist Moscow - a clear pro-government propaganda. In 1926 he produced his most popular film, Po zakonu (1926),
based on a Jack London story. The movie was successful in Russia and especially in Europe. In 1933, he directed Velikiy uteshitel (1933),
based on biography of American writer O'Henry. ... Although it was an interesting advancement in Kuleshov's experimental style, the
movie was again about America and thus received no promotion from Soviet propaganda machine and was doomed at the box office
eventually losing competition to popular films by Grigori Aleksandrov, Grigori Kozintsev and Sergei M. Eisenstein, who briefly was a
student of Kuleshov. In mid 1930s, Kuleshov was temporarily under political pressure and his style was criticized as formalism, but he
escaped serious repressions. While the Communist government used their funding for more propaganda films, Kuleshov withdrew from
filmmaking and continued teaching film theory. In 1936, he received his Ph.D and became professor of directing at the Moscow Film
School. ... Later, Kuleshov wisely maintained a life-saving behavior and never revealed his true attitude to the Soviet dictator: he
managed to put on a mask of a quiet, polite and submissive servant during his meetings with Stalin. Kuleshov's film Sibiryaki (1940)
shows much flattering and admiration of Stalin and the dictator is portrayed by none other than Mikheil Gelovani, who was a personal
friend of Stalin, and a friend of Kuleshov as well. In 1941, Kuleshov's book Osnovy kinorezhissury (Fundamentals of Film Direction) was
published in Moscow. Kuleshov was promoted to high position within the Soviet film industry and was designated Doctor of Science
for the book, which was translated in several languages and became regarded among filmmakers worldwide.  During WWII, Kuleshov
made two propaganda films. One, made in collaboration with writer Arkadi Gajdar, was Klyatva Timura (1942) — yet another pro-
communist cliché. To complete the film, Kuleshov with his film crew was moved on Soviet government expense from cold Moscow to
warm Stalinabad, the capital of Turkmenistan. There, in 1943, together with his wife, Aleksandra Khokhlova, he directed his last movie,
My s Urala (1943), a Soviet propaganda film about young Soviet boys making heroic efforts in the Eastern Front of WWII. After that,
he returned from Central Asia back to Moscow. The Soviet capital was recovering after brutal attacks of Nazi armies. ... However,
Kuleshov's cool dealing with the Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin in 1944 secured him a prestigious position as Artistic Director of the
Moscow Film Institute (VGIK) where he worked for the next 25 years. 

Over the course of his career, his students were hundreds of Soviet filmmakers, such as directors Vsevolod Pudovkin, Boris Barnet,
Mikhail Kalatozov and many others. His most trusted and devoted friend was Sergei M. Eisenstein. His powerful opponents were Stalin
and Khrushchev. Both Soviet dictators hated experimental art and suppressed innovative creativity, so Kuleshov did not direct any film
for 25 years, from 1944 to the end of his life.  Kuleshov visited Paris and presented a retrospective of his films in 1962. There he enjoyed
much attention from international media. His friends in the Western world included many celebrities, such as Yves Montand, Louis
Aragon, Elsa Triolet among others. Kuleshov was member of the Jury at 1966 Venice Film
Festival and attended other film festivals as a special guest. He made several exclusive
trips outside of the Soviet Union being one of the very few Soviet citizens who enjoyed a
rare luxury of travels in Europe amidst the Cold War. ... Kuleshov was awarded Order of
Lenin, Order of Red Banner, was designated People's Artist of Russia (1969), and received
other decorations and perks from the Soviet government. ... 

Kuleshov was married to his student Aleksandra Khokhlova, and lived with his wife in a
prestigious block on Lenin Prospect in central Moscow. There he died in 1970, and was
laid to rest in Moscow's most prestigious Novodevichy Cemetery. 
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