
Dziga Vertov’s ‘Anniversary of a
Revolution’ Has its Second Moscow
Premiere
100 years after it was made and lost, a restored version of the
documentary was shown at the Oktyabr Theater.
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On Sept. 6, 100 years after its first premiere, Dziga Vertov’s first film, “Anniversary of the
Revolution,” had its second Moscow premiere at the Oktyabr Theater. The film had been
thought to be lost, but film historian Nikolai Izvolov found it in pieces in the state film
archives and painstakingly restored it and put it back together.

The film, called the first full-length documentary film ever made, covers the period from the
February Revolution through the start of the Civil War and ends with a vignette of life on an
early collective farm. Vertov did not do any of the filming himself. The 22-year-old filmmaker
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gathered footage shot by other cinematographers and compiled the two-hour film in a little
over a week using 20 film editors.  

When “Anniversary of the Revolution” was completed in October 1918, 30 copies were made
and sent all over the country.  By then, the Civil War had begun, newspapers and magazines
were not being printed, and the population knew little about what was happening in the
country beyond their town or region. 

“Anniversary of the Revolution” was probably shown in public squares, most likely without
any musical accompaniment. One section, “The Brain of Soviet Russia,” showed Vladimir
Lenin, Vladimir Bonch-Bruyevich and other ministers standing in the sun in the Kremlin for
several minutes before entering a building. Izvolov said this was apparently people’s favorite
part of the movie when it was shown in 1918, since they were finally able to see the men
leading the new Soviet government.

The film was quickly eclipsed by other documentary and propaganda films and then
deliberately forgotten due to one of its main protagonists, Leon Trotsky, who is shown in
Moscow and during his successful campaign to reclaim Kazan during the Civil War. By the end
of the 1920s Trotsky had broken with the Soviet leadership, been expelled from the party,
exiled from the country and become persona non grata. For that reason, the film was no
longer shown in public and its card was pulled from the archive catalog. Later in life, Vertov
spoke little about the film, except to call it his “graduation exam.” 

Several years ago, one of Izvolov’s colleagues found what appeared to be a complete list of
title cards for the film on a poster in the archives of poet Vladimir Mayakovsky, with whom
Vertov had worked. Based on those notations, Izvolov was able to string together the parts of
the film, although he estimates that about 2% of it was lost.

The Moscow screening of the film, accompanied by pianist Filipp Cheltsov, was nearly
standing room only. If somewhat disappointing from a filmic point of view — the film is
rather static, with almost nothing to indicate Vertov’s later extraordinary innovation — the
premiere was active politically, with some viewers applauding the appearance of each Soviet
leader while other viewers shouted “Death to the Communists!” and “Shame!” 

The film will be shown in movie theaters starting Sept. 12.
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