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Battleship 
Potemkin 

A SILENT FILM CLASSIC 

Battleship Potemkin is considered to be one of the 
great masterpieces of the silent era. Directed by 
Sergei Eisenstein, this 1925 Soviet film dramatizes a 
naval mutiny and the inequalities of Russian society 
of the day. Action scenes, tight close-ups, and the 
film’s emotional intensity are emphasized by Edmund 
Meisel’s original score, performed for this concert by 
the OSM, conducted by Timothy Brock.

A SILENT FILM CLASSIC
While originally created as an instrument of propa-
ganda for the Soviet Party, Battleship Potemkin set 
itself apart from other feature films of the time by 
its many close-ups and fast-paced chaotic montage, 
which produced a profound emotional response in 
the viewer, notably during the action sequences.  
Edmund Meisel’s orchestral score also contributed to 
the uncommon intensity of Eisentein’s silent images.  
Enthusiastically received by the Soviet public,  
Battleship Potemkin went on to achieve worldwide 
success. In 1958, a panel of 117 international film  
reviewers declared it the greatest film of all time.

SERGUEI EISENSTEIN, DIRECTOR
Sergei Mikhailovich Eisenstein was born in Riga in 1898 and died in Moscow in 1948. 
He is recognized for having brought a new dimension to film editing, in the form of 
montage, which he used to create a psychological impact on the viewer. In addition to 
Battleship Potemkin, Eisenstein is credited with two other landmark cinematic works: 
Alexander Nevsky (1938) and Ivan the Terrible (1944 and 1958). Closely aligned with 
Soviet Party ideology—even though the director had spent two years in Hollywood— 
Eisenstein’s movies depicted important events or figures of Russian history that  
supported the political views of the Soviet leadership.

EDMUND MEISEL, COMPOSER
Born in Vienna in 1894, Edmund Meisel was a classical music composer who had a 
passion for film. He shared the USSR’s communist political ideas and collaborated 
several times with Russian directors, including Sergei Eisenstein (Battleship Potemkin, 
1925, and October, 1928) and Ilya Trauberg (The Blue Express, 1929). He also wrote 
the score for the film Berlin: Symphony of a Great City (1927), directed by German 
filmmaker Walter Ruttmann.

Meisel’s score for Battleship Potemkin went far beyond mere musical accompaniment 
for the images. His music perfectly duplicates the rhythm of the montage, oscillating 
between more conventional tonal language, modern dissonance and even some 
jazz influences, according to the nature of the images being projected. The various 
“noises,” assigned to percussion instruments such as the gong or timpani, are an integral part of the score and 
reinforce the action. Rhythm was a dominant element, as evident in the march down the steps at Odessa or in 
a military motif achieved by a pulsating ostinato played by the percussion instruments.

TIMOTHY BROCK, CONDUCTOR
Timothy Brock is an active conductor and composer who specializes in early  
20th-century concert works and live performances of silent films. 

As a silent-movie score conductor and preservationist, his leading works in this field 
include the restoration of Dmitri Shostakovich’s only silent film score, New Babylon 
(1929), George Antheil’s Ballet mécanique (1924) and Pietro Mascagni’s Rapsodia 
Satanica (1917). Since 1999, he has served as score preservationist for the Charles 
Chaplin family, and to this day is the foremost authority on the music of Charles Chaplin.

His career as a conductor of silent film scores includes regular appearances with 
orchestras around the globe, including the New York Philharmonic, BBC Symphony, 
Orchestre national de Lyon, Chicago Symphony and Vienna Radio Symphony.

BATTLESHIP POTEMKIN, 1925
Commissioned by the Russian government to commemorate the 20th anniversary of the Russian Revolution of 
1905, the film Battleship Potemkin was primarily intended to serve as a propaganda tool. Under the Communist 
Party, works of art (music, cinema, painting, etc.) had to conform to the political ideas of the ruling class and 
also vaunt the greatness of the USSR in comparison with the previous reign of the tsars. 

To comply with the government’s bidding, director Sergei Eisenstein opted to depict the mutiny of Russian  
sailors aboard the battleship Potemkin. This historical incident, which took place on June 27, 1905, exposed the 
social inequities between the Russian middle class and its leaders. Fed up with being forced to eat rotten meat 
while their superiors dined on better quality food, the crew express their dissatisfaction by taking possession  
of the ship. But one sailor is shot by an officer, inciting the others to mutiny. The battleship arrives in the port of 
Odessa, where the insurgents are greeted as heroes by cheering throngs of townspeople. However, the uprising  
soon turns into a massacre as Imperial Guard soldiers open fire on the civilians. Shot on the long flight of steps 
at Odessa, this scene is spellbinding in its intensity and remains one of the most famous sequences in film history.

RUSSIAN REVOLUTION OF 1905
At the turn of the 20th century, the Russian people were growing increasingly opposed to 
the complete and absolute power of Tsar Nicholas II. Their unrest took the form of strikes 
and demonstrations that denounced class inequality, eventually culminating in a massive 
workers’ procession in St. Petersburg on January 9, 1905, where, under the Tsar’s orders,  
troops opened fire on the demonstrators. The massacre, known as “Bloody Sunday,”  
enraged the people. A series of strikes and mutinies ensued, including the one on the  
battleship Potemkin, until finally, in October 1905, a general strike was called that would 
paralyze the entire country. These events would eventually lead to the Russian Revolution of 
1917 a few years later, when the Tsarist autocracy would at long last be overthrown and, in 
1922, the establishment of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), which would itself 
be dissolved some 70 years later. 

A battleship is a large, heavily armoured 
warship that was introduced in the mid-19th  
century. The armament of these vessels 
consisted of the most powerful weapons of 
the day. The battleship Potemkin served in 
the Imperial Russian Navy and had a crew of  
730 officers and sailors.

Did you know that before 1930, motion pictures didn’t have soundtracks? Intertitles (filmed text that 
complemented the images) were used to comment on the action. Live music, which was performed by a 
pianist or, in rare cases, an orchestra, played an essential role in these films. The musician or conductor 
needed to be very flexible in order to be able to follow along and be perfectly in sync with the images.

WHO WAS 
POTEMKIN? 
Prince Grigory  
Aleksandrovich 
Potemkin was an 
18th-century Russian 
military leader and 
statesman.
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