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Battleship Potemkin
1925 · Directed by Sergei Eisenstein

Soviet Montage Silent Cinema Historical Epic

Russia, 1905. On a warship in the Black Sea, anger over 
conditions below deck builds toward a confrontation between 
crew and officers. Eisenstein turns a historical episode into a 
tightly structured, five-part drama of pressure, defiance and 
consequence, told almost entirely through images and cutting.

D I R E C T O R Sergei Eisenstein

Y E A R 1925

R U N T I M E 1h 15m (75 min)

C O U N T R Y Soviet Union

G E N R E S Drama, History, War

C A S T Aleksandr Antonov, Vladimir Barsky, Grigori Aleksandrov, Ivan Bobrov, Mikhail Gomorov

M U S I C Edmund Meisel

I M D B 7.9 / 10 (65,711 votes)

R O T T E N  

T O M AT O E S

100% (critics)

M E TAC R I T I C 97 / 100

T M D B  S C O R E 7.6 / 10 (1,341 votes)
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W H E R E  T O  

WAT C H

Free: Search YouTube (restored / 4K)
Free: Search YouTube (all versions)
Free: Search Internet Archive
Stream (US): HBO Max Amazon Channel, Brew, YouTube TV, Criterion Channel, FlixFling, 
Klassiki, HBO Max, Kino Film Collection
Rent: Amazon Video, Apple TV Store, Fandango At Home, FlixFling
Buy: Amazon Video, Apple TV Store, Fandango At Home, FlixFling

Part one is spoiler-free. Part two, “After watching”, reveals the story, scenes and ending.

Before watching
Spoiler-free

W H Y  W AT C H  T H I S ?

1 The landmark of Soviet montage cinema
Made when Eisenstein was 27, it is the most celebrated film of the Soviet montage movement and the 
clearest demonstration that editing, not just photography, can generate meaning and emotion.

2 A film with no individual star
Instead of following one hero, it builds its drama from groups and masses, a radical choice for 1925 that 
shapes how every shot is framed and cut. Watch how faces and crowds become the story.

3 Propaganda that taught cinema its grammar
Commissioned as political celebration, it became a film school in itself. Its rhythms, contrasts and collisions 
of images are still studied, borrowed and argued over a century later.

W H Y  I T  M AT T E R S  I N  C I N E M A  H I S T O R Y

A defining work of the 1920s Soviet avant-garde and the film most often used to explain montage 
theory. It showed silent cinema could be both state propaganda and formal experiment.
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W AT C H  W I T H  I N T E N T I O N

Y O U R  L E N S

Watch it as an argument made through editing: ask what each cut does to 
you, not only what each shot shows.

T H R E E  T H I N G S  T O  N O T I C E

Faces: Eisenstein casts for look and type, often in tight close-up, so that individuals read as 
representatives of a class or role.

Cutting rhythm: notice where shots lengthen into stillness and where they quicken, and how 
the pace changes your own tension.

Objects and details: small things like food, tools and fabric are filmed as carefully as people, and 
carry meaning.

O N E  Q U E S T I O N  T O  C A R R Y  W I T H  Y O U

If no single character carries the story, whose experience are you being asked to share, and 
how does the film achieve that?

C I N E M A  AT  T H E  T I M E

Industry: Commissioned by the Soviet state for the twentieth anniversary of the 1905 revolution. Film 
was treated as a tool for educating a largely illiterate, newly revolutionary population.

Dominant styles: Hollywood favoured star-led narrative and smooth continuity editing. Soviet 
filmmakers, shaped by Kuleshov's experiments, argued that meaning arises from the clash between shots.

Director's moment: Eisenstein came from avant-garde theatre and had made only one feature, Strike, 
earlier in 1925. Potemkin let him test his ideas about editing on a larger scale.

Audience: Silent films were shown with live music. The German release carried a new score by Edmund 
Meisel, written to drive the film's rhythms.

W H E R E  I T  C A M E  F R O M

F I L M M A K E R

Lev Kuleshov
His experiments showed that meaning arises from the order and combination of shots, the principle Eisenstein developed into 
his own theory of montage.

↓
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F I L M

Intolerance (1916)
D. W. Griffith's cross-cutting between epochs and parallel actions inspired Soviet filmmakers to think of editing as a method 
for building ideas.

↓
T R A D I T I O N

Proletkult and avant-garde theatre
Eisenstein's stage work with type-casting, physical performance and agitation shaped the film's emphasis on collective action 
and shock effects.

↓
T H I S  F I L M

Battleship Potemkin (1925)

N E W  AT  T H E  T I M E   It treated a crowd, rather than a character, as the hero, and used deliberately conflicting shots 
to produce emotion and ideas in the viewer.

W H AT  T O  E X P E C T

Format: Silent, with intertitles in five titled parts. A live or recorded score is part of the experience.

Pace: Short at 75 minutes and tightly built. Slow, tense stretches alternate with rapid, forceful cutting.

Style: Stylised and deliberately non-naturalistic. Characters are types, not psychological portraits, and 
this is by design.

Colour / ratio: Black and white, in the near-square silent frame. Some prints show a hand-tinted detail.

Versions: Several cuts and scores exist, since the film was censored and re-edited in many countries. 
Restored editions are the best choice.
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After watching
CONTAINS SPOILERS

T H E  F I L M ,  U N PA C K E D

C E N T R A L  I D E A

The film can be read as an argument that history is made by collective action, and 
that cinema can make an audience feel that action physically. Eisenstein builds a 
revolution as a chain of pressures, releases and collisions rather than as a story about 
heroes.

T H E M E S

The collective as hero: Individuals appear briefly and symbolically. The sailors and later the crowd carry 
the narrative, reflecting the Soviet belief in mass action over personal destiny.

Oppression and dehumanisation: Rotten food, rigid hierarchy and impersonal authority are shown as 
systems that treat people as material. Faceless uniformed power contrasts with expressive individual 
faces.

Solidarity and its spread: The film traces how a local grievance becomes shared political feeling, moving 
from a single ship outward.

Martyrdom and mourning: A death becomes a rallying point, turning private grief into public meaning. 
The film can be read as showing how movements make symbols.

Cinema as political weapon: The film is propaganda, and a candid one. It manipulates the viewer's 
feelings so that the viewer sides with the rebels.

Key scenes

The maggot-ridden meat
The inspection of the meat sets up the whole film's logic: a small, concrete detail becomes the spark of a 
political crisis. Close-ups of food and the doctor's pince-nez show how objects carry argument.

The tarpaulin and the firing squad
A tense standoff built from waiting, glances and cutaways. It shows how Eisenstein generates suspense 
through cutting rather than action, and turns a moment of hesitation into the film's turning point.

The Odessa Steps
The most famous sequence in silent cinema. Eisenstein stretches time, contrasts boots with faces, and 
varies shot scale to create horror. It is also invented history, showing how film can shape memory.
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The meeting with the squadron
The finale turns suspense into collective release, intercutting machinery, faces and waiting. It 
demonstrates montage as a rhythm that holds the viewer in tension and then lets go.

Filmmaking

Montage: Eisenstein cut for collision rather than smoothness: contrasting shots, graphic clashes and 
varied lengths. He wanted viewers to feel an idea emerge from conflict between images, not simply 
follow action.

Casting and performance: Mostly non-professionals chosen for their faces and bodies. Performance 
is physical and typed, supporting the film's focus on groups and classes over individuals.

Composition: Strong diagonals, low angles and the rhythmic geometry of rigging, steps and rows of 
soldiers give the images a monumental, almost architectural force.

Structure: Five titled parts, like a tragedy in acts, each with its own tempo. Rising pressure and release 
repeat in a larger pattern.

Music: Edmund Meisel's score for the German release was percussive and mechanical, built to match 
the film's rhythms. Different scores since have shifted the film's tone considerably.

T H E  F U L L  S T O R Y

The full plot, including the ending.

June 1905. On the battleship Potemkin in the Black Sea, sailors find maggots crawling in the meat meant 
for their soup. The ship's doctor declares it fit to eat, and the crew refuses it. The captain responds with 
threats and orders a group of men to be shot for insubordination.

As the firing squad is prepared, the sailor Vakulinchuk calls on the riflemen to remember who they are. They 
lower their guns. Mutiny erupts, the officers are overpowered and thrown overboard, and Vakulinchuk is 
killed in the struggle.

The ship reaches Odessa, where his body is laid out on the quay. Townspeople come to mourn, grief turns 
into political feeling, and supplies and support flow out to the ship. Then Tsarist soldiers advance down 
the great harbour steps and fire on the crowd, killing and trampling civilians in the famous massacre. The 
Potemkin answers by shelling the army's headquarters.

News arrives that the fleet is coming. The sailors prepare for battle, expecting destruction. Instead, as the 
squadron closes in, the Potemkin's crew find that the other ships' crews will not fire on them. The ships 
greet them with cheers, and the Potemkin sails on through the fleet.

B E H I N D  T H E  F I L M

A state commission: The film was ordered for the twentieth anniversary of the 1905 revolution. 
Eisenstein was initially meant to cover the whole revolution, but narrowed it to one episode, the mutiny 
on the Potemkin, when time ran short.

Odessa and the steps: The harbour steps in Odessa, a real location, became the film's centrepiece. 
Eisenstein shot the sequence with many camera set-ups, and cut it so that it stretches time well beyond 
the real event.

Faces, not stars: Eisenstein cast mostly non-professionals chosen for physical type, in line with his idea 
of typage. Many sailors were played by actual sailors and locals.
Meisel and Berlin: For the 1926 German release, Edmund Meisel wrote a driving, percussive score. It 
helped the film become an international success and was reportedly so intense that it was modified in 
some screenings.

Censorship abroad: Governments in several countries feared its revolutionary effect and banned or 
heavily cut it. The surviving versions differ, which is why restorations matter.
Myth: The massacre on the Odessa Steps happened as shown in the film. Reality: The sequence is 
Eisenstein's invention. Civilians were killed in Odessa in 1905, but there was no such massacre on the 
steps. The film's version has so shaped memory that it is often mistaken for history.

Myth: It was an immediate smash hit in the Soviet Union. Reality: Its domestic run was fairly modest. Its 
reputation was largely built abroad, notably after its success in Germany, and then reflected back home.
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L E G A C Y  A N D  C O N N E C T I O N S

Its place in the lineage  before → after

F I L M M A K E R

Lev Kuleshov
His experiments showed that meaning arises from the order and combination of shots, the principle Eisenstein developed 
into his own theory of montage.

↓
F I L M

Intolerance (1916)
D. W. Griffith's cross-cutting between epochs and parallel actions inspired Soviet filmmakers to think of editing as a method 
for building ideas.

↓
T R A D I T I O N

Proletkult and avant-garde theatre
Eisenstein's stage work with type-casting, physical performance and agitation shaped the film's emphasis on collective 
action and shock effects.

↓
T H I S  F I L M

Battleship Potemkin (1925)

↓
M O V E M E N T

Soviet Montage
It became the movement's emblem and encouraged filmmakers such as Pudovkin and Vertov to develop their own editing 
theories.

↓
F I L M

The Untouchables (1987)
Brian De Palma restages the baby-carriage-on-the-stairs sequence in a railway station, one of the best-known homages.

↓
F I L M

The Battle of Algiers (1966)
Its crowd-centred, documentary-like treatment of political struggle echoes Potemkin's idea of the collective as protagonist.
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Reception and reputation

Reaction at home was respectful but not hugely popular. In Germany and elsewhere it caused a sensation, 
praised for its formal power and feared for its politics. Several countries banned or cut it, and its foreign 
success made Eisenstein internationally famous.

It became the standard example of silent-era montage and is taught in film schools worldwide. Modern 
viewers often separate its formal brilliance from its propaganda aims, and note that its most famous 
scene is fiction, which adds a layer of debate.

Its lasting influence

The Odessa Steps sequence has been quoted and parodied by filmmakers from Brian De Palma in The 
Untouchables to many others. More broadly, its editing ideas shaped how cinema builds tension through 
juxtaposition and rhythm.

W H AT  N E X T ?

C O N T I N U E  T H E  D I R E C T O R

October (1928)   COMING SOON

Eisenstein's follow-up on the 1917 revolution pushes his intellectual montage further, with images cut to produce abstract ideas.

C O M PA R E  A N O T H E R  A P P R O A C H

Man with a Movie Camera (1929)
Dziga Vertov's experiment shows a different Soviet approach to editing, with documentary material and a self-aware camera instead of 

staged drama.

E X P L O R E  T H E  E R A  O R  M O V E M E N T

Metropolis (1927)
A contemporary vision of masses and machines from Germany, with a very different political attitude toward the crowd.

J U M P  F O R W A R D

The Battle of Algiers (1966)   COMING SOON

A film in which crowds, streets and political struggle are shot in a near-documentary style, building on Potemkin's idea of collective 

protagonists.

S E E  W H AT  I N F L U E N C E D  I T

Intolerance (1916)   COMING SOON

Griffith's cross-cutting epic shows the Hollywood roots of ideas the Soviets radicalised into montage.
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F U L L  C A S T  A N D  C R E W

Sergei Eisenstein
D I R E C TO R

Aleksandr 
Antonov
AC TO R

as Grigory Vakulinchuk

Vladimir Barsky
AC TO R

as Commander Golikov

Grigori 
Aleksandrov
AC TO R

as Chief Officer 

Giliarovsky

Ivan Bobrov
AC TO R

as Young Sailor Flogged 

While Sleeping

Mikhail Gomorov
AC TO R

as Militant Sailor

Edmund Meisel
C O M P O S E R

Draft content generated for Cinespective and subject to review; awards and dates should be verified before being relied upon. This product uses the 

TMDB API but is not endorsed or certified by TMDB. Streaming availability by JustWatch via TMDB.
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