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Dziga Vertov: Man with a Movie Camera (1930) 

 

 
 

Vertov turns out to be the brother of Boris Kaufman, who filmed, among many others, Zero 

de Conduit and L’Atalante for Jean Vigo and On the Waterfront for Elia Kazan. 

 Vertov states as his aim during the credits of Man with a Movie Camera that he wishes to 

free cinema from the traditions of literature and the theatre. He makes no mention of 

documentary, and would have denied that Man with a Movie Camera is documentary. He 

described those who made narrative films as junk dealers. Anyone could have told him the 

idea was a non-starter, and indeed his innovation led nowhere. Non-documentary cinema 

divorced from literature and theatre is cinema without character and without plot: not only 

will it not sell, but, more importantly, it’ll enable no audience to develop empathy with what’s 

going on, and will not arouse any expectations as to what’s going to happen next. “And 

what’s the point of a film”, we may imagine Alice asking, “if you experience neither personal 

empathy nor narrative tension?” 

 Having thus dismissed his premise without discussing his one famous film, I have to 

admit that Man with a Movie Camera is excellent. Although narrative tension of a kind is 

created near the outset by several early-morning sequences showing people waking up – from 

a plumpish woman in a bedroom to a flea-bitten beggar in the street – the corollary we expect, 

which is that we shall at the film’s end see the same people curling up to sleep again at the 

end of the day, is frustrated, for we don’t: but it doesn’t matter. 

 

 
 

Looks staged to me. 
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 The film’s subject (life in Odessa, and other cities, in 1929) is at once sufficiently foreign 

and sufficiently close to home to make us look on in wonderment: see how neither the traffic 

nor the pedestrians have yet developed a real twentieth-century understanding of who goes in 

which bit of the public way! Did women really have bras in the Soviet Union then? Could 

you really get married (or divorced) in less than three minutes, as the folks are seen to do 

here? What was life like for a Chinese pavement-conjuror in Russia – ever, let along during 

the twenties? 

 
 

Watching the Chinese conjuror. 

 

 Were hurdles really set at that leg-breaking height? How great was the disparity in 

wealth, that some could ride in limousines and waste time and money on beauty-therapy, 

while others starved and scratched themselves? 

 Our luxuriation in the number of cinematic tricks Vertov employs is only in part based on 

a historical condescension (“It was all so new then!”) Even in 2004, you can still stare in 

amazement at freeze-frame, speeding-up, split-screen (at one point a building is made, via 

split- and angled-screen, to collapse in on itself), double exposure, printing in reverse (see 

how the chess pieces are swept into their preliminary ranks with two single sweeps of the 

players’ arms), and slow-motion. There is also stop-frame animation (four years before King 

Kong) in which the camera and tripod – the two most important characters in the film – 

waddle into frame and out of the carrying-case, assemble themselves, and waddle away. 

 Vertov reserves slow-motion for the sporting sequences. Hammer-throw, shot-put, 

basketball, hurdles (see above), pole-vault, and high-jump (though pre-Fosby Flop high-jump 

is embarrassing to watch). All the sport (and thus all the slow-motion) is in the second half, 

for Vertov reserves Work for the first thirty-odd minutes and Leisure for the second – the 

surprise being that in terms of energy and pace, neither half beats its rival. The girl making 

match-boxes on the production line chats and grins with the same enjoyment as the old dears 

under the beauty-therapist, if not more so. The machine-minder does his job with fervour and 

professional concentration – machine-minding is his life. 

 

 
 

 Perhaps this was read as ideologically incorrect, and thus brought about Vertov’s 

silencing; not that Soviet production-line workers should not be shown as well-adjusted to the 
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rhythms of their labour, but that there should be no moral difference drawn between the 

dignity of their labour and the parasitism of the beauty-therapy clients. There should, by 1930, 

have been no bourgeoisie left in Russia, but Vertov was too naive to know that, and portrayed 

it as happy, and its presence as inevitable – the silly man didn’t make the correct Marxist 

distinctions. 

 At frequent intervals Vertov (or his brother) is filmed filming some of the shots in the 

film, and the editor (Vertov’s wife) is filmed editing the film itself. 

 

 
 

 Vertov wears jodhpurs, riding boots, and a flat cap, as though he wishes to emulate von 

Stroheim or Lubitsch – which can’t be right. One odd thing is that we rarely cut from a shot 

of Vertov filming to the shot which he is taking – it’s a strange alienated feeling we get that, 

despite the first shot of all – a miniaturised Vertov, in split-screen, climbing with his camera 

and tripod on top of a movie-projector, looking about him, and then climbing off – we are 

never actually confident that we’re seeing what we see Vertov seeing, even when, in one 

striking sequence, he films a wedding, an old woman at a graveside, and a birth – with the 

camera right up there between the mother’s legs. 

 The machines are as important as the people. The first thing we see which moves is the 

car which comes in the morning to pick up Vertov (or his brother) and drive them off to that 

days’s shoot. But there is no Chaplinesque point being made, still less a Schwartzeneggerian 

one – these machines stop when you tell them to, and will never take over the world. Now 

and again there is a striking juxtaposition – an axe being honed to a head of hair being cut, or 

two hands typing to two hands playing the piano – but it’s hard to discern any ideology. Free 

association as in dreams is closer to the mark. From the film, you’d think that Stalin’s Russia 

was a happy, prosperous, thriving society. 

 

 Vertov survived the purges and died in his bed – or at least a bed. His later years were 

confined to editing newsreels. 
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