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Ivens first went to the USSR in 1930 and showed The Bridge, 
Rain, Pile Driving and Zuiderzee Works. While there he met 
numerous filmmakers and artists, like the graphic designer 
Valentina Kulagina (the wife of Gustav Klutsis), who even 
created a striking poster for Pile Driving and montage 
of several clippings with articles about Ivens’ films and 
Germaine Krulls’ photos. There was mutual interest and 
influence.1 Documentary filmmaker Esfir’ Shub was deeply 
impressed by Ivens’ use of the Kinamo, also her camera, 
and parallels can be drawn between his early work and her 
1932 documentary K.Sh.E. (Komsomol – Chief of Electricity), 
stylistically as well as thematically. Shub noted, admiringly, 
that Ivens’ audience of Moscow construction workers 
wished that Soviet films would have as strong a grasp of 
the material as the foreigner’s.2 

Ivens left the USSR keen to return and make a film there. In 
planning his Soviet documentary film in late 1931, upon his 
return, Ivens visited many sites and made so many notes 
that the resulting epic script about the Komsomol and 
industrialization in the northern Caucasus, the Urals and 
Central Asia was deemed unworkable by the Mezhrabpom 
studio. In January 1932 the film director Vsevolod Pudovkin 
advised Ivens to narrow his focus. Shortly after this it was 
suggested that Ivens visit Magnitostroi, the blast furnace 
construction site at Magnitogorsk in the Urals.

Also in January 1932, to coincide with the initial firing of 
the first blast furnace at Magnitostroi, the magazine ‘USSR 
in Construction’ published the photo series ‘The Giant 
and the Builder’. The innovative propaganda journal was 
published in English, German, French and Russian, and 
aimed to ‘reflect in photography the whole scope and 
variety of the construction work now going on in the USSR.’3 
The photographs were printed by retrogravure, which 
gave a rich texture and soft-focus, making the images 
appear dramatic.4 The journal included much statistical 
data, presented in the form of charts, maps and diagrams 
(a result of the USSR’s adoption in 1931 of Otto Neurath’s 
Vienna Method of Pictorial Statistics, the influence of which 
is also felt in Komsomol).

‘The Giant and the Builder’, created by the journalist 
Aleksandr Smolian, the photographer Maks Al’pert and the 
artist Nikolai Troshin, is a 40-page propagandistic, narrative, 
documentary and ‘staged’ photo series, with a striking 
combination of text and image. Conventional layouts of 
photos and captions feature alongside photomontages. 
The series was controversial when first published, but has 
been largely neglected since, despite being fascinating 
both ideologically and aesthetically.5

Al’pert explains how he devised the narrative about 
Magnitostroi and Viktor Kalmykov: ‘The construction 
site impressed me greatly and I had the idea to show not 
only the birth of this ‘giant’, but also the ‘reconstruction’ 
of a person who had come to work there’, a young man 
with no education, training or ideological consciousness. 
The photo series begins with images of the undeveloped 
land with primitive huts and peasants visible, then on 
p.4 the river is depicted, whose energy will be harnessed 
for the construction project, and on p.5 the young peasant 

Kalmykov is presented arriving on a crowded train in 
autumn 1930. The reader is told: ‘Together with many others 
Victor Kalmikov left for Magnetostroi to take up new work 
and plunge into a new life’, and it is constantly emphasized 
that Kalmykov is a type, an individual who represents 
countless young men from collectivized state farms. The 
rest of the series shows how Kalmykov learns to read and 
write, becomes politically conscious and joins the Party, 
marries, moves from a tent into barracks and then into a 
room, and finally is awarded the Order of the Red Banner 
of Labour, and given a suit and tie, and is featured in the 
newspaper Magnitogorsk Worker.6 The caption of the final 
spread states: ‘many thousands have followed the same 
course. A new man makes his appearance on the arena of 
history, Socialist construction creates this new man.’

The workers’ commitment is visually signified by a double-
page spread on pp.24-25, which shows images of the blast 
furnace and the site to the left and the right of the fold 
between the pages, and features the heads and shoulders of 
11 exemplary workers flowing down from the top left of p.24 
and across the bottom of both pages, in an L-shape. Each has 
his name and position written below him, Kalmykov is the 
last one at the bottom right of p.25. The top left hand corner 
of p.24 has the following heading: ‘Comsomol blast-furnace 
No.2 – the pride of Magnetostroi’, below which it says: ‘A 
brigade of comsomols (members of the Communist Youth 
League) who helped erect the furnace, manifested heroism 
and unbounded enthusiasm in their efforts to compete the 
job as soon as possible. They beat all world records in setting 
up blast-furnaces. Work was carried on day and night’. This, 
in essence, is Joris Ivens’ Komsomol.

‘The Giant and the Builder’ is an important turning point 
for ‘USSR in Construction’, as it was conceived to be a 
‘mobilizing’ photo series, intended to motivate and inspire 
readers to join the struggle for rapid industrialization, 
and to convince foreign delegations who ‘want to see 
specific documentary evidence, not merely agitational 
facts’.7 The photo series is a turning point in the way it was 
photographed too. Although it purports to be documentary 
some of the scenes were staged. In depicting the arrival 
of Kalmykov as an uneducated peasant, Al’pert asked the 
now literate and smartly dressed young man to put on the 
same old clothes he had got off the train in and pose for the 
camera. Al’pert was vehemently criticized for this by those 
who felt it undermined the authenticity of the piece, but 
he defended himself against accusations of falsification of 
reality by insisting that anyone can check that Kalmykov 
actually exists, anyone can find his address and can read 
about him in letters from his co-workers published in the 
newspaper ‘The Magnitogorsk Worker’ (‘Magnitogorskii 
rabochii’) of 4th March 1932.8 The ‘reconstructed’ nature of 
the series is evident if one considers that the newspaper is 
dated 1932 and Kalmykov’s arrival 1930, yet the photographs 
were all taken in 1932.9 Al’pert was forced to defend his 
method of reconstructing reality for ideological ends, 
and the accusations reflect those Ivens was to face with 
Komsomol.

Around the time of ‘The Giant and the Builder’s publication, 
Ivens formed a collective to work on his film: a young 
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Construction and deconstruction This article brings to light parallels between Joris Ivens’ Komsomol and the ‘USSR in Construction’ photo series ‘The Giant and the Builder’, 
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Russian, referred to simply as Andreev, became the crew’s 
representative, and Herbert Marshall, an English student at 
Moscow’s GIK film school, where Ivens lectured occasionally, 
was appointed assistant director, and Iosif Skliut (a student 
of Pudovkin’s scriptwriter) was the scriptwriter. In March, 
once the script had been approved (by the Komsomol 
committee, the script department and the Mezhrabpom 
studio management), the team set off for Magnitogorsk.

Herbert Marshall explains the geography of the film: 
‘On the map two names stand out in great red letters: 
Magnitogorsk, Kuzbass. Magnitogorsk, on the borders of the 
Urals, Kazakstan, and Central Siberia. […] The one important 
raw material not found on the spot is coal, and that is 
supplied from Kuzbass. […] These were to be our objects 
together with Moscow as the centre.’10 As with ‘The Giant 
and the Builder’, Ivens’ main subject is Magnitostroi, what 
Marshall describes as the ‘all-singing, all-talking […] giant 
of the Five Year Plan.’11 Yet the work being done there is not 
only the construction of the site, but also the reconstruction 
of the worker, in this case Afanasev, thereby illustrating that 
‘in thus changing nature, man changes human nature.’12 
In the same vein, Ivens writes about the twofold process, 
‘the creation of a new industrial basis and the creation of 
a new kind of man’, hoping to have managed to show how 
the masses of young people (11,000 of whom are Komsomol 
members) are being educated and involved in the socialist 
construction.13 These statements echo Al’pert’s words and 
idea completely.

Komsomol begins with Hanns Eisler’s rousing music over 
the credits, and then a kind of introduction to the film, 
establishing it as a contrast between the capitalist west 
and the socialist USSR, a classic ‘them and us’ opposition, 
very common in Soviet art and journalism, fiction and 
documentary of the time. The first images are of German 
factories with closed gates, and the caption that life 
is being extinguished there. Factories are followed by 
demonstrating strikers with banners supporting the USSR. 
The marching crowds are filmed from an extreme height 
to appear miniscule, as in Rodchenko’s work (particularly 
‘To the demonstration’, 1928-29), and there is even a shot 
of trumpeters filmed from below, identical in angle to his 
‘Pioneer with Trumpet’ of 1930. The film is dedicated ‘To 
you, Komsomol of the West, on the front lines of the class 
struggle...’ The film proper begins after a black screen. 

A map appears with various place names relating to Soviet 
industry, then the focus narrows to ‘Moskva’ (Moscow), 
radiating concentric circles symbolizing sound waves: 
‘Attention, this is Moscow speaking. We start with a 
Komsomol radio-appeal to the entire Soviet Union.’ The 
hyphen between ‘radio’ and ‘appeal’ is a stylized zig-zag, 

rather like a flash of electricity. ‘The workers of Moscow 
notify the party and government. Huge industrial plants 
have been put into operation. A ball-bearing factory, the 
Stalin Automotive Plant and others. These are all in need 
of metal.’ Other factories in need of steel are shown on the 
map, and appeal to Magnitogorsk and Kuzbass, then comes 
the text ‘Respond, Magnitogorsk. Magnitogorsk’ as the 
letters of Magnitogorsk increase incrementally in size until 
they fill the breadth of screen.

The film then presents the first of several statistics designed 
to impress: ‘300 million tons of high-grade ore will be 
contributed to the socialist construction by Magnetic 
Mountain.’ The construction site is then shown, with drilling 
brigades, horses and carts, Bucyrus excavators, and the 
production processes in action. With no warning an animated 
fantasy sequence shows how production could one day be, 
with little tractors being rhythmically and rapidly churned 
out in criss-crossing lines of motion. Again, this is a stylized 
scene, using a device which reflects a common practice in 
the Soviet Union of the 1930s, that of showing the future 
in the present. In one of the most famous construction 
novels, Valentin Kataev’s ‘Time, Forward!’ (1932), also 
centered around a day in the life of a shock worker brigade 
in Magnitogorsk as the men compete to break a record, one 
character looks down at the site from an airplane and sees it 
as a blueprint, unfinished: ‘He saw it as it would look a year 
hence.’14 A Stalin quotation frequently referred to in ‘Time, 
Forward!’ appears to explain this scene: ‘We will follow the 
road to socialism through industrialization at full throttle 
and leave the perennial “Russian deprivation” behind us. 
We will become a nation of automobiles and tractors.’ The 
next title links the film directly to Al’pert’s photo series, 
and countless other works, as it refers to Magnitostroi as 
a ‘giant’. Finally, Afanasev, a 19 year old former shepherd 
from a Kolkhoz farm in Samara, Kyrgyzstan, applies to 
work there. He is illiterate and not a Party member, and 
— amazed at the enormity and noise of the construction 
site —he sets to work with enthusiasm. Eisler explains how 
he created a grand orchestral piece for the scenes in which 
Afanasev first walks through Magnitostroi in wonder, ‘to 
convey to the audience the fundamental importance of this 
incident’, adding that people are transforming the steppe, 
and Magnitostroi is transforming its builders, ‘a new type 
of man is emerging in the process.’15 The rest of the film 
follows Afanasev through his transformation, as he first 
helps to dig and create the foundation, then works on the 
masonry and then the riveting of the metal casing of the 
blast furnace. He also learns to read and write, improves 
his working skills and becomes a Komsomol member, and 
engineer. His brigade competes with another to complete 
the second blast furnace in the allocated time. In keeping 
with the style of ‘Time, Forward!’ and ‘The Giant and the 
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Builder’ Ivens inserts the title: ‘Ishmakov’s brigade broke 
the American record with 540 rivets in one day.’ Later in 
the film there are similarly conventional propagandistic 
titles: ‘At the Ural river the enthusiastic and heroic workers 
of Magnitostroy built a one-kilometre-long dike in only 
150 days’, and ‘Two socialist giants are at work here in one 
and the same breath: Kuzbass for coal and Magnitogorsk 
for ore.’ There are blackboards with shock worker brigade 
prodcution figures, as in ‘The Giant and the Builder’.  Despite 
the enormous efforts, the two blast furnaces are not ready 
when intended, so in order to keep to the schedule the 
Komsomol decides on a ‘nocturnal assault.’ Shock brigades 
compete; the workers sing passionately ‘The Party says Give 
us Steel! The Komsomols answer: In the time planned We 
will give you steel!’ and: ‘Ural, Ural, we’ve made you submit.’ 
This is ‘The Ballad of Magnitogorsk’ with music by Hanns 
Eisler and lyrics by Sergei Tret’iakov.16 Eventually success is 
achieved, and the film closes with a view, the next day, of the 
blast furnace operating with full force.

Ivens’ shots of the blast furnace, of smoke stacks and of 
workers, are similar not only to the still photographs of 
‘The Giant and the Builder’, but also to frames in other 
documentary and fiction films. Aleksander Macheret, 
director of Men and Jobs, another 1932 film on the theme 
of construction, describes his research visit to Svirstroi, the 
site of a hydroelectric dam station, noting that in addition 
to building work there was a great deal of filming taking 
place, including of Shub’s K.Sh. E. and Dovzhenko’s Ivan. He 
writes that the workers knew that the filmmakers loved 
filming machinery in smoke and steam, so they would set 
up these scenes, noting wryly that ‘the machine workers 
at Dneprostroi know more about cinema workers than 
the latter do about them.’17 Clearly various directors were 
filming the same material at the same time. Indicatively, 
the journal ‘Film Art’ (no.3, Spring 1934) has an image on the 
cover and inside of Joris Ivens and Herbert Marshall filming 
Komsomol from the top of a construction tower, and on 
other pages there are images from Dovzhenko’s  Ivan, one of 
Ivan himself, the other of cranes, which would not be out of 
place in Komsomol or other films of 1932. The ubiquity and 
importance of the construction theme in the arts is also 
apparent in the 1932 issues of the Soviet journal ‘Moskauer 
Rundschau’, published in Moscow in German for foreigners. 
These feature articles on the films Komsomol, Ivan, 
Counterplan (directed by Iutkevich and Ermler), and Men 
and Jobs, and extracts from Kataev’s novel ‘Time, Forward!’ 
The newspaper also contains many reports from industrial 
sites themselves, including Dneprostroi, Magnitostroi and 
Svirstroi.

In September 1932, in Moscow, Ivens edited his film, now 
renamed Song of Heroes in Russian. Unfortunately quite 

a few scenes had to be cut against the director’s wishes, 
particularly of Afanasev, which makes the film more abstract 
than Ivens intended. The film was ready on 1 October 1932, in 
time for the 15th anniversary of the Revolution, as planned, 
but was not allowed to be screened due to criticism. It 
was first shown in Magnitogorsk on 2 November, but the 
Moscow premiere was not until 2 January 1933, a year after 
the publication of ‘The Giant and the Builder’.18
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Joris Ivens special issue, Studies 
in Documentary Film, 3.1
By: Sun Hongyun (guest ed.)
Magazine: Intellect Journals/Film 
Studies, Bristol (2009, English), 72 
pages.

Since 2007 Studies in Documentary Film is a 
scholarly journal devoted to the history, theory, 
criticism and practice of documentary film. At 
the occassion of Ivens’ 110th anniversary a spe-
cial issue about Ivens was published in 2009. 
The articles derived from the lectures held at 
the ‘ 50 years of Joris Ivens and China’ Interna-
tional Academic Conference in Beijing on 18-20 
November 2008. Guest editor Sun Hongyun  
(senior lecturer at the college of Arts and Sci-
ence of Beijing Union University) selected five 
lectures all related to the relationship between 
Ivens and China. Thomas Waugh is preparing 
a book on Ivens’ oeuvre and is focussing in his 
article on The 400 Million (19380). There is a 
consenus in film studies about the pitfalls of 
Euro-American cinematic depictions of the 
postcolonial ‘other’, the liabilities of the for-
eign film-makers’ gaze, even paradodoxically 
those most well-intentioned films produced 
‘in solidarity’. Can these be traced in Ivens’ first 
Chinese film too? Waugh calls for a nuanced 
reflection on this potential paradox and bal-
ance. Ivens intended to avoid Eurocentrism 
with its paternalism, exotic view and perspec-
tive of exploitation, but was confronted with a 
complex political and cultural situation, which 
forced him to adapt to unforseen circum-
stances with censorship, blockades resulting 
in acrobatic vacillations between spontaneous 
cinematography and the much more prevalent 
mise-en-scene. In the second article Kees Bak-
ker is confronting two opposite films with each 
other: The 400 Million with its Dutch-American 
view, supporting the Chinese against the Japa-
nese oppressor and Fumio Kamei’ s film Fight-
ing Soldies, shot in the same year, but support-
ing the Japanese invading army. In the third ar-
ticle also Sun Hungyon is comparing two films, 
both started in 1972, with the aim to visualize 
an isolated  China for a Western public. Both 
Michelangeo Antonioni and Ivens/Loridan-
Ivens captured daily life in the same year, but 
with a distinct individual style and conception. 
According to Sun Hungyon Antonioni created 
a relationship between the director and the 
people of gazing and being gazed at. While, on 
the contrary Ivens/Loridan-Ivens revealed the 
languages, taste, gestures, ideas and inherent 

value of the common Chinese people. ‘The first 
thing in filmmaking is to hold a dialogue. That 
is what we tried to do’, Ivens said, in a quote. 
The fourth and fifth article written by Zhang 
Tongdao and Jean-Pierre Sergent are describ-
ing an overview of the half a century relation-
ship between Ivens and China. Zhang Tongdao 
concludes his article with this statement: ’the 
legend of Ivens and China is not simply a story 
in film history or a political myth. It is more a 
proposition of eastern and western culture on 
which research just has started.’

Joris Ivens 1898-1989.  
Das Unmögliche zu filmen
By: Barbara Heinrich-Polte (ed.)
Book: Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv, Ber-
lin (2009, German), 56 pages.

To celebrate its 50th jubilee retrospective 
programme at the DOK Leipzig festival the 
Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv decided to show 20 
Ivens films and publish a German catalogue. 
Filmscholars like Günter Agde, Jeanpaul Goer-
gen, Judith Kretschmar and Philipp Dominik 
Keidl wrote articles covering uptodate research 
concerning Ivens and Germany. Agde gives an 
introduction on Ivens film oeuvre in ‘In the rap-
ids of world history’. The fascination of his films 
and personality attracted contemporaries, 
but still continues, even twenty years after his 
death. ‘ What persists?’ is Agde asking. His films 
present histories from a previous era for a world 
with new and other social conflicts. Certainly, 
Films alter, because the aesthetics of represen-
tation change as well as our perception. Ivens’ 
cinematographical Social-Psychoprogramme 
however is gaining more and more the charac-
ter of precious and valuable documents from a 
distant period. They belong to our Memory cul-
ture of Nowadays. The interest of students for 
his films is continuing, they want to learn from 
his films. Although no explicit ‘Ivens-School’ of 
adherents exists one can trace lasting influ-
ence in every important Documentary film of 
recent years, states Agde.
Jeanpaul Goergen describes Ivens’ films made 
during the Weimar Republic, based on clip-
pings and film programmes at the time. In a 
third article Kretzschmar explores the contri-
bution of Ivens to GDR-filmart when he was 
employed at the DEFA filmstudios from 1951 
until 1956. He was responsable for the creation 
of six films, in various roles, as director, artistic 
advisor or assistant. Kretzschmar proofs that 
this period was difficult for Ivens, and provided 

both successes as well as failures, like the fea-
ture film Till Eulenspiegel. This co-production 
with France gave him the opportunity to travel 
and stay in Paris.
Keidl gives his view through the eyes of a 
younger generation and answers the question 
why it is so difficult to discover Ivens.
 
Joris Ivens
By: Dimitris Kerkinos (ed.) 
Book: Thessaloniki Filmfestival, 
(2010, Greek/English), 58 pages. 

In a special Tribute programme the 12th Thes-
saloniki International Film Festival (Images of 
the 21st Century) showed twenty Ivensfilms and 
published a catalogue with articles written by 
Marceline Loridan-Ivens, André Stufkens, Tom 
Gunning and Greek film critic Andreas Pagou-
latos. In his introduction word festival director 
Dimitri Eipides writes: ‘For Ivens, the documen-
tary was a platform for unlimited free expres-
sion, a field in which no compromise was toler-
ated, a creative ‘land’ in which he could create 
masterpieces. The multifaceted personality of 
the globetrotting, restless, uncompromising 
documentarist is reflected in his films which, 
in turn, become the remarkable setting for a 
meeting between the observer and the person 
participating in the events. Eipides states that 
Ivens’ cinema springs from his innate obsession 
with capturing the truth of life and constitutes 
a kind of awakening of the audiences active 
relationship with the film. As a kind of answer 
Ivens admits in his dialogue with Pagoulatos 
‘the cinematographer, in my opinion should 
be more open to the contradictory wealth of 
human relations and attitudes.’ Ivens reveals 
in this dialogue an unknown fact that he sup-
ported Greek fighters when after the war they 
asked him to help them with a film.  

Joris Ivens, 
By: Jean Commoli (ed.)
Book: catalogue Ânûû-rû âboro 
Film festival (2009, French), 56 
pages

Jean Commoli, director of the peoples Ânûû-rû 
âboro Film festival (‘The Man’s Shadow’) in 
New Caledonia, states about the mission of 
his festival: ‘For the peoples who are raising 
their voices in the world today to assert their 
dignity, their history, their values, it is vital 
to make documentary films that are outside 

the dominant models, to make them circu-
late, to exchange them with others. Our era 
is that of the mass media, dominated by big 
media groups, serving market logic only. It is 
appropriate and desirable to show other ways 
of doing things, filming, looking and listening.’ 
Accompanying the retrospective of Ivens and 
Marceline Loridan-Ivens’ films a nice booklet 
was published with a.o. an interesting per-
sonal view on the importance of documentary 
by the author Jean-Francois Corrat.

Joris Ivens Weltenfilmer
By: Joris Ivens, Marceline Lori-
dan-Ivens, a.o.
DVD/Book: Eur. Stiftung Joris Ivens 
Absolut MEDIEN (2009, German), 
14.56’ / 304 pages.

The German version of the DVD box set includ-
ing Stufkens’ accompanying book, launched at 
DOK Leipzig on 20 October, received good re-
views. German reviews: 
SWR (SüdwestRundfunk)/FilmSPAICHer: ‘Eine 
exemplarische Edition…eine technisch makel-
lose DVD. Etwas für die ganz besonderen Mo-
mente im Leben‘ 
Der Standard (Dominik Kamalzadeh): ‘Die mit 
großer editorischer Sorgfalt erstellte DVD-Box 
Joris Ivens: Weltenfilmer ermöglicht nun erst-
mals einen faszinierenden Überblick über die 
Arbeiten dieses zentralen Dokumentaristen des 
20.Jahrhunderts.’
Der Freitag (Matthias Dell): ‘Wenn man beden-
kt, dass es bis vor Kurzem von disparaten VHS-
Veröffent-lichungen abgesehen, nahezu un-
möglich war, Spuren von Ivens‘ Werk zu finden, 
ist die Kollektion nicht hoch genug zu würdigen. 
Die Box umfasst beileibe nicht alle Filme, die der 
Regisseur in über 60 Jahren gedreht hat. Aber 
die Auswahl extrahiert das Wesentliche von 
Ivens‘ Werk, und es empfiehlt sich gerade, die 
nach Jahren geordneten Filme chronologisch zu 
schauen, weil sich dadurch die Bewegung eines 
Künstlers erschließt, für den Bewegung maßge-
bliches Kriterium war.‘
RAY Kinomagazin (Michael Pekler): ‘... das Mus-
terbeispiel einer sorgsamen, jahrelang vorbere-
iteten Edition. ... eine der wichtigsten DVD-Edi-
tionen dieses Jahres.’
Berliner Zeitung (Ralf Schenk): ’…zwanzig Arbe-
iten, die in der längst überfälligen, grandiosen 
DVD-Edition ‘Joris Ivens Weltenfilmer’ versam-
melt sind. Mit ihr folgen wir noch einmal den 
Stationen jenes ‘fliegenden Holländers’, wie er 
von seinen Freunden genannt wurde, tauchen 

in seinen Zorn, seine Ideale und Illusionen ein, 
die denen des 20. Jahrhunderts entsprachen.’

Les Aventures de Till l’Espiègle 
(1956, Paris/East-Berlin)
By: Gérard Philipe, Joris Ivens
DVD: TF 1, Paris (2009, French), 85’.  

Till Eulenspiegel was a peasant trickster whose 
jokes and pranks became the source of many 
folk tales, originating in Germany between 
1300 and 1350. In the figure of Till the individu-
al gets back at society; the stupid yet cunning 
peasant demonstrates his superiority to the 
narrow, dishonest, condescending townsman, 
as well as to the clergy and nobility. Through 
the centuries his character was featured in 
many literary and musical works, including 
a well-known 19th Century novel by the Bel-
gian writer Charles De Coster, who situated 
this character in the context of the Dutch and 
Flemish Revolt against the Spanish Empire in 
the 16th century. 
Ivens, in 1955 adviser of the DEFA, the state 
owned film production company in the GDR, 
and living in East-Berlin, was supposed to be-
come the director, but during the shooting 
French leading film star Gérard Philipe, who 
acted the lead role of Till, became more and 
more dominant and took over direction. He 
directed himself, which didn’t improve the bal-
ance and subtleness. Shooting took place on lo-
cation and in studios in Germany, Sweden, Bel-
gium and France. At the time the film enjoyed 
good runs both in Italy, France and Germany, 
although it was not considered critical a suc-
cess. 
In his film oeuvre Ivens’ feauture film Les Aven-
tures de Till l’Espiègle seems to be a rarity. But 
when watching the opening sequence on the 
dunes near the Northsea, with the two lov-
ers, Till and Nell, looking and longing for each 
other, it’s striking to notice similarity with the 
lovers sequence in Breakers, Ivens’ first feature 
film in 1929. In Breakers also two lovers are run-
ning towards each other on the dunes, with the 
breakers of the Northsea at the background. 
This is just one of the many fascinating aspects 
of this film, now released on DVD by TF1. This 
almost completely neglected movie about the 
merry prankster Till sees a revival: during sev-
eral Ivens retrospectives it was programmed 
in the Children section, and also a Family Pay 
Channel in France broadcasts this lively Fran-
co-German production as a children film. Al-
ready in 1956, when the film was premiered, 

critics noticed that thanks to the unsubtle ste-
reotyping of the Spanish oppressor against the 
Flamish freedom fighters and the over-the-top 
drollery of Till, this film should not be taken too 
seriously. Spanish soldiers are routed by a gang 
of ice-skating rebels, the general of the leader 
of the Revolt, William of Orange, is a drunken 
coward and fat catholic priests are selling their 
souls. This fact urged Dutch censors to pro-
hibit release in The Netherlands! As a children 
film it is still enjoyable and one can appreci-
ate the attempts to reconstruct paintings of 
Pieter Breughel in the scenery. At the time Iv-
ens already had many doubts about the result, 
but the primal intentions of Ivens and Gérard 
Philipe were completely serious. It was the first 
of four major feature films between 1956 and 
1960 co-produced with the state-owned DEFA 
in the GDR and French companies. Ivens tried 
to create a popular film with social critique, 
but on the night the movie was premiered in 
November 1956, Soviet tanks invaded Buda-
pest to crush the Hungarian Revolution. The 
intended symbolism of the story suddenly got 
an opposite effect.  
In our next Ivens Magazine #17 more about 
The Adventures of Till, Ivens and Philipe

501 Directors / 501 réalisateurs
By Steven Jay Schneider (ed.) 
Book: Barron’s Educational Series, 
Incorporated, New York (2008, En-
glish, French), 640 pages. 

After he finished the best selling book ‘1001 
Films You Must See Before You Die’ Schneider  
made a similar comprehensive guide to 501 of 
the greatest filmmakers of all time. In chrono-
logical order (date of birth) all filmmakers re-
ceive at least a one-page entry which includes 
discussion of their work and influences, their 
filmography, and listing of awards they have 
received. Every entry is augmented with a 
photo of each director plus movie stills from 
his or her films and a quote of a critic. It’s an 
A-to-Z compendium that profiles major figures 
as Sergei Eisenstein, Martin Scorsese, Alfred 
Hitchcock, Orson Welles, Federico Fellini, Ste-
ven Spielberg, Robert Altman, and Joris Ivens. 
In between René Clair and Lev Kouleshov the 
contribution of Ivens to film art has been de-
scribed.
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