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Lev Kuleshov’s landmark 1924 film The Extraordinary 
Adventures of Mr West in the Land of the Bolsheviks 
follows the titular American citizen, a YMCA manager from 
Ohio, on his travels (and travails) in Communist Moscow. 
Influenced by stereotypes and bias that the Soviet Union 
is a backward country, Mr West journeys with a cowboy 
bodyguard, Jeddie (played with brutish charm by fellow 
director – and trained boxer – Boris Barnet). At first, it 
seems that the Yankee’s  prejudices are well-founded; our 
hero’s suitcase goes missing, his bodyguard disappears 
in crazed pursuit, and he is kidnapped by a criminal gang 
intent on exploiting his fears about the Bolshevik threat 
for their own nefarious ends. After a few days, when he 
is saved by the police, Mr West is treated to a tour of the 
“real” Moscow, and his stereotypes are busted; the film 
ends with him calling his wife, who was terrified by his 
journey to Russia, and instructing her to put a portrait of 
Lenin up in their home. 

Kuleshov, who was only 24 at the time of production, 
occupies a rarefied position in film history, but one that 
often obscures his actual directorial talent. The so-called 
Kuleshov Effect, which he theorised in his experimental 
film workshops in the early 1920s, is a cornerstone of film 
theory and history courses the world over. Searching for the 
essence of cinematic creativity, Kuleshov determined that 
“meaning” in a film derived not from any one individual shot, 
but rather from the combination of shots into provocative 
sequences. Hence, the same image of an actor’s face 
was said to convey different emotions depending on the 
image it was intercut with (a bowl of soup, a sleeping 
woman, a coffin). This deceptively simple premise served 
as the basis for the loftier montage theories of Kuleshov’s 
contemporaries (and in some cases, students) – Sergei 
Eisenstein, Vsevolod Pudovkin, Dziga Vertov – who have 
shaped our understanding of the medium ever since.

For Kuleshov and his charges, flush with the revolutionary 
conviction that the new world of Bolshevik Russia required 
new forms of culture, cinema represented the true art of the 

future. For the medium to live up to its radical potential, it 
needed to divorce itself from pre-existing artistic traditions – 
not more adaptations from literature or theatre – and focus 
on reflecting the dynamic experience of modern, Soviet life. 
Ironically enough, for Kuleshov, this meant turning to the 
capitalist West, America in particular, for inspiration. 

Kuleshov was fascinated by the innovations of early 
American masters like D. W. Griffith, as well as by the 
popular genre cinema of the nascent studio system. In its 
brashness and contemporaneity, American film offered 
a way out of the moribund culture of pre-revolutionary 
Russian cinema, represented by the likes of Yevgeni Bauer 
and his fecund melodramas. “Down with the Russian 
psychological picture. For the moment, welcome American 
thrillers and stunts,” Kuleshov wrote in 1922. “The success 
of American films lies in their maximum degree of cinema 
specificity, in the maximum amount of movement, in 
primitive heroism, in an organic link with contemporary life.” 
Transposing that energy to the Soviet context, and updating 
it in light of montage theory, could allow young Russian 
directors to produce a definitively new, non-bourgeois art 
form for the masses. 

This context allows us to see the film’s narrative of an 
American bumpkin first bewildered, and then enlightened, 
by the Soviet capital, in terms of Kuleshov’s complicated 
back-and-forth with his own Western inspirations. Over 
the course of the film, Mr West has his vision of the Red 
East corrected; by analogy, the viewer of Kuleshov’s 
wackadoodle caper will learn to see the truth of not just the 
Soviet political system, but also (perhaps more importantly) 
of the Soviet way of making movie magic. The slapstick 
stunts, rapid pacing, and overtly gestural acting – with 
Kuleshov’s own wife, Aleksandra Khokhlova, leading the 
way as the head of the villainous gang – are weapons 
turned back on their masters by the upstart Russian. 
Over time, the world of cinema has come to recognise the 
method in the madness. 
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