
Writing Her Own Eastern
Alla Verlotsky's Journey From Soviet Exile to American Cineaste

By BRUCE BENNETT

"Turn on the TV. Don't worry, it's okay. It's not the end of the world, but something just happened in 
Russia."

Alla Verlotsky, the Ukraine-born, New York-based film programmer, distribu-
tor and producer recently recalled hearing these words over the phone early 
one August morning in 1991. At the time Ms. Verlotsky was sleeping on a 
friend's Upper West Side couch while attending the annual Independent 
Feature Market. The call came from her American host, who had left early 
for work.

"I turned on the TV and I was like, 'What!?'" Ms. Verlotsky, 46, said recently. 
Like much of the rest of the world, she beheld TV news images of the August 
coup attempt that heralded the fall of the Soviet Union. Unlike most people 
tuning in, she was stranded. 

Twenty years later, Ms. Verlotsky, a New Yorker since that 
fateful phone call and a U.S. citizen since 2010, heads 
Seagull Films, a unique Manhattan-based film distribution 
entity that coordinates a growing global consortium of film 
festivals, programmers and exhibitors on behalf of classical 
Soviet film and contemporary filmmakers throughout the 
former USSR.

The company, which was created in 1999, grew out of Ms. 
Verlotsky's ongoing association with the Film Society of 
Lincoln Center and the Walter Reade Theater. "Alla's really 
been our point person on anything Russian-slash-Soviet 
since the Walter Reade was founded," said Richard Pena, 
the Film Society's programming director. 

"Everything was on hold," she said. The [Soviet] embassy didn't respond, nobody would take your 
phone calls, and I was crying my eyes out! For days there was no communication. Lines were just cut 
off. I had a life there—job, boyfriend, parents."

Once the shock wore off, Ms. Verlotsky took stock of her circumstances and got back to work. "I was 
like, 'I'm here, there should be something here for me as well,'" she said. "It's the land of opportuni-
ties."

Beginning Friday, the Walter Reade will host "Wild East: The Best of Soviet Action Films," an eight-film 
selection of genre cousins to the Hollywood Western programmed by Ms. Verlotsky and mid-wifed 
through the agencies of Seagull Films.

Like previous Walter Reade retrospectives focused on Russian science fiction, Soviet musicals and the 
youth-oriented experimentation of the Soviet film industry in the wake of the Khrushchev thaw, "Wild 
East" details what Ms. Verlotsky described as an often unrecognized aesthetic "conversation" that took 
place between Hollywood and its Soviet counterpart through the shared vocabulary of film.

"If you think about it, they're two dream merchants that also represent two polar ideologies," she said. 
"They couldn't help but take from each other. That's what fascinates me."

Though the survey includes "Easterns" made as far back as 1936, the bulk of the retrospective com-
prises films made after 1969 and set in the central Asian desert during the Bolshevik revolution. "They 
were an immediate and very direct response to Sergio Leone," Ms. Verlotsky said. [Leone] came with a 
few of his films to the Moscow Film Festival in 1969." At the time, Soviet filmmakers were searching for 
new ways to combine history with myth in a style that would appeal to audiences and satisfy politically 
minded production bosses.

"We already had all those sophisticated filmmakers," Ms. Verlotsky said. "They needed to make some -
thing that was entertaining but not about peasants and workers. [Soviet] people were smarter than 
that." The grayer morality and grittier physical landscape of the Leone West inspired a similar story-
telling shift in the Soviet film frontier. "It gave a different spin on the genre."

The fact that several selections in "Wild East" are presented in brand new laser-titled prints is a tribute 
to the resourcefulness of Ms. Verlotsky and Seagull Films.

"Getting some of these prints out of the country [of origin], getting new prints made, dealing with the 
intricate triangular bureaucracy between the country itself and Moscow, where a lot of the film nega -
tives were deposited, would defeat lesser mortals," said Kent Jones, executive director of the Film 
Foundation.

Reviving American Western films of the same era is a logistical cinch in comparison. "Let's not forget 
that American studios never experienced the entire collapse of the state," Ms. Verlotsky said.

Though she is a globe-trotting champion of both the classical cinema of her Soviet youth and of new 
avenues of filmmaking in the former Soviet states, Ms. Verlotsky credits her inadvertently adopted city 
with a centering influence. "I think being in New York and doing what I do keeps me on my toes," she 
said. "Things never happen the way we think they're going to happen." 
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Seagull Films head Alla Verlotsky 
in her home office on 111th Street.

An image from 'The Horsemen' (1950), which will screen as 
part of the 'Wild East' series at Lincoln Center.
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