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Chapter One 


THE RUSSIAN AVANT-GARDE: 

THE LEAP OVER PROGRESS 


IN aussu. as elsewhere, the art of the classical avant-p.rde is 
toO complex a phenomenon to be wholly embraced bya single 
formula; but it does not aemt an exneme simpli6cation rode­
line iiS basic spirit in terms of the demand that an mon &om 
represmting to uansforming the _.orld. '!be ~ of Eu­
ropean artisiS down throush the ca~tunc:s to lovmgly copy 
external reality-their will to ever more perfect mimem-was 
based on an adulation of Nature as the whole and consum­
mate creation of the one and only God that the artist must 
imitate if his or her own artistic gift were ro approximate the 
divine. The intrusion of teChnology into European life in the 
nineteenth ~ntuty caused this picture of the world to disinte­
grate and gradually led to the percqxion that God was dead, 
or rather that he had been murdered by ll'IO<km teebnologiz.ed 
humanity. As the world unity guaranteed by the creative will 
of God disappeared, the horizon of earthly existence opened, 
revealing beyond the variety of visible forms of this world a / 
black chaos-an in6nity of possibilities in which evetything 
given, realized, and inherited mis)lt at any moment dissolve 
without a trace. 

Of the Russia.n avant-garde, at least, we can state with cer­

tainty that liS entire a.rtisric practice was a reaction to this 

most momentous event of modem European history. Con­

trary to what is often maintained, the Russian_ av~t-garde 

was far from enthusiastic about teChnology or wpired by a 

naive faith in progress. From the outset, it was on the defen­

sive rather than the offensive. Its paramount task was not ro 

destroy but to neutralize and compensate for the destruaive 

effca of the teebnological i.nvasion. Earlier unfriendly aitics 
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and many sympathetic modem observers who· felt they must 
praise the avant-garde for its •demonism• were in error when 
they portrayed it as inspired by a destructive, nihilist spirit o.r 
burning with incomprehensible hostility toward everything 
•·sacred" and •clear ro the heart. • Avant-gardism diffued 
&om traditionalism not because it reveled in the ravages 
wrousht by modem teebnological rationalism, but because it 
believed that this destruction could nOt be resisted by tradi­
tional methods. If the avant-prde followed Nietzsche's 
maxim to the effca that what is falling should still be pushed, 
it was only because it was deeply convinced that the fall could 
nOt be broken. The avant-gardc: regarded the dc:struction of 
the divine work of an that bad been the world as an aocom­
plisbed and irrevenible faa whose consequences bad tn be 
interpreted as radically as po$$ible if any compensation were 
to be made fnr the loss. 

WHm HUMANITY 

One good example of this avant-garde Strategy is the artistic 
practice of Katimir Malevich, who in his well-lcnown work 
"On the New Systems in Art" (1919) wrote: •AJt creation, 
whether of nature or of the artist, or of creative man in gen­
eral, is a question of constructing a device to overcome our 
endless progress.•• Thus Malevich's avant-gardism is relleacd 
least of all in a desire to be in the vanguard of progress, which 
he regards as leading nowhere and therefore as completely 
meaningless. At the same time, he considers that the only way 
to stop progress is, as it were, ro outstrip it, 6nding ahead 
rather than behind it a point of suppon or line of defense of­
fering an effective shield againSt it. In order ro 6nd something 
irreducible, cxtraspatial, excratemporal, and cxtrahistotical 
to hold on tn, the proceu of destruction and reduction must be 
taken to the very end. 

This irreducible something was, ro Malevicb, the •black 
square,• which for a loog time became the most famous sym­
bol of the Russian avant-garde. The 8/aa Squn is, so to 
spealc, a transcendental paintinr--the result of the piaorial 
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16 
reduction of all possible amaae content. In odlcrwords, it is 
a sign for the pure form of conkmplation, which prcsuppotes 
a tran~clental rather than an empirical111bject. The object 
of this contemplation is to Malcvicb nothing (that nothing to­
ward which he kit all progress was moving), wbich coincided 
with the primordial 111bsta.ntt of the IIDivcrse, or, in other 
words, with the pure po<a~riality of all possible exisuu<le that 
revealed itself beyond any given form. His 111prernatist paint­
ings, which tqlrescDt the diffm:ntiation of this primordial 
form of the Blade Squart according to purdy logical, •un­
earthly" laWJ, describe the "nonobjective world" that existS 
on a diffm:nt level tban the world of sensual forms. The fun­
damental tbcsis of Malnich's aesthetics is the conYic:tioo that 
the combination of these pure, nonobjeaive forms "lllbcon­
sciously" determines both the relationship between the subject 
and all that is seen and the overall siruation of the 111bjec:t in 
the world.1 Malcvich assiiJDCS that in both narure and classical 
art the original 111prematist element~ were in •correct" har­
monious relationships, although artists did nor realize or con­
sciously reflect this fact. The technological invasion destroyed 
this harmony, nWcing it necessary to reveal these previously 
subconsciously operating mechanisms in order to leat:n to 
control them consciously and attain a new harmony in the 
new technological world by 111bjupting it to the single organ­
izing and harmonizing will of the artist. The loss that technol­
ogy caused the world was thus alao to be compensared techno­
logically, and the chaotic character of technological ptOBJCSI f 
would be Sllcceeded by the single total project of reorpnlzing 
the entire IIDivme, in which God would be replaced by the 
artist-analyst. The goal of this roul operation was to halt all 
furtbet development, labor, and aation forever. A.risina 011t 

of all thiJ is a new "wbite humanity. • The c:onsc:iousneA of 
"white humanity" is nonobjective, free of all desire to move 
toward any ideal or concrere salvation. According to Male­
vich, the spectacle of the "nonobjective world, • that Ia, the 
vision of absolute nothingness u the ultimate reality of all 
things, would cause "the prayer to die on the lips of the saint 
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~ the sword to £aU from the hand of the hero,•J for this 
¥UJOn consummates history. 

FltSt of all, however, all art must cease. Malevich writes: 
•Every form of a spiritual world that iJ created should be built 
according to a general, single plan. There arc no special rights 
~ liberties for an, religion or civil life.•• The lou of these 
~~ and freedoms, however, iJ not a real loss, sinc:c man is 
~ unfree. He is a part of the IIDivme, and bis thousht 
~~ b_y unconscious "stimuli" that give rise both to the 
illuston of •rnner existence• and the illusion of "external real­
ity.•s All aspirations to knowledge are iUuaory and ridiculou1 
lince they involve an attempt to use thoughts arising &on: 
~"tti~ul~" to study "things" that also arise from these 
~uli, .wbicb In both cases IM'CCSIIrily remain bidden. •In­
~nng realitr -::s investigating what docs not exist and 
rs mcomprebens1ble. Only the 111prematist artist is capable 
of conaollinB. modifying, or barmoalzlng these bidden ttim­
Wi, since only he or she knows the laWI of pure form. 

Malcvicb tq!udiates religion and science, because they be­
long to the realm of the conscious rather than the 111bcon· 
scious. Significantly, in bis late works he perceives the only 
rival of the artist to be the sure, and bcrc be evidently mcaJII 

a. touliwian sureof the Soviet rype. The awe also appeals to 

the Sllbconsc:ious: "'The state is a.n apparatUS by wbich the 
oervous systems of its inhabitants arc regulated.• 7 He does 
not fear the competition of the state, however because be 
trusts ~fficial Soviet ideology when it maintains that it il baaed 
on ~ce and il striving for technological progres~. In 
Malevich's view, therefore, the Soviet ideolocist falls into the 
same catq10ry u the priest and the scientist, wbote ~~><:• es 
because they arc orieuted to coascioumeu and history, ..; 
~ways tempOrary and consequendy inevitably gmtrate a va· 
~~f religi0111 and scientific theories. The artist, by contrast, 
ts onented toward the Sllbconscious: "If it is true that all 
works of art come from the action of the subconscious center 
thai it may be atated that the center of the aubconsc:ious ~ 
more accurate tban the center of conscion•neaa •• Here 
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Malevich is obviously incomcdy equating Soviet ideology 
with ordinary liberal rationalism. So'riet Marx.ism similarly 
assumes the subconscious determinacy of human thought, al· 
though it seeks it not in the visual but in the social organiza· 
rion of the world. Thus this ideology is a more serious compet· 
iror for inlluenee on the •nervous system" than many bad at 
6.rst assumed. 

Malevich's approach to art, which I have presented above 
only in brief oudine, is characteristic of his time and is merely 
expressed more radically by him than by omen. Thus another 
leading rq~resentative of the Russian avant-prde, Velimir 
Khlebnikov, assumed mat me ordinary fonns of language 
concealed a purely phonetic "uansrational• language mat 
worked seaetly and magically upon rbe listener or reader. He 
undertook ro ruonsuua Ibis "lansuageof the subconscious,• 
as Malevich would have called it, and to master it con· 
sciously! Uke Malevich's suprematism, Khlebnikov's pho­
netic nansrational language. which went farmer mao any· 
thing at the time (or perhaps at any time) in overcoming ordi· 
nary linguistic forms, claimed universality and the ability to 
organize me entire world on a new audial basis. Khlebnikov 
called hlmsc:lf "Chainnao of me World" and rbe "King of 
Tune.• sinee be !bought be bad discovered the laws that de­
limit time and separate the new from me old in rbe- way 
as such division is possible in space.. Knowledge of rbese laws 
would grant rbe avant·garde power over time and allow it ro /

10subject the entire world ro this power.
Even outside avant-prdistc:itdes, however, it is possible ro 

6nd contemporary parallels ro Malevich's principal ideas. 
Thus his reductionism resembles Husserl's phenomenological 
reduction, the logical reductionism of the Vienna Circle, and 
Lev Tolstoi's call ro simpU6atioo; aU of tbex seck to 6nd a 
minimal bur real point of support, and all tum to the "ordi· 
nary,• the •folk" (Malevich arrived at suprematism by w_ay ~f 
folk art, the icon, and the signboard),11 and all share an ann· 
progressionist• spiriL Malevich is even more rem.inisc:ent of 
the neog;nostic "tbeurgy" of Vladimir Solov'ev, who ddined 
the meaning of art as "life-building" and believed that the art· 
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ist is ~pable of disc:overing the latent harmony of aU things 
that will not be unrvcrsally revealed until afttt tbe apoa· 
IYpSC.11 According to Solov'ev, people are in tbe power ofCOS• 

m1c forces and can be saved only togetber with the entire 
universe in a single apoc:astasis thar will neither add to nor 
r~e anything from the world. but will simply unveil tbe 
IU~ hanno~ relationship among all things within iL 
Here 11 one certam source of Malevicb's insistence mat bar· 
monizlng "materials" and pure color sensations mus1 be mack 
"visible,• as if perceived from a different, apocalyptic, orber­
woddly, postbistorical penpcaive. 

The nove.lry of the contribution made by avanl·gardists 
such as Malevich and Khlebnikov, however, is not apparent 
from such parallels. Central here is the radical notion mat tbe 
subcooscious dominates human consciousness and can be log­
ically and technically manipulated to consuuct a new world 
and a new individual. It is on this point that rbe early avant­
g.arde of Malevich and Khlebnikov was radicalized by !heir 
followers, who considered mat suprematism and uansra­
rional poetry were too COIItemp}ative. since, alrbougb tbey 
contemplated rbe inner ~subconscious" construction of tbe 
WOrld rarber man its external image, they did not break COm· 
pletely with the cognitive functions of art. Roclchenko's later 
constructivism reinrerprets suprc:matist constructions as im· 
~ate exp~ions of tbe artist's organizing. "engineering• 
wd~, and Bons Arvatov, a theorist of tbe later, productionist 
vanant of constructivism, speaks of tbe engineering nature of 
Khl~ov's poetry.u The line of. defense construaed by 
Malevich and ocher cady avant-gardists was rhus rather easily 
overrun b)' technological progress, which readily availed itself 
of the radical technical apparatus mat bad been designed to 
engage it in a 6nal and decisive struggle. 

!Uo AGrnnoN 

The absolute zero that was to mark tbe beginning of a new 
world in wiUch tbe new •white bumaniry" would be deansed 
of aU previous images, leave its former dwellings, and rescale 

http:IYpSC.11


20 QtAP'TUONE 1HEllUSSIAN AVANT-GAJU>£ 2 1 

isalso potentially complete and whole. Avant-prdeartists,on 
tistic iiMBination. Alter the October Revolution and twO 
the IUpmMtist Plimits. was for MaleYicb still a matter of ar­

the other hand, to whom the extemal world lw become a 
yean ofciYi1 war, however, oor only the Ruuian nant-prde black cbaoa, must aeate an cotirdy new world, so that their 
but pracOcally the emire populatioo of tbe former Ruuian artistic projects ate nca:aarily total and boundleu. To realize 
Empite axm:tly paa:i>ed that this zero poim had aau1ly thiJ projca, therefore, artists must have absolute power over 
been racbed. The QOWitry was reduced to ashes, oormallife the world-above aU total political power that will aUow 
was unerly disrupted, housing was uninhabitable, tbe econ­ them to enlist all bWIWlity or at least the population ofa sin· 
omy bad reverted almost to the primitive state, soc:W rdations ale country in this taslc. To avant-prdists, reality itself is ma· 
had disintegrated, and life graduaUy began to RKmble a war terial for artistjc amstruaion, and they tbcrcfore naturally de­
ofeveryone against everyone. In tbe famous phrase of Andrei mand the same absolute right to dispose of this real material 
Belyi, "the victory of materialism in Russia resulted in the Q in the use of materials to realize their artiltic intent in a 
complete disappeareno: of aU matter. • Thus ruprematism oo painting, aculpture, or poem. Since the world itself is rqarded 
longer needed to prove what had become an obvioua rruth, a material, the demand underlying the modem conception of 
namely that matter aa such i5 nothing. Since it~ that the art for power over the materials implicidy contains the de­
apocalypse had come and that tbinp bad been displaced to mand for power over the wodd. Thi1 power doea not recos· 
reveal tbemadves to the apoealyptic vi5ion of all, the avant· nlze any limitations and cannot be challengai by any otba', 
gardist and fonnalirt theory of tbe •shift• that lifted things nooartistic authority, since humanity and aU human tboupt, 
&om their normal CXIIIteXtS and "made them rtrangc" by science, traditions, institutions, and so on ate dcdared to be 
deautomalizing paa:ption and rcodcring them "visible" in a subconsciously (or, to put it diffaaldy, materiaUy) deter· 
special way wu no looger merely tbe basi5 of avant·prde mined and therefore subject to restruauriJ13 accordiog to a 
art but an explanation of tbe Rllllian citizen's everyday ?Jiitary attistic plan. By ils own intemal Josie, the artistic pro­

JUt becomes aestbetic:o-political. Becaute there ate many art·experience.
In this unique bi5torical situation the Russian avant-prde istsand projects and only one can be realized, a choice must be 

perceived not only an undeniable confirmation of Its theomi· made; this decision i5 in tum not merely artistic but political, 
cal constructs and aesthetic intuition, but alao a aingular op­ since the entire organizationofsocial life is dependent upon it. 
ponunity for tranSlating them into reality. A majority of / Coll$Cquendy, in tt,e early years of Soviet power the avant· 
avant·gatde artists and writen immediately declared their fuU g;arde not only aspired to the political reallullon of its artistic 
support for the new Bolshevik state. Because the inteUiFOtsia projects on the practical level, but also formulated 1 apecific 
ar a whole were hostile toward this state, repreaeotati- of type of aeathetico-political disc:oune in wbich each dccisioo 
the avant-prde occupied a oumbu of key posts in tbe new bearing on the anirtic construction of the work ofart is inter· 
centralized ldministration ofSoviet cultural life. Thil ruth fw p.retcd II I political dccisioo, and, CXIIIYcndy, each political 
political power derived DO( merely &om opportunilm and the d«ision i5 interpreted accordina to its aesthetic COIIIeq1ICIICes 

desire for pmooal suca:ss oo tbe part of the avant-prde, but It waa this type of discourse that subsequcndy bcca- pre­
followed from the very essence of the avanr-prdist artistic dominant and jn fact led to the destrua:ioool the avant-prde 

itself. project.

Traditional artists who upire to rc-<zeate various upects 
 When Rodcbcnlto and his group proposed the new pro­

of Nature can set tbemadves limited soaJs, Iince to them Na­ gram of c:oostructivism14 in 1919, however, enthusiasm waa 
ture is alre.dy a completed whole, and thus IllY frapnent of it soli overwhelming, and the avant-gardc was convinced that 
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the future was in iu bands. Thorougltly renouncing the con­
templativeness tbat to some extent could still be found among 
the 61'$t generation of the avant-garde, Rodcbenko, Tatlin, 
and other consuucrivisu proclaimed the work of an to be a 
self-sufficient autonomous thing with no mimetic relationship 
to cxremal reality. The model for the consuucrivist work of 
art became the machine, which moved accordi.ng to its own 
laws. True, in contrast to the industrial machine, the "artistic 
machine" of the consuucrivim was, in the beginning, at least, 
not regarded as utilitarian. In accordance with their original 
formalist aesthetics, it was instead m.eant to bring our the very 
material of construcrion and the constructive narure of the 
machine itself-the "machine of the subconscious,• so to 
speak-that was concca.led in the utilitarian machine much as 
it was latent in the traditioDal painting that attempted to 

transmit "conscious" conteoL The constructivists themselves 

regarded their construcrioos not as self~cient works of art, 

but as models of a new wodd, a laboratory for dcvdoping a 

unitary plan for conquering the material tbat was the world. 

Hence their love of betaogeneous materials and the great va· 

riety of their projects, which embraced the most di9ene as­

peers of human acrivity and attempted to unify them accord· 

ing to a single artistic principle. 


The conmucrivists were convinced !hat it was they and 
they alone who were destined to undenake the aestherico­
political organi%adon of the country, for although they coop- / 
e.rated with the Bolsheviks politically they were, at bonom, 
sure of their own intdlecmal superiority. Initially they re­
garded the Bolsheviks as rnerdy a necessary transirioDal 
phase, a force thatcould destroy the old world and harness the 
country to the creation of the new. For their part, the Bolshe­
viks did not conceal the fact that they bad but a vague idea of 
bow to go about this consuucrion, as no specific methods bad 
as yet been developed by Marxist theory. Anempcing tosecure 
the broadest possible support &om the old intdliptsia, the 
parry, in parricular Minimrof Culture Anatolii Lunacbarslrii, 
was at this rime advocating pluralism atnong artistic currents, .. 
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and the.parry leaders, who bad' been brought up on traditioDal 
aesthencs, were more than mildly skeptical toward tbe new 
':vant·garde arL Lenin candidly admined tbar be undentood 
little about art, but that be did like Beethoven's •Apassiooata 
Sonara, • Chemysbevskii's novd What Is to BeDofui and the 
Revolutionary soog, "You Fdl the VKtims ....• nt'Bolshe­
viks, of COU!$C, apprecia~ the support of the avant·garde, 
but they were troubled by tts dictatorial ambitions, which re­
pulsed the representatives of other currents that were closer to 
them aesthetically although usually upposed to them politi­
cally. The a;vant-gardim took this ambivalence on the part of 
the parry as a de facto admission that it was unable to cope 
with the co~t~ction _of the ~ world. They constandy ex· 
pou~ded th~ mnmate mtcrrelanonship of polities and aesthet· 
1cs, 1mpressmg upon the parry the complete opposition be­
tw~. the two currcnu in an~o the one band, bourgeois, 
t:ndinonal, counterrevolutionary mimetic an· on the other . • • 
th Ie new pro etartan revolutionary aesthetics propoeing that 
communism be built as a total work ofart tbat would organi%e 
life itself according to a unitary plan. 

More and more insistently, the artists poet$ writerS, and 
journalists of the avanr-garde merged ~·and political 
accusations, openly calling upon the state to rcp!U$ their op­
ponen~. Howev~r, as the stability of the Soviet regime became 
mcreasmgly obv1ous and broad circles among the initially bos· 
tile intelllgenuia began to support the Bolsbevib-which, of 
coum, the laner welcomed-the avant-garde's base began to 
shrink steadily. The very first years of the New Economic Pol· 
icy (NEP) witnessed the cmergen« of a new art market and a 
new reader demand among the nascent Nepman bourgeoisie, 
to whom the avant·garde was alien aesthetically and espe­
cially politically. The NEP-that of 1922 rather tban tbe 
1 9~cn--marks~ begin.ningof tbe declineof the avant·garde, 
which, although u connnued to exist on a modeat sale, had 
lost all its .inB~ by tbe late 1920s. Emetging now were 
such orgamzanons as A.KhRR (lbe Assoc:iation of Artists for 
a R~olutionary Russia) and RAPP (lbe Russian Association 
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of Prokwiln Writus), which COillbincd traditional aesthetic 
devices and the slogan •learn &om the classi.a" with :avant­
prde rhetoric and the tadic of l:abding their o~t:apo~ti­
cal c:ountcneVolutioD:arics, a practice that found IDCIQSIII8 
official support- During this same period ~= abo ~ 
groups of rather inJiucntial fdlow-travdCS: amsts and ~ten, 
many of wbom-particul.arly in groups like OST (Socics:r of 
Easel Paintus) and Bytic (Objective Re:ality)-in the 'll.sual 
arts were quite young. These artist:& were not easily inrimi· 
dated by the avanr-prde's incantations, and in their ~ch 
for a new .market for their works they attempted to combme 
traditional and avant-garde devices within the conventional 
form of the e:asel painting. . . . 

Signi6candy, however, it was preascly during this pcnod 
that the most active radic:al wing of the avant-prde, the Lcf 
group associated with the joum:als LA{and then Navy/ LA(, 
radicalizect ita program even more, moving beyond the slogan 
of consttUctivism 10 tbar of "productionism, • tb:at is, the 
production ol utilitarian objects and the organization of pro­
duction and everyday !.itt by artistic mctbods. The I4~reo 
ticians declared all auiOIIOIDous artistic activity to be rc:acoon­
ary and even countmeYolutionary. Rodcbcnko, wbo bcc:amc 
the lc:ading artist of Lcf, called his former ally T adin a "typical 
Russian holy fool" for his loyalty 10 the "mystique of the ma­
terial. • When Tadin designed his famous utopian Monument 
to the Third International and for the 6m time a Bolshevist / 
note began to creep into the avant-garde debate, Shk!ovskii 
objected with a call for puriry, universalilm, and the rejcai~n 
of political commiliOtnt. He was answered that Commumst 
power the Third lruemarional, and so fonh were as much afanw;. as the an of the avam-garde and oould tb=fore t:>e 
considered avant-garde materials and used as clements m 
avant-gardc cotiSUIIClioos.u Constructivist theoretician AJck. 
sa Gao declared: 

We abould not cdloa, dtpic:t and imupcet realiry, but abould 
blliJd pnaically and express lhe planned objcajves of lhe 
DCWiy .am working c11ss, lhe prol.ewiat ••. lhe - of 
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.color and line ••• lhe orpnizet of tiWI &c:lioM-muat all be­
come Constructivists in tbe .......businesa of me buildioa and 

the 1110¥cmtnl of me nwJY milliootd bWIWI IDNLl4 

Although in the 1920s the polemics of I4 and it:a artistic 
po5ition became even more radical than this initial optimism, 
they also reflect the avant-garde's wavering con6dena: in it:a 
ab:ility to accomplish ita goals on it:a own. Lcf's language grad­
ually became more "Communisti.c,• and the group it:adf was 
increasingly inclined to view the pany"as the only fora: capa· 
ble of implementing its projecrs. More and more, it regarded 
itself as a "specialist" worlcing to fulfill the "social commis­
sions• of the pa.ny and as an artistic mentor whose dury was 
to identify true friends and foes and teach the pany to formu­
late constructive artistic tasks in response 10 the demands of 
the time. 

Boris Arvatov is an illUStrative example. A leading theo­
retician of "produaionisr" Lcf, Arvarov was a former Pro­
ledcultist who had been inJiuena:d by Bogdanov's "general 
orpnizational science,• which Prolctkult tbougbt of as a 
Marxist repba:ment of amtempl:arive knowledge of the 
laws governing the world by the coocrete organization of the 
world on a new buis. Although Arvarov maintains tb:at anists 
should organiu the !.itt of society down to the smallest every­
ciay derails to give the world a new artistic form corresponding 
to the contemporary level of technological progJ'CU-Ihat is, 
to bring it into harmony with progress (here again that same 
old idea of Malevich's)-at the same time he limits the role of 
an to the search for the optimal means of achieving total or­
ganization, whose goals should oome &om without. • Arti$15,• 
Arvatov writes, "must become the colleagues of scholars, en· 
gineen, and adminiStrltnn. "17 Thus he continues 10 perceive 
the goal of an to be the creation of a dosed, autonomous, 
internally organized, scll-<Ontaincd whole that does nor rekr 
to anything outSide itself, cxa:pr. petbaps, in the functional 
smse; that is, Arvarov's notion of the work of a.n continues 10 

tmd toward the traditional avant-garde ideal of the internal 
combustion engine into wbicb be would like to transform all 
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ofsociety. ln Arvatov's th~ry. however, this ideal has already 
lost the universal cosmic dimension typical of Malcvicb's and 
Khleboikov's avanr·garde and is instead restricted to the 
purely social rcaliry controlled by concrete political forces. 
The main burden of organizational work is transferred to 
these for~pecilically, the Communist parry~d all that 
remains for the artist is to fulli1lliroited functiOO$ within the 
&amework eslllblished by the unilllry "parry command." Pro­
ceeding here &om its own artistic project, the avant·garde it· 
sell reoounces iiS right of prccntlnencc and surrenders thepro­
ject to the real political power, w~ is beginning.ro take over 
the avant·gardc artist's task ofdrawong up th~ ?ntlllfY plan of 
the new rcaliry. The demand for complete polmcal power that 

follows &om the avant·garde 2rtistlc project is in effect now 

supplanted by the detnand that the real political powtt ac· 

knowledge that its project is aesthetic in naiDtt. 


Arvatov's view of traditional mimetic art is marked by the 
sarot dualism. On the one band, he declares this art a feature 
of an irnpcrfcctty organi&cd sociery, that is, the result of a fail· 
ure and an obstadc to the avant·garde project- morbid pbt­
nomenon that testifies to the insuf6ciendy "artistic" characttt 
of life iiStlf. He rejects the •contemplative• art of Malevich, 
Kandinskii and Tatlin on the salllt grounds. Arvatov writeS 
approvingly of the role of left art in the early years oi. the Rev· 
olurion: "The mask of realism concealed the blackest reac- f 
tionary desires; the high priests of eternal art who sympa· 
thized with the Kadets persecuted everyone else. They bad oo 
be destroyed, driven out, disarmed."" Arvatov is also oega· 
rive toward the 1920s renaissance in the visual arts, which he 
inttrprc!S in the U$Uallefrist way as a syroptom of the overall 
cultural reaction associated with NI!P. On the other band, the 
function he is prepared to allot to art is not only consauctive 

and organizational but also ag.illlrional, since in such a role art 

does not simply reflect life but really conm~utes to uansfo~· 

ing it. For this lllsk he is obliged to rcbabllilllte even the trado· 

tiona! mimetic "easel painting" that was theoretically de· 

suoyed by producrivism: "Figurative art as an art of fanlliSy 
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can be considered jusrilied when for its creators and for soci· 
ety as a whole it5t1Yes as a preliminary step in the transforroa· 
rion of all society."" Obviously, this formulation anticipates 
lal'tr aesthetic tenets of the Stalin period. 

The other leading th~reticiansofLef held similar views. In 
an artide by Nikolai Chuzhalt characteristically enrided 
-uoc1er tbt Sign of Lik-Buildiag"~ obvious allusion to 
~adimi~ Solov'ev'"-we read: •An as a method of knowing 
bfe ... ts the highest content of the old bourgeois esthetiC$. 
An as a method for building life.....dtis is tbt slogan behind the 
proletarian conception of tbt science ofart.•" The allusion to 
Solov'ev, of course, prcvtots O!uzbak's position &oro being 
considered exdusively or completely "proletarian. • FoUow· 
ing Hegel, Solov'ev maintained that the cognitive role of art 
ba.d ended and that art must therefore be assigned a new 
goal-die tranSformation of reality-if it was to be granted 
continued legiriroacy. According to Solov'ev, the artist must 
cease to be defined by "inherited religious idcas"-that is, 
cease creating within a ttadirio~d instead strive for the 
"oonscious control of the incarnations of the religious idea" 
that Wttt supposed 10 reveal tbinp in their future aspect. 
Only then will the artist become truly "popular" [IIUM· 

rodcm]; that is, rathtt than subscribing to popular conceptions 
of the aspect of thinp as they are, be will $how to everyone 
things as they will be at the cod of rime•.u 

The reduction of this new funaion of art-with which 
Cbuzhak essentially agreet-to the "proletarian scicm:c of 
art" amounts once again to a capirularion to the leading role 
of the parry. The life.buildins artist becomes in eHcct a mett 
"decorator• of a realiry created by somc.one else, a role to 
which Cbuzhak himself vchemendy objects. It was not for 
nothing that tbe AltbiUt opponeniS of Lef maintaintd that its 
program was not so vety difftteut &om that of any Wesa:m 
artist employed by a large corporation as a designer, in adver­
tising, and so on..u Chuzbak's own awareness of this contta· 
dlaion probably accounts for thefollowing famous passage in 
th~ above article: 
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We imapoe a mom<:nt when real life SIN~ted 10 overflowing 
widl art will rti«f art as UJII>I!(ZSSiry; this mocnent will be a 
blessins 10 die funu:ist artist, bis beautiful •go in peac:e.• Until 
tben, die artist is a soldierpnlin&die social and aocialist rm>­
llllioo as he awaits die peat •eorpotal of die suud"-Halt!" 

Hue we no longer deal with the diPppearancz of art as an 
autonomous spbcrc of activity, as in the initial premise of the 
avant·sarde as a whole, bur with a renunciation of avant­
gardc an itself, a rejection of the artist in hi$ or her extreme 
producrionist embodiment. The avanr-gardl$1 here is not the 
hetoic creator of a new world, but a stoic dedicated to a 
doomed cause. Iris not, as in Hegel, sciencz and the Idea that 
overc:ome an in its cognitive function, nor is the artist re­
placed by the thinker. Rather, iris in precisely this new, avanr­
gaJdc function of eonstrUCIOr of the new world that the artist 
is suc:aeded by a miliwy and political leader ruling over the 
whole of "reality saturated with an"--tbc: mystical figure of 
that "great corporal of the guard" soon to be incarnated in the 
very real figure of Stalin. Hue <lluzhak poiniS ro the inherent 
limit of the avant-garde artistic project. If the limitations of 
the mimetic art claiming to provide knowledge of reality were 
marked by science, which soccessfully accomplished that pro­
ject, then tbe limitations of the li&-builders' projecr of total 
mobilization in the name of beautiful form were marked by 
military and political power, which not only theorized about 
mobilization but mobiliz.ed in acrual facr. 

Lef's theory was in complete agreement with itt anistic 
pracricz. Sincz ill artists and writers could not directly influ­
ence production or dcu:nnine real social relations, they con­
czntrated above aU on agitation and propapnda. MaiUov· 
skii clcaigned his famous "windows" for ROSTA (the official 
information ageocy) and wrote adveniscmeniS; Rodcbenlto 
painted poACn, and many otben clcaigned theater-.dubs, 
and so on. The avant-ga.rde art in such projects became in­
creasingly 6gurative, aJtboogb the artisiS move to work with 
the photograph rather than the casd painting, and the writers 
aspired toward so--called literature of fact, that is, newspaper 
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materials rather than traditional narrative forms. Newspaper 
repom on the "victories of labor" ot photographs of smiling 
collective farmers and proletarians with tbc:ir faczs turned to 
the future may have been interpreted as •facts• and coo­
trilled with the "fictive,• "illusory" art of the past; but to the 
modem observer, at least, a glance at Lef's aajtational art re­
veals tha_r the material with which the poop was working was 
not any immediate marulestation of •life• but the product of 
manipulation and simulation by mass media under the com· 
plete control o( the party propaganda apparatuS. All of these 
newspape.r materials and photographs dedicated to "topical 
thlemes,• "public statcmeniS by front-rank workers, • and sim· 
ilar Soviet ideological products modeled on stereOtypes pat­
terned in rum on the idealized hagiographic art of the past 
were interpreted by Le£ u materials of life i!Self-matcrials 
which, although they must be shaped creativdy, were raw and 
primary outside this procza. The Achilles' bed ofavant-garde 
acstbetia u a whole lies in this failure to undmtand the 
mechanisms through which reality is technically proocsscd by 
thle modem means of communication that register iL In part 
~use rhe artists of Lefenthusiastically shared the undcrly­
1118 ideology and were acrivdy involved in this proczaing, in 
both theory and praaicz they regaJdcd the photograph and 
the news article u a means for ctiscovcring reality and re­
mained bl.ind to the fact that such forms of information arc an 
ideological operation. 

The Lef idcologl$11, therefore, Joo,kcd clown with scorn on 
the "uncultured," •reactionary• AKhRR, which simply illus· 
trated pmy decree& with traditional paintings or created "ten­
dentious an• that claimed no independent aesthetic function. 
1hc members of Lef regaJdcd tbemsdvea in the spirit of 
~~ov'ev as •engineers of the world" who overcame the oppo­
SibOn berween autonomous and utilitarian an by subordinat· 
ing tbc:ir works to a single universal porpoae that deprived art 
of ia autonomy only in the name of something higher than 
any temporal goal, namely, the transforuwion of the world u 
a whole. From the peropccrivc of this synthesis, the art of 
AKhJlR really is a kind of "antisyntbeais•-an awkward com-­
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binarion of traditional autonOmous figurative an and subor· • 
dioarioo ro the aude utilitarian aims of propagating and illus· 
ttatiog the latest party proclamations. The members of Lcf 
considered that it was they instead who were called upon to 
shape the life andconsciousness of the masses through the "in· 
carnations• of the new Communist religion. 

Despite all their daring experiments with newspaper and 
advertisement language (Maialcovskii) or the pborographic 
image (Rodchenlco), however, Lcf's art was rendered secon· 
dary by the faa that it was unconsciously dependan oo the 
ideological processing of primary visual and verbal informa· 
lion. Neither the newspaper nor the photograph - ques­
tioned as media; in Lcf-Opoiaz terminology, tbcrc£ore, the 
sincerity of the "servile" illusrrations of AJ<bRR allows them 
ro be regarded as a "laying bare of the device.• In other 
words, such works revealed the secondaty nature of an-in· 
eluding that of Lcf-relative to ideology and its immed.iate 
manifestations in the form of pany decrees, instructions, and 
theses. 

The blindness of the avant-garde in this respca isolated it 
and led ro in dual defeat in the late 1920s. On the one band, 
as the state consolidated inpowa:, Lcf's aspirations to enpge 
in aurooomous life-building distinct from the aaual pany-led 
conmuaion of socialism became increasingly anachronistic, 
inappropriate, and irritating; on the othe1e band, the moderate 
• feUow·ttaveler opposition • that in many respeers set the tone 
in the 1920s was, within the bounds set by the censorship, 
attempting ro use uaditional mimetic means to create an 
image of reality that to some extent diverged from the official 
one. This fdlow·rravcla intelligentsia therefore reptded the 
apologetic art of the avant-garde as roraUy unacupt:able and 
even dangerous, since in those harsh years avaot-prdist accu· 
sarioos of "counterrevolutionary Eonn and content• could 
represent a mortal threat. 

It deserves to be noted that Soviet attitudes roward the 
avant·garde continue even today ro reOecr itS dual isolation 
from both the state and the opposition. In the context of the 
Western museum, the Russian avant·garde may be highly re· 
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prded as ?ne o~~a~cphenomenon among otben, but 
m the Soviet Uruon liS dauns to exclusiveness and itS almost 
realized ambitions to desrroy ttaditioo.al cultural values have 
not been forgotten. The vindictive state still cannot forgive the 
ava~t-garde for competing for the leadership of the uansfor­
m;atton of ~e ?>untty, and ~~o less vlndiaive opposition 
cannot forgJVeJt for persecunng Jts "realist" opponents. Aside 
from a few enthusiasts gravitating toward the West and West· 
emscholarly n~tioos, therefore, even today the resurreaion of 
the avant·garde is universally regarded as unnecessary and un· 
desirable. Bulg;alcov, Alchmatova, Pastemalc, and Maodel'sh­
tam, ~ of whom conrrasted their uadit:ioo.al conception of 
the wnta to the new propagaocb apparatus, are being can· 
oniud everywhere, but Lcf is usuaUy remembaed as a shame· 
ful disease tMt bas fonunately been cured and is best not men· 
tioned in public. Histoty teaches us that this situation may and 
even probably will change, but it is at present impossible ro 
predicr when and how that might happen. 

The fears Malevich expressed to the coosrruaivisn in many 
of ";is later writings generally came to pass: the quest for "per· 
feaion• tht:oush technology and agitation made them prison· 
us of the nme and led them into a blind alley, since such a 
search is equivalent to the founding ofa new church, and since 
aU churches are epheme.ral and doomed to extioaion when 
faith in them disappears.:u As to his own an, Malevich as· 
sumed on the conuaty that, because it arose out of nothing­
out of the aU-negating material infinity and nonobjectivity of 
the: world-it uansceoded all beliefs and ideologies. Yet the 
very name of his artistic prindplt--"suprematism, • or the 
doctrine of the highest-indicates that he himselfwas not free 
of the idea of "perfeaion • for which he reproached otbm. He 
himself programmed the defeat of the avant·garde when be 
made the artist a rultt and demiurge ratba than an observa. 
For Malevich as for Khlebnilcov, of coune, cobternplarion and 
domination st:iU constitute a unity; they still contain a living 
faith in the magic of the image and the word, which like 
Plaro's "Idea•· or the "Truth" of the seventeenth-centu:r ra· 
tionalists, would the moment they appeared pe;aceably subdue 

I 
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entire peoples and vanr absolure power over the eochanrcd 
world. ln dtis senac Malevich's position is uuly "suprane, • 
for ir marks the vcaresr possible fairh of !he crearor in his 
aeation. This high point, however, was soon passed, and "re­
sauauringof!he old life• bcpn ro be forced upon rbosc wbo 
were prcvcnrcd by the "mnnaniS of the pur• in rbcir thought 
&om absorbina the rruth of the new mystical rcvelatioos. &­
flll'c the people oould gain acx:css ro the supreme rrutha of the 
new ideology, their conscioumcas would have ro be rn.ns­
formed lhrougb changu in the base, the submnscious, and the 
conditions of cxisrcnoc. 

Chapter Two 


THE STALINIST ART OF LIVING 

THE AVANT-<:.UOE as an lodcpcndcnt entity was forever ten· 
dercd impossible by !he Ccnual Commirrcc dcacc of April23, 
1932, which disbanded all artistic poups and dcdmd mar all 
Soviet •creative wockcn • would be organized aa:o.rding ro 
profession in uniwy "creative unions" of anisu, m:hira:ts, 
and so on. This parry dcacc, which was inreodcd to pur an 
end ro factional mile "on the artistic and culwral &ont" and 
subordinate all cultwal activity ro the parry lcadcnhip, for. 
mally marlu !he beginning of !he new, Stalinist phase in So­
viet culture. It was adoprcd during the 6rsr "Stalinist" live­
year plan, whose goals included •=lcrarcd industrialization 
guided by a aingle, rigorously a:nrraliud plan, a provam of 
forced collcaiviution !hat can be regarded as the second, Sra· 
linist revolution, the liquidation of NEP and iiS relative coo­
nomic freedoms, and the suppression of opposition within the 
parry, which was accompanied by a rapid increase in the inftu­
encc of the security organs. To achieve Stalin's objectives of 
"IIOcialism in one country" and the "total rcsrruauring of 
life• after the parry's "tactical rcrrcar• during NEP, the re· 
gimc now launched an energetic prnvam for gaining to· 
tal conuol over even the most rrivial aspccrs of everyday 
existence. 

The tcrmlnation of NEP also meant mar the private an 
market was liquidarcd and !hat aU "dctacbmcntl on the Soviet 
an &ont" began dcvotins their energies ro filling parry orders. 
In dfcc:t, aU culture became, in Lenin's famous phrase, "pan 
of the common cause of the parry, "1 which in dtis case meant 
a means of mobilizlng the Soviet population ro fullill the 
....rrv'• rcstruauring dUecrivcs. Ld leader Maialtovslcii was 

gta.11ted his wish that the panmeru analyze his poetry 
togli~ wirh other acbicvancnl$ on "the labor fronL • The 
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pen, as be bad hoped, bad become the tqual of the bayonet; 
like any other Soviet enterprise, the poet rould now rq>Ort to 
the party, "raising high the hundred volumes of his party 
books,~ and through the monutmnt "to U$ all, ... socialism 
was being built in struggle.• The avant·prde's drum of plac· 
ing all art under direct party rontrol to implemmt its program 
of life-building (that is, "social.ism in one rountry• as the true 
and consummate work of collective art) bad now rome true. 
The author of this program, however, was not Rodcheoko or 
Maia.kovskii, but Stalin, whose political power made him the 
heir to their artistic project. As noted earlier, the avant·prde 
was itSelf prepared for such a development and stood stoically 
awaiting the great "corporal of the guard. • The cmttal inue 
to these artists was the unitary narure of the politico-aesthetic 
project rather than whether such unity would be achieved by 
politicizing aesthetics or aesthetic:izing po.litics, especially 
since it rould be maintained that the aestheti.c:ization of poli· 
tics was merely the party's reaaion to the avant-garde's polio· 
c:ization of aesthetics. Although the patty had long artempted 
to observe a certain neucra.lity in the suuggle among varioU$ 
artistic groups, their internecine strife had literally forced it to 
intervene. 

One significant result of this prolonged strategy of neutral­
ity was that most of the creative intelligentsia warmly wei· 
corned the 1932 decree stripping the power from influential 
organizations such as RAPP and AKhRR, which by the late 
1920s and early 1930s had established a virtual monopoly in 
cultu.re and were persecuting all political undesirables. It was 
not Stalin but RAPP and AJChRR that in fact liquidated the 
avant·garde as an active artistic force. The symbol of this de­
feat was the suicide of Maiakovskii, who had jU$1 joined 
RAPP in order at least partially to escape penecution and who 
was subsequendy proclaimed by Stalin to be "the best poet 
of the Soviet era. • Many fdlow·travelers dose to the avant· 
prde became promioeru wrim1 under Stalin: Shklovskii, 
Tynlanov, Pasternak, and others were published, as were Ka· 
verin (a former Serapion Brother), and Ehrenburg (who to­
gether with Lisitskii .had published the constructivist journal 
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Vuhch' (Thing) in Berlin). There were also more ronservative 
fellow·travelers who bad been blocked by RAPP and now 
went on to SUCXIC$Sful careers. Stalin, therefore, really did to 
some extent jU$tify the hopes of those who thought that direct 
P_an>' ro~~l .would be more tolerant than the power cxer­
a~ by •n~1dual groups of artists. It was once rather aptly 
sa1d of Stalin that he was a typical politician of the golden 
mean, e~cept that whatever be found extreme he destroyed. 
R;espon_dmg 10 the. prolonged entreaties of the majority of So­
VIer artiSts and wntets 10 take direa control of culture Stalin 
presented his own project, and he was prepared to w~lrome 
anyone fto':" ~ny camp ':"ho unconditionally supported it. 
lihose w~o 1ns1sted on thar own exclusiveness or emphasized 
past serv1ces, on the other hand, were regarded as attempting 
to be "wiser than the party,• that is, the Leader and were 
ruthlessly punished. The result, which often surp~ outside 
~bservm, was that the most ardent supporters of the parry 
line ~Stalin's 6rst victims. It was no accident, therefore,I 
that the tnumph of the avant-garde project in the early 1930s 
Jhould have coincided with the final defeat of the avant-garde

( as an established artistic DJOYemcnt. There would have been 
no need. to 5Uppress the avant·prde if its black squares and 
ttansranonal poetry had ronfined themselves to artistic apace, 
but the fact that it was persecuted indicates that it was operat· 
ing on the same territory as the state. 

In accordance with the rules prescribed by the art of war 
Stalin's aesthctico-political roup was preceded by a series of 
conferences whose participants included not only Stalin, but 
also high-ranking party and government leaders close to him 
such aa Molotov, Voroshilov, and Kaganovich and a numbe; 
of writers, most of whom were later shot (Klrshon, Anno­
genov, lascnsldi, and others)! Henceforth, jU$t as Maiakov· 
skii had demanded, the opeeches of party leaden on the state 
of the country would juxtapose analyses ofagriculture, indus· 
In', politics, and delcnse with rommetlts on the situation in art 

~~t-~tteniPted to ddine "realism" and the desirable relation­
~ form and content, cliscusKd the problem of the 
rypi , } so on. It is of course irrdevant to object here that 
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Voroshilov or Kaganovich or Stalin himself were not cxpens 
on literature or art, for they were in reality creating the only 
permitted work of an s()Qalism-and they wen: moreover 
the only aitics of their own worlc. Because they wen: connois· 
scurs of the only De<es$atf poetics and gen~ poetics of 
the demiurgic construction of the new worl~ were as 
entitled to issue orders on the production of novels and sculp­
tureS as they were to direct the smelting ofstm or the planting 
of beets. 

Stalin approved the slogan "socialist realism" and pro­
claimed it mandatory for all Soviet an. Most imponant here 
was litetatwe-the socialist realist method was given its final 
form and adopted at the First Congress of the Writers' Onion 
in 1934, and wassulmquently 1uperimposedoo the other arts 
with no altetations whatever. This alone is evidence of its 
•antiformalist• spirit, which was oriented not toward the spe­
cific charaaerisrlcs of a given art form, but toward its "social· 
ist content;" and it is for this reason that socialist realiJm is 
usually intetpmed as the ab$olute antithesis of the formalist 
avant-garde. The discussion below, however, will focus on its 
continuity with the avant-garde project, even though the reali­
zation of that projea differed from the avant-garde vision. 
The basic line of this continuity bas already been sketched in 
some detail above: the Sulin era satislied the fundamental 
avant-garde demand that an cease representing life and begin 
rransfo,-ming it by means of a total aesthctico-political proj· 
ec:t. Thus if Stalin is viewed as the anist-ryrant who succeeded 
the philosopher· tyrant typical of the age of contcmpl.tive, mi­
metic thought, Stalinist poetics is the immediate heir to oon­
structivist poetics. Still, there are obvious formal differences 
between socialitt realism and avant-garde an, and, as has al­
ready been noted, these must be explained on the basis of the 
logic of the avant•garde projea itself rather than as the result 
ofattendantcircuiiiSI2DCeS such as the low culrurallevdof the 
masses or the personal Wtes of the leaders. Such factors wen: 
present, of course, and to some extent they have always ex· 
itted everywhere-both in the West and in the East-yet in the 
conditions created by Stalinist culture they behave quite dif-
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ferent~y. It must not be thought, therefore, that they clarify 
anything about the specific situation of the time. The avant­
garde regarded the plurality of tastes upon which the art mar­
ket depended as analogous with the parliamenwy demoaacy 
that the Bolsheviks had replaced: the tastes of the masses and 
the _new reality were to be shaped together. Sergei Trer'iakov, 
nonog that the complete restructuring of everyday life must 
focus first ofall on remalcing the human bein&s defined by this 
life, declared: 

Propapnda about forJing ~ new hWIWI being is ......,rially 
the only content of the works of the Fururists, who without this 
leadlng idea invariably tum into verbal acrobat> • . . what 
sWdcd FutwUm from the da71 of it> infancy wu - the crea· 
tion ofDeW painrinp, vases, and prorc, but the produaion of 
a new hWIWJ being through art, which is one of the tools of 
ouch production.' 

~ it evident from Stalin's •shifted• avant-garde meupbor 
"writers are the enginem of human souls,• Stalinist aesthetic 
theory and practice proceed from this same conception ofedu­
cating and shaping the masses. 

Simplifying somewhat, we can group the basic differences 
between avant-garde and socialist realist aesthetics around the 
foUowiog problems: (1) the dassicaJ beritase; (2) the role: of 
relleaing reality in th~shaping of realiry; and (3) the new indi· 
vidual. Below I shall argue that the relevant distinctions arose 
not because the avant-garde project was abandoned, but be­
cause it underwent a radicalization that the avant·garde itself 
was unable to ac:complish. 

jUDCM.BNT DAY FOil 'IVOitLD CuLTIJU 

The attitude of the Bolshevik leaders toward the bourgeois 
berirage and world culture in general can be sumnw:ized as 
follows: take from this beritate that which is "best• and •use­
ful to the proletariat• and use it in the socialist revolution and 
the cons7=~e new world. Whatever their differencea 
in other this point all Bolshevik ideolocists c_on 
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agreed. Lenin sneered at Prolctkult's attempt$ to create its 
own, purely proletarian culture: but even Bogdaoov, whose 
theories were the basis for Prolctkultist activity, called for the 
past to be used in approximately the same terms as Lenin! 
Althoup TrotSky and especWiy Lunacharslcii were more 
sympathetic: than other leaders t.oward "left~ art, their appre­
ciation of traditional cultural forms was never shaken by 
avant-pede propaganda. 

Altboup the party leaders' positive attitude toward the 
classical heritage was a source of later Stalinist definitions of 
socialist realism, it must 110( be confused with the devotion to 
the classics displayed by groups hostile to the Soviet rqime or 
by fellow-rnvder ideologues such as Polonslcii, Voronslcii, or 
even Georg l.ukac:s, aU of whom wetc rejec:ted by Stalinist a~l­
rure.• The rum of the opposition and fellow-travelers to the 
classics was motivated by an aspiration to defend the tradi­
tional role of the autonomous artist who maintained an aes­
thetic: distanc:e to reality and was therefore capable of inde­
pendently observing and rc:c:nrding it. Such a role suited 
neither the avant-garde nor the party, and there was no place 
for it in Stalinist culture. The artist's involvement in the shap­
ing of reality within a unitary, collectively executed project 
precluded "disinterested" contemplation, which under the 
prevailing circumstances was invariably regarded as tanta­
mount to counterrevolutionary activity. 

The issue in the debate between the avant-garde and the 
party was not whether or not art should be totally utilized­
on this point both sides were in agreement-butconcerned the 
scope of the artistic: means and resources subject to such ~tili­
z.ation. The stumbling bloc:k here was avant-garde reduction­
ism, which if implemented would first of all deprive the party 
of the means of inOuencing the individual and society availa­
ble in classical art; and second and even worse, it would in 
cffec:t leave aU traditional art, which at that time also repre­
sented ronsiderable material wealth, in the complete ronrrol 
of the bourgeoi$ie. This latter faa ran direcdy rounter to the 
tactics of the Bolsheviks, who wanted to "seize the cultural 
heritage from the bourgeoisie and pvc it to the proletariat, • 
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themselves as they had already done with the state apparatus, 
the land, and the means of production. 

From the very outset, !he party was partia~larly aitical of 
the avant-garde program for artificially and illeptimatdylim­
iting the use of !he property that had been seized from the 
former ruling classes. When, to cite the twO most frequently 
quoted declarations of the time, the futurists urged that 
Pushkin be • cast overboard from the steamshipof moclem.iry" 
and !he Ptoledtult poetS prodaimed !hey would "bum Ra­
pbad and trample !he Bowers ofart in the name of our tomor­
row, • the party regarded such summons as incitements to 
clesuoystare property, which, in the case of Rapbad, for a­
am.ple, rould be sold for a great deal of money or at least be 
used to nunurc: "the ~ling of harmony absolutely D«JeSSary 

tO any builder of the radiant future. • The c:hargc ID05t rom­
monty leveled against the avant-prde was !hat they were •Jiq­
uidationim" and thus Mensheviks, and at the same time left 
revisionists. The avant-garde struggle with past art was inter­
preted as a call to "liquidate" it and "to $CJUander our ideolog­
ical arsenal. • The parry's goal, on !he olher hand, was not to 
deprive itself of the tried weapon of the dassic:s, but on the 
CXlntrary to pvc it a new function and use it in the consuuction 
of the new wodd. Here the avant-garde encountered its own 
limitation: althoup it denied !he criteria of taste and artistic: 
individuality in the name of the collective goal, it continued to 
a:dvoc:ate singularity, individuality, and purely subjective taste 

as jusrification for its own devices. Almost &om the very birth 
of !he avanr-garde, this contradiction was p<iinted out by cer­
tain of its most radical representatives, in particular the so­
called vsekl,7 who insiSted on a consistent eclecticism and 
maintained !hat !he avant-garde's search for an oripnal 
~modem" style artificially narrowed !he srope of its ptojea. 

If !he avanr-garde and its adherents looked upon socialist 
realism as a kind of artistic: reaction and "lapse into barba­
rism, • it must 110( be forgotten that socialist rca1isrn regarded 
itsdf as !he savior that would cleliver Russia &om barbarism 
by p~cal heritage and aU of Russian culture 
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&om the ruin into which the avant-garde wanted to plun~ it. 
Unbelievable as it may seem today to anyone who views 
avant-garde works in a museum but forgca that the avant· 
garde project did not allow for the existence of either muse­
ums or worlc.s, It was pctbaps this role of savior of which the 
thcorericlms ofsocialist reali$m were most proud. This prick 
is dearly perocptible many years later in the once universally 
quoted passa~ from a spc«b by Andrei Zhdanov: 

At ooe time, as you know, bowpis inllllaiOCS wm: very stroq 
ill paintina. They cropped up time and apia under the 111061 

"leftist" flap, sivin& thcmsdvcs such tap u futurism, wbism, 
modernism; •mgnant acaclemidsm" wu "OYcnluown,• and 
novelty ptoelaimcd. This novc:l11 uprmcd iadl ill insane car· 
ryinp-on: for inmna, a sirl wu drpia.d wid> ooe bead on 
forty lcp, with ooe eye tumed toward us, and the other toward 
the Nonh Pole. 

How did aU this cndl In the complete crash of the •nrw 
tm>d." The Comm1111ist Pony fully restored the sisnificancc of 
the dauical herirasc of Rcpin, Briullov, Vembcbasin, Vunc­
tsov, and SurikOY. Were we risht in mnstlting the treasures of 
classical painrina, and routing the liquldato11 of painting? 

Would not the continued cxistencc of such "schools" have 
meant the nullific:atlon of painting? Did the Central Committee 
act •conSCfVatively, • was it under the inftuencc of "traditional· 
ism," of "cpigonism" and so on, when it defended the dasaical 
heritage in painting? This is sheer nonsense! 

.. •We Bolsheviks do not tejec:t the cultural hctiusc. On the 
contrary, we are critically asaimllating the cultural hcritasc of 
aU nations and all rimes in ocdcr to choose from it aU that can 
inspire the worlcins people ofSoviet sociCIY to great uploia in 
labor, sdmcc, and culture.' 

Thus Zhdanov Iindt absurd the very thought that be might 
be accused of uaditionallsm, and in fact it was be who 
launched the pcrsccution of the traditionalist writm AJchma. 
tova and Zoshchenlto. It is, on the contrary, the avant-prde's 
position that Zhdanov present~ u badtward and obsolete. 
Thi$ motif of the absolute novelty of socialist realism relative 

lliE STAUNIST ART OF UVINC 41 

to aU "bouf&C(Iis" culture, including the avant·garde, surfaces 
constandy in the writings of the apologist~ of Stalinist culture, 
wbo refused to regard themselves u "reactionaries. • In this 
mpcaas well we can truly agree with them. The avant-prdt 
proclaims that an entirely new era in an is succeeding the • 
of the representational eucl painting, yet by regarding itJ own 
works in contrast to traditional ones it assumes a place in the 
history ofan that it bu declared to be terminated asofitJown 
appearaocc. Avant-gar& reductionism arises out of the aspi· 
ration to reject tradition and begin from zero, but this very 
rejection is meaningful only insofat as tradition is still alive 
and serves as its backsround. The formal innovations of the 
avant-ganlc, therefore, intcmaUy concradict the requirement 
that aU autonomous lorn~~ be rqectcd. This contradiction i$ 
resolved by the productiooist demand that cascl painting, 
sculpture, narrative literature, and so fonb in smeraJ be aban· 
doncd, but it i$ obvious that this demand tcrnains a gesture 
within that same historical continulry of sryles and artistic 
problems. Thus because the avant-prdc cannot abandon its 
opposition to tradition, it beco!IIC$ a prisoner of the very tradi· 
tion it wants to ovcnbrow. 

To the Bobbevik idcologistl, in contrast, point zero was the 
ultimate ruliry. The an of the pa$1 was n« living history that 
oould serve as a guide to the present, but a storehouse of inert 
things from among which anything that seemed appealing or 
useful could be removed at will. It was often said in Stalin's 
dtne that the Soviet Union was the sole preserver of the cui· 
rural heritage that the bourgeoisie Itself had rejected and be­
trayed. Stalinist theoreticians found confirmationof the fact in 
the SUCCICSS of the ~nihilist" and "antihumaniJt" avant-garde 
in the West. The absolute novelty of socialist realism needed 
no external, formal proof, for it followed from "the absolute 
novelty of the Soviet socialist order and the party a~.• 
Thus the novelty of Soviet an derived &om the novelty of its 
content ratbct than &om any "bouf&C(Ii$" novelty of form, 

wbi~:a~aled an old, "bourgeois" content. In its 
own · , Stalinist culrute wu not merely culrute in the malt­
ing, bu instead the mature, posthistorical culrute 
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for which the "capitalist encirclement" was simply an c:xter· 
02!, moribund formation fated to disappear together with the 
entin: "history of the class suugle." To such a thoroughly 
apocalyptic: consciousness the whole question oforiginal anis· 
tic: form seems impossibly antiquated. The relationship be­
tween Stalinist c:ulture and the avant-garde is similar to that 
between the established church and the 6nt asc:eric: sectS: in 
both cases the blessings of the old world were lim rmounc:cd 
and then, aittr the victory, exploited and •sanaiJied• in the 
new age. 

The relationship of Stalinist c:ulture to the dassical artistic: 
heritage conforms to its relations with tradition in general. 
The so-called Stalin Constitution of the 1930s rcsumc:ted the 
basic civil libenics; elcc:tions were held regularly, and even 
many minor details of the former way of life were rcviv~ 
epaulets were reintroduced in the army, for example, as was 
the old arist.oaaric model of separate schools for boys and 
girls. All of these reforms were at 6nthailed by liberal observ· 
ers as symptoms of "normalization• after the nihilism of the 
early revolutionary years. In actual fact, of course, the Stalin· 
ist ideologists were far more radical than the cultural revolu· 
rionarics, who had received a very bourgeois upbringing and 
who were in fact Wcstcmiurs aspiring to make Russia a kind 
of better America. The radicalism of Stalinism is most appar· 
ent in the fact that it was prepared ro exploit the previous 
forms of life and culture, whereas even the avant·gardedetrac­
tors of the past knew and respected the heritage to such a de­
gree that they would rather destroy than utilize or profane 
it. Uust how smoothly the mechanisms of Stalinist culture 
worked can be seen in the denundation at about this rime of 
the prominent consuuctivist mathematician Nikolai Luzin. 
Luzin was aec:uscd of taking "a Menshevik and TrotSkyist po­
sition in mathematics, as is apparent in his intention to deprive 
the proletariat of the important weapon of transfinite indue· 
lion. • T ranslinite induaion was repudiated by constructivist 
mathcmatia, which, although it arose at about the same time 
as artistic construaivism, is entirely unrelated.) 

Attitudes rowa.rd the dassical heritage may also he re­
garded from another perspeaive. The an of the avant-garde 
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was theoretically based on the method of "making it strange" 
or "laying bare the device,• techniques that were supposed ro 
reveal the mechanisms by which the work achieved its d:fects. 
lbis method also assumed continuity in the history of arr.~s 
i1 described each succc:ssive current as a baring of the devices 
concealed by its predec:cssors. Thus Malcvich's suprematism 
c:an be viewed as working with the color and pure form that 
bad beat hidden by the mimetic fonns or "content" of the 
traditional representational painting; Khlcbnikov's verbal art· 
istry reveals a phonetic: side ofspeech that was hidden in das· 
sical "content" poetry, and so on. This theory demanded that 
an c:onsrandy be renewed and "made strange• ro produoc an 
unusual quality, novelty, and "shift" that would enbanoc itS 
impaa on the viewer. It might even be said that the politia of 
the revolutionary yean were another such bat:ina of the de­
vil%. Thus it was maintained that liberal demoaacy is inhcr· 
endy repressive but conccals its repressiveness behind itS 
fOrm, and that this oppression must therefore be revealed by 
means of open prolcrarian terror, which, precisely because it 
is so candid, is superior to bourgeois demoaacy. 

Obviously, this theory presupposes a background that can 
be shifted, negated, made suange. lt procccds upon the notion 
that the rec:eptiviry of the viewer is gradually blunted and 
therefore in need of renewal. Yet it was "the baring of the 
devil%" and novelty as such to which spectators of the 1920s 
and 1930s were no longer responding-what they wanted, as 
ir were, was for the devil% to he con!%aled. The theory of the 
"bared device" contains the contradiaory demands that the 
human subconscious be mastered and manipulated as by an 
engineer, on the one hand, and, on the other, that this manipu­
lation and the achievement of the effect he revealed on the 
level of conscious perc:cption. Thus formalist IC$thctics re­
quired an to shape reality and then, in a spirit of "permanent 
revolution," immediately to destroy what it had sbaFCd in 
order ro comply with the demand for constant novelty. This in 
faa precluded lhe systematic; planned work that was dedarcd 
to he the~· ·c: ideal. 

Stalini c:ulture, in contrast, waa most interested in various 
means by · the subconscious could he shaped withow 
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reYealing tbe mechanisms of the process. Such, for example, 
were Pavlov's theory of conditioned reflexes or S12nislavskii's 
•Method, • which taught actors to enter into their roles so 
completely as to lose their own identities. Stalinist culture 
strOVe nor to deautomatize bur rather to automatize con­
sciousness, ro shape it in the desired mold by controlling its 
environment, its base, ita subconscious, which did not imply 
that the relevant devices were somehow "idcologically" con­
cealed on tbe levd oftheoretical inccrpretation. Consequendy, 
wbat tbe solution of this problem presupposed was not the 
rejeajon of anisOc rcchniques in order to bare their devices 
(which theoretically produced an emotional shock but in fact 
merdy D£Utralizcd their effect) but, on the contrary, a study of 
these devices and !heir purposeful application. Viewed &om 
the perspective of the avanr-garcle's mcoretical self-intC~prel2-
tion, in other words, Stalinist culture boch radicalizes and for­
mally overcomes tbe avanr-garde; it is, so to speak, a laying 
bare of tbe avant-garcle clevicz and no< metdy a negation of it. 

Of particular interest in !his context is tbe prominent for­
malist theoretician Grigorii Vinokur'l artide "On Revolu­
tionary Phraseology,• which appeared in an early isluc of !.Af. 
Vinokur object~ to the mono<ony of official Soviet propa­
ganda, which he says has rendered ir completely incf&crivc. 
Although he admits mat me Soviet strategy of drumming me 
same simple slogans into the popular consciousness has been 
successful, in me best formalist tradition he fears that if used 
foreYer the approach will producz tbe opposite result and au­
tomatize the impact of the slogans. In other words, they will 
merely •go in one car and out the other, • and will never be 
consciously perceived by the masses. Almost pleading for 
mercy he continues: "Strike once,stri.ke rwicz, but don't beat 
them unconscious!"' Even 112unch Communists are no lon8cr 
receptive to typical Soviet slogans such as "Long live tbe 
working class and it5 vanguard the Russian Commimist 
party!" or "Long live me victory of the Indian workers and 
peasant51" for these are mere "hackneyed dicbes, worn cop­
per farthings, worthless tokens .•. a rransrarional langua&e, a 
collection of JOUDds to which our car has become so ac:cus-
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tomed mat it is utterly impossible to react to these cxbor­
rations.••• 

Thillast remark warrants caution, however, for in an ear­
lier essay" Vmokur praises Kblebnikov's transrational poetry 
and SuggtSIS that rransradonal language offers tbe IIICIDI of 
consciously and systematically controlling language as such. 
When toward tbe end of his article on reYolutionary phraseol­
ogy. !hercfore, he ursa tu'OIIl'IC to poetry-by which be un­
doubtedly means especially futurist poetry-one canJI()( bclp 
but wooder just why one form of transrational langnav 
should be cxcbangod for another. 

Khlebnikov began creating his uansrarional Jansuase at a 
time when me Russian linguistic subconscious was startiq to 
disinrqrate. This is the source of his project for a new, magic 
discourse that would reunite all spealrcn beyond tbe bounds 
ofordinary • rational• lang11181t, in which the ooallict ofopin­
ions, sryles, and 1lopns had done irreparabk damav and led 
to tbe irreYerslble dcdioe of the preYious linguistic unity. In 
the Soviet period, however, lanpage acquired a new unity, 
a new linguistic subconscious mat bad been arti6cially 
a drummed in" by the party. The moment they were no longer 
perceived as such, the party slogans ~do<nioated" tbe masses, 
becoming their subconscio114, their way of life, the sonofself­
evident baclcground that remains impetczpdblc until it is lost 
by me emigre abroad. The: slogans thus became traDIJradonal 
and ceased to bea.r any definite content, that ia, in tbe terms of 
formalist aesthetics they were "formalized~ and "aestheti­
dzed. • The fact that formalist aesthetics could not identify 
them in this function is evidenoe of tbc fundamental weakness 
shared by the theory and the RUAian avant-garcle in general 
Born in a period wheo tbe world and language were in dedine 
and dedicated to the goal of halting and compensating for this 
disintegration, tbc avant-garcle lolt its inherent legitimacy and 
even its previous powen of analysis when the proczss was 
overcome in reality not by it bur by its historical rival. 

The principal ideological obstacle to tbe assimilation of tbe 

dauica~w~ fot-alooa time the notion of so-called
vulgar · , which viewed art and culture in gmaaJ as 
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a "supentructure" erected on the economic base. This thor­
oughly orthodox Marxist thesis was widely applied by avant­
gaMe theorists, in particular Arvatov, tO substantiate the ne­
cessity of creating a spcci6caUy proletarian art that was tO be 
formally novd with respect to the art of tbe past. The usual 
•fdlow-rraveler" objection to this demand-that in the 1920s 
Soviet Russia clld not yet have the socialist economic base tO 

which such a new art could correspond-became of course 
unaa::eprable in the Stalin era of "socialism in one country. • 

The solution was found in Unin's earlier ideological con­
Struct of •two cultures in one, •U which holds that the culture 
of a given period doe$ not uniformly re6ect tbe base as a whole 
but is split into two c:amps, each of which exprascs the intct­
ests of the two classes struggling within each economic forma­
tion. Thus for each period it ean be established which art is 
progressive, that is, re6ects the interests of the oppressed and 
historically progJUSive classes of society, and which is reac­
tionary and rdlecrs the ideology of the exploiting classes. On 
the basis of this theory socialist realism was proclaimed the: 
heir ro all prograaivc: art of all periods of world history. As to 
the reactionary art of each period, it was to be forgotten and 
stricken &om the annals of history; the only po$Sible reason 
for preserving anything at all was to illustrate the: forces hos­
tile to genuine, progressive art. 

Thus since socialist realism shared the "historical opti­
mism,• "love of the people, • "love of life,• "genuine human­
ism,• and other positive properties characteristic of.aU art ex­
pressing the interests of the oppre$1Cd a.nd progresstve classes 
everywhe.re in all historical periods, it acquired the right tO use 
any progressive art of the past as a model. Frequendy cited 
examplesofsuch progressive art included G=kantiquity, the 
Italian Renaissance, and nineteenth-century Russian realism. 
All oppressed and progressive classes of all ages and nations 
were united by Stalinist culrurology into a single notion of the 
"people. • This meant that both Phidias and Leonardo da 
Vinci were considered popular artists, since even though they 
themselves did not bdong to tbe exploited dasses, their works 
objectivdy expressed the progressive popular ideals of their 
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time. As stated by an instructive article: in Voprosy (ilosofji 
published in tbe 6nal period of Stalinist aesthetics, "Great 
classical art has always been imbued with the spirit of struggle 
against everything old and obsolete, against the social vices of 
its time. Herein resides the vital fottt of truly great an, the 
reason it lives on even when tbe age that gave birth to it has 
long since cllsappeared. •U 

It is noted further that "daaical realist art retains iu signif­
icance for us because of iiS links with the people .•,. This, it is 
observed, is particularly true of the classical Russian heritage. 
Moreover, it milS( DO( be supposed that "proletarian ideol­
ogy• is the sole guarantee of realism. MOst important are the 
realist method itself and iu inherent bond with tbe people, 
whose heritage, as Unin has sbown in his discussioa of Tol­
sroi, • contains eltments that reuin their signi6caoce, that be­
long to the future. It is this heritage that the Russian proletaL­
iat assumes and reworks. •U Although Tolstoi's wot!clview 
was by no means Marxist, his heritage is therefore still impor­
tant. The journal concludes on this basis that the theorists of 
the 1920s were incorrect when, 

Uko RAPP, mey derived the obieai•• sisnilicancc: of a wort eli­
reedy from the subjecdvoly prokNed Ideology of mo artist or 
writtr.... The CommuniS! party and its leaden Lenin and 
StaUn ltd tho scrugle agai111t Prolctkult, againJt RAPP, against 
aU mo vulgariurs and their anardli<t, conttmptuous anitudes 
toward the great cultural adllevcmoncs of the pan. The pany 
unmasked mo Machist-Bosdanovitt enence of Prolctkult and 
the "theories" of RAPP, which II< deeply inimical co the So•itt 
people. Tho srruglc against anti-Marxist, nihillit vicwt in .... 
thc:tics is a pan of the party's ovorall struglc apinst formalism 
and naturaUsm and for JOCialist ~talism in an and Uttrature." 

In this view, then, aU "progJUSive• world culture acquires 
a superhistorical significance and eternal relevance that make 
it the contemporary ofany new "progressive" aspiration, and 
• anti popular," "reactionary,• "decadent" culture assumes a 
no less superhistorical, universal significance that reveals iu 
~sa~en moment of history. As has already 
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been noted, Stalinist culture looks upon i!Sdf IS postapocalyp­
tic cui~ 6nal vetdia on all human cultu~ bas already 
been passed, and all that was OOClt temporally distina bas be­
come forever simultaneous in !he blinding lisbt of !he Final 
judgment and !he ultimate ttulh ~calcd in Stalin's Short 
Co«ru of pany history. Only that which can end~ this radi· 
ancc will mnain to bask in it~~rythingel~ will ~plunged 
into a gloom &om which only -deca~t· moans can ~ 
heard. 

Between the progressive and the reactionary in each histori· 
cal period, therdo~, Stalinist culture discerns an absolute dif· 
&renee that is usually imperceptible to the formalist eye, 
which repsten only similarities deriving from !he unity of a 
historical style. Thus if Schiller and Goethe are regarded as 
"pf08rC$$ive• and -popular.• Novalis and Holderlin a~ reac:· 
tionary, anti popular exponents of the ideology of the mori· 
bund feudal dasses, and so on. Under Stalin, such reactionary 
authon usually disappeared &om the historical annals no less 
c:omplndy than rec=dy unm••ked "wreckers.• As for pro­
gressive writers, anyone wbo bas learned the history of anor 
literatu~ &om Soviet tutbooks will ~u that th- authon 
~me utterly indistinguishable in accounts that were not 
real, historical history, but a kind of hagiography that was 
intended to foster a deindividualized hieratic image. This hag· 
iographic description made no distinaio.n between Goethe 
and Sbolokhov and Omar Khayyam--dley all loved the peo­
ple, were persecuted by scheming ~actionary forces, labored 
for the radiant future, created truly realistic: an, and so on. 

As is evident &om this briddescription, the Stalinist recep­
tion of the classics diffen radically &om what was envisaged 
by the avam·garde in general and Lef in particular in thcir 
struggle with !he dassic:al heritage. Lef perc:cived an obvious 
pp between its own "demiurgic" aestheric:a and !he cootem· 
pbrive art of the past, which it usually divided into historical 
"Ties rather than into reactionary and prosressive categOries 
currins aaoa~styles. Here apin we can see the historic:al 
limitations of !he classical avant-garde, which was a prisooer 

-
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of its own all too c:leatly perceived pbce in !he history of !he 
a.ru. 

In COOuast, socialist realism, which regards historical time 
as ended and therefore occupies no panic:ular place in it, looks 
upon history IS the arma of sttugle between active, demi· 
wpc:, creative, progressive an aspirin& to build a oew world 
in the interests of the oppressed ~ and passive, cootem­
plarive an that does not believe inordesire change bur accepu 
things as they are or dreams of the past. Socialist realism 
canonizes the former and dispatches the latter to a ~nd, 
mys_ti?'l death in the hell of ~rori~ oblivion. According to 
Stabnm aesthetics, everytbmg as newm the new posthistorical 
reality-even the classics are new, and th- it has indeed re­
worked beyond recognition. There is thus no reason to strive 
for formal innovation, since novelry is automaric:ally suaran· 
teed by the total novelty of superhistorical content and aignifi­
canoe. Nor does this aesrherics fear charp ofeclecticism, for 
it does ~t regud the right to borrow &om all ages IS edenic:; 
alter all, It seltas oaly prosaessive art, which posiCSia inher· 
mt unity. The reproach of eclecricism would ~ jusrilied if the 
Q.IIO(ations were of something the aestbetics had itself deter· 
~i~ to ~ reactio~, and &om time to rime such charsrs 
did •n fact threaten wnten and attisn with dire conseqiiCIICCI. 
Socialist realism IS a whole, however, could ~ considered 
eclectic only by an outsi~ formalistic: o~rver who lea 

nothing but combinations of styles and ignom the hlsb ideo­
logical qualities (idrinost') and "popular spirit~ (~t~~rodnost') 
t&at unite them. 

UnderpiMing soc:ialist realism was the Marxist doctrine of 
dialec:tic:al and historical materialism, which delined the so­
cialist ~olution as the final stage of a dialec:ric:al evolution 
wh~ intermediate phases ~e IS prototypes or symbols an· 
ticipating this final and absolute evenL This is also !he SOUnlC 

of !he Stalinist dialec:ric:al radicalization of the avant·gatde, 
which was defeated as being •maapbysic:al" and "idealist. • 
Beca~ the avant-gude took an undialec:ticaJ view of ill own 
project as absolutely opposing or directly nepting the past, it 
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was unable to stand up against the total dialectical irony of 
Stalin's negation of the negation, which in the practical lan­
guage ofdialectical materialism signified a dual destruction­
the unending destruction of the destroyer, the purge of 
the purgers, the mystical sublimation of human material rn 
distill from it th.e new "Soviet individual~ in the name 
of Stalin's superhuman, transcmdmt, transhisrorical "new 
humanism.• 

THE TYPOLOGY OF THE NONEXISTENT 

To distinguish their views &om the aesthetics of the avant­
prde, the theorists of socialist realiml usually insist on the 
role of art as a means of knowina reality, that is, on its mi­
metic function, which is what alloW$ the method to be con­
trasted as "realism • with avant-garde formalism. However, 
Stalinist aesthetics distances itself no less emphatically &om 
namralism, associating it with the repudiated "ideology of 
bourgeois objectivism,• which upon closer consideration 
proves to be what most observers, induding the Lef theorists, 
meant by the term "realism"-dle reBecrion of immediately 
perceived reality. Mimesis, which in the aesthetics of the Stalin 
period and even in the Soviet Union today is associated with 
the so-called Leninist thcoty of reAecrion, thus signifies some­
thing quite different from an orientation toward the tradi.­
tional representational easel painting. 

An analysis of this distinction must begin with a considera­
tion of the notion of "the typical, • a key concept in all socialist 
realist discourse. One definition that accurately rdlcets the 
mamre phase in the evolution of the doctrine is in Georgii 
Malenkov's repon at the agenda-setting Nineteenth Pany 
Congress: · 

As our anim, writers, and performcn create rbcir artistic im­
"l!CCo they must constantly bear in mind that the typic:aJ is not 
that which is encountered the most often, but that wbicb most 
persuasively expresses the essence of • Biven IOCial rome. From 
tbe Marxist-Lminist sundpoint, tbc typical does not signify 
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some son of statistical mean. ... The t)'pical is the vital sphere 
in which is manifcmd the pany spirit of m.listic an. The qua­
tion of the t)'pical is always a political qucttion. 

After thus quoting Malenkov the journal continues: 

Thus, in tbe way tbc t)'pical in tbc 6k of tocicry is brouJbt out 
in the anUric rq>mentation,-c:an- tbe political altitude of 
tbe anist toward rea6ry, tociallik, bislocical evems." 

Socialist realist mimesis, then, anempts rn focus on the hid­
den essence of things rather than on phenomena. This is more 
reminiscent of medieval realism and its polemics with nomi­
nalism than of nineteenth-«ntury realism. Medieval realism, 
however, did nor observe any principle of pany spirit and did 
not daim to provide political guidelines-not even to resist 
the temptations of the devil-because it focused on that which 
exists, on the true essence of thinp. Socialist realism is ori­
ented toward that which has not yet come into being but 
which should be created, and in this respect it is the heir of the 
avant-garde, for which aesthetics and politics also are identi­
cal. The notion of the typical was based on the following state­
ment by Stalin: 

What ~ most imporwn to the dialectical method is 1101 that 
which is stable at prelellt but il already bqpnniog to die, but 
rather that which ~ cmctging and developing, even ifat p.-m 
ir does noc appear ttable, since for tbc dialectical method only 
that which is cmcr8in8 and clcvclopiog cannot be ovctiXlmC.11 

It iris further considered that what is regarded as dialectically 
emerging and devdoping under socialism is that which corre­
sponds rn the lateSt pany policiea, and that anytbi.ng that runs 
counter to these policiea is becoming obsolete, then it is obvi­
ous that the former will evenmally prevail and the latter will 
be destroyed. The connection between the typical and the 
principle of panymindedness, or {Nirliinost', is thus clear: the 
portrayal of the rypical refen to tbe visual realization of still­
emuging pany objective&, the ability to intuit new cuacnts 
among the pany leadenhip, to sense which way the wind is 
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blowing. More precisely, it is the abiliry 10 anticipate the will 
of Stalin, who ia the real creator of reallry. 

This explains why ao many writers, artim, movJc.makers, 
and ao on were afforded acoeu to privileged party cirdc:5 and 
ena>t~nged ro participate directly in the Stalinist power appa· 
rams. It was not a c:ase of a vulgar "bribe"-illce everyone 
d5e, cultural ligures could be made 10 worlc by intimidation. 
The point instead is that they were thus giYcn an oppommiry 
to glimpK •the typical" that they were expeded to rdlea in 
their works. That is, they were provided an insiP,t into the 
procas throtlgh which realiry wu molded by the party leada· 
ship, and 5incc they bdonged to this leadership, it was a pro­
~ in which they could even peraooally participate. As party 
bureauaat the Soviet artist is more an artist, more a creator of 
the new reallry, than in the studio in &ont of the easd. Thus 
wbar is subject to artistic mimesis is not exrcroal, visible real­
iry, but the inner realiry of the inner life of the artist, wbo 
possesses the abiliry to identify and fuse with the will of the 
party and Stalin and our of this inner fusion generates an 
image, or rather a mode~of the rcaliry that this will is suiving 
to shape. This, then, is why the question of the typical is a 
political question-an inabiliry to identify with the party is 
reOcctcd externally in the lnabiliry to select the "com:a• typi­
cal and can only indicate political disagreement with the party 
and Stalin at aomc subconscious level. The artists themsdvcs 
may nor even be aware of such dissension, but subjectivdy 
consider themselves completely loyal. Although it might seem 
irrational from the viewpoint of another aesthetics, here it is 
quite logical to eliminate artists physically for the differences 
between their pcnonal dreams and that ofStalin. 

Socialist realism represents the party-minded, collective 
surrealism that Aourishcd under Lenin's famous slogan "it is· 
necessary to dream, • and therein is its similariry to Western 
artistic currents of the 1930s and 19~ The popular dclini-· 
tion of the method u "the depiction of life in its revolutionary 
dcvdopment, • "national in form, aocialist in content, • is 
based on this dream realism, in which a national form con-
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ceals the new aocialist content: the magnificent vision of a 
w;orld built by the party, the total work of art born of the will 
of its uue creator and arrist......Stalin. Under these circum­
stances, to be a realist means to avoid being shot for the polit­
ical aime of allowing one's peraonal dream to differ from 
Stalin's. The mimesis of aoci•list realism is the mimesis of 
Stalin's will, the artist's emulation of Stalin, the surrender of 
tbcir artistic egos in exchanse for the collcctive efficacy of the 
projca in which they participate. ~The typical• of aocialisr 
realism is Stalin's dream made risible. a rdlection ofhis imag­
ination-an imagination that was perhaps not urich as that 
of Salvador Dali (possibly the only Western artist recognized, 
albeit negatively, by contemporary Soviet critics), but was far 
more efficacious. 

Light 1$ also shed on the oarure of the typical by spcci6c 
recommendations of areists on bow ro achieve iL Particularly 
interesting in this regard is a speech by the prominent painter 
Boris loganaon in which he attempts a concrete, practical in­
terpretario.n of the theoretical reners ofaocialist realist aesthet· 
ics. Repeating 6nr the familiar theses thatall art is partisan in 
narure and that "the so-called theory of art for art's sake" was 
devised "to seize an ideological weapon from the progressive 
forces of aociery,• loganaon pro«ecb to Lmin's theory of re­
Becrion, according to which 

the eye rdlcas objects u they appear to us, but human copi­
rion of the surrounding world ... dcpcnds on thought. (Thus] 
... the pcculiariry of the anistk Image u a subjective rdlealon 
of the objective world consists in the faa that the Image cot~~­
binc:s the Immediacy 1nd power of active contanplation with 
the universaliry ofabstnet thought. 

... Herein liet the lfCit coplrive tljplific:ance of rcslism, the 
distinction between rulism 1nd narutalism in an. Absoluliu· 
lion of the itolated cleWIIucls 10 naturaldm, 10 a deaeuc in 
the copitivc nluc <?f an." 

This thesis loganaon illustrates with the followin& passage 
from Gor'lcii: • 
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Afact is still not 1M whole uuth; it is mctdy the raw material 
&om which the teal uuth of an must ~ smelttd and ex· 
crac:tecl-the chiclcen must not be roasted with its feathm. This, 
how.-, is precisely what revcra>c:e for 1M fact results io-the 
accidental and inesaential is mixed with 1M essenbal and typi· 
cal. We must k.vn to pluclc the fact of iu inesaenbal plumage; 
- must ~ able tO exttact 111C111iJ1a from the fact.10 

Unlike most other ront.emporary critics, however, loganson 
does nor limit himKI£ ro this quocation of "the (ather ofsocial­
ist realism • describing the typical as a "plucked chicken• and 
the method irsdf as the plucking. but goes on ro mUc some 
spccilic ~111111mdations. There are, be says, example$ of 
pun: naturalism: 

Acasually snapped color pborosrapb inwhich a>mpositioo and 
the pul'J)OICful will of tho pboc~pbtratt absatt is PI"" oatu· 
ralism. A oolor photograph toktn with o dtfinitt purp<>R in 
mind and tdited by 1M ~pbtr'swill, however, is o mani­
f'atation of conscious realism . . . U 1M formal d<mmt of 
execution is eonntCted with tho anist's intent, it is a ttalisti 
olomtnt.... Thus 1M naturalistic and tealisric opproochcs 
pbor~pby can ~ cllstin&Wshed accordins ro the prtSt~~CC or 
abstnco of the will or purpost of tho pbo~pbor. The will of 
the craftsman, anistic produttion, ospteially in tho cinema 
(casrins, omkeup, ere.) Is analosous ro the will of the painttr. 
Everythins muat contributt to exprt~~lna tho basic idta of the 
work of an." 

Thus, afte.r decades of bloody struggle with formalism, it 
suddenly rums out that "the fonnal element of execution ... 
is a realistic element. • In this passage loganson is undoubtedly 
rontinuing ro polemiz.e with avant·garde critics who main-· 
tained that socialist n:alisr an in general and loganson's paint· 
ings in partirular were merely rolor snapshots that in the age 
of photography bad then:fore become superfluous, n:dundant 
anachronisms. An should instead work immediately with 
"the unplucked ba,• that is, the pborograph. loganson is al­
luding to the already noted naivcti of the avant-gardc, which 
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regarded photography, the cinema, and so on as such "bas• 
that had from the ouiSCt been "plucked"-<lirec:ted, juggl~ 
by the will of the artist·pbotographe.r. He agrees with bis ~for· 
malist" critics rhar his works are little more than enlarged 
color photographs, bur be denies that they are any the less 
*creativea for that. Instead, it is the transition itself from pho­
tOgraphy t'o painting, the change of technique, that reveals the 
pltorographcr's artistic will behind the bcruality of the photo­
graph. Thus socialist tealism c:andidly formulates the principle 
and strategy of irs mimesis: although it advocates a srrialy 
•objective, • •adcquarc• rcndmns of cxtcmal reality, at the 
same time it StageS or produca this reality. More precisely, it 
rakes reality that has already been produced by Stalin and the 
pany, thereby shifting the creative act onto reality iuclf, just 
as the avanr-garde baddemanded. This transfer is mon: •rea~. 
istic, • however, in the sense that it rdlects a political pragma· 
tism that contrasts with the naive utopianism of the avant· 
garde. 

The "theater• and "stagecraft• metaphor is anything bur 
accidental in this context. As one influential critic of the time 
noted: 

The typical horo should poam a sttikins, viorid personality. 
Somttimes it Jtfttll that notonly the spectator but tvtn the an· 
ist has no really dear idea of tho horoes of a work-thdr desires, 
their aspirations, their choracttr trail$, why they are whcrt they 
ue or whore they art going. I think that bert our artists could 
lum a srut dtal from Stanislavskii, who cltmanded that his 
actors express tach separate personality even in crowd SCtncS; 
even if they unered only two or thret StDtencu they ,...., ,.. 
quited to ombody a speciJic personaliry.u 

Thus the socialist realist painting is not primarily intended 
to produce a visual effect or ro render "the beaury of Narun:• 
in dte manner of traditional realism. Instead, it ronvcys the 
inaudible speech of the individuals ir portraf$, glimpses into 
their lives, looks for signs of good and evil, and so on. The 
mimetic narun: of the socialist rcalisr picrun: is a mere illusion, 
or rather yet another ideologically motivated message among 
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the other messages making up the painting. Mo~ than a true a ted; he does not belong to this world, he has no place in it, for 
"reflection" of any reality, the work is a hierosJypbic text, an humanity is gone &om avant-garck an. This creates the not 
icon, or a prescriptive newspaper arride. The: tbrec-dima!­ entirely unfounded impreuion that although he creates a new 
sional visual illusion of the socialist realist painting can be world, tbe avant-garde artist mnains in tbe old one-in tbe 
broken down into eli= signs bearing a "supena~Sual,• history of the arts, in traditio~ like Moses on the 
"abstract" contmt; it is read by spectators familiar with the th~old of the Promised l..ancL All aspiratioos toward the 
appropriate codes and is evaluated on the basis of such a read­ new ootwithsranding, &om tbe viewpoint of socialist realist 
ing rather than on the vinuc of irs own visual properties. This aestberia the avant-gardist is "decrepir" and a "fonnalist." 
is why the socialist realist painting judged by the traditional That is, his projection of the new is merely logical, formal, and 
criteria of realistic art inevitably appears "inferior" and "soulless, • for his soul is still in the past. At the center of so­
"bad." To the ttaioed eye, however, iris no less rich in content cialist realist art, therefore, we find the imllgt of the "New 
than the japanese No theater. To the viewer of the Stalin pe­ Ma·n" as described by Comrade Zhdanov: wwe must •.. 
riod, moreover, it offered the additional and truly aesthetic shake off the decrepit Adam and begin working like Mao:, 
experience of terror, since an incorrect coding or decoding Engels, and Lenin, lilte Comrade Stalin."11 

could mean death. Despite its surface radiance and prettiness, Ia. A. Tugendkhol'd penetratingly described the crisis of the 
the socialist realist painting evolces in the Soviet citizen_Q.(_es­ Russian avanr-garde as early as tbe 1920.. Noting the "by­
peciaJJy that period the same awe that the Sphinx insp~ penrophy of analytical rationalism" in the leftist painting of 
Oedipus, who did DOt know which of his interpretations the decade, Tuvncfkhol'd goes on to question the main prem­
would mean patricide that is, Stalini~ thus his own ise of this an, which is that since tbe anist controls tbe form 
death. Happily, to the modem viewer such pictures an as trite and rotor that act direafy on tbe human subcooscious, by 
as the Sphinx, but the fact that they must be kept locked up in changing the human environment he will also automatically 
!he c:ellan indicates that even today !hey have not entirely lost shape the human psyche and consciousness. 
their former charms. Malmch demanded mat "thespiritual power of COIIImt be ~ 

jcaed boca'* it is an attrihutr of the peen world of meat and 
THE WTHl.Y INCARNAnON OF THE Out!UilCE boone:." , , • Pu.njo argues mat •no spiriruallik, no CODimt, DO 

The radicalization of avant-garde aeslheric:s described above, 'plot' l•illdNt,hiM] is necessary. • All that is needed is form. 
of course, does not exhaustively explain why the notion mat Why? Because "it Is being that detmnina <:ollleiousness, not 
an must be an autonomous sphe~ of acriviry--.. concept the conteiousneumardcmminel being. Form -being. Fonnlbeing 
avant-garck had always rejected-triumphed in the 1930s. demminea COOJciousnaa. Le., amcent.• PwUn writa. •we,• 
Eclecticism and !he total organization of life, it would ICCin, he exclaims, "are monists; we are mau:rWiots, and mat is why 
did not nccessarily require socialist realist fi&urative duplica­ our art is our loan. Our art is an art of form, boca- we arc 
tion. The: whole point, however, is !hat we do not have to do proletarian artisu, artist~ of C<wnmnnist Ollturc.•M 

with any such simple duplication. It became dear as early as Tusmdlchol'd responds as follows to these "fonnaJist• ar­
the 1920. that the total avaru-garck project left one important gwne:ou:
lacuna that tbe avant-garck could not fill oo iu own, namdy 
tbe image of tbe author of tbe project. By usurping the place of Punln failed co IWdetsuud that siaco Ibis form of the aae il 
God, the avant-prde anist transcends the world be has ere- mandato<y foe all, the distinaioa beta= prolaarian and non­
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prolmrian art happens to be found not in form, but in the ide~~ 
of the UJC of this form. Locomotives and machines are the same 
htte as in the West; this is our •form.• The difiereott between 
our industrialism and that of the West, however, is in the ba 
that htte it is the proletariat that is the muter of these locomo­
tives and machines; this is our rontent.u 

When b~ brinp up the tec:bnological backwardness of RIISSia 
and me sameness of Sovin and Western technology, ofcourse, 
T ugmdkbol'd is arguing like a typical fdlow-travder. Such 
views would later be condemned as slanckrous "cosmopolitan 
groveling before me West" and Tugendkbol'd would be re­
je=d by Stalinist culture, but bcrc he is in esscoce expressing 
its central argumenL 

Uat lint the avant-garde and orlhodox Marxists truly be­
lieved mat consciousness was determined by me material 
base, !his belid ramer quickly dissipa~ for two, seemingly 
opposite, reasons. Fim of all, me human consciousness 
proved far less Oexible than had been sup~ previously, 
when it was sincerely mousht mat a simple change in condi­
tions would automatically produce a change in consciousness. 
Thus the theorists unexpectedly found me consciousness of 
me ·n~ individual" to be the main stumbling block. Since 
the Russian ba~ continued to lag behind that of me West, 
however, !his new consciousness was me sole basis and guar­
antee for the building of socialism. This in tum meant mat to 
speak of socialism one must, like Tugendkhol'd, reson to 
purely psychological terms such as "the socialist attitude of 
me Soviet individual to labor .• In both the positive and nega­
tive respeas, then, the fate ofsocialismis defined and decided 
psychologically, whence Stalin's famous change of slogans 
from "technology decides everything" to "the cadres decide 
everything. • 

Like the 1930s in Europe, Stalinist culture rediscovered 
human subjectivity and a n~ romanticism. The way to this 
upheaval, of course, had already been paved by Leninism, par­
ticularly when Marxist meory was proclaimed "the victOrious 
ideology of the proletariat" that was to conquer "decadent 
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bourgeois ideology.• Thus instead of a critique of ideology 
Marxism was itself declared an ideology; more precisely, al­
thoush it remained a critique of ideology it began to be inter­
preted as an ideology. Hence such formulas typical of me 
Stalin period-and ofour day as wdl-proclaiming mat "his­
tory is driven by me victorious teachinp of Marx, Engels, 
Lenin, and Stalin. • The materialist determinism of history, in (
other words, began itseU to derermine history. As Lenin had 
said: •Marx's teaching is omnipotent because it is aue. • In 
this slogan, which embellishes most Soviet cities, the essence 
of Lenin's revolution is perfcaly dear. From the orthodox 

point ofview, in contrast, Marxism is trUC because it 
le, meaning mat it corresponds to the objective logic 

tmalisrically dcunnincd history. In this respect Lenin­
talinism can be considered lhoroush.ly ic!Wistic, and 

to this day one can read in Sovin textbooks of philosophy that 
history is dctamincd by &JUt ideas, me greatest of which is 
the Marxist notion mat history is dctennincd materialisti­
cally. Only someone with an inadequate grasp of Soviet 
dialectical thousht, of oounc, could be puz.zled by such a 
statement. 

Be mat as it may, we cannot comprehend me Stalin period 
unless we consider Stalin's famous declaration, "Life bas be­
come bcmr, comrades; life bas become more joyous.• The 
source of !his joy was not any improvement in material oondi­
tions but th~ realization that such tbinp were beside me point. 
Liberation from the "formalism: "machinism," and "level­
in,g" of the preceding avant-garde period was itself experi­
enced as happiness. At the aamc rime, the struggle against 
fortnalism also connoted a strUggle against bureaucratic for­
malism. Among me characteristic traits of Stalinist lirerary be­
roes is !heir ability to perform obviously superhuman feats, 
and they derive this capability from their refusal to app~ch 
life "formalistically. • Thus they can cure tuberculosis by will­
power alone, raise tropical plants in the open air of the tundra, 
paralyze !heir enemies wilh the power of their gaze, and so 
oo.11 Without any additional technology, by proletarian will­
power alone, the Stalthanovite movement increased labor pro­
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ductivity manyfold. Ignoring ~formalist genetic methods,• 
Academician Lysenko transformed cenain plant species into 
complecdy different ones. 

The slogan of the age became ~Nodting is impossible for a 
Bolshevik.• Any rderencc to faas, recbnical realities, or ob­
jective limits was treated as "cowardice" and "unbelief" un­
worthy of a uue Stalinist. It was thought that willpower alone 
could overcome anything that the butttucntic, formalistic 
eye pcrocived as an insurmountable obstacle. The model of 
such an iron will wu Stalin bimsclf, for whom, since it ap­
pcaml to be his will alone thatdrove the entirecountty, noth· 
ing wu impossible. Generations w- raised on the examples 
of Pavka Korchasjn and Marcs'cv,» invalids who crtcrcamc 
their physical infirmity through sbccr willpower. These char­
acters a~ in a sense undoubtedly symbolic of Stalin's will, 
whose mighty power was felt throughout the land despite the 
Leader's sedentary reclusion within the Kremlin -us. 

Incidentally, widespread formulas of the lime mch as a 
"will of steel" or the endlessly repeated song lyrics "we have 
wings ofsteel and a 6cry engine for a heart" - extraordinar· 
ily well suited to the image of the ~engineer of human 1011ls," 
for they seem to suggest that the individual has absorbed recb· 
nology and that the former irrational faith in technological 
might has been transformed into an equally irrational faith in 
latent human powers. The technical organization of the world 
became me~ly the visible realization of the lnhe~ntpowers of 
its creator, and the solitary, suffering, sclf·saailicing artist· 
hero of the avant·prde became the he.ro ofStalinist culru.re­
now, however, as a sportSman, polar aviator, factory man­
ager, collective farm party organizer, and soon-dtat is, a real 
creator of real life rather than simply a builder ofcastles in the 
air. 

The depths of the human psyche, ofcourse, revealed to Sta­
linist cui~ not only "creative might,• but also a potential 
for negation and destruction. Loyal and weD-known CoiDJDII· 
nim mddcnly turned out to be monsters capable ofdemonia· 
cal, spontaDCOW, and unprovoked malice and violence. They 
incarnated the other, dcsauclivc side of the avant-gardc, 
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whose passion for negating the past to dear the way for the 
new wu as absolute as the creative energy it devoted to its 
artistic project. As Tm'iakov observed elsewbm: in the a.n:ide 
cited above: ~Futurum wu never a school. It - a aocio­
acstbetic ~. the mivinp of a group of people whose 
common point of tangency wu 110( CVCD positive tub, ... 
but ra~ a hatred for thei.r 'yesterday and today,' a rdcmlca 
and mcrcilcu hatred."11 The &pare of the "WftCker" that is so 
important to StaUnist mytbolosr is oo mo~ "realisticaUy" 
motivated than the supcrbwnu power of creation in the ._..,.,..."' .... ~... ......__.
that secminpy quite normal pmon1 capable ofsunriDa 
ground glass in the food of the Bivin& them smallpox 
and skin dirnse, poisoning weDs pubiJc pl-. inkaing 
livestock with anthrax, and so on. er, they did aU this 
on a superhuman, unimaginable scale, accocnplishing the 
most titanically destructive feats in many places at the same 
time but without any recbnical or organizational assistaooc 
(since that would climinalt their individual guilt), and by will­
power alone (since they wen: the whole time working for the 
pany and under its supervision). 

That the actions of tbe show-trial defendant ddied ordinary 
human Josie was usually even emphasized in the accusation, 
bcausc th.is inexplicability was cvidcnoc that his evil will was 
absolute and incorrigibleand could only be subdued by physi­
cally eliminating the individual. Thus in view of the entire 
countty the soul of an ordinary, ac:emingly un~adtablc per· 
som opened to reveal enormous superhuman energy, and this, 
of .course, could not but inOucnoc how the cui~ viewed hu· 
manity as such. Eapecially litera~ began to depict dcrno­
niacal doubles who destroyed everything the demiurgc =•ltd 
(for example, in Veniamin Kaverin's Two Q,pt4bu or Leonid 
Leonov'1 RIWilm Porat). Thua ncitbe.r the positive nor the 
neptive cba.ractcrs of Stalinist cui~ beloag to the reality in 
which they act; they ~ not JiDkcd to it through the ordina.ry 
psychological motivations typical of genuine realistic liltrl· 
ture or an.. H- apin the ttue na~ of Stalinist art will be 
obscund ifstudy is limiltd to a mpcrficial c:oosideratioo of the 
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craclitional realistic forms of nanative, theater, cinema, paint· 
ing, and the like that it employs. The positive and negative 
betoes of Stalinist culture are the two faces of the preceding 
avant-gazde demiurge, and they transcend the reality theycre­
ate or destroy. Likewise, the struggle between them takes 
place not within but beyond the sphere of the real, and reality 
itself is merely a Stake in the game. 

There is no place in avant-gude aesthetics for demonstrat· 
ing this struggle, because it is waged outside the total aesthetic 
project that embraces the entire world. David Burliuk's lines, 
"Everyone is young. young, young, and there's a tkvilish bun· 
ger in their bellies,"" {italics added) and bis subsequent call to 
devour the whole world eloquently illustrate the faa that both 
the creative and the destructive sides of the avant-garde oper· 
ate in a space that transcends both the present and furore 
worlds, so that they are completely irrational if judged by or· 
dinary earthly aiteria. The energy of the avant·garde destruc­
tion of the old world and the dernoniacal force of its provoc:a· 
tion derive not from worldly passions, bur from an absolute, 
cranscendenral event-the death, or rather the murder, of 
~ same source from which it draws its superhuman 
creative energy. The moment the avant•garde artist's position 
is occupied by the party leadership and the real figure of •me 
new individual, the rebuilder of the Earth,- the avaot-garde 
myth becomes a subject for an, and the 6sure of the avant· 
garde demiurge breaks down into the Divine Creator and his 
demoniacal double-Stalin and Trotskii, •me positive bero" 
and "the wrecker.• 

The above remarks explain both the resurrection of autono­
mous art in the Stalin period and its quasi-mimetic features. 
The goal of this art is to "rdlect" or render visible the struggle 
to determine the destiny of the world and the proragonim of 
the struggle. The •materialistic an" of the avant·garde could 
not do this, for it failed tounderstand that what decides every· 
thing is not the •means of production" themselves, but their 
mode of employment, that is, the "relationship to them." The 
art of socialist realism, therefore, is not realistic in the ttadi· 
tiona! sense of the word; that is, what it provides is nota re­
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Oection of worldly events in their worldly contexts and moti· 
vations, but hagi08Japhic, demonologic:a~ and other such de­
pictions of transcendental events and their worldly conse­
quences. It is not for nothing that socialist realist aestbctia 
always speaks not of "portraying" positive or negative heroes, 
but of "incarnating" them by artistic means. In and of them­
selves the positive and negative betoes have no external ap­
pearance, because they express cranscendenral demiurgic 
for,ces. However, to demonstrate these forces in a manner that 
is "'inteUigible to the people" {the "people• here meaning not 
actual consumers of art but mortals wbo lade transcendental 
vision), they must be symbolized, ioc:amated, set upon a stage. (
Hence the constant concern of socialist realist aesthetics with 
verisimilirude. Its heroes, as is stated in cenain of tbe quota· 
tions cited above, must thorougbly resemble people if people 
are not to be frightened by their true aspea, and this is why 
the writers and artists of socialist realism coniWldy busde 
about inventing biographies, habits, dothing, physiognomies, 
and so on. They almost seem to be in the employ ofsome sort 
of extraterrestrial bureau planning a trip to Earth-they want 
to make their envoys as anthropomorphic as possible, but they 
cannot keep the otherworldly void from gaping through all 
the cracks in the mask. 

This "self-staging" of the avant·garde demiurge is also 
c:h2racteristic of other artistic ClllTellts of the 1930s and 
1!'40s, particularly surrealism, with which, as with the an of 
Nazi Germany, socialist realism bas a great deal in common. 
All that distinguishes surrealism or magic realism from the 
toulitarian art of tbe time is the "individual" nature of its 
sraging, which was confined to •an, • whereas in Germany or 
Russia the predicates of the surrea!Utic artist-demiurge were 
transferred to the pol.itical Leader. The kinship of these ten­
dencies is also apparent in the conversion of a number of 
French surrealists to socialist realism and fascism, Salvador 
Dah~s intereSt in the 6sures oi Lenin, Stalin, Hider, and 
ochers. 

A great deal has been written recendy on the proximity of 
tocialist realism to the rimalistic, sacred art of the pau, on the 
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dleattical111d magical nature of its artistic praaice, its IUe of la.ws that govern cosmic and social foras. He would then re­
forms of "primitive thought" racmbling tbote dacribed by generate himself and the world bymasterin& these laws like an 
Levy-Bruhl, and its continuity wilh medieval Russilll and ensU-r. halting its dedine through artistic techniques tbu 
Western Christian proco«ypcs. These publicatioos, among would impart to it a fo1:111 tbu was ctemal and ideal or at leur 
which special mention should be made of V. Papem}'l~s appropriate to any given mommt in history. All of this ccr· 
KNI'tw11 2 and Katerina Clarlc's The Sovin Now/: History liS tainly belongs to a mystical order of experieDc:e tbu diffm 
IUttual,,. conrain m111y valuable observations and peoeuating from the simple utilitarianism of form and transparency of 
analyses of the impact on Stalinist culture of ucred arc:bctype:s constrUction to which the avant-gardc is usuaUy reduced by 
familiar from the art ofodlet religiously oriented periods. All those who consider it only in the conteXt of the museum or of 
of dlese nudies, howevet, neglect to inquire why this quasi· design. Khlebnikov, Kruc:hmykh, and Malevich't mystery, 
sacred art arose where and wben it did; more precisely, they Victory owr the Srm, in which the sign of the black square6nt 
treat it in the usual sociological spirit as a ~lapse• of Russian appeared, reproduces this "murder of die sun• and the falling 
culture into a ~primitive state" or "pure folklore. • Papemyi, of a mystical night in which is ignited the artificial sun of the 
for eumple, considers such lapses as typical of Russilll his­ new culture and new teChnological world. The avant-gardc 
tory in general. This leads him, in effect, to deny the specific itself was perfectly aware of the ucred dimension of its art/ 1 

cbaraaetistics ofStalinist culture, which he, Clark, and many and socialist realism preserved this knowledJt. The sacred 
omen consider quite apart from the striking analogies that ritualism of socialist realist hagiography and demoooJosy de­
can be obcetved in the COntenlporaty culture Of other COUD• scribes and invokes the demiurgic practice of the avant-prde. 
tries. It is instead assumed that Stalinist culture aomebow falls What we are dealing with here is DO( stylization or a lapse into 
ouuide the entire historical process. As I have already noted, the primitive past, but an assimilation of the hidden mY$f:ical 
this assumption suggests that, though these scholars may be experience of the p=cding period and the appropriation of 
aitical of Stalinist culture on the conscious levd, subcoo· this expcriencc by the stare. An analosr with the "death of the 
sciously dlcy have been transfixed by its daim to have tran­ Christian God• in the history of the church is appropriate, 
scended history. because it is an integral part of the ccclesiutical history of 

The reason that die historical position of Stalinist culture Christianity and not merely an.anificial stylization ofprevious 
cannot be detetmined even though its mcchanisma have been models. Though it wu evet ready to quote the past, Stalinist 
fairly thoroughly described is that the rationality, rcc:bnicality, culture was not a stylization. On the conuuy, in using the 
and materialism of the avant-gardc that prcccdcd it have been experience of the put it always suove to distance itsdf from 
grcady overestimated. Although the design of the avant·gude the past by reading it unhistorically and "inconectly" and 
artistic projca was rationalistic, utilitarian, collltfUCiive, and lucorporating it into the conteXt of its own postbistorical 
in that sense "enlightenist, • the source of both the projca and existence. 
the will to destroy the world as we know it to pave the way for Critics of the late 1920s and early 1930s repeatedly cited 
the new was in the mystical, traDSCit:lldcnt, "sacred" spbcre, the necaaity ofmuming to ttaditiooaJ foi:1Ds of art to "incar­
and in that sense completely "irrational. • The avant-prde nate the imasc of the new man,• tbu is, the superman or 
utist believed that his knowledge of and espedally puticipa· demiursc- Particularly c:baracttristic here arc aome remarks 
tion in the murder of God gave him a detniursic, magical by Tugendlthol'd, who linb the tum to realistic painting in 
powet ovet the world, and be was cooviooed that by thus the mid-1920s with the shock of Lenin's death. He writes: 
crossing the boundaries of the world he could discovet the "When Lenin died, evetyoo.c sentcd tbu sometblng had been 
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lost, that DOw it was necessary to forget all'isms' and keep his 
image for posterity. All currents wen: agreed that it was desir· 
able ro preserve Lenin.•n Thus as the focus shifted from the 
project 10 irs author, Lenin became more important than 
"Leninism. • 

The Lenin cult was vety significant both in the political le­
gitimization ofStalin and in the evolution of socialist realism, 
since even before Stalin came to power Lenin had been pro­
claimed the model of the "new man,• "the most human of all 
human beings.• Maiakovskii's slogan "Lenin is more alive 
than the living• adorning the streets of Soviet cities docs not 
contradiet the cult ofLenin's mummy in the mausoleum (per­
haps one of the most mysterious in the history of world reli­
gion). Although I shall nor attempt an exhaustive description 
o.f the cult here, it does deserve a few words. lrbas undeniably 
cxened a hidden formative influence on all subsequent Stalin­
ist and post .Stalinist Soviet culrure, if for no other reason than 
the central position it occupies in the invisible Soviet sacred 
hierarchy. Twia: a year, "the entire Soviet land" submits irs 
"rcpon" in parades and demonstrations that pass by the mau­
soleum, and the leaden who accept this rcpon stand on the 
roof of the structure, symbolically basing their power on the 
mummy of Lenin amcealed within. 

The construcrlon of the mausoleum on Red Square and the 
founding of the Lenin cult wen: vigorously opposed by uadi­
tional Marxists and the representatives of left an. The former 
spoke of • Asiatic barbarism" and "savage customs unwonhy 
of Maaisrs. • L.ef also reacted to the first temporary variant of 
the mausoleum, which was later slighdy simplilied, describing 
it as "a verbatim translation from the ancient Persian• that 
resembled the grave of King Cyrus near Mugraba. Such criti­
cism today, of course, is DO longer possibl~only because 
the mausoleum was long ago pronounocd "sacred to all Soviet 
citizens, • but also because everyone got used to it long ago. 

The l..ef critics, who perceived in Lenin's mausoleum only 
an analogy with ancient Asian tombs, were as usual blind to 
the originality of the oew Stalinist culture takingshape before 
their vety eyes. The mummies of the pharaohs and other an-
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cient rulers were walled up in pyramids and con<:alcd from 

monals-opening such graves was considered sacrilege. 

Lenin, in contrast, is on public displayas a work of art, and his 

mausoleum, as is evident from the long lines that have formed 

before it evety day for decades, is without a doubt the most 

frequented museum in the Soviet Union. If the "militant athe­

ists" of the time exhumed the relics of saints and exhibited (

them in muscumlike displays as antireligious propaganda, 

Lenin was from the outset simultaneously buried and dis­

played. The Lenin mausoleum is a synthesis between a pyra· 

mid and a museum that cxhibiml..enin's body, the mortal husk 

he shed to become the personificationof the building of social· 

ism, uinspiring the Soviet people to heroi' deeds.• 


Another significant fact is that whereas mummies an: uadi· 
tionally dressed in garments markin& the transition of the 
mona! into the orbc:r world, Lenin's external appearance has 
been "realistically" reconsn:uctcd down to the last detail as he 
was "in life.• This is often done at funerals today before the 
body is consigned to the grave, which Is funher evidence of the 
universal character of the religiosity embodied in the mauso­
leum. It might be: said that if earlier the body of the deceased 
was honored because of its absolute otherness, because it be· 
longed to a world that was an alternative to the earthly one 
and--as in Juclaism and Cbristianity-bc:cause it offered the: 
hope of resurrection, Lenin's body b revered pm:isely because 
the deceased has irTCVocably paned from it. In other words, it 
no longer corresponds to any spirirual reality. In this sense, 
Lenin's body is venerated and displayed u evidcnoe of the fact 
that he has forever departed from the world, as a testimony 
that be: has abandoned this embodiment of his without a trace 
and that therefore his spiritor "cause• is available for inc:ar· 
nation in subsequent Soviet leaders. Lenin's c:orpscon display, 
which bas nor been and cannot be uansfigun:d but remains 
"as it might have appcan:d on the day of his death, • is meant 
to offer ercmal proof that be really and irn:vOCl&bly died and 
will not be rcsurrceted, and that the only appeal that can be: 
made to him is through the hein who now stand upon his 
tomb. In this sense the removal of Stalin's body from the mau­
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soleum and its burial indicate mat lhe culture is unable 10 rec­
ognize me finality of his death and to free his spirit for further 
incarnations (it is no coincidence mat Evtuahenko's poem 
"The Heirs ofStalin, • written on me OCQ&ion ofme mnova~ 
expresses apprehension that Stalin's work will be continued). 

"Immortality in deeds" and me passing on of the spirit to 
the individual's bein afterdeath are constant tbcmcs in Soviet 
culture and are aptly cxprened, for example, in the wide­
spmtd slopn, "Stalin is lhe Lenin of our day.• Thus because 
it signifies the complete end of Lenin's autODOmOUS msrmce 
ouaide and apart from his "work, • lhe body in lhe mauso­
leom served toconfirm the totality of Stalin's powu, which no 
one's praeoc:e c:ould limit even in lhe transCCDdental world 
and which no resurrection or Judament Day could call inro 
question. Lenin'• mummy can at dluame time be reprded u 
me modd for me "inc:amatiom" of the socialist realist hero; 
me external "human• wrapper is here merely that: a~ a 
husk donned by me demiuflic and dialectical forces of history 
that they may mani.felt themselves and men exchange it for 
anomer. Thus ex post factum it is Lenin, and not lhe avanr­
garde claiming die role, who is acknowledged to be the 
demiurgc of his age. It must also be recognized tha.r "left art" 
itself had a hand in this canonization of Lenin: recall 
Maiakovakii's poem sanctifying him, or the collection of arti­
cles by the Opoiaz formalists Shklovskii, Tynianov, Eilthen­
baum, and omen who analyzed Lenin's style. Considering me 
riBOr of Opoiaz'a criteria, such analysis is tantamount to rec· 
ognizing him u an artist, a crearor.u 

If Lenin was canonized after the fact, Stalin's image in art­
as the genuine new man, !he model for every builder of aociaJ. 
ism, the true creator of me new life.-allowed him 10 see his 
own retlcaion in the work of art he: had created, because as a 
new Soviet individual, the artisr could nor be undasrood ex­
cept as "inspired by me spirit of Stalin,• as created by Stalin. 
In this sense me pomaill of StaJin.-..cbe greatest achievement 
of aocialisr reallst art-4ft reflections of lhe demiurgc iuclf 
and rhus the concluding stageof the dialectical process. h is in 
Ibis sense that we mUA undentand Stalin's famous direaiYe to 
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writers and cultural workers in general to "write the truth." 
A$ was mentioned earlier, this refers not to an external, static 
truth, but to rhe inner truth in the artist's hc:art, his love for 
and faith in Stalin. 1.$ opposed 10 lhe avant-garde's "formal­
ism,. its insincere, devious "devicc:s" and emotional empti­
ness and callousness, StaliDisr culture is therefore moved 
above all by a spirit of 5inceriry and immediacy. The artist of ( 
Sulinisr culture is a medium wbo lpofltaneous)y praises and 
condemns acmrding to the inDer dictares of tbe bean. The 
state judged tbe coodition of tbe artist's bean on the basis of 
this spontaneOus evidence, and even if the diagnom was nega­
tive and the disease incurable, blame was placed oot on tbe 
bards themselves, but on the appropriate party organizatioo 
for failing to educate them properly and for "pamitting clis­
rupcioo and wam in ill ideoJosical work. • The writers them­
selves even inspired a kind of respect, serving u examples of 
"honest enemies" 10 die "insincere," cowardly formalists, 
wbo were called upon to 6nally reveal their •aue faces" so 
tbat they c:ould be befittingly liquidated. 

This profound romanticism of Stalinist culture, for which 
tbe bean of me artist was either possessed by a divine tbim 
for good and gratitude to his aeator Stalin or had been se­
duced by "me wrecker,• naturally generated a cult of love as 
a kind of "inner utopia" that succec:ded tbe external mechani­
cal utopia of the avant·garde. The favorite heroes of Stalinist 
culture became Romeo and juliet, Carmen, and lhe like, quite 
in accordance with Stalin'• famous pronouncement on one of 
Gor'kli's srorics: "This piece is more potent man Goethe's 
R:uut. Love conquc:n death. • If me avant-garde artist as· 
sumed that it was enough simply to build lhe world as a ma· 
chine for it 10 begin IIIOViJ1g and living, Stalin understood that 
in order to awaken life in me machine you must lint arouse: 
love for ill crearor. Death would not be conquered until die 
new human beings created by Stalin joined with their maker in 
a myatical union, surrenderina their own wills so that the will 
of the aearor be done. 

The obvious "Byzantine" attribures ofStalinist culture and 
ics saturation with Cllrisrian symbolism are o&m uaccd ro 
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Stalin's theological training and traditional Russian piety, 
which was now frustrated and tranSfermi to a ntW obj«t. All 
such superficial sociological explanations, however, are un· 
satisfactory. The usurpation ofGod's role and the rcoonstruc· 
lion and mnterpreration of the myth of God the Artist who 
shapes •life• and •overcomes the resistance of the material" 
are all hiddm avant-garde mythologemes. These mythol­
ogemes, which render the avant-garde a primarily religious or 
mystical phenomenon rather than the technological and ra­
tional entity it S«ms to be at lint glance, did not surface until 
the Stalin perind. Moreover, if the 6gure of the avant-garde 
demiurge split into the infinitely good "grandfather" Lenin 
and the infinitely evil •wrecker" Trotsku, Stalin himsclf--<le­
spite his indubitable sanctity-lso displays a great many de­
monic attributes. For example, he works at night, when "nor­
mal people• are asleep, his prolonged silence is &ightening, 
and his uncxp«ted interference in debates or everyday affairs 
often seem to be ambivalent provocations.l< Thus he ensures 
to the full that he is both sincerdy reveled and bdd in awe. 

This ntW cult of the protean "dialcctical demiurge" that 
succeeded the traditional Christian cult of a God who was 
uniquely incarnated and retained his sclf·idcnrity perhaps con­
summates the avant-gardc's most important creative impulse, 
which was to bring forth the superindividual, cxtrapersonal, 
and collective in an, to transcend the limits of the earthly, 
monal "=alive individuality. • Although all avant·garde an­
ists declared their projeas to be exttapersonal, cleansed of 
everything accidental, purged of the anist's •nature, • or indi­
vidual, spontaneous reactions, these projectS remained indi­
vidualiz.ed to the highest degree, because the very demand that 
a project be c:onstruaed in opposition to "automatiz.ed life" 
and the typically avant-g;arde set on novdty and originality 
obviously c:ontradiaed its ambitions for universality. Here 
again the result of tcduction, be it ever so radically executed, 
depends on what is being reduced, on the c:onrext of the avant· 
garde projection. Each aa of reduction was declared to be 
6nal-a reduction to absolute zero that rendered all funhcr 
reduction impossible, the sole and de6nitive incarnation of the 
ambivalent, destructive, and creative demiurgic principle. Yet 
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each time it turned out thar the reduction could be reduced 
again, and the avant·garde was thus transformed into a ritual 
that, blind to its own inner mechanics, denied it was ritual­
istic. 

Despite its thoroughly romantic insistence on the individu· 
ality and spontaneity of the artist, socialist realism very 
quicldy sucaeded in unifying cultural life by fusing all hearts 
together with the same love and the same fear of Stalin. The 
di:scovery of superindividual strata of the =ative and the de· 
monic in the individual destroyed individuality and with it 
classical realism, or "naturalism,• from within and in a cer­
ta.in sense forever. Stalinist an is an almost unbroken mono­
lith. Especially in the laret period, multi6gured compositions 
were like major architectural proj«ts done by the " brigade 
m.ethod." literary works as well were rewritten so many times 
in response to instructions issuing from a variety of sources 
that they lost their individual authorship. The significance of 
the museum, whose holdings were merely increased by the 
avant-garde's futile struggle against it, was ao:ordinsJy re­
duced almost to nothing. Just as the avant-garde bad de­
manded, architecture and monumental an now moved to the 
center of Stalinist culture, and the easel painting that was 
resurrected on the grave of the avant·garde consequently prac­
tically disappeared. AU of this, of course, afforded little c:onso­
la·tion to avant·garde artists, writers, and critics, who, what· 
ever they might say publicly, wanted individual recognition. 
Such have all "artists• always been, and such, evidently, shall 
they ever remain. Although M.alevich was placed in a supre· 
marin c:of6n, he was tben very traditionally c:onsigned to the 
grave, thus describing in the image of this 6nal suprematist 
OOO$trUaion the aaual trajeaory of suprematism-all tum to 
dust again, as Solomon said. Lenin's dust, in contrast, bas not 
yet been consigned to the grave, and, "traditional• though it 
is. it thus c:ontinues to confirm the impersonality and univer­
sality of the •worJc• of its tanporary owner. It is difficult to 

say which of these forms of inunortality is the more enviable. 
Thus upon closer examination we see that the usual strict 

dichotomy between tbe avant-garde and socialist realism de­
rives from the fact that both have been viewed from a false 

( 
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penpec:tive. This perspective, which bod! opposed, was the 
miiiCWII exhibition, which bad moreover bunme me symbol
of true faith arul cdllcal approbarioo. With rupea to me main 
ambition of the avant-garde, which was to overcome me mu­
seum and bring art out cfira:dy into life, socialist rulism both 
rdleaed and consummated avant-prde dcmiurgism. 

lbe avant-gardc and socialist realism, by which is meant 
here the art of the Stalin period. also coincide with respect to 
their motives for extending art into lift. Both aspired to n:sur· 
rea by technological means the wholeness ofGod's world that 
had been disrupted by technology; to halt technological pro­
gress and the march of history in general by placing it under 
complete technological control; to conquer time and enter 
into eternity. Both me avant·garcle and socialist realism thinlc 
of themselves primarily in compensatory terms, contrasting 
themselves with "individualistic bout(ICOis decadence• and its 
impotence to cope with me decay of me social and cosmic 
whole. 

Malevich thought that me Black Sqwrre bad gim1 him ac· 
cess to a vision of the pure materiality coinciding (in the best 
Aristotelian traditions) with me nothingness that arose after 
the disintegration of the Divine l...ogo$-the world of Divine 
Forms, which (interpreted in the best Thomist traditions) were 
superimposed by God the Anist upon material chaos. Con­
structivism, on the other hand, demanded that art impart a 
new form to this chaos by taldng the place of the God that 
progress bad killed. Even in iu most radical variant of Lcf 
productivism, however, me Russian avanr-garcle preserved its 
faith in the dichotomy between me artistic, organized, and 
crafted word, image, and the like, and that which was unartis­
tic, immediate, everyday, and "material. • Consequently, in its 
practice it replaced work on realiry by work on the re6cction 
of reality in the mass media (me newspaper, me photograph, 
etc.), which had long been manipulated by me state and, to 
use a modem term, bad become a simulaaum of reality. 

Drawing upon the experience in manipulation that me 
party had been accumulating on me social level from me very 
outset, Stalinist culture declared the primary and me immedi­
ate to be the domain of artistic organization. At the same time, 
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in autonomous artistic activity it thematized the image of me 
dcmiutge-(he creator of the new reality-in a way me avant­
gardc was unable to do by its own means. In this rupea the 
art of socialia realism is akin to other currenlt-tW'realism, 
magic realism, the art of Nazi Germany-in which the crea­
tive and the danonic dements of the avant-garcle were mani­
fated on the psychological plane. Transcmding me historical 
framework of the avant-garcle and eliminating the opposirioo 
between artistic and unartistic, traditional and new, the con­
structive and the everyday (or kitsch), the art of the Stalin pe­
riod, like the culture of Nazi Germany, claimed to be building 
a new and eternal empire beyond human history, an apocalyp­
tic kingdom that would incorporate all the good of the pur 
and rejea aU the bad. This ambition to implement the avant· 
g;arde utopian project by non-avant-gardc, traditionalist, •re­
alistic. means consritutcs me very esseoa: of this culture and 
therefore cannot be dismissed as a superficial poK. lbe life­
building spirit of the Stalin yean ruists interpretation u a 
mere regression i.nto me past, because it insists that it is an 
absolute apocalyptic futme in which distinguishing between 
past and future is no longer meaningful. 

That the theorists of Stalinist culture were themselves 
aware of its logic is evident from their criticism of me evolu­
tion of avant-gardc art in the West. Thus l. Rcingardt, writing 
in the ultraofficious journal lsfuustvo (Art), dcsai~ post· 
World War II Western avanr-gardism as a "new academism," 
the new i.ntcrnational style suited to the internationalism of 
the large (principally American) corporations. He continues: 

Reoosnilion of the latat ammts in modem Western art by the 
wcaldly bou~ is anta~~WJ~~r 10 a clcam tente:r~Ce. Whco 
they appeared tbcK ammts arwupced 10 play on oociety's ba­
lftd of the obsoleu otdtt.... Now the pax of oppolina offi· 
dal art is no lcqa: justilied. 1\e cdoacaeod phllisrincs ban 
nashecl10 embrace their proclipi101L Form.alia cumms ba•r 
bec:omr tbc official an of Wall Saect•••• A myrbd ol adftnis­
lna firms and spowlaton aeatr and desuoy rtp~~t~riom, 6­
nan« ocw currmts, manipulatr pubiM: rutt, 0< rather the lack 
dleftOf." 
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This is a statement mat could be endorsed by more than one 
contemporary champion of posnnodemism in me struggle 
against avant·garde "corporate art."" 

The vtbemenoe with which Reingardt condemns the avant· 
garde derives &om the profound conviction that, in different 
fonns adequate to the age, Soviet socialist realism preserved 
the vital modernist life-building impulse that modcmism iaelf 
lost lo.ng ago, when it entered the academies and prostimred 
itself to its archenemy, the philistine consumer. In this view, 
the &tedom of Soviet art is hipr than the pseudofreedom of 
the Wcstetn market. It is the freedom to ignore the tastes of 
the people and create for the state a new individual and eonsc­
quendy a new people. Although it is with ran: exceptions ex· 
pn:sstd in ethical and political turns, the highest goal in me 
building of socialism is thus aesthetic, and socialism itself is 
regarded as the supreme measure of beauty." Before this all­
run: could be regarded &om a truly aesthetic perspective, it 
had to fail and become a thing of the pasr. 

Chapter Three 

POSTIITOPIAN ART: FROM MITH 

TO MITHOLOGY 


IT IS IMPOSSIBLE to describeStalinismas an aesdletic phenom­
enon, as a total work ofart, withoutdismssillg itS rec:epcioo as 
such in the unoffic:ial or 1Cmiof6cial Soviet culture of the 
1970s and 1980s. By reSecting it and m-ealing itS internal 
struCture, this reoepdon c:omplered Stalin's project, cuabling it 
for the first time to be grasped in itS entirety.The tcaospective 
view taken in the 1970s and 1980s, then:lore, is anything but 
extraneous to the culmn: of the Stalin yea!$. It represents 110( 

simply the next stage in the history of Russian art, but is vital 
to an understanding of me intetnal Josie and true namre of the 
Stalinist project and demands analysis if d1e real historical 
place of that projeo is to be detetmined. 

Alter Stalin's deam in 1953 and the beginning of what in 
the West is known as "de-Stalinizatlon" and in the Soviet 
Union is called the "struggle with the consequences of the pet· 
sonaliry cult, • it became obvious to all that the consummation 
of world history and the construction of a timeless, mil.lennial 
a.pocalyptic ki11gdom had in reality been based on a chain of 
demoralizing atrocities and a propagation of ignorance and 
prejudice that in tbe culmral respect had turned Soviet society 
back by decades. The barricades apinst bourgeois progress 
that were supposed to proteo the country from the Rood of 
historical change now crumbled as the Soviet Union sought to 

tetum to history. Some time passed before it was realized that 
there was nowhere to return to, for history itself bad in the 
meantime disappeared. The entire world entered the posthis­
rorical phase when-and here Stalin's experiment played a 
pan-it IO;St ia faim that history could be overcome. For wben 
history no longer strives toward consummation, it disappears, 
oeases to be history, stagnates. 
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scious, the rechnologists of dcsi~ !be social magi and alche­
mists !bat the Russian avant-prdists aspired to become and 
that Stalin actually wu. The privilege of !be context over !be 
text, the unconscious over consciousoess, the •o!ber• over the 
subjective, or all that is known as the •unsaid• ("cm-dit) 
and •unthought" (~over !be individual human being 
merdy means the dominance of the penon wbo speala about, 
oreven more precisely, the penon wbo aaually works on, this 
context, this unconscious, Ibis other, thiJ unsaid. Usuch work 
sua:eeds in creating an anilicial unconscious, an aniJiciaJ con­
text, and newand as yet un.en machinesofdesire called, say, 
•Soviet people,• then tbae penons will suddenly be able to 
lead livC$ and genera~ texu that do not differ &om natural 
ones, rendering irrelevant both the distinction betweeo natu­
ral and anilicial and all the effon expended on iL And tbae 
amazing beinp with an artificial unconscious but a natural 
consciousness will also be capable of deriving aC$tberic plea­
sure &om con~plating this unconscious of lhein as a work 
of an created by someone else. In the most taSteless peny­
bo!IJBCOis tradition, they will thereby transfoon the avant­
garde's unique and horrible feat-the creation of Stalinist 
an-into an object of frivolous amusement. 
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