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INTRODUCTION

‘Satirical graphics by it’s very nature contains an element of simplification and
antagonism. It draws out the weakness of it’s victims and makes them humorous. There
is no way to measure its ultimate effect in shaping opinion, revolutionary or otherwise .

(Williams, 1977, p.80)

There is no truer example of this statement than Russia in the early 1900’s. Through two
periods of havoc and chaos, perhaps it could be said that the only logical and clear
assessment at the time came from the mass of satirical art that emerged in the Soviet

between 1905 -1921.

Bedlam broke out on the 9th of January 1905, when, after years of suppression the
Russian people called out to their Tsar, Nicholas II, to put an end to their suffering. Men,
women and children came together in St. Petersburg in what was intended to be a
peaceful demonstration that would relate their restrained grievances. However, the fatal
day ended in tears of blood as the government's army opened fire on the stunned crowd
gathered in front of the Winter Palace. This tragic event was a catalyst for chaos. Soon
strikes and revolt spread rapidly, paralysing the country and throwing normality to the
wind. As revolutionaries took to the streets beckoning for support, journalists and artists
banded together to produce a vast relief of satirical work. The material, initially stunted
by censorship, quickly evolved to cutting characterisations and stark opinions of
enforced subservience and shameless corruption. Between the short span of January
1905 and April 1906, hundreds of satirical journals flooded the streets. They reported on
the drastic situations, attacked Tsardom, religion, the government and the continual
suppression. Towards the middle of 1906 the journals were methodically shut down and
many forced to burrow underground and wait in anticipation for the next moment to
strike again. This moment came in 1917 in the form of the Russian revolution. As the
Bolsheviks seized power, releasing peasants and workers from their constraints, satire
once again rose. Led by Lenin, the Bolsheviks and revolutionaries threw their energies

into political propaganda and the importance of influencing the people of the Soviet.
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Through political cartoons and satire the Revolutionaries were able to broadcast, ‘a
narrative, the exactness of a moral message, the directness of a slogan, and complete
comprehensibility’. (M.Guerman,date,p22) to both the literate and illiterate. Visual stimulus

both informed and transformed the ideas of Russians beyond belief.

It is the satirical artists and their methods that I shall be discussing. I will be covering the
works of Issac Brodsky, Alexander Lyubimov, Boris Anisfeld, Evgenii Lanser, Mstislav
Dobuzhinsky and Boris Kustodiev, all of who where invaluable to the earlier period of
satire in 1905 and influenced the satirical artists of 1917 and beyond. From this later era 1
will be examining the material produced by Mikhail Cheremnykh, Victor Deni, Vladimir
Mayakovsky, Dmitri Moor and Alekesi Radakov.

In the process of researching the art work of these periods, I found that very little was
written about the satirical art work that emerged from such an influential time. The
sources I have drawn from have mainly provided me with a basic understanding of the
history of Russia during these revolutions and also provided me with a wide range of
illustrations. 1 found that Blood and Laughter, by King and Porter helped me mostly in
examining the satirical work produced in the early 1900s, whilst the Bolshevik Poster, by
S. White covered the majority of work produced in the mid 1900s. Because of the lack
of written literature on satire, the bulk of my thesis is my own personal interpretation on

the visual matter that I have studied.
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CHAPTER ONE

Retaliation Through Satire.

The mass of satirical work that emerged from 1905 through to 1906 set the foundations
for future satirical accomplishments. Their frankness and radical bravery affected
countless artists of later years. In such a limited time, an estimated 249 journals were
issued which were paramount in the development of political satire. They also
systematically accounted the remarkable chain of events that were occurring in Russia at
the time as ‘Artists felt they had the freedom to predict the future as well as to reflect on

what had already passed’ (Elliott, 1986,p8)

One of the first of these journals to appear during this period was the Observer created
by Yuri Artsbushev, a journalist himself. It was released in June 1905 and lasted only till
July. Its suspicious and controversial material was the reason for its closure and
impending arrest of Artsybushev. The work produced in the Observer was somewhat
tame and was most likely the reason why they were able to pass censorship rules. Even at
this safe level, many images and literature had to be with held from publication by the
censors. However, the ‘Observer’ was re-established on the 30th October at a more
radical pace than before. Although, in comparison to other work being produced at the
time, it was still relatively safe. Their first re-instated issue brandished the letter ‘R’, the
next ‘RE’, until by the eighth copy the words ‘REVEL SPRATS’ were revealed. Their
tactics although subdued, evoked thought in the public and discreetly planted the seed of
antagonism as opposed to being blatantly controversial. Many journals had short lived
lives at this time, due to the censorship laws. Another such example was the ‘Pulmet’ or
‘Machine Gun’ This in fact, only got to publish its first issue. It featured what was to
become an extremely famous image, ‘The Most high manifesto’(fig.1.1) The governor-
general (Trepov), featured in it and his blood stained hand was printed on to the Tsar’s
manifesto. Even though the journals were appropriated, a postcard version was later
printed which became widely available. Postcards were common during this period and
were used frequently as a vehicle for satirical imagery. It was the rail strike on the 3rd of
October that instigated the work of the Union of Printmakers. Before this, work was
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printed illegally and strike was the start of producing work in quantity. By the 13th of
October, fear of censorship was cast away and replaced by a flow of political writings.
At this point emotions and tempers were rising dramatically, workers were taking to the
streets, not just to strike, but to express the urge to fight together for freedom. In reply
to these alarming events, the Tsar released the ‘Four Freedoms Manifesto’ on the 17th of
October. This concession failed to condone freedom of opinion being published. In
essence, nothing had changed, arrests were still abundant, coupled with killings and
destruction by Trope’s army. The opportunity, longed for by the publishing houses and
the public alike, came after a massive strike near the end of October. Transport ceased,
media stopped functioning, and work houses shut shop after the St Petersburg Soviet
published an article asking, ‘All revolution workers of the capital to show solidarity with
the soldiers of Kromstamdt and the workers of Poland and declare a general political
strike’. In desperation, freedom of the press was passed on the 30th October. The Tsar
still retained a certain amount of censorship and stipulations, none of which were heeded
often. Immediately a multitude of journals and satirical cartoons surged forth. The streets

were bustling with the peoples’ greed for uncensored publications.

By November literary and graphic works flowed forth in an astonishing quantity; all of
varied quality and title, from Hell Post and Sting to Octupus and Freedom. One such
journal, the Bugbear (Zhupel), balanced views and made candid comparisons on issues
such as; free speech and oppression, to the injustice and spilled blood from repression.
Boris Kustodiefs’ illustration called ‘Invasion’(fig.1.2), was printed in a second issue of
Bugbear in December.. It related the disturbing experience of the workers in Moscow
during their revolt in December. It depicts the despairing, yet heated sentiment of the
incident. The ‘Invasion’ conveys the workers of Russia who, animated by their enforced
suppression, barricade themselves from the military in rebellion. Trepovs’ troops appear
at the forefront of the picture, armed with guns, and descending on the workers by
breaking down the wall erected by them. Overhead a huge blood stained skeleton flees
from the side of the workers, symbolising the lives slaughtered and blood shed by
Trepovs’ army. The aerial view of this chaotic scene, casts a powerfully moving glimpse
of the horrors endured. The terrified expression of the screaming skeleton, coupled with
the sporadic ball of smoke from gunfire, vividly enables you to imagine the resounding

din and bedlam that was experienced during the rising.
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The subjects of these journals often featured the Tsar, Durnova(The Minister of Home
Affairs) and government ministers in general, witty poems and anecdotes, accompanied
cutting deriding cartoons. Durnovo_ for example was often personified as a pig, whereas
Witte (the Prime Minister) was depicted as a fox in scenes where he would be pleading
his way through negotiations. Illustrations of this kind would frequently enhance his
massive body by exaggerating it against a minuscule head. In one image, Witte was
connected to Durnovo, and the two were shaped into a grotesque monster with a double
head. As these artists and printers developed their work, they grew in confidence and
The Tsar was now under attack by the pen with increasing frequency. Satirical portraits
of him phrased ‘hooligan’ or ‘criminal’ sent the Tsar and his ministers into a frenzied

panic. The artists strove to ‘criticise mercilessly all the monstrosities of ...vile reality’.
(Elliott,1986,p8)

Father Gapon, (a corrupt priest who led the public them into ‘Bloody Sunday’), did not
escape the unrelenting eye of satire either. His gambling, false promises, and backhanded
dealings were unveiled in numerous characters. The enthusiasm these works received
was outstanding. It became apparent that the people of the Soviet thrived from the
constant withering of state stature. Journals and postcards were widely distributed,
adorned with innovative images. One such post card, the ‘Social Pyramid’ (fig.1.3),
which the Bolshevik publishing house printed, was widely acclaimed. The image was a
five tiered human triangle. The bottom tier contained the peasants and workers who
carried the weight of the upper layers, whilst waving Bolshevik flags saying, “We feed
you’ and “We work for you’. The second layer up, holds a floor of aristocrats in a bar in
which they are drinking and singing; the text here reads, ‘We drink for you’. Above this
is a tier of armed soldiers, accompanied with the slogan; ‘“We shoot you.” The second last
layer contains a collection of religious men, preaching, “We deceive you’. Finally at the
top are the government ministers and the Tsar, coupled with the words, “We rule you’.
The basis of this popular image reoccurred in many political posters and had originated
from an illustration by N.N.Lokhov in 1901 in Geneva, when the Union of Russian
Social Democrats issued it.

Another artist who manipulated this theme was Nikolai Kochergin. This more
humorously portrayed version of the social triangle was titled ‘Capital and Co.’(fig.1.4)

In Kochergins’ adaptation, the bottom row of the pyramid contains an assortment of
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kulacks, priests, landlords, rebels, workers and peasants. Residing over them are the
military and counter-revolutionaries, who are bearing the weight of the western allies.
The top tier holds an obese capitalist, symbolised as a grotesque form of a beast and
attired in a cape made from weasel fur. After years of repression, artists and writers
released their emotions in an abundance of passion to demolish the system of rule in
Russia. The artist Issac Brodsky surmised, 7 did all I could, to the limits of my strength

and class-consciousness to be useful to the revolution ’(King and Porter, 1988, p.38).

Brodskys illustration, “Tired” (fig.1.5), published in 1906 in the first issue of the journal
Woodgoblin, evokes pity, and a sense of hopelessness. ‘Tired’ betrays a despondent
skeleton at the front right of the picture. He is slouched forward on a rock amidst a
barren landscape that stretches for miles in a palette of deep reds and subdued browns.
The sky is dark and foreboding, reflecting the surrounding dejection. This somewhat
pessimistic style was common to Brodskys’ art, and was often criticised for its lack of
inspirational qualities. The symbolism of the skeleton is utilised again in the ‘Russian
Symphony’ (fig.1.6), published also in Woodgoblin. In this piece the mood is of a more
eerie nature is depicted in dark haunting shades contrasted against a glowing orange and
a mass of chaotic brown swirls. At the forefront of the picture are two corpses, looming
over them is the skeleton dressed in black, a personification of death. Brodsky was a
renowned realist painter and produced around two hundred pieces during this period. He
studied art under Ilya Repin who had marched in the ‘Bloody Sunday’ demonstration

which had hence inspired much of his work.

Alexander Lyubimov was also a student of Repin, and had also worked for an assortment
of journals such as Hell-Post and Machine Gun. One of his more successful illustrations
was ‘The Court of Star Chamber’ (fig.1.7), issued in Woodgoblin in 1906. Superbly
drawn, this composition conveys the representatives of the Church and State in
conference. The characteristics of the group in session are said to be, ‘deadly accurate’.
The scene is one of disorganisation, no one person in the room seems to be heeding
another. At the rear of the painting two members gossip, to the left a priest prays, and to
the right a General is furiously raving down a telephone, yet no matters of consequence

are being discussed. In the background in the top left hand corner we can glimpse the
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bodies of victims hanged. Their limp forms dangle in silhouette against a deep blue sky,

drawing a powerful conclusion to the ridiculous scene of the congress.

The hanging posts were a sad reality of this era, and portrayed by many satirical artists to
exemplify the magnitude of lives lost. In 1905 Boris Anisfeld manifested this vision in an
illustration for Zhupel (fig,1.8). It was effected in red ink and soft, blurred lines. A heap
of curved shaped bodies were intertwined, and lay at the feet of bizarre, elongated
monsters. These creatures, significant to the members of government, peered curiously
down at the tangle of corpses beneath them. Again, as in Lyubimovs’ drawing, we see
the inert bodies of workers and revolutionaries strung by their necks in the background.
Anisfeld's work with its hazy, obscure quality, has been described as nightmarish, its
undefined lines draw you, trance like, into the scene. His work is unique in style and gave
successtul depictions of the time. Unfortunately Anisfeld emigrated to France in January

1906 and rarely painted again.

The imagery produced between 1905 and 1907 was disturbing, yet witty, humorous and
cutting, and undoubtedly advanced. The journals were not just a political statement, but
also pieces of innovative work. Some of the more esteemed journals of this period were,
Bugbear, Woodgoblin, Hellpost and Vampire, to name just a few. Bugbear was
established at the end of November by Gorky and Andreev ( satirical writers), Bilibin,
and Kustodiev, Lanser, Anisfeld and Dobuzhinsky (the satirical artists). Gorky was
especially ambitious in the quality of satirical work as he perceived the revolution as: ‘a
chance to destroy the stupid gluttons and syphilitics who have ruined and shamed
Russia’ (Elliott, 1986, p.11), hence the visuals were both facetious and penetrating. The
high standard maintained by Bugbear is exemplified in ‘Pacification’ (figl.9), illustrated
by Dobuzhinsky. This depicted the Kremlin drowning in a sea of blood poised
underneath a rainbow. The architecture of the building is precisely rendered and the
attention to detail is commendable. The steeples of the roofs are trickling with blood

which mourns the action of it bleeding itself dry.

Kustodievs’ ‘Invasion’, (which I discussed previously), featured in this journal as well as
many other drawings by Anisfeld. Yet it was ‘Donkey’ (fig.1.10), by Ivan Bilibin that

drew Bug bear to its closure. Bilibin had been arrested before for his satirical work.
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‘Donkey’ was a life-size piece, meticulously drawn, of a donkey symbolising the Tsar,
and centred in a monarchical frame This insult to the Tsar not only infuriated the
government but also astounded the censors. As a consequence, two issues later it was
forced to close. On the subject of this repercussion Lanser wrote; ‘The extinction of
Bugbear, the imprisonment of Gzhebin, the twenty-six hour detention of Bilibin, The
interrogation of Anisfeld and Kardovsky and the closure of the Press. And all because

of that donkey '(King and Porter, 1983, p.43).

Hell Post superseded Bugbear containing works such as Kustodievs ‘Count Ignatrev’
(fig.1.11). This was an illustrative style of satirical creativity, and displayed the corrupt
Count grinning arrogantly out of the picture; his massive torso is wedged comically in
the centre of the frame. Gzhebins’ and Lansers’ ‘Funeral Feast’ (fig,1.12), is another
example of the work of Hell-Post. This characterises the military around a table lavished
with food and drink. The ringleaders are laughing and congratulating each other over the
handling of the rising in Moscow. This scene of representatives is similar in style to

Lyubimovs’ ‘The Court of Star Chamber’, which I mentioned earlier.

Another journal Woodgoblin then opened in December and incorporated a large amount
of Brodskys’” work as well as Pyotr Dobrynins’. One such illustration by Dobrynin, titled
‘Nightmare’, was a charcoal sketch of corpses strung to hanging posts along side a
railway line. It conveys the aftermath of the troubles endured in a plaintive and touching
style. There is an over powering sentiment of hopeless silence in this piece. Brute who
was also employed by Woodgoblin, and one of his illustrations continues to emphasise
the brutality of the government. Titled ‘The Decoration of the Tsuride Palace Continues’
(fig.1.13), it depicts the officials gorging holes into the skulls of workers in order to
adorn the Palace, which was the residence of the Tsars’ parliament at the time. Its plain,
simplistic graphical approach stresses the cold and heartless treatment by both the army
and the government. Finally it was the following poem that caused the termination of the

Woodgoblin after only a mere four issues:

‘Weeks, months, a whole year has passed
The dead sleep on but the living have risen.

The crowd moves forward again-but now its different.
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Revenge is a red flag soaked in a brothers blood.
Despots beware!

This is the start of our freedom!
(King and Porter, 1983, p.43)

In April 1906 the Duma, (the Tsars new government), opened, and hence,
simultaneously the satirical journals were shut down methodically. The statistics of this
short and violent time are deplorable; 14,000 people were killed by the government
between June 1905 to April 1906, and over 1,000 were executed, and sadly, still little
had changed in the Soviet rule. As Benois commented; ‘Before there was belief. Now

only fear remains’ (King and Porter, 1983, p.44).

CHAPTER TWO.

A New Soviet Face.

In March 1917 the Tsar, Nicholas II was overthrown, and a provisional government was
established in its place. A republic was finally proclaimed in Russia. Then, later that year
the ‘October Revolution’ was the cause for the disposing of the provisional government,
and the Bolsheviks assumed command. The Bolsheviks aim was to eradicate all ‘counter-
revolutionaries’, and the class system. This was articulated by the Constitution of the
Russian Socialist Federal Soviet Republic (R.S.F.SR) in July 1918. It stipulated the,
‘abolition of all exploitation of man by man, the complete elimination of the division of
society into classes, the ruthless suppression of the exploiters, the establishment of a

socialist organisation of society and the victory of socialism in all countries. (Pipes, p.18)

.Directed by Lenin, he believed that the culture of Russia should promote and engender
communist ideology. Visual art, literature and theatre was to be a vehicle for propaganda
in order to rear the perfect nation of people. Lenin foresaw in the new programme

established in 1919, that people of Russia were to become the, ‘permanent and exclusive
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basis of the whole state apparatus, local and central’(White, 1988, p.18) On this basis

institutions were to be set up to control all aspects of public pursuits.

‘The cultural revolution meant not the creation of a new ‘proletarian culture’, but the
acquisition of scientific, technical, and organisational means with which to overcome

the socio-economic backwardness of the country and it’s population’ (Pipes, p.284)

In order to influence the crowds to such a vast extent, priority was to be placed on visual
matter rather than literature. This was due to the high rate of illiteracy. The statistics of a
census in 1897, revealed that only 28.4% were literate. This in mind, the designing of
posters and the like became of major importance. These posters attacked subjects such
as, foreign investors, religion and of course class structure. A variety of methods were
used to promote these ideas. For example, transport was employed to carry visual and
verbal propaganda around the country, this included trains, boats, trams etc. These were
all adorned with visual messages and ‘agit’trains (agitational), became ‘mobile
posters’(Williams, 1977, p.59), as referred to by Vyacheslav Polonsky (head of Litizdat, an
organisation set up to control the finance and activities of all the military publishing
organisations). The trains contained libraries, printing presses and a whole film viewing

section, all supplied to ensure maximum distribution of political persuasion (Gleason, Kenez

and Sites, 1985, p.193).

In 1918 one of the first type of satirical posters from this era was published by VTSIK
(the All-Russian Central Executive Committee). It was a lithograph by an artist called
Pet, titled, the “Tsar, Priest and Kulak® (fig.2.1). It was a theme frequently used in future
posters and was described as a ‘symbol of the epoch’ (White, 1988, p.24). The Tsar was
pictured in between a priest and a kulak (a merchant). The Tsars’ crown is perched
askew on his head, reflecting his crooked nature, and it is embellished with the skull and
cross bone symbol. The priest glares irately out of the poster in an authoritative manner;
whereas the Kulak looks inwards toward the Tsar. Underneath the text tells of the trios’
grievances. They argue that the new rule has upturned their luxurious lifestyle; they
demand the reinstating of Tsardom so that they may once again reap the benefits of a
wealthy lifestyle through the exploitation’s of the workers. They call for support and end
by stating that those who wish to pursue freedom and keep their possessions and land

ought to oppose them and their ideals. This poster was a huge success, and was printed
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in Russian(primarily), and then translated into ten other different languages. Alexander
Aspit did an adaptation of Pets’, ‘Tsar priest and Kulak’, in 1918, he called it, ‘The Tsar,
the Priest and the Rich man on the shoulder of the labouring people’ (fig.2.2). This
satirical poster was drawn in a more comical manner than Pets, and illustrated the
peasants carrying the trio on their shoulders. The peasants are under nourished and
weary as they carry this heavy weight across a deserted landscape which is riddled with
corpses and skulls. The Tsar languishes on a throne on top of a sedan, with the priest
huddled conspiratorially behind him. The rich man stands, strong and fierce in armour
behind the two, as he cracks a whip over the backs of the peasants. To his left hand side
is a sword, dripping in blood. Although it wasn’t an original theme, it was effective

nonetheless, and graphically rendered.

In 1919 Aspit illustrated the people of Russias struggle against capitalism by
personifying it as a horrendous monster in a poster called, ‘The International’ (fig.2.3). A
gruesome beast resides on a pedestal titled, ‘Capital’. The Kremlin, in the form of a
crown, adorns his distorted face, and his obese body is embellished with jewels and
wealth. The heads of the lowly are scattered around him and the peasants struggle to slay
him in a battle of tangled mayhem. Their size in comparison to the monster is dwarfing.
Aspit often personified such symbols as ugly animals, we can see this exemplified in his
lithograph of 1918, ‘To The Deceived Brothers’ (fig.2.4). Here a peasant brandishes a
spiked club and valiantly attempts to overcome the multi-headed snake of the Tsars
regime. The heads are deathly looking, and seep blood from the on going attack. In the
distance the city is engulfed in a swirl of clouds and smoke. The image is satirical and
romantically heroic at the same time; very much a graphic representation of a type of

legendary figure.

In 1918 and early 1919 poster art was often heroic in style. However satirical work was
rapidly becoming the preferred method of communication. In 1919, ‘The Master of the
World is Capital, the Golden Idol’ (fig.2.5), was a lithograph by an unknown artist, and
was based on a satirical illustration by Frantisek Kupka (a Czech artist). Once again
capitalism is personified as an obese over shadowing creature. He is wedged into a
throne-like seat, surrounded by armies and canons at his feet in a circle. The fatigued

workers are marched in line towards a smoky, dismal scene of factories in the distance.
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The sky and the people are all depicted in red; whilst the ‘Capital’, is yellow, as is his
army. Narrating the events of the time through satirical humour was extremely popular.
This also was the case with Baron Wrangle, a revolutionary leader who was closing in on
Soviet land, and was endangering Russias’ resources through bargaining. An illustration
of him titled, ‘Where Wrangle Sends His Bread’ (fig.2.6), portrays Wrangle trading
sacks of grain for ammunition. Behind him stand the capitalists of other nations. Simply

rendered, it communicates the message of back handed dealing without the need for text.

Satirical artists were aware of the high illiteracy problem and addressed this subject in
many of their illustrations. This is exemplified in Radakovs’ three coloured lithograph,
‘The illiterate is a blind man’ (fig.2.7), issued in 1920. In this poster, a man walks with
his arms out-stretched and a scarf tied around his eyes, ignorantly, he stumbles over the
side of a cliff. It is an uncomplicated image that accomplishes its point through the
frankness of the composition and the unaffected style of rendering. Radakov tackles the
same theme in, ‘The Life of the illiterate; the Life of the Literate’ (fig.2.8) This poster is
comprised of two comic strips. The top line, which is the life of the illiterate, narrates the
story of a peasant unable to read or write. One day this peasant purchases a cow for his
farm; however his ignorance is the cause of him being conned, and hence the cow dies.
Down-hearted, the peasant travels to the shops to purchase some necessities, alas he
returns empty handed as he was unable to comprehend the signs. Below this is the life of
the literate who intends to buy a plough to reap his fields. Before doing so this literate
farmer reads a book in order to find where to obtain the best plough. In the final clip the
peasant is dying in bed and in the room with him is a priest a priest who waits while the
peasant is able to form his will. This poster received a lot of rebuke as it implied that
literacy was only useful for materialistic reasons. It was also unrealistic in the terms of
peasant lifestyle, as wills were seldom made in the country. Satirical artists were often

criticised for their naiveté of peasant and workers lives.

000
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CHAPTER THREE

Artists of the revolution

I will now take a look at some of the more prominent, and indeed influential satirical
artists of this period. Artists such as Cheremykh, Moor, Deni, Kochergin and
Mayakovskh devoted inspiring energy and innovation to the standard of propaganda art

under the Bolshevik rule.

Mikhail Cheremykh was one of the initial members of VTSIK. He studied in Moscow at
the School of Painting, Sculpture and Architecture, and was the first of many to utilise
satirical posters to promote the Red army. ‘Concerning the Toiler, the Priest and the
Parasite’ (fig.3.1), was one of Cheremykhs’ earlier pieces issued in 1918. As was often
his style, he adopted the comic strip format to narrate to the public this humorous little
anecdote. We are able to follow the story, (without having to read the text), of a farmer
who toils laboriously at his fields. Then one day a priest and a parasite persuade him to
relinquish all his possessions and turn over his house, food and land to them. The
justification for this, preaches the priest, is Christian law. The peasant, not knowing any
better, allows the priest and parasite to eat and drink him out of house and home.
Anxious to be a good Christian the peasant worships and prays in church and inquires
why he should now be so poor? Still nothing changes, and his grievances remain
unanswered by God; he is left homeless and hungry. Exasperated, he finally decides to
scale a ladder into the sky in search of God. It is there that he comes to the conclusion
that there isn’t a God, and now feels cheated. Furious, he returns to his house, evicts the
parasite and readopts his previous way of life. Meanwhile the parasite turns bitter, he
reappears armed, and repossesses the farm once again. In order to retaliate the peasant
enrols in the Red army so that he will be capable to protect his land. The last frame
shows the priest pleading with the peasant not to join up, as the peasant grins confidently
and steps into the Red Army registration office. The succession of picture frames was an

ideal vehicle for political communication.

Cheremykhs, “The Capitalists Cry Out’ (fig.3.2), is another comic layout style poster.

This is a humorous tale about the civil war. It begins by explaining how capitalists fight
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with and against each other over sections of land, not for patriotic reasons, but for self-
profit. Failing to arrive at a compromise war is the result, and with it, the ensuing deaths
of people caught up in the greedy battle. In the third clip a Bolshevik arrives and
enlightens the workers of the corruptness of such actions, pointing out that they are only
destroying each other. After realising their mistakes the workers return to their
homeland. Observing this, the capitalists run frantically to their allies to beg for support.
The sixth frame portrays the Bolshevik spreading the word of the Red army, he urges
them to join together in battle against the capitalists. Meanwhile the foreign allies, having
lost faith in their own people, employ the forces of African tribes to accomplish their
ambitions. The Russian peasants and workers, who now accept the Bolshevik rationale,
defeat the capitalists and stand in victory. The western ally in this poster is Wilson, and
as in the majority of satirical art, the capitalists are depicted as stout and aggressive in
appearance. What is most unique, and the first of its time in this poster, is the
unmistakable identity of the Bolshevik as Lenin. This was the first poster to characterise
Lenin in political illustration. The style adopted by Cheremykh is most definitely graphic,
which probably stems from his work experience in newspapers. When he was in art
college he worked as a caption writer for a newspaper called, Evening News. After that
Cheremykh went on to work for a variety of newspapers, such as, Farly Morning, and
produced pieces like, ‘The Menagerie of the Future’ (fig.3.3) in 1918. This was a
roughly rendered sketch of a worker and his son visiting the zoo. Their backs are to us as
they peer curiously at a cage that contains the Tsar, a capitalists and a White guardist. It
is an amusing situation drawn in a simplistic cartoon style which adds a fresh,
uncomplicated quality to the illustration. As well as working for newspapers, Cheremykh
also produced a number of pieces for VTSIK. Two such examples are, ‘Once Upon a
Time the Bourgeoisie Lived Well’ (fig.3.4), and ‘The Worker Turned Out the Capitalist’
(fig.3.5). In the former poster, a peasant is blindfolded and chained in slavery by a group
of priests and capitalists to whom he serves food and drink. The peasant is led to believe
that by pandering to the religious men’s orders he will reap the rewards when he dies. In
frame two a Bolshevik (again Lenin), unties the blindfold and opens the peasants eyes to
the deception. Enlightened and incensed, the peasant returns to the group and breaks up
their lavish party. The capitalist is seen in the next scene paying money to an assortment
of troops to fight for him. At the same time the peasant enlists in the Red Army and over

comes the Bourgeoisie group. The last frame wraps up the story in a contented family
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scene. The peasant, having done his duty in eradicating the capitalists, enjoys a
productive life of merited labour. The topic of literacy is also incorporated into this
closing scene, as he reads happily to his family in his home. This ideology is also
reflected in the background where we see a panorama of a peaceful town that contains
schools and institutions. Cheremnykh applied a light hearted approach to such radical
topics, which is both appealing and encouraging. The most renowned work of
Cheremnykh was the ‘Rosta windows’, to which he dedicated much time and energy;

and which will be examined in chapter four.

Another association connected to VTSIK, set up in June 1919, was Litizadat, the
‘Literary-Publishing Department’. In essence this organisation assumed responsibility for
all military linked work that was published. That covered posters, newspapers, books and
brochures. Although it was granted complete freedom and independence in the issuing of
its’ work, technically it was under the direction of the Political Directorate of
Revoensovet and Gosizdat, the state publishing house, (this controlled the publishing of
literature, and was founded in December 1917). It was for Litizadat that Victor
Nikolevich Deni created much of his satirical work. Before Litizadat, he enjoyed, (like
many of his peers), producing an assortment of work for newspapers. His pieces
appeared in Voice of Moscow, Sun of Russia, Spring, Footlights Life and many more.
Deni was undoubtedly a natural satirical artist, and was described by Anatoly

Lunacharsky (Peoples’ Commissar for Enlightenment), as having:

‘a combination of a sharp political mind, faultlessly understanding situations and
relations between us, our friends and our enemies, and a formidable artistic gift....a
draftsman, a poet, a literature of the pencil, with, he goes on to say, an unusually gentle
humour, which he plays in a friendly way upon the shoulders of one or other of us of
our friends, and, he adds, has the, highest degree of anger and scorn’. (White, 1988, p.60)

In 1920 Deni personified the collaborative relationship between France and Poland
during the Russo-Polish war in his illustration, ‘A Sow Prepared in Paris’ (fig.3.6). In
this satirical piece a rotund Polish officer holds in his arms a pig, (symbolising France).
The sow is salivating at the mouth and in her trotter is a deed marked, ‘1772’, implying

the Polish desire to re-establish the 1772 boundaries. In Keeping with the same topic
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Deni completed ‘Peasant’ (fig.3.7), which was a personal prediction of the fate of the
Russian people if the Poles were to achieve victory. His premonition is set in a thin red
frame, with the Pole breaking through it to the right. The blank white space, coupled
with red type results in a contrasting composition. A bloated Polish general stands in the
work field, whilst cracking a whip over the Russian workers who are harvesting their
land in captivity. The Pole, positioned to the right, anchors the scene, whilst the diagonal
pattern of the ploughed field draws the eye in towards the action of the poster. It is
apparent that Deni was very conscious about the layout, and the effective construction of

his compositions.

Deni favoured foreign leaders and capitalists as a subject of ridicule. One poster I feel
was particularly successful was, ‘The League of Nations’ (fig.3.8). The countries chosen
for attack in this lithograph are, France, America and Britain. The three leaders pose on a
platform, each puffing on cigars, all with their mouths turned down in a pompous smile,
and their fingers are adorned with wealth. The humorous aspect of these figures of
authority, is the ridiculously infantile way in which Deni has them portrayed. Stomachs
bulging, they are attired in (what we’d consider today) as ‘baby grow’ style outfits,
making the cigars seem like children’s’ dummies wedged in their mouths. Around them
at their feet is a labyrinth of desperate bodies lying intertwined with each other. In the
background silhouetted against a crimson red, are the all too familiar hanging posts. The
whole ensemble is topped off by a yellow flag declaring, ‘Capitalists of the World Unite’,

which is how Deni perceived the League of Nations.

Yet again attacking Capitalism is Denis’ extremely successful ‘Capital (fig.3.9)’, which,
when in production, issued one hundred thousand prints. Here the abunda<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>