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» time of the Octeber Revolution was, in politics,

in life and in art, a series of conflicts, contrasts and
conradictions. It attempted to be a monist, materialist,
internationally inclined collective but was in reality

e series of disparate individual states, each with its
own ethnic and national creed. The Rewvoiution set out
to demolish the two-ciass aristocracy and peasant

system of pre-revolutionary Russia;s; instead it produced
e four-class division of Party, Proletariat and Peasant,

with an Intelligentsia that considered itself superior to

all. [t undertook tc educate millions of apathetic,

-

work-shy, anti-establishment citizens to become dynamic

neuw éocialists, despite an alimost one hundred percent
rnational illiteracy. The new State was thecrectically
Marxist but the text-book, in practice, had to give way

to reality. 1t promiszd liberty, equality and fraternity
to the Reds, but ignored such considerations for the
Whites. It was all so optimistic, except for tne remnants

cT the ancien regime.

The Revolution was intended not merely as political,
miiitary and socisl butés ldeological and cultural, a
revolution destined to change not only Russian society, but
the entire western world. This was the conviction and
certainty of the Communist dream. The nightmare that
emerged would affect not only the peasants, the party

and the proletariat, but especially those who formulated

the cultural policy: the intellectuesls of the Great Utopia.

The artists who supported the revolution and who for a while




were supported by it would epitomise the polarity of opposites
which characterised all aspects of life in the new Russia.
These extremes would be particularly evident in their work:

the traditional, conservative easel art of the realist painters

and the experimental, exploratory art works of the avant-garde.

The aim of the realists, in the Hegelian sense, was to reflect
society as it was; the aim of the avant-garde, in the Saint-
Simonist sense, was to lead and to change it (1). A
contributory factor to the uncompromising attitude of the
protagonists was that the "conservatives were much too
conservative and the revolutionaries were much too revolutionary"”

There were devoted followers in both camps.

Art, being the product of mankind "is determined by nature and
culture, geography and race, time and place, ~bioiogy. and
psychology and economic and social class™ {3). A new

art for the new regime was of as much concern to the
politiclians as were the social and economic issues. The
Bolshevik leaders were sufficiently inspired to recruit
bourgeois experts to establish the new enlightenment; they
would also use past culture as a foundation for the new.

This was a direct result of the leadership bsing in the hands
of an intelligentsia, who considered it their duty to inform

and teach as well as to govern and lead the people.

This is nof what Marx had envisaged. But it was a temporary
measure, necessary to bring into being a socialist state where

culture was the right of evervone. Politicians, as spokesmen

(63

(2)



or culture, played a prominent role im the formation of
cultural policy, a policy that it was hoped would create the

quintessential Bolshevik arr.

Artists who were never before involved in political posturing
now clamoured for attention from the Party. The art of the
Realists, the reflectionists, the traditionalists was part

of the image of older Russia; it could hardly be considered
the art of the Revolution. The art of the avant-garde,
abstract, geometric with no recognisable representative image,
born of the Revolution, would be the new art in the Worker

State.

While remaining wikhin the bounds of art history, it is the
primary intention of this study to place the artists of

early twentieth century Russia within the social, economic

and political milieu of their times and thereby juxtapose the
superstructure of art to its material base. Tn this, the

main empnasis is placed on the art and evnts of the post-
revolutionary vyears: the art of the traditional Realists and

on the abstract art of the Constructivists. 1t Ifsinot

intended to engage in a critical analysis of either school but

Lo situate the art of post-revolutionary Russia in the context of

the Revolutionary times.

On the one hand it has been necessary to trace the origins of
the Realists back to their nineteenth century roots, their art
having undergone litrle or no change during the oneriod. n
the other hand the art of the Constructivists, arising
directly out of the Revolution, is ociven only a CUrsory pre-
revolutionary examination, their contribution belonging to

the years immediately following October.
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During the course of the study it has been necessary to retrace
some steps and repeatedly refer to certain events, in order

to emphasise their importance. Where this has occurred it

has been deliberate and considered fundamentally essential.

It is also important to understand fthe nistorical background

o to the Revolution; thus, the Bolshevik rise to power has

been separately and briefly desalt with.

The politicians of the period shared many of the artists’

aspirations and, in conducting the country's political

E affairs, influenced the direction of the artists' lives and
consequently their art. These politiéal revolutionaries were
a breed apart. Most had an abiding love for the arts and
some were indeed artists themselves. They were cultured,
much travelled and were committed Socialists. From being a
scattered band of professional revolutionaries in exile they
became an organised disciplined force, intnt on bringing their
country out of its inherited medieval feudalism into the

modern technological world of the twentiefh century.

in setting about this achievement they would make mistakes,
take'urong turnings, employ artists and dismiss artiskts, all

in the name of Sccialism and the Revolution. Their ruthlessness
was total. They would arbitrarily use abstract art for their
purpose to-day and realist art when abstraction failed.

They and their political and economic policies were as much

responsible for the art of Revolutionary Russia as were the

artists of the Revolution themselves.




The other group that shared the Politicians' importance in
the artists' lives was the theorists and critics of the day.
Moscow and Petrograd (4) haed always been intellectual
sparring partners but there was no time more mentally
scintillating than the immediate years before and after the
Revolution. The Formalist Critics of the two cities and the
Futurist artists and poets held meetings and exhibitions,
wrote poetry and prose, staged drama and opera and outrageously
advertised themselves. After the Revolution they continued
their liaison and befriended the artists of the avant-

garde. It was their articles and

publications that centred attention on the art of the
Constructivists and their spirited and socially committed

struggle to become the leading artists of the Revolution.

The struggle for official supremacy between the Realists and
the avant-garde lasted less than a decade. [t was indeed
symptomatic of the power struggle within Bolshevism itself.
The Realists represented the gln order and the avant-garde
the new. While the avant-garde was in the ascendency

there was the political upheaval of the Civil War, of
proletarian hegemony and of the revolutionary concept of a
Workers'™ Dictatorshin. When more conservative methods were
called for in 1921 to get the country back into order,

there was a gradual reinstatement of Realism until the return
of authoritarianism in the late twenties. By then the
avant-garde was nnt only out of favour but regarded with
positive suspicion. One or the other, abstract or realism,

would become cultural law and therefore cease to be 'art' (50 -



emain within the bounds of art history,
d bearing in mind contemporary political and
social t ds this study will attempt to trace the rise and

fall of the post-Revolutionary avant-garde artist in Russisa

and his replacement in Party favour by the once subversive

nineteenth century Realist who, at the peek of his new found

|

flory, would lose his artistic credibility and become

instead a servant of the State.
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THE GROWTH OF BOLSHEWVISM

:
CHAPTER I




When Tsar Nicholas II became Emperor of all the Russias,

in 1?84, few would have believed he would be the last of
{

the Romanovs, never mind the last of the Tsars. He inherited

an Empire that was eighty per cent peasant under one

hundred per cent autocratic rule. There was unrest and

dissatisfaction throughout the country; conditions were

ripe for revolution.

The peasant communes that emerged after the Edict of
Emancipation (1) could be regarded as a basis for socialism.
Consequently, in 1899, the newly formed Socialist Revolutionary
Party (SRP) took the peasant under its wing as the nucleus

of the coming rewvolution. The SRP's immediate intention was
to strengthen the commune and to unify the peasant, the

intelligentsia and the proletariat (2).

The intelligentsia however had aims of its ouwrn. Russia

had been exposed to Marx's works since the 1880's and many

of the Russian intellectuals now turned to Marxism. In

the late 1890's the Marxists formed the Russian Social Democratic
Labour Party (RSDLP) in London, with Lenin, Trotsky and

Plekhanov as leading members. Plekhanov was already a

prominent Marxist, whose Group for the Emancipation of Labour

in Zurich had attracted many of the future Russian revolutionaries.

In contrast to the SRP, the RSDLP saw no future for the
commune or its passive peasant. They turned instead to
the industrial work-force that, despite its small numerical
power, had earned a high public profile by its strikes and

protests.



jal work-force was an urban phenomenon, concentrated

in groups; the peasantry was too scattered and disorganised.

$ | ; Lenin's 1902 treatise What is to be done? called for a

"tight, organised party of committed members, to spread
socialist ideas among the workers™ (3) and further argued
for a small, dedicated party of active revolutionaries,

to prevent infiltration by Tsarist informers and secret police.

Disagreement with Lenin's policy split the party in 1903,
at its Second Congress in London. The RSDLP was nouw
divided into Bolsheviks, under Lenin and Menshiviks, under

Martov; majority and minority groups.

The extreme element of the SRP now engaged in a policy of
government intimidation and assassinated two successive
Ministers of the Interior in 1902 and 1904. With the

murder of the Tsar’'s uncle in 1905 came government retaliation
and oppression. In January 1905 the Imperial troops had
fired on a peaceful crowd bringing petitions to the Tsar.
This Bloody Sunday massacre gave rise to a general strike,

resulting in the formation of the first Petrograd Soviet (4).

The call for reform resulted in a Tsarist Manifesto, which
Trotsky dubbed "paper liberty", tearing the document to
pieces in front of the crowd. Trotsky and the Petrograd
Soviet took control of the city's affairs until order was
restored. The Tsar's reforms included a representative
body, the Duma and a Council of Ministers; in reality no

more than a Tsarist puppet shouw.
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'Bblshevik party was not one unified movement,

,fy scattered throughout Europe, under multiple
Eéhip_ There was the group responsible for the party
;@”&@EEBEQ (Forward) in Geneva, the section dealing with
;hegnew Bolshevik paper Proletarii in Paris and the PRAKTIKI

answered to the engineer, Leonid Krasin.

The events of Bloody Sunday showed the general unpreparedness
of the Russian people in the face of Tsarist violence. This
resulted in the setting up of an Organised Bureau of Majority
Committees at the Third Congress of the RSDLP in London

that spring. This committee served to unite the separate
parts into one organised whole under the three leaders,

Lenin, Bogdanov and Krasin.

At the Fifth Congress of the RSDLP in London in 1907, the
Party leadership, Lenin, Trotsky, Plekhanov, Stalin and
Martov disagreed strongly over financial difficulties

and future revolutionary plans. For the next ten years
most of the leading members remained in exile, linked to the

homeland by printed propaganda, waiting and plotting the

revolution.

The European War of 1914 - 1918 brought anlunprepared
Russia, the French and British side together against the
Germans and their allies. The Russian losses were great,
morale was low and patriotic loyalty to the Tsar had ebbed

as food and supplies grew scarcer.

i1



By February 1917 Petrograd demonstrators were joined by
the royal troops and the Tsar dissolved the Duma. A
provisional government was formed by Lthe Duma and the
Tsar's only option was to abdicate. Petrograd reacted

by strengthening its Soviet and called on the rest of the

country for support. Lenin returned to Russia in April

and Trotsky followed in May.

Although the SRP and the Menshiviks were strongly represented
at the First Congress of the Soviets, Bolshevik membership
increased from 20,000 to 200,000 between February and the
following October. Imprisoned Bolsheviks were released in
August and by September the Petrograd Soviet had a Bolshevik

majority.

Before the Second Congress of Soviets, due on October

25th, the Petrograd Soviet was demanding the dissolution of
the provisional government and "all power to the Soviets".
Trotsky immediately formed a Military Revolutionary Committee,
which challenged the power of the government. Within days
Bolshevik troops had taken the Winter Palace and arrested

the members of the provisional government.

Power at last had passed to the Soviets. Lenin, as Chairman
of the new government, the Council of People's Commissars,
would lead Russia into Communism. Despite opposition

from Menshivik supporters, Bolsheviks who had been active in
the Revolution would now govern the country, its external

affairs and the economic and cultural life of the state.

12



e while the country was torn by the
and every force enlisted to convert

Ideology.

tment of art for this purpose and the drive

'%ish a Bolshevik culture would, for some years,

py the politicians, the artists and the theoreticians

in the aftermath of the October Revolution.

(185
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POLITICIANS

CHAPTER I1




Plekhanowv:

/ In common with many of the Russian revolutionaries, Plekhanov's

life was not devoted solely to politics. Fheinee e c LR

tastes of the Party leadership were catholic and comprehensive.

Apart from his socialist politics, Plekhanov was one of a

body of theorists and critics whose absorption of western
philosophy and culture informed his ideas on what constituted
art in the new state. Through his political involvement he
favoured the commitment of the industrial urban worker over

the agrarian, rural peasant and saw the future of Russia

in the hands of the proletariat. Nevertheless, he favoured

the art of the Realists of the nineteenth century, whose

subject matter was rooted in the rural community. Those who
reiate the thirties non-judgemental Socialist Realism in

Russia to Pliexhanov, fail to point out that what he admired

in these nineteenth century Realists was their critical

approach to the society in which they lived and their attempt,
through their art, to change it. This relentless concentration
by thne Realists on the evils of isardom was later considered

Dy the Bolsheviks to have been a stimulus to rtevolution

among the newly 'freed' tsar's subjects.

Theirs was much more than a Hegelian reflectionist art; in
fact it was closer to Marx, in that it set out not just to
depict society, but to actively influence it. Plekhanov
had been a follower of Chernyshevsky, (1) whose theories on
art and its role in soclety were espoused by the Realistg.
Triese theories were in part adapted from Saint-Simon {(2),
the eighteenth century French philosopher, who regarded art

as having a primary role in the restructuring of society.

16
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Those who considered Plekhanov's public denunciation of Cubism
in 1912 (3) as reactionacy and anti-modern, failed to see
that what he rejected in Cubism was its preoccupation with

form, an 'art for art's sake', as opposed to his own contention

that art should be created for society's sake. For Plekhanov,
art was the artist telling the truth as he saw it and in

s0 doing, influencing his fellow man. This mission he saw

as fulfilied by the nineteenth century Realists. He would

not have recognised in Stalin's Socialist 'Realism' anything

but a mockery of the word.

Piekhanov died in 1918 and was commemorated by Lenin in
his Monumental Propaganda Campaign as one of the inspirations

to the Revolution.

irotsky:

That both Trotsky and Lenin have written on literature and

on art points to a more than ordinary interest by
revolutionaries in the cultural fcundation of the state.

The personal interest of both was inclined towards literature
rather than to the visual arts, nevertheless, Trotsky uwas
embroiled, from the beginning, in the theoretical discussion

surrounding the nature of revolutionary art.

Trotsky himself epitomised the enigma that was Russia when
he said "we have & dictatorship of the proletariat in a
country which is inhabited mainly by peasants™ (4). He
was reluctant to define the new arts; although he held
strong opinions on what it should not be. Like
Chernyshevsky and Plekihanov, he rejected an 'art for art's
sake' and upheld the idea thet art should be part of life

itself;

17



the "effort to set art free from life, to declare it

self-sufficient unto itself, devitalises and Kills att" ().

While realising that the new Bolshevik art must be part of
life, he was cautious about the leftist, anti-art tendencies.
He feared a movement by the artist away from creative
contemplation and the mirror of reflection towards an
aggressive new art, formed by the hammer, to shape society (tEye
For Trotsky, art would only change life when life itself
would be so altered by the ideals of Communism that it
could absorb and assimilate art. With his customary

pragmatism he could see that revolutionary Russia would need

much time before these conditions were met.

Trotsky, more than any of the other leaders, was aware of
this crucial time factor, 'the tortoise perspective' (1).
He realised that a new culture, like previous cultures,
would not appear overnight. It required a long, slow
process of assimilation and it would have to be based on a

knowledge of the cultural past.

A theorist himself, he followed avidly all debate regarding
the new art in contemporary publications. Nonetheless,

he was aware that work, not theory, was what finally

matered. He was also concerned that intellectual theorising
resulted in an even bigger gap between the artist and the
generally illiterate public. He agreed that experiment

and exploration in the fields of art, science and technology
would, given time, eventually produce a culture that would
rival the cultures of the past, but accepted, what many of

the theorists did not, that the common people were, in the

18



wake of the Revolution, concerned only with literal

reproduction and not abstract discussion.

In this way Trotsky was sceptical about an art for the
mass of the people being decided by an elite minority.
For him there was as yet only revolutionary man; only

time, education and material prosperity would provide the

art of the revolution.

Trotsky was the revolutionary par excellence. As Commissar

for War he trained an unruly mob of indifferent peasants

into the five-million-strong disciplined body, the Red

Army, which 'beat the Whites with its Red Wedge' (). As
passionately as he believed in the Revolution, so did he believe
in complete freedom for art, regardless of whether it was

for the Revolution or against it (ﬂ).

For Trotsky, CUmmqnism, as envisaged by Marx, would free art
from all external pressures, material, political and

ideological and allow the artist to concern himself only with
artistic truth. Thus would art neither be led nor commanded (19)

and so, being free, would create the real art of the Revolution.

Although he approved of the revolutionary aims of aspects of

the avant-garde, he was doubtful about their formalist concerns.
Appreciating form and creating form were part of the value of
art, but form, in itself, for Trotsky, was not enough. It

was as inconceivable to him as it was for Marx, that art

could create without reference to the political, social and

economic conditions of the time.

1)



The Formalists lgnored the "psychological unity of the social

man" (11). As for the Formalist critics and their insistence

on the autonomy of the word itself, he did not approve either

their Kantian disinterestedness, their irrational 'zaum' (12)

language or their many manifestos.

It was one of the peculiarities in the culturalisation of Russlia
that manifestos and movements appropriated portions of
philosophies and theories, and, in giving validity to the part,
negated the contribution of the whole. Marx, Saint-Simon,
Hegel, as well as Kant were all victims of this fragmentation

of thelr work.

Trotsky shared with the constructivists their reverence for
the machine and for technique. Trosky's machine would free
the worker to devote time to aesthetic concerns; tecnnique
itself he considered of fundamental importance in the history
of culture. It was what brought man from the stone age

to the machine age; indeed, what made the Revolution possible.

His loyalty to the international ideal of the Revolution brought
him into conflict with Lenin after 1921, and was one of the
many bones of contention between him and Stalin after

Lenin's death in 1924, when Stalin turned to nationalism.

Trotsky's own political demise coincided with that of the
Progressive artists. As early as 1903 he saw the dangers of
a one-man party in his then criticism of Lenin,

"the party organisation at first substitutes

itself for the party as a whole; then the

Central Committee substitutes itself far the

organisation; finally, a single dictator
substitutes himself for the Central Committee"™ (13).

20



By the end of the twenties his prophetic vision was realised.

Stalin was in power as a sole dictator; the party role was

to bow to bis whim. He used his position to rid himself of

the contentious thorn in his sice. In February 1929, Trotsky

was deported to Turkey in a clocak and dagger operation that
was a forewarning of events to come. For Russia, Armageddaon

had arrived.

From enforced exile he was one of Stalin's most severe critics
when Stalin imposed an official style on the art of the
Soviet Union. Equating it with superficial photography,

he went further and accused it of deliberately lying, for
Trotsky the worst sin in the book of artistic kruth. He

was the first to openly accuse the Socialist "Realist'

artists of depicting events that never occured in order to
"exalt the leader and fabricate a heroic myth"™ (14). He

saw the pyramid of power as created by Stalin, with its

power of veto, having destroyed, not only the art of the
Revolution, but the very ideals of the Revolution itself.
Lenin:

Lenin agreed with Trotsky's view that the culture of the past
was a necessary foundation for sccialist culture. In the

early days he also shared Trotsky's international outlook.

Lenin was concerned with the economic urgency of creating the
new state and, in order to improve Russian industry, he would
recruit experts from the fields of art and technology, whether
or not they were part of the old bourgeois regime: "We
cannot wait twenty years until we have trained pure Communist
experts ... We must compel them (the bourgeois experts) to
SenrRVeNl s (HISH
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While he left the running of contemporary art matters in the

capable hands of his Education Commissar, Lenin in 1918

also undertook a policy of preservation and conservation of

valuable relics of tsardom. Any existing monuments of

artistic value were to be removed and Stored,'not destroyed.
They woulc be replaced with comissioned works by modern
Russian artists, commemorating international achievers in
all the fields of human endeavour. In this way art would
be used to extoul internationalism as a Marxian concept,
rather than nationalism as a legacy of the tsars. The following
year he confiscated in the name of the people the great
collections of modern art conce owned by the bourgeois

capitalists. The people could now enjoy the artistic treasures

of the past, as the new owners of these palaces of bourgeois

culture.

Lenin did not want a compartmentalised culture. In 1820
he rebuked Lunacharsky for sanctioning the setting up of

an autonomous proletarian section within the People's
Commissariat for Education. He did not tolerate 'parallel
organisations’ (16) within his departinents; there would be

one single-minded organisaticn run by his deputy and directly

answerable to Lenin himself. Within the same Commissariat,

the avant-garde was given free rein to rise to the challenge

of creating a new art for the revolutionary state, so long

as it understood who was in charge.
For this purpose new state scnools and institutions were

set up with the avant-garde artists in the key teaching

roles, replacing the more conservative realists. The

avant-garde was also given the task of decorating the streets

22



and squares for commemorative festivals and for street

theatre. They were also involved in propaganda and agitational
work for the new regime. Although this work was carried out
throughout the country, it was primarily aimed at the urban
worker and was thus an urban movement and an urban art.

Very soon the confidence of the avant-garde, together with

that of 1ts worker counterpart, would be undermined. As Marx
could have predicted, the economy dictated that Lenin should

change srategy.

In the civil war between Reds and Whites, after the Revolution,
peasant and proletariat combined for a Red victory.

Although the peasants, under Trotsky, were the physical army

of the state, the proletariat, as the supplier of arms was
indispensible. Lenin made the proletariat his chaosen people,
an echo of Marxist materialist contempt for the economic value

of the individual toiling peasant.

However, when the war ended the peasant and his produce

forced a shift in official allegiance. The town had to

rely on the country for sustenance and the peasant, knowing

his worth, was not content to play second fiddle to the
proletariat. It was also remembered. as Folgarait points out,
) Ehat the rural population had been the military muscle

under Trotsky. Peasant mutiny was imminent, food was witheld

and a sullen rural populace forced Lenin to take actian.

In true Marxist fashion he tackled the base problem and
introduced his New Economic Policy (NEP). NEP would give the
peasant a degree of control over his farming, in return for

which he would supply the urban population with his surplus food.

23



Lenin now had to concentrate on converting the peasant to

economic and ideological socialism, and for this he would

need the help of the artists, as he had needed them in his

effort to propagandise the proletariat. But this was a

different audience, and a more direct, unambiguous message
was needed to penetrate the layers of illiteracy born of

centuries of tsarist neglect.

Whereas Lenin had welcomed the avant-garde artists in the
cities with their abstract, cosmopolitan art, for the rural
masses he required an art identifiable as rooted in the
peasant ethos. In this way did the Realist artists find
official favour, while the avant-garde and its proletarian
comrades had to take a back seat. Lenin and NEP (see
glossary) also saw to it that funding for artists was cut, art
school staffing decreased considerably and the reintroduction
of private enterprise meant that artists once more had to

court favour in the market place.

It was a far cry from Lenin's dream of a Communist state
that would "support the artist while he followed his own
creative urge, without interference" (18). From now on,
only an art that was of use to the state for political

propaganda or economic growth, would be used by the socialist

regime.

Lunacharsky:
By his own definition Lunacharsky was "an intellectual among

Bolsheviks and a Bolshevik among intellectuals™ (19). He

also shared with Lenin, Trotsky, Bogdanov and Plekhanov a
pre-revolutionary incubation period in Western European
Countries, which broadened his internationalism and contributed

to his cosmopolitanism. Like the other leaders of the

Bolshevik Revolution his knowledge of European literature
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was comprehensive and his own contribution as an author

journalist and critic was substantial.

Lunacharsky read himself into Marxism as a student in Kiev,

where be spread Marxist doctrine among the railway worKers.
He was well-known to the local police as a controversial
contributor to the local press (20). He was arrested

more than once and spent time in jail before going abroad to
study at Zurich University. Although family circumstances
cut short his university career (21), his European years

brought him in touch with the Marxism of Plekhanov and

Akselrod and with the empiriocriticism of Richard Avenarius.

Back in Russia he resumed his subversive activities and met
fellow-revolutionary and future brother-in-law,the medical
Marxist Bogdanov. He was not yet committed to Bolshewvism,
but voted with Bogdanov and lLenin in opposition to the
Menshiviks at the Second Party Congress in London. By 1904
he was helping Lenin to form the new party newspaper

VSPERED (see glossary) in Geneva (22). He was now a
Bolshevik by conviction, contributed to Bolshevik propaganda
in the journal VSPERED and helped in the founding of another

Party paper, Proletarii in Paris.

During the winter of 1905 Lunacharsky returned to Petersburg
and helped Gorky (23) to edit two new journals. Although
shut down by the censor and once more arrested, Lunacharsky
was now aware of the task of presenting Bolshevism to the
intellectuals of Russia as a convincing political and social

creed.
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In November 1906 Gorky settled on the island of Capri and

invited Lunacharsky and Bogdanov to join nifm. Later in 1908,

having encapsulated his theories in his first volume Religion

and Socialism, he put his theories into practice by founding,

with Gorky's and Bogadonov's help, a workers' school on Capri.

Lenin was not in favour of such arbitrary moves within the
Party and was apprehensive that Bogdanov would pose a threat,
a leadership alternative. Lenin was also uneasy about
Lunacharsky's definition of Marxism as religion and the

new worker-culture as an alternative secular religion.

But Lunacharsky was aware that the pomp and ceremony of Church

and Royalty would have to be replaced by similar street

spectacle and public festival in a new socialist state.

The Capri enterprise, The First Higher Social Cemocratic
Propagandist and Agitator School enrollied its first students

in summer 1509. Its purpose was to train Russian workers for
propaganda, agitaetion and organisational work and to "strengthen
the intellectual energy of the Party” (24). It is important

to note that priority was given to ideological rather than
military matters. It was the first practical step in the

foundation of proletarian culture.

Personal reasons (25) once more determined that Lunacharsky
leave capri, this time for Bologna, where, with the help of
Gorky and Bogdanov he re-established his worker-school in
1=}, But a series of defections by leading members meant
the end of Lunacharsky's practical experiment in proletarian

culture.
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1t was, nevertheless, experience that would be invaluable

during the post-Revolution years, when he would once more

attempt to establish a proletarian culture under the official

sanction of the new state.

By 1911 Lunacharsky had published his second volume of Religion

and Socialism and began his public renewal of friendship with

Lenin. He also returned to the excitement of Paris, which
was then the art capital of Western Europe. It was also the
home of many Russian emigre artists, including Diaghelev

and his Ballet Russe.

Lunacharsky immersed himself in the art world of Paris,

visiting art exhibitions, museums and galleries, officially
representing one of the Kiev newspapers. As an art critic

he was certainly not revolutionary, but appreciated the
experimentations of Cubism, while personally favouring a more
conservative style. At this time, in 1912, Lunacharsky's
taste ran to realism rather than to abstract art. Yet he
enjoyed the company of all the young artists of the Paris art
colony, La Ruche, particularly that of his fellow Russians (26).
Here he founded a circle for proletarian culture among the
Russian workers and introduced them to their artistic
counterparts in bohemian Paris. It was his first experience
as liaison officer between the intelligent Russian worker

and the artists of the avant-garde. Together they would
hopefully create a proletarian culture, foreseen by Lunacharsky
as early as 1906 on Capri; for Lunacharsky it would be the
foundation of the future Socialist State.
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It would be five years before he would set about uniting the

artists and workers in his own native Russia. Then, as

to

Commisar for the Enlightenment, he would give preference

the avant-garde as revolutionary artists, in his attempt to

establish a new art for the worker in Russia. Ta this end
he would bring back from Paris many of the artists whom he

had befriended during his exile, among them David Shterenberg,

future Head of Fine Art under his own Ministry.
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1. Christina Lodder, Russian Constructivism, p. 19.
I Chernyshevsky (1829-1889), Russian revolutionary and
author believed art and society inseparable. His What
is to be done?, 1885, called forth outbursts from Tolstoy
and Tuegenev. For Chernyshevsky the idea behind a
work of art was important; execution was relegated to
the background. Lodder, Russian Constructivism, p. 19.
He was an influence on Lenin whose own pamphlet of 1902
was given the same title.

. Margaret A. Rose, Marx's Lost Aesthetic
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Simon the new society would be formed by an avant-garde
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mind' language used by the Futurist poets: intentionally
illogical. Kreschenyk employed it in his absurd opera

Victory over the Sun, in 1913, important in the evolution
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Children of the Sun in 1904 whose values were derided by

the later Victory over the Sun.
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in 1895 his brother beceme seriously ill and
Lunacharsky took him to France and nursed him for over a

year.
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The original Party newspaper ISKRA (Spark) was nou
contraolled by Martov and the Menshiviks.

This refers to the writer, Maxim Gorky, whose financial
support of the Bolsheviks was unfailing, although he
himself remained politically independent. Gorky was
held up as the quintessential proletarian artist because
of his working-class background.
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Lunacharsky's wife had constant arguments and

disagreements with Gorky's companion, the actress
Andreeva.

Ibid, p. 54
Lunacharsky preferred David Shterenberg’s more

realistic painting and would later appoint
Shterenberg as head of Fine Art in NARKOMPROS

(see glossary).
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It was politics and social issues as well as artistic concerns
that brought Realism into prominence in nineteenth century
Russia. The freeing of the serfs in 1861, by Tsar Alexander II,

merely opened the door for more needed social reforms.
There was unrest also in the world of art. The Academy in

pPetersburg, which dictated art practice throughout the state,
was directly under Imperial patronage. Academy art was a
French-influenced courtly style, vaguely based on Classicism.

It had no connection whatsoever with the strife-ridden

Russia of the people.

Students of the Academy, including Pepin, Kramskoi, Perov

and Surikov, rebelled in 1863 and formed their own association.
Their work npt only reflected the social and political
upheavels of the time, but by exposing and condemning injustice
it helped raise peasant morale. (See Figs. 1, 2 and 3).

Theirs was primarily a critical function and their style a
realist one. In that they set out to change society

they could be considered as fitting into the Marxist mould;

in that they introduced new subject matter in the form of the
oppressed, unidealised peasant they could be considered
revolutionary; in that they chose to exhibit their works

by travelling to different venues, they could be considered

popular among the people. At any rate they became an acute

embarrassment to the establishment, were considered subversive

and were persecuted accordingly. Yet these Peredvizhniki
(Wanderers) continued to explore and condemn the conditions

that existed in nineteenth century Russia.
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Like later Russian artistic movements, they had an intellectual
and theoretical support group, led by the critics Kramskoi and

Stasov, who helped in the dissemination of their work and

their concerns.

The Realists were not only radical in their political ideals;
they were, in the context of mid-nineteenth century Russia,
truly revolutionary in their art. They had rebelled

against the irrelevant art of the Academy and the sentimental
works of the Romantics. Theirs was an art of time and place,
rooted in the experience of the people. But it was nevertheless
more concerned with literary theme than with the material and
formal elements of wvisual art. The Wanderers in defying

the Academy hadpmerely questioned pictorial content; it

did not occur to them to experiment with form.

The Wanderers were influenced by the writings of Belinsky and
his disciple Chernyshevsky, for whom art and its relevance to
society were inseparable (1). By 1892 there was a reaction
from younger artists against this socio-political emphasis

in favour of decorative, aesthetic and formal concerns. This
new attitude was endorsed that year by the publication of Dmitry

Merezhkovsky's Reasons for the decline of Russian Literature

and its new Trends (2). Merezhkovsky called for an end to

the economic, political and social preoccupations of Belinsky
and ChernyshevsKkys; voung artists were to apply themselves to
the artifice of art. Reality was to be dealt with, if at

all, by those remaining Wanderers whose numbers were depleted
by old age, death and a growing inclination towards nostalgia
for the past. Hegel's philosophy was to be replaced by Kant.
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These advocates of art for art's sake were referred to as
Modernist, Decadent or Symbolist; Russian followers of
French trends. The new direction in the visual arts was

reflected in literature, where form also took precedence

over content. In Merezhkovsky's Symbolist Manifesto of

1893 reality was replaced by theatrically, the occult, the
mysterious and the metaphysical. There was also a move
towards internationalism in outlook and a new interest in

French art.

This internationalism was itself countered by a native

movement towards the national values and traditions of the

past. Wealthy industrialists like Savva Mamontov were conscious
of the insldious industrial threat to the tndigenous arts

and crafts of the peasant. Mamontov set up a centre at
Abramtsevo, outside Moscow, to nurture traditional Russian
folk-lore and folk-art. The style became known as the Neo-
National Style and looked for its inspiration to the art

and architecture of early Russia.

For a time many of the original Wanderers met and exhibited
with the Abramtsevo Circle. However, it was the younger
generation of Wanderers, Korowvin, Levitan, Kuinji, Nesterov

and Serov etc., who related best to Abramtsevo. Already
dissatisfied with the unchanging values of the early lWlanderers,
these younger painters favoured the less social-oriented
abpproach to art and found much in common with the folk art and

applied arts in Mamontov's Centre. (See Figs. 4 and 5).

As Bowlt points out, they were 'transitional figures' in
Russian art (3), having begun as Wanderer/Realists, they

continued successfully as Neo-Nationalists.
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In their emphasis on picture-making rather than on story-
telling, they moved on from the art of Wanderers and could

be considered precursors of the World of Art movement; for

a time they, in fact, were associated with them. At any

rate they were influential in emphasising the decorative

and formal elements in a work of art and important, therefore,
to the development of Russian Modernism. At the same

time they remained representational painters; still preoccupied

with the 'what' of painting.

By 1893 the Academy, against which the Wanderers rebelled in
1863, was partially reformed. Repin resigned from the
Society of Wanderers and accepted an Academy post as director
of the historical art studio. He was followed by many

of the senior members. Some of the younger Neo-Nationalist/
Wanderers also joined the art institutions. In this way
many future members of the Russian avant-garde were

initially exposed to the formative influence of the tuwo

streams within the Wanderers movement.

It was reaction to the Academy that in part contributed to

the formation of the Petersburg World of Art. The journal

was founded by the erudifte and accomplished Diaghelev and
through its pages opened wide the cross-fertilisation of
East and West begun by the earlier Symbolists. Eclkeetiic
in taste, it nevertheless favoured an art for art's sake
and like the Symbolists in their preference for form,

exerted a major influence on future trends.
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while Repin, at Diaghelev's request had initially conributed

to the World of Art, from the beginning it was highly
critical of the Academy and the Wanderers. When Diaghelev
announced in the eighth issue that many of the Wanderers'
works should be removed from the city museum, Repin and his
Realist friends could no longer collaborate with the group
nor contribute to the journal. While the journal itself
ceased publication in 1904, the group itself continued to

work and exhibit until after the Revolution (4).

The events of Bloody Sunday brought reality back onto the
artistic stage and students at the Academy signed a proclamation
demanding democratic elections and government reform.

Repin was among the signatories. Yet, during the unrest of

the coming years art seemed to turn a blind evye to events in

the world and, for the coming decade, focused its undivided

attention on itself.

Young painters like Malevich, Larionov and Goncharova would
later develop a Neo-primitive style, influenced by the peasant
art of the nineteenth century Abramtsevo movement. (See Figs.
& and 7). Together with Cubist influence from France and
Futurist inspiration from Italy, the new Russian avant-garde
developed its own hybrid style, Cubo-Futurism. (See Fig. 8).
There was an emphasis on the illogical and the irrational

among avant—-garde painters and their Futurist literary

friends who, through their journal Union of Youth, called
into guestion all authority and order both in art and in life.
They were in open rebellion with theirlold Realist teachers at

the Academy in Petersburg and in the Moscow School of Art.
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pespite the Cubo-Futurism, Rayonism and later Suprematism of
the Russian avant-garde the Realist/Wanderer teachers

remained at their Academic posts during the UWar until the
Octecber Revolution brought the Bolsheviks to pouwer. By
summer 1918 the new regime had closed the Academy and existing
Art Schools. Re-opened in September they were now re-
organised as State Free Art Studios. New members of the

teaching staff were taken not from among the traditionalists

but from the ranks of the avant-garde. Lenin, Lunacharsky
and the Bolshevik State were unanimous in their belief in a

new art for the new workers' State.

Although the traditionalists had now lost their seats of

power and influence in the Schools and Academies, they
continued to paint and exhibit as before. They had earlier
ceased to concern themselves with social and political

issues; by this time they were painting apolitical naturalistic
landsceapes, portraits and anecdotal scenes that found
acceptance among the people and the wealthier art patrons.
They went unnoticed in the art world and were ignored by

the intelligentsia and the avant-garde, the new rulers of the
Russian art scene. Realist themes and style were
traditionally associated with rural and peasant life.

With the new emphasis on Marxist theory as favouring the urban
worker as the ultimate saviour of the Revolution, the

peasant and peasant concerns were consigned to the basement,

while all that was urban and utilitarian occupied the upper

storeys.
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The October Revolution had altered not only social and political
attitudes; it had also changed artistic consciousness.

Within the restructured Art Studios and Institutes there was
now a move to merge art and industry and so create an art

that would be characteristic of the new revolutionary and
proletarian society. Malevich, Rodchenko and other artists

of the avant-garde proclaimed, as early as 1920 that the
two-dimensional surface was finished, that painting was

dead (5). The new art would be an art with a purpose;
painting, as an allegedly useless Pursuit was dismissed and

abandoned.

Despite avant-garde prognosis however, painting merely played
"dead’ and waited its turn in the limelight. When the

State Free Art Studios were set up in 1918 they contained
individual studios, where students could choose their teachers.
A majority of students were in favour of traditional
representational art and, had their preferences been adhered
to, these schools would have been more conservative and less
experimental. Despite the authorities' ignoring the voting
and an avant-garde system of art-education being imposed,

the fine art areas in these institutions remained strongly
conservative. Furthermore, all students had to spend time
in the basic courses of painting and sculpture and it was
here that the trend towards representation was upheld.
Friction resulted from this clash between the followers of

tradition and the more experimental advocates of new form.
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There had always been a strong narrative and thematic current
in Russian art and literature and both were missing from

the works of the avant-garde. Reactionary streams within
the Art Schools began to criticise the avant-garde in general
and Constructivism in particular for its nihilism, its
concept of man as machine-operator and its glorification

of technology and the machine. Many of these critics of

the avant-garde were pupils of Rodchenko, Popova,, Klyun,
Malevich, Tatlin and other prominent Modernist members. This
is significant in that despite their exposure to the optimism,
experimentation and art works of the avant-garde, as "former
left artists™ they now considered the "analytical period in
art finished" (6). They formed The New Society of Painters
(NOZH, see glossary) in 1920/21 with the purpose of returning
to easel art, to traditional representation and to the
figurative image. It was the first of many such societies

in the 1920's that would constitute the new movement towards

realism and away from the abstraction of the avant-garde.

The cry for a return to realism came not only from the dissenting
artists. The economic problems facing Lenin after the Civil
War were exacerbated by peasant unrest. The disbandonment

of the Red Army meant the return of thousands of peasants to
farms that had been undermanned and neglected during the

years of War Communism. The resultant shortage of food for
the urban workers threatened the efficiency of industrial
Production. The peasantry, having been officially ignored

in favour of the proletariat, was now unwilling to co-operate
in the continuing Party policy of urban preferral. As already
mentioned, a change in tactics was required if the peasant was
to be converted to committed Communism.

40



peasant education would necessitate the enlisting of artists
in @ programme of visual propaganda and oral agitation. The
high rate of illiteracy among the rural Population meant

that such an undertaking would rely primarily on a direct
method of indoctrination by word and image. If such an
undertaking were to evoke an immediate response among the
peasants, familiar and identifiable modes of representation

were called for.

The Realism of the Wanderers had traditionally been associated
with rural Russia and Lenin was nouw ready to replace the
esoteric geometry of abstraction with the unequivocal

imagery of the realist painters. For the Wanderers' neuw
disciples it waes time for ideoclogical conflickt with the

avant—-garde.

NOZH (see glossary) was followed in 1921 by another young
realist organisating BYTIE (Being) (7), whose members called
for a return to subject matter, in defiance of the Constructivist

condemnation of theme.

The surviving Wanderers and their younger followers held

their 47th exhibition in March 1922; afterwards they together
formed the Association of Artists of Revolutionary Russia (AKhRR),
with a later and vounger offspring OMAKhR (sere glossary)

AKNRR was as dedicated to the Revolution as was the avant-garde
and quickly won official acceptance for its realism and for

its revolutionary zeal. AKhRR could be termed non-denominational

in its loyalty to peasant and proletariat, soldier and

politician. Its 'civic duty' was to 'depict the present day:
the life of the Red Army, the workers, the peasants, the

revolutionaries and the heroes of labour' (8).
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By their own admission, unlike their Wanderer pPredecessors,
they were to be reporters after the event rather than heralds
of the future, or critics of the status quo. They also tended
towards the heroic depiction of revolutionary themes and

were solidly opposed to experimentation Oor analysis in the
pursuit of art. They were adamant about HOUW they would paint

and equally intransigent about WHAT they would paint.

As one of the most prominent realist groups, determined to be
the real artists of the Revolution, AKhRR needed a respected
figurehead. Repin had retired to live in Finland, so his
colleagues Kasatkin, Arkhipov and Maliutin together with their
pupils Grigoriev, Radimov and Katsman now chose Isaak Brodsky

as the leader of their Association. Brodsky, with fellow
painter Gerasimov, was one of the first to popularise the heroic
style, later known as Socialist Realism. (See Fig. 9). It

was a style that emphasised academic craftsmanship and masterly

technique.

Three young artists, Deineka, Pimenov and Goncharov formed The
Group of Three in 1924, as an active avenue towards Revolutionary
s As students they came under the influence of the very
broad-minded Favorsky, during his tenure as rector of

VKhUTEMAS (see glossary). Favorsky tolerated both the formal
explorations of the Constructivists and the aesthetic exercises
of the easel painters. Deineka would be one of the foremost

Propagandists for Soviet ideology during the later years of

Socialist Realism. (See Fig-g)
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o 1925 Deineka was again one of the founder members of Th
e

gociety of Easel Painters (0ST), 4 Protest against AKhRR as

SEas against the Constructivists. Once more many of the
members of 0ST, as students at VKhUTEMAS had been witnesses to
the laboratory explorations of the avant-garde and its Unsuccessfy]

efforts to fuse its artistic experimants with the industrial

production of the proletariat.

The members of 0ST were more defiantly revolutionary and less
tied to tradition than the other easel artists. They were
also committed to the new future Socialist State and the
workers uwhose efforts would Nelp bring this Utopia into being.
0ST was determined to be the artistic mouthpiece of the
Revolution and prevailed upon other smaller societies to join
its ranks. In 1925 the combined membership of OST and AKhRR

proved a formidable opposition for the flagging energies

of the avant-garde.

In 1926 there was an order from the Central Committee of the
Communist Party to establish a Federation of Organisations of
Soviet Writers (9), thus beginning the trend towards centralisation
which would make of the arts a single governable unit. By

1929 forced collectivisation and the introduction of the first

Five Year Plan were Stalin's methods of dealing with the peasantry,

the proletariat and the economy; it was now time to turn his

attention to the arts (10).

At the All-Union Congress of Proletarian Writers in 1928 there

was official condemnation of avant-garde efforts to create an

art in keeping with the ideals of the Revolution. Four years

later, at the 17th Party Conference of the Communist Party the

members decided that "the confines of the existing proletarian
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literature and art organisations are becoming tog Narrow and
are hampering the serious development of artistic creation" (11)
This led to the dissolution of all existing artistic 9roups and
the formation of the Union of Artists in the same vyear All
those who still wished to devote their lives to the creation

of art had no option but to join this Union and have their work

dictated by the Dictatorship.

As for the Fine Arts, the ultra-conservative Brodsky was now
appointed director of the newly revised Academy. Stalin was
opposed to the anarchy of the avant-garde and, orthodox in

his own attitude, understood the equally tradtional tastes of
the rural and urban worker in relation to the arts. It was

thus a conservative art that would, for Stalin, best combine

the cultural traditions of older Russia and the Marxist ideals
of the new revolutionary Worker-State. As a clever tactician
Stalin had already observed the gradual return to realism among
a sector of the younger artists; he would manipulate this

tendency with his customary skill and thereby impose his vision

on the arts.

The promotion of Stalin's concept of socialist art was left to

his Party colleague Zhdanov, obviously in accordance with the
leader's explicit instructions. At the First All-Union

Congress of Soviet Writers in 1934 Gorky was the first to speak

in favour of a realistic art,attuned to Revolutionary Russia' (12);
he was also the first to use the term Socialist Realism.
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JhdanoV claimed that the new artist should "depict reality j
in

ionary dewv 4 ;
its revoluti y development” and represent his own society

and his ouwn times (13). This was not to pe done with
sentiment and nostalgia but in g Positive and optimistic
o with "revolutionary romanticism" (14). The new art

of Socialist Realism would, as its name implied, be Realist

socialist and also Nationalist (15). It would also transcend

class barriers, as the new Soviet State was now allegedly
classless.  Furthermore, it would eschew the individualism

and formalism of the now decadent avant-garde.

In Socialist Realism there would be no emphasis on any particular
mode of expression; merely that the subject would itself
dictate the style. There was a renewed stress on skill and
craftsmanship and the introduction of specific criteria by

which the work would be assessed. In this way a successful

work of GSocialist Realist art would identify with party concerns
(partinost), conform to Marxist ideology (ideinost), be rooted

in the nationalist tradition (narodnost) and typify the society
or individual depicted (Eipichnost) (16),with such stringent
guidelines, artists, now part of one controllable Union would

become pawns in the powerful hands of the Party.

As Socialist Realists, artists would use their art to glorify
the Revolution in a style of heroic illusionism that had nothing

to do with Realism but everything to do with illusion and myth-

making. The new 'Realists' had come a long way from their

rebellious and subversive origins in the nineteenth century.

From now on they would be no more than conduits carrying the

: Sy : !
message of Communism to the masses; Stalin's own "engineers

Of the soul’ (17), obedient servants of a masterful State.
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PiencEERIlnE Fe=nEn century Realism had the philosophical d
o an

theoretical doctrines of Belinsky, Chernyshevsky and Stasov (18)

to relate to in their socially and Politically critical art

socialist 'Realism’, as an organ of a totalitarian regime, had
Spregaed its critical responsibility in favour of secure
employment by the State.

pacleivAEREELENLN Would hardly have approved. Marx decidedly

would have disapproved, being opposed to State patronage
of the art of a past era and to the wider and more sinister

issue of censorship by the State (19).

By reverting to the oppressive measures of an earlier regime,
the leadership in Stalinist Russia deprived the artist of the
independent right to create. Destined to play a lead role
in a country that professed to be Marxist, the now official
State Artist became but a bit player in a Party production

directed by Comrade Stalin.
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thsdency towards nationalism. .
te

Sm in One Countrv
was replaced hv a

ymond Williams, The Long Revolution, p. 307
Ra

 pdder, Russian Constructivism

%OL inéers of the soul'’: the term
engch to describe the new artists.
Spiea possible suwipe at the 'artist-en
ou R

constructivists.

used in Zhdanov’s 1934
Lodder points
gineer’ Envisaged by the

notes on Chernyshevsky, Belinsky.
giesov was the art critic who Supported the Wanderers' socially
a -
; e 5 i s dils A0
B t Rose, Marx's lLast Aesthetic, p
Mdrgi;eMarx's first journalistic efforts at the age of 24 uas
as d at the artist/king Friedrich William IV of
alm? ia who, in 18417 enforced rigid censorship tg protgct :
gaufih and étate from the critical barps of the intelligentsia.
hur
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— THE AVANT-GARDE

CHAPTER III - PART II




e October Revolution,

cormal revolution in art that was,

uanderers' apolitical.

unlike the Rebellion of the

This avant-garde movement of the Visual

e was an intellectual one, Nourished by the Cross fertilisat
lsation

¢ ideas from the varied international disciplines of scien
CES

philosophy’ psychology, music angd literature. The neuw ideas

were promoted and discussed in the literary Publications of

The artists who rejected the concerns of the nineteenth century
Realists were the first Russians to give validity to modernist
formal qualities in a work of art. Inspired by the French
symbolists and Kandinsky and disseminated through the pages of

The World of Art (1), they upheld an art that was removed

from society and concerned only with itself. They denied the
perceived world objects, substituted in its stead the intrinsic
value of line, colour and form and delighted in the discovery

that spontaneity and inaccuracy could contribute to aesthetic

enjoyment (2).

Theirs was an art of philosophical, psychological and mystical
concerns and provoked strong reaction from another group that
was more nationalistic, more primitive and more Russian.

This was the Jack of Diamonds group.

As' the Russian Symbolists allied themselves with The World of Art,

SO artists from The Jack of Diamonds sought kindred spirlts in

the contemporary publications of the intelligentsia (3).
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irotaniThe Undon of Youth in qg15 met paint
nters ywho

m@ﬁeﬁSCientLSts' EELEeES Uhohwere musicians ang Philosoph
: ers

who wWere PECESE S Rlie Sresult of his Collaboration with
; o of

ithese members was the opera Victory Quer Cive: Sim, R 7995 b
i T g which

e crucial to his development as an artist and seminal in th
7 e
el growth of the avant-garde in Russia. Kruchenyck's

irrational’ illogical libretto, Matyushin's dissonant, atonal
score and Malevich's abstract geometric design was a creative
synthesis of the arts, a concern of the later avant-garde
movement . The theme was also in tune with contemporary
consciousness; the conquest of the sun, the consequent
destruction of reality as perceived and the taking over of the

old world of traditional values by the new 'will-be' supermen

of the future.

Victory Over the Sun was revolutionary in its use of abstract

geometric design, both for the sets and costumes of the opera.
His own lighting of the set would provide Malevich with partially
revealed forms which would play a large part in the formation

of his Suprematist system and the evolution of the Black Square.

Furthermore, his stark uncompromising sets would be forerunners

of the theatre designs which would become the controversial

constructions of the Constructivists. (see fig. 10).

Formal concerns were also the preoccupation of two influential

literary groups in pre-revolutionary Russia.  In keeping

with international trends in the world of science, the Moscou
Linguistic circle (4) and the Society for the Study of Poetic

“anguage (OPOYAZ) (5) adopted an analytic approach to literature
d World of Art groups denied

and language. As the Symbolists an
' Russian
the importance of content in favour of form, SO for the Ru

e e groups,
FormaliStS the word became an end 1N jtself. These g

LSy

-




The critical Realists of the nineteenth century were bent
on

SopeetClEHES SR RS LS NI among: the! people” ands as such, were g
j 3

rce of social and political threat tp the e .

2o The avant-

garde of the pre-war years was concerneq with nothing Outside
the theory and practice of intellectya] Pursuits and had neithe
r

a political nor a socisl profile in Russian life. Even

during the war years, Malevich yas 9iving "birth to his o

Infant, The Black Square” (6), and concentrating on attaining
his philosephic Throne of Thought. By 1917, the Modernist
artists in Russia would experience a cataclysmic shift in
their insulated world; they would now have to bring their
art into the streets and decide whether their palettes should
be either Red or White. It was no longer possible to be an

unconcerned 'fellow-traveller' (7).

When the Bolsheviks under Lenin decided to take on the Tsar

and his forces, they were not only concerned with victory

a8s such, but of over-turning the whole world of traditional values, “W

| Z
|
|
4

: @s in Victory Qver the Sun. The setting up of an unprecedented ?ﬁ
System of rule would lead eventually to an ideal, where

there would be no state government, but communal participation
in all decisions and policies. It was Marxist theory

€ndeavouring to become practice. It was not only intended to

be National and Russian but to become international and

COSmopolitan.
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S : 3
MUunist Menlfesto, had ng count

. | ' NEry;

crue Bolshevik did not Consider himseyf Russj y

“ ia

the

cam‘mun‘is’t' Russia was a 9eographic whole made up

and culture.

s Lenin's dilemma. He must bring together all th
ese

This wa

SUiSicnsSRINES one socialist entity, in readiness for worjg

socialism on an international scale.

The Revolution itself was over ang done with in ten da It
ays.

yould take from three to four vears of hardship ang work to
consolidate the Communist takeover and establish stability in

the country. To do this both Lenin ang Trotsky allowed themselves
to play God with Karl Marx. Instead of a workers' commune, it
was necessary to establish a temporary dictatorship, not of the

proletariat but of the intellectual wing of the Party. This

dictatorship would lead and teach the people the way to socialism.

Both Lenin and Trotsky believed in the "transforming power of

culture' (8) and set about to give to the illiterate masses the

basics of a culture of which they had been deprived for centuries.

Both men realised that it is impossible to instantly build a

Culture from scratch and each favoured the harnessing of @
bourgecis culture as a foundation for what was to be the new

Culture of the proletariat. B i

It was to the creation of this proletarian culture that Lenin

M0W turned his full attention. In doing so he would combine

- ) 1 n
the forces of art and technology to bring into being a transformatio

i task
N the material and economic life of the country. Such a

: 2 d
“Ould require skills in the areas of organisation an

TeConstryctign.
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_ _ccomplish his stated aims, Lenin set UPp a serj
Ti rles qgf

éﬁmmigsariats with responsibility for Specified task
LU s. AS
ggmmissar for the Enlightenment, in the neuwly appointed
NARKUMPRDS (see glossary) Lunacharsky was in charge of educat
ucation

PEGEEEEE B eRonSIDILILY in the fleld of art,  Tng 1d
= @)

imperial Academy, With its traditional canons of excellenc
e’

pecgciiebancEetand With e many of the, by now academic realist
r S S

who had ceased their earlier wanderings for the safe teaching

havens of the establishment. There was general agreement

that a new art was needed for a new ers.

apccording to Lunacharsky, the Proletariat must finally eradicate
the sharp difference between life and art which had concerned
the ruling class of the past (9), "In the hands of the
proletariat art will become a sharp weapon of Communist
propaganda and agitation ... in the hands of the proletariat art

is the tool, the means and the product of production”™ (10).

But in the hands of the proletariat there was no evidence of
proletarian culture or proletarian art. PROLETKULT (see
glosary) was set up, not by Lunacharsky himself but by his
brother-in-law Bogdanov at the time of the Revolution, to
Consolidate the working class politically, economically and
Culturally. It was the outcome of the Capri and Bologna schools
and the leading members retained the ideals of those earlier
efforts.

Before he met Lunacharsky Bogdanov had always been interested

In mass culture and had been a follower of the nineteenth

i = of
Century Populists, who revived interest in the folk culture
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.jan people, their SONgs, poens and folk-th
“theatre.

papu&isbs also held Sunday schools fgr workers in an e
g eTfort

The

ta¢gtamp out illiteracy and educate the masses towards ¢
to rue

Cogietion:

There was divided opinion as to what this workers' Culture sh 1d
ou

For some 1t was the lore,

. sSongs and handcrafts Created by

generations of workers, handed down and addeq to by each

succeeding generation. For others it was art, craft, entertainment

and education provided by others for the hard-worked proletariat

¥peRUsEERUS STl Ehere were: slveady faciliticst suiiaome
whereby the worker was offered lectures, music lessons,
opportunities to take part in drama and choral productions,

all in an effort to encourage a genuine proletarian cultural
movement. Bogdanov firmly believed that man, as a member of
the collective, could evolve to a higher type of individual,
defined variously as Communist, Socialist or Collectivist (11)
Collectivism was to be aimed at in the new society where the new
Socialist man would himself change the old world for a brand new

world of his own making.

‘-l-»,_— e st

In his Art and Revolution of 1849 Wagner had claimed that the

art of the future would be a mass art, a popular culture

i
'
1

reflecting social values ... a culture created by workers

for workers.” It was this Wagnerian vision that Bogdanov

i ‘ he
Tesurrected in the early days of the twentieth century when

i tariat
collaborated in the ideological education of the prole

With Lunacharsky and Gorky on Capri.
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T was to be the realisation op all

DrE*rEVOlutiOnary
& g rming a proletarig
gepaCformIng N Culture. Bogdanov,

did not differentiate betuween art ang

as a trye

labour; art

¢ praduct of human labour, yas Simply another type of work

cuild employ all the technica) means at the workers
that

St In this equation of art yitp work Bogdanov ang
dis

RGLETKULT anticipated the Constructivists and their move
P 3

towards production.

gogdanov insisted on the cultural independence of PROLETKULT
. a separate workers' group, whose membership now competed

gith the Bolsheviks. Numerically it was a political threat
to the Party and Bogdanov's elitism was regarded by Lenin as
totally anti-Marxist. By 1920 PROLETKULT was subsumed into

the broader based NARKOMPROS and forcibly brought to order.

Trotsky was not in favour of the elitist concept of proletarian

culture. He envisaged a cultural revolution 'not for a

minority, but for all’' (12), and could see that it would not

happen overnight. Like all cultures, it would need time to

ferment and mature. For Trotsky, proletarian accumulation

of culture was dependent on eradicating the illiteracy S
problem. That in itself was one of the reasons for the

lightenment
recruitment of visual artists in the matter of the enlig

of the people.

nt of visual e

: is Plan for
Propaganda at all levels. Lenin introduced hi

e the old
Monumental propaganda in 1918 in order to chang
visually at

: i oduce,
acknomledged appearance of things and intr

es.
least- the new socialist-sense of valu
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) - They also commemmorated Neroes of the Revolut j
They gere intended to replace the earlier monuments to Tsard:cm-
CDnS‘trUCted GicEtccEbuLlding materialg they were meant as s
R cRa0=lnst (tNhe preciousness and elitisn of bourgeois
e FoBkers thenselves had requestedittie art works and
yere o the forefront in changing the face of their city.

_arge aress of canvas were painted by well-known artists of the
gvant-garde, Malevich, Randinsky and Tatlin, for street
festivals and street theatre. Music was also employed.
This use of painting, sculpture, music and theatre in an
architectural setting was an example of the synthesis of the

arts (13) which would characterise the new art. It was

already of interest to Kandinsky.

Participation in street agitation brought a sense of

collectiveness Ato the artists taking part. It was a rejection

of bourgeois individualism and a step on the road to a workers'

arke Most of the artists,Rodchenko, Stepanova, Popova etc.,

€ngaged in propaganda and agitation work came from the recently |
formed State Art establishments; both students and masters '
Worked side by side. They were equally committed to B
Proletarian art. One of the results of this communal i |

Propaganda work was the formation by the Sternberg brothers and

Medunetsky in 1919 of OBMOKhU (see glgssary) an influential

°fCe in the formation of Constructivism. o

Si
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e of ZUeBs e feSEee: Studios ! disregarg for pro)

e and industrial life, Rodchenko

kUl &
-gﬁ?l‘stur he Sternbergs and

i anded a restructurin
. _.~ds deman 9 of the cours
frien °-  They wanteq

o worker-soc i ;
go b€ P ety emerging from the Revolution

and WEre SRl ot e contribating “Eethe wrecked economy

For them. 1 A9 e e S R goheerns!, S5 ApE Risees
e

hitched to the wagon of state and lend itself to the muscle of
: 0
the profican e leses coRl 6 beNnokmone challenging nor

; sk than to be part i
cewarding ta P of the country's Production force.

gy 1920 VKhUTEMAS (see glossary) was set up 'tq e i

qualif’ied master artists for industry’ (T4 TE TR Se

to note that although the demand for this merging of art and
industry originally came from the artists, it was welcomed by
the political leaders as a means of improving the standard of

Russian manufacture.

Yet there were artists who deplored the new trend towards industry
and favoured a less material approach. INKhUK (see glossary)
was the brainchild of Kandinsky who was primarily interested

in the scientific study of pure art and the effect of its

elements on the human psyche. Set up like VKhUTEMAS in 1920

under NARKOMPROS (see glossary), at a time of social deprivation

and imminent famine, it met with scant enthusiasm for its

Psychological and scientific probings.  Within months there

ialisti dchenko's
“as an opposition from the more materialistic members, Ro

followers and the artists from OBMOKHU. when Kandinsky

: ' took over from
Chose to leave, the making of 'real objects too

! . G
the absract analysis of art. Some of these 'objects

i Medunetsky from
StrUCtUre-s' were made by the Sternbergs and

1 work (See Eigs. 11 and {i20)8

OBMOKNY as laboratory, or experimenta
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4 : e not vet objects of Utilitarian u
| " se,

bUt Wwere m
. ade Wi
rrlau‘s‘br‘ial tools and used industria] methods ith

Ly moving towards the productign line

Art was

fi

Follou’ing theoretical debate and laboratory eXperiments at
a

[NKRUK (see glossary), the First Working Group of Constructivist
; vists

i formed in 1921 by Rodchenko, Stepanova, the Stenberqg brot
ers,

ﬁeduﬂetSKV’ Ioganson and Aleksii Gan. (See Figs. 13 and 14)
By that time the climate was so antithetical to easel painting
that the remaining traditional easel Painters left. That

only helped to clear the arena for the tuwg warring factions

yithin the avant-garde: the pre-revolutionary aesthetically
oriented Suprematists led by Malevich and Puni and the

utiliterian anti-art, newly-formed Constructivists led by

Rodchenko and 0OBMOKHhU. The Suprematists experimented with

spatial concerns on a two-dimensional plane, which entailed
'composition'; by building from the plane into actual space,

using modern materials, the Constructivists undertook real
‘construction’. Both groups finally assembled under these

opposing banners of 'composition' and 'construction'.‘

As there was still ambiguity as to the nature of both concepts (15),

Rodchenko, as intellectual leader of the group, declared that

Composition, as an aesthetic device, was outdated and obsolete

in an age of technology and the machine. He proclaimed that

b
I
|
i
4

the only future lay in works that would be constructed and
°f9anised according to engineering principles (16) .

: ; death knell
BtomBth e N Cons Erllctiviste! point of view it was the

red it.

for €asel art at INKhUK and for the artists who favou
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srar fine art would 5 s
cer fin be dlbregarded; Constrycat
‘Uction hag

the day- Those who €Spoused it woulg

turn thejyp Byes

kplace. They

2 factory now became the ney Cathedral of culture, tn
‘ ot ’ e
B eccRon hiose uho ‘would follow in the Crusading footste

1 pS

of the worker. The Constructivist artist wanted g part j
in

i formation of this new factory Culture, byt only at the

Lovel of '"intellectual production’ (Gtird)) S He sought involvement
n

ot the elemental stage of conceiving ang designing as wel]

as making the object; he was no longer content to apply his
skills to the decorationof already-made works. His goal
was a combination of mental and manual skills. All that

remained was to find his path to the factory door.

It the Suprematist abstract geometric idom was a formative
influence on Constructivism, it was technology made possible
by the machine and the machine created by tschnology that
fascinated the Constructivists. The movement had already
been anticipated by PROLETKULT (see glossary) in 1917,

when it favoured a technical bias for art.

The common denmominator among the Constructivists was their

YOUEh, their enthusiasm, their iconoclasm and thelr commitment

to the cause . The new technologhcan materials provided a

e
Shallenge; they themselves presented e challenge tolexistind

: tim ms, and
o They published proclamations, {scued Ultinats

Qenerally enjoyed their controversial role.
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Geted.
o 1_‘.a\,_m_,;c.-.gd the collective Concept of team-
g v

fai

0Tk wlliey g

SRt AR E L, WBredect the past in g t
pas ";

yhat EMeYy EENECEEE S ORWES SEhie, (pnact e ofiuit in the present
Wit sent.
el believed j.mplicitly in the Marxist ideal of how art

sould InSpire Buetonker. ABEVewallie Ehcymlsne involved

in their attitude and commitment, in the building of the neyw

communist state.

Their nihilistic approach to the concept of fine art led

to a total rejection of conventional art forms. In its
place they would make real objects for the real world. They
would be the 'real’ Realists of the twentieth century.

Their works would be constructed and structured according to
strict principles of econamy. (See Figs. 11 and 12). Theory
and practice would be combined in "laboratory works' as a
step towards the goal of factory production. The denial of
mystique would be emphasised by leaving visible the skeletal
Process of work. Organisation of geometric elements would

replace creative intuition. Everything would be calculated

Tunctional and exact.

They woulq also combine machine technology with artistic

Skills_ ThE new revolutionary art hJOUld be the final step

; : ture to
°N the ladder "from painting to sculpture, from S

. inally,
constru‘:tion, from construction to technology amdiEne

)

t = T
hrough technology and invention to production
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Tower, (see Fig. 15),
rshed on the road to Constructivigy, Comms e
0 ' s Missioneq j
guring Lenin’s Monumental Propaganda cg ' <

mpaign, it

- ir:,tended as a monument to the Third International @

485 : ONgressg
it communist Party, to be helg in Moscoy e 1
o . would
preak completely with the artistic forms of the past
5 c the

It would use the
s of modern technology, steel ang glass

girst true monument to the Revolution.
naterial in artistic

It would be a synthesis of art and technology

form. in its

5 orm and in its medium:

: a piece of engineering ant (2N

L; Furthermore, it would allow the process gf Creation to be visip]
,‘ e
py exposing the basic structure of the Werks (24 ) S s

the aspirations of Communism it would pe an inspiration

Uncharacteristically for Tatlin, it would have a utilitarian
purpose; 1t would house broadcasting and Propaganda functions

with public meeting space. It was an expansion of Tatlin's
earlier work with materials; his aesthetic and formal explorations

with metal collage and his corner reliefs.

Regarded at the time as the father of Constructivism, Tatlin
repudiated this title. He disagreed with the Constructivist
use of the angle in preference to the curve, their rejection
°f @esthetic value and their permitting the machine to dictate
However, he was a

the form rather than the material itself.

Major figure in the development of the new revolutionary art.
- ious
CO“StI‘UCtivism was, as yet, merely a theory. It was obv
: to the
that debate ang support was essential to carry it on
9act°ry floor.
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t hat tne .
‘ r ould be, took place i
nﬁwjaﬁt Sh in the form Of the Uritten |
Hel : and
poke” word - Lectures were Qlven at INKhUK
SPY 3

4 at VKNUTEMAS.

Manifestos yer
e 3
ea Published, Procalamationg

declared and discussion and argument Reillsuey

it was the intellectual magazines,

gut mm&m

- Lof (see glossary) that brought the various viewpoint

5 the limelight and onto a public Platform

int They

e also instrumental

.| i. a]ly (::C)un1 erp OdUCti ve
. f 1: n - i

= clarifying the aims and directicns of thisg revolutionary

art for the artists themselves.

* ; *

After the reinstatement of 'Realism’, the avant-garde
especially Constructivism, did not instantly die, but
lingered, with a modicum of success, in the fields of

graphic design, photograpy and in the theatre.

Ideologically, the Constructivists had no time for the &
'useless' pursuits of the theatre (22). In reality it

was there they had their greatest heyday triumphs; -

T R . LT

when the econmomic constraints of NEP (see glossary) prevented

them from experimenting in the 'real' world.

In their construction of sets for the experimental theatre,

Constructivist principles were applied. One of their most

Succesful attempts was Popova's set for Cromelynk s

Maananimous Cuckold, produced by Meyerhold in the early

tuenties (23) (see fig. 16). The polyfunctionality of

t ¢ ; ; f materials,
e 'apparatus’ (set), the economy in the use %

ite tUI‘B:;
the Synthesis of painting, sculpture and architec
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f 5 and clarity of th
ecision © geometrie
; forms,

o and
Jective nature of the undertaking B

o, W

1?;19 1 S €re al)} Concerng of ‘
cons:tructi‘“s’“' Bl e DR Oha e, e scr

POl ure of

’ : 3 ;

the pparatyst tas also in keeping with their emphasgj

cit= Sis on

PR ocessuof BESELSSG0E.  Eibes elear. that: Banssag £
' CCivisnm

g role to play in the unreal world of theatre

had iifi

| denied a place on the factory floor.

D neyc M= £h Sy A SEan insidious change over the next few

years beginning with Tretyakov's The Earth jn Turmoil
3 ————==2LD 1In Jurmoil.

actual objects were introduced,

I in a now no longer wholly

abstract set. As Lodder points out, rather than
Constructivism transforming the everyday environment,
ConStI‘UCtiViSt creativity was now being influenced by

the environment itself (24) . It was the beginning of a
return to realism in the theatre that was, by now, reflected

in other areas of artistic life.

It had little to do with external, economic pressures but was,

rather, a reaction against abstraction itself. liERuasSasmif

the form itself was being dictated, artistically speaking, from

within the work itself.

This intuitive change in emphasis raises all sorts of guestions

regarding the nature of abstract forms and their capacity

' ) i . i uestion
for continued significance and satisfaction. IS e &) G

?; an
of exhausting the potential of purely -Formal s_tatements

; t: to gaze at
in 3 ? , conten
Cestuous narcissism, that ends up forever
it
S oun reflection?
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production of Inga say Rodcheny
01

 1‘1 ‘,C‘on_structivists, turn auway o et g
s all "
D

Of a e COntoured,
QRcoec Urhituresneplaced the structura]

(;OVere'
m@U1arity eiiicar ! enmaeter pihis was the antithesis gf
: X what
Constructiv1sm stood for; here Constructivign was dev
ouring
jgself-

y realism was also evident in the Constructivists®

ARRS use of

phy and photomontage.

photogra It was commercially successfy]

especially in the area of the film poster, but was it

constructivism?  The return to a recognisable image. although

'made strange’; in the words of the Futurists, was a denial

of the Constructivist rejection of a representational image in

art.

It was ironic that the one machine that was available and
accessible to the Constructivists' skills, would be the
instrument of their own dissolution. The camera and the

photograph in the sphere of propaganda became the siren that

lured the Constructivists away from the hard, angular bed-rock
of abstraction, back into the two-dimensional illusory world
of the reflected image; a denial of the basic principles of

Constructivism.
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Jne World of Art, 1838-1504, foundeq py Diaghil
ev.

John Bowlty; Ihe.Silver Aqge: Ru
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7D, g@ngL;ﬂi?ntleth Century and the Uor?g Eglzsénerof the
=—==01 Art Group

charlotte Douglas, $wans of Other Worlds:

e Malevich and The Origins of Abstraction in R
p. 28.
The Union of Youth was founded in 191g.
its circulation Russian artists coyld re ;
of the Cubist and Futurist Manifestos, Kaog . oHorotions

S . Kandinsky'
On the Spiritual in Art. Marke.'g PTiﬂCiplescﬁyTﬁe

New Art and Burliuk's A Siap in The Face of Public

Kasimir
ussia,

Through

Taste.

i Tony Bennet, Formalism and Marxism, p. 18.
Founded in 1915 by one of the Formalist critics, Roman
Jacobson

5. Ibid

Founded in 1916 by another one of the Formalist

group, viktor Shklovsky. The Formalists were concerned
with the autonomy of literature as a science, removed
from historical and narrative concerns. They reiescted
the reflectionist theory of Hegel in favour of the
Kantian docrine of 'art for art’s sake'. They also
advocated the use of 'zaum' (see Chaptrer 2. no 12).

")
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& Charlotte Douglas, "Birth of a Royal Infant: Malevich

and Victory over The Sun". i
Art in America, 62, March/April 1974, p-P- 45/51.

7
: Paul Siegel, Trotsky on Literature and Art
'fellow-traveller', a term devised by Trgtiﬁ;'ﬂNTthose
s O

Who were prepared to follow the ideal
Revolution in some respects but were
all the way.

not prepared o 9O
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christina Lodder, Russian Constructivism PS4
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Lissitzky (architect/engineer, pupil of Malevich)
likened 'composition’ to a bunch of different flowers;
ne compared 'construction' to a safety razor, composed of
ingividual parts.

lbid, p. 88/89.
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Tehe Sy . e ? o to the Eiffel Tower
lin's Tower owed its inspiration ® “16th century.

and the Saint-Simonist engineers of € s
Tatlin would have seen it when he visited Parils.
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w. "A Conversation with vig

dimir Stenberg",
male (WSA), 31, Ak, S5 Fall
)%

pima L@ 1981, p. 22¢

A s

ing to Stenberg, it was he and his
rdln
AccO

brother who originallv
d the desian to Meyerkhold.
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jonalists and the avant-garge

tradlt The Firs-t Stage
. ct-Revolutionarv t e :
in che post-Re y theoreticaj debate Concerneq
g a

of the conception of the Work of ap

revision £

B ey Briists Like Malevich fandits o d
! an

& had alreaﬂy CllallQEL‘i t"e aCCEF'tEd pePCEptiOI’I of t

i 1in art
y ' Sing att‘,eﬂtioll on t“e 'Forlilal qualities and e 'egt'j :
focu <J ng

the content or subject matter. (See Fig. 17)

for them, became the materials with which they created form

Art no longer represented an object: it became an object in

itself. These works of art did not have g social or
utilitarian purpose; they were self-sufficient and referred

oniy to themselves.

After the Revolution there was nc place for the autonomous
art object; everything, including art, must serve the
Revolution. Artists who were formerly apolitical and

unconcerned became, after October 1917, genuinely committed

SRR

L N

to building the new Sccialist State. There was a new

o &
emphasis on the word 'use’; 'useless' as a term was actively &
Giscouraged. Artists were eager for their art to reach the

individue terin
masses; there was no longer a place for the individual ca g

B e e e

.vant-garde road
% already referred to the first step on tne &vant=s
1 5 er of neadss
9 e art' for the people was a putting together O
' : ssi and theory
® tvpicay inteliectual approach.  Scon discussion

: 3 of art.
“oulg thy ion Or PTDdUCtlon

eaten the bhasic creat
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i5ic

as Lerms ;

so1shevik EEEee T Sa0CanoY, Thnauah PROLE TR (see ghll:ih =
had claimed SR R sREcANCie Ly anothey Torn 6f Japsos :Sary)
0 B9 E plespetiiin Ehe building of Soetaiien (1) Ar;: 0: i:
W came to similar conclusiong. Edited s;:tirit;;;;‘;;\E

grik and Mayakovsky, 1t encouraged artists tq come out
of their

studios andi; on the-orders of Mayakevsky's Army of Art, int
, into

city streets (2):. Brik,

th
1 rough the columns of Art of the
v OF the

Commune was the first to encourage, in print tne creation of
’ o

naterial pbiect s, Lhe essence of ioroletaniantars (3) As fo
: T

anov and PROLETKULT, so too for Brik,

s art was another form

of work and if so, the artist not a creator but a 'constructor

and technician' (4).

Devoid of mystique, art could now be regarded as the product
of labour, akin to industrial work. Once the new concept of
art was accepted there could be a fusion of art and production,
leading away from the rarified '"picture' and on to the objects
of production art. Brik did not determine how art-into-
production could be achieved, but this was the start of debate

on the nature of production art.

¥ - 1 tion'. As
There was now confusion concerning the term "produc

° Mechanical process it was inconceivable to aesthetically
°riented artists like Puni, Dmitriev and Baulin that production
Ll Could be undertaken by artists, an allegiance to the

SR Polarity between mental and manual DonkEe: - IfisEheYRUSEs
% s e applying art in the sphere of pdeUCtion’ s
ke Only envisage the practice of cpppl e e o tices
deCOratiOH of the finished object was acceptable artistic practice:

i7al



itac Nikolai Punin clarified the issue by statj
1ng that

PR Rt ST CEcoTation, but of “thelcre amygii
n o

rtistic objects™ (5).  Although neither Punin nor Brik
i

WP cuilaited Lhat these artistic ohjects would be the
’ re

yas a general acknowledgement that the art that Pre-dated

MRcvents of October was no longer Valid! invatiluske ¥ stats

In his Art of the Commune article "The Creation of Life' puni

the painter, reiterated the traditionalist view that art's
function is purely aesthetic; utility's place was in industrial
production. He could not see why art was proposed for the
factory, when only technicians were required. As neither

Punin nor Brik could show the objectors the way to production

art, there arose a sceptical body of artists averse to utilitarian

aims

There was also growing official dissatisfaction with the Futurist
bias of the journal, NARKOMPROS objected to its didactic

tone and proprietoriel air with regard to the art of the future.

SRS lD s 0y was withdran’ o 1919 anuFATCRCRECEE SRS

Yy el £
Ceased Publication. But the issues raised in its year o

el ‘ R 1d of
Piblication would continue to be discussed within the wor

7072
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B A = L L S O B O dl“Dng .
Bre wa =3 CET_‘ta < S
par EN -NEEChiG

that art was work;
e

¢he nature of tittehshad totbe determined

arts

5 a known quantity;

: Production 5
itsalf wa art was as vet the

own, but tended towards the Material object rather thap
unkn g

the picture plane. The only opposi

powards L1on to the aboyve

MllaGienk cane: from the easel painters of the avant-garge
spe ,

ginsky Malevich, Puni and friends.
Kand1 ’

he debate now continued at INKhUK (see 9lossary), the 170 (see

Jossary) centre for the theory and analysis of art.
9

Inspired DY Kandinsky, his spiritual and subjective approach
to art clashed with the more meterialistic faction led by

Rodchenko, Stepanova, Babichev etc., resulting in a change of

direction at the Institute. When Kandinsky decided to leave,
Rodchenko and his followers took charge and the emphasis
shifted from the work of art as a creation on a three-dimensional

plane to the art object occupying three-dimensional space.

€5 f ainters
Difference of opinion now intensified between the gasel p

: i be the
and the object makers; each side was determined to

- i the artists
Creators of the new art. After much discussion

- . MOKhU (7)
Of the Institute (6), the younger artists from 08

( (8) arrived at the

S€e glossary) and the leading theorists

i " ] S could be
Plnion that what divided the opposing faction

-

ion.
5 Onstructlo
. it was C
It was Composition; for the object-makers

73
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LAt & & — — 11 =1 1 bW
thefﬁ U
far
art was work;

fore art and production muyst Combine tq B
er® uce t

2 cian art of the future.

pfoleta :
che nature of which had to pe dEtErmined_

The ney art would pe

aft!

1 Jas a8 known guantity; Productig
its®

ynknown

o fEE prictlire plane.

The onl 7o =
tOUard Y Opposition CO0 the above

e dlaElon. Came from the easel painters of the avant-garde
sP ’

ginsky Malevich, Puni and friends.
Kan ¢

The debate NOY el (e 9lossary), the IZ0 (see

1ossafy) centre for the theory and analysis of art.
g

Inspired DY Kandinsky, his spiritual and subjective approach

to art clashed with the more meterialistic faction led by
Rodchenko, Stepanova, Babichev etc., resulting in a change of
direction at the Institute. Whnen Kandinsky decided to leave,
Rodchenko and his followers took charge and the emphasis

shifted from the work of art as a creation on a three-dimensional

plane to the art object occupying three-dimensional space.

ified ainters
Difference of opinion now intensified between the easel p

| i the
and the object makers; each side was determined to be

i i rtists
Creators of the new art. After much discussion the a

i ‘ Knu (7)
Of the Inmstitute (6), the younger artists from 0BMO

- ived at the
(see Slossary) and the leading theorists (8) arrlVv

i : ions could be
Pinion that what divided the opposing factio =
v E For the easel artis

“®rmed 'CDmposition‘ and 'construction -

Kers it was construction.
ake

a : = —
"t ues composition; for the object-m
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' ded all argument g
dchenKD en ’ Statlﬂg that fres
MPOSitign
was an

RO :
n because 1t was mere
aesthetiCS s

e
ln 3 -
o) B emp loyed instead. =
ré

tedwmlogy and englneering would dictate a]} new f

the NeY art would end 1n utilitarian constructj
ion.

This prought matters to a head and a final exodus of
OT easel

painters from INKhUK left the way clear for the formak;
ation of

it ot Working Group of Constructivists in March 1921

1 membel‘Ship of twenty five included Rodchenko's coll
eagues
crom INKhUK, the Stenbergs and Medunetsky from OBMOKhU and th
e

prominent critics and intellectuals of the day (10) Eilne art
- art,

i ruyseless' was, for the moment defeated; the object, as
ryseful' had won. The path towards production art had

theoretically begun.

If 1921 was the year of Constructivism, it also saw the

implementation of Lenin's New Economic Policy and a shift in

the emphasis from the proletariar to the peasant. As avant-

garde champions of the urban proletariat the Constructivists

were afraid they had backed the wrong horse. NEP meant a

re : : : :
duction in funding and commissions for art schools and art

Works Ulth a Consequent 10ss in positions of authority for the

2 .
felboarde. State patronage was replaced by the Srieie

Ma : i oni
Tket which traditionally favoured a ceflectionist art.

Fi in a
TRk Propaganda for peasant education would result

Tety
N to pictorial art.

T4




 theory was developing int ;
S (0] Practice for the

% d a
,ﬁuc:tl"lsts an s they geared Eheir art toward
; Tds industryj
lal

e there was a threat of imminent Public
Bclipse.

s needed and was taken by Aleksj G WLEE

Btivism' in 1922, Whereas earlier publicatj
ions

in speculation and discussion, Gan'
ongaged » 28N'S was propaganda

cause of his colleagues: the ultimate Constructij
ivist

s book was written to convince the policy-makers that

Consructivism was the new revolutionary art envisaged by Marx to

help socialist man realise his human potential. He stressed

the fact that Constructivism arose AFTER the Revolution and owed
its emergence to the propaganda and agitational work, undertaken
for the Bolsheviks by its members. As such, it was the phoenix
rising from the ashes of the Rewvolution. Traditional art, on

the other hand, had its roots in bourgeois capitalism and was

therefore unacceptable in a Socialist State. Gan equated 'art'

with tradition, part of the (unacceptable) spiritual culture of

the past (11). Technology, as a modern phenomenon, was the father a
of Constructivism, which would nou replace 'art’ Constructivism S

it rejected

combined mental and manual skills, a Marxian ideals 5

the 'speculative activity of art' (12).

fall from

Ban's Publication did not halt the Constructivist

i i tion of
e fovauz iUt Sicils important linaES documenta

t i cpreted DY
he Constructivist position in Russian art as interp

There is NO more doubt about

the
Cnnstructivists themselves.
he problem of

i : £
hat HhE e At shouldibes Ltiese remains only

oW -
EE should combine with productiof:
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in his 1922 paper FrDm

“TOom the Construction to

' “‘“‘“‘-——§Eﬂimglgg1
concurred in the rejection of "art' in ol
Our of
d 3
an was he who detailed the a
_nno109Y" It SSENE to Bonstructiviey
e

: bainting to sculpture, from SCulpture tgo Construction

"‘Fro

as ~uction to technology and invention” (
ns

el

1922 paper What are Artists to do Now?,
k'S

shares Trotsky's
Bri

i ngS about excessive theorising. He Simplistically
: ivln
misS

Serthat artists make the transition to Production by going
o= !
sug9es

ht to the factory. As this was the hub of the problem,
stralf :
ted talks by engineer experts, to help the
ko sugges
¢ructivists plan for production. He%fielits
constr

like Brik, that

icient discussion.
d been sufficien
there ha
; ith PROLETKULT (see glossary), delivered
ho had links wit
KUShner, W '
ecutive papers on the nature and history of production.
four cons

pers were delivered on The Production of Culture,
Two pa

sise
i t on to empha
engineer in production and design. He wen

d
in terms of form an
the positive contribution to be made by art, 1n

] j This was at
material, in the design of industrial objects.

i wit
s iate itself with
least an indication of how art could assoct

ied art.
: ield of applie
Production, without resorting to the fle

i tion
5 new direc
. ia 1n the

e e iow nichi intereos cutato :n anticipation

ists, 1N
n artls
°f Russian art, particularly among Germa

3

Hevseen inMBerlils
of

- on to
the exhibition of Russian art SO
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Y o (14) SilcalRD Ber L in, Lissitzky PUblished gy,
192

in

ATt magazine
glossary) in Russian,

German and Frehch_

concer

; 1aboratory works. Uhereas,
hell

for the other Constructivists
of ©

4 a social purpose, for Lissitzky, art meant "nothing more
- ha
art

reation of new objects™ (15).

Neither he, Tatlin,
than the ©

r Pevsner agreed with

"artistic creation reduced tg these
Gabo NO

1 objSCtS alone (16).
u

It was a more tolerant and less
usef

ire attitude than that of his more single-minded colleagues,
inair
doctrina
i tructivism as €nvisagea by the First
: not Russian Cons

yorking Group of ConsEructivists.
or

y y it

nstructivism could be considered as a continuation of Malevic
z;mematist explorations into painterly space (17), with one
major difference. Malevich's space was extra-terrestrial,
indeed it was more conceptual than tangible space. The >
Consructivists' experiments with thre:e—d:'Lmensionalspacz’}:eneuJ
fused with a fundamental commitment to the builduu;:F e

i actor,

society in the workers' state. Without that vital

ingless
i vi were meaning
the art-works of the Russian Constructivists

and could not be properly assessed.

.de a platform
o provide
If the aim of Veshch ECh ereeeony) B rivism, then it
@it - : structl :
ST the public understanding of Russian £l

£
A n art tha
romoting a
“esentag only half the truth. Instead of P

Lissitzky
: : urpose,
8 comeEiee social and utiliterian P formal and
- o
od with
p“$ented an art that was merely concern

ational style (18) -

: n
: inter
aeS . ctive,
thetic issues, the new colle

T



: the Constructiviste
' .q Russié 1Sts were gy

put *

pxPer g

a need for the : ;
1her® S SIECTISES, resolve th
T € Concept
of

:  and to posit :
roductlon ar to p the logic ¢f such a devej
p Opment i
% % » Qlven
the nature IR ena SEhel nalkUre” of “the New dynamic ing
1in UStrial
1t was also necessary to discred;j
1t the obsol
ete ease]

gtate:

the 'object without function’

1N a would-pe

socialist Worker-State.
0

Indi\/idual articles uere augmented in 19237 byethelnibleats £
10N O

(see glossary) by the Futurist poet Mayakovsky

LEF in conjunction

yith the Moscow Linguistic Circle and the Formalist critics from
0POYAZ (see olossary) . International in outlook, it served to
consolidate all leftist intellectual opinion within Russia itself
and also reported on similer activity in Western Europe,
particularly in Germany. Initially acceptable to both Bolsheviks
and avant-garde, it provided a forum for artistic debate. it

was also influential in shifting the Formalist emphasis from pure
artistic concerns to an art that was politically and socially

concerned with the times.

Many of the centributors to LEF were familiar witn the theories

of the French eighteenth century socialist philosopher, Saint-

Smon t of art forming an

Inherent in the Saint-Simonist concep

O : : ha" art was a
dlliance with science and tecnology was the idea thac

as a
Product, the artist a producer and the workK produced seen

Comb 3 X :
bination of mental and menual labour.
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TXist rejection of
nd isolation of the artist?
jgism 8

1el

ghe

gimonist notion that art ang the machine,
:nf—-S1

sall

he

T tellectual avant-garde,
in

In the hands

might shape the revolutionary
i &7

aled to the Constructivists and earlier,
appe

ietYs

cl

1829 he was Known in Russia,
) Ak

to Lenin.
50

but banned as Subversive
ps eert

Te Nevertheless,
Nicholas
sar

the Frenchman's works
by T

ell-known to the theorists,
w .
re 88

the artists and the pPoliticians
we

y Russia as were those of Marx himself. l'hey thus
ionar us
olutio |
e in no small way, to the intellectual level of debate
i
ibuted, = |
w h ole of the artist and the significance of art in
ing the T
regardln

& revolutionary Russia.
post-

e he Machin Nikolai
T h to _the Machine, Niko

i om the Easel

] Pavarticle |

In his 19

i traces the demise of painting by chroniclingtfm
ijbzflzisappearance of the representational, tuoiﬁmen%umal
a8 j s in a
g iect and its subsequent replacement by actual object =
Zzzz—dimensicwual space. For Tarabukin, the modern searc

n n nsequent
m h i i e and the co

' ' denied the represe tational 1imag

realis e

3 n i na

ines of
: the confine
here s (20 A reaction to
art in a narrow sphere -

ne, in favour
; t the plane,

absract painting led the artist to reje

: c

: the
for Tarabukin, was

This, |

°f constructions in actual space. ts had chosen this neu
tivists
Construc they
"®W "realism” in art. The in theory,
; Thus,

‘Tealigp’ and added a utilitarian aim. the Revolution.

igts of
Wera the ney ealists' and worthy artis

w 'r

79




' in however, pe SESE Ve onS about the facts
K1i> :
aby

; painting and art, per se,
te

EMconceptrefproduction, Without SCOUATIGG tha e
aslic

el ls, thereby denying themselyes access to g

Jal work-place.
tr

EXCB t f t i th E c t u 1
.ndus

.tation81 stands and despite Protestations Lo the Contrary
agl :
and

rk remained within the confines qf studio art
s (W) ;
thed”

g to acknowledge it as such.

while
fefusin i

crated artists, waiting,
as

They were, in effect,

cap in hand Outside the factory door.

ther with many of his colleagues,
togeé
He,

he oply possible way for art to merge mithiﬂdustryums
the
ghat

reached the conclusion

tist-engineer to be trained,
w type of ar
for a ne

skills of both professions.
the '

who would have
The neuw Productivists (the

t no longer applied) would bring art to industry and
term ar

industrial technology to art.

Arvatov agreed with Tarabukin that easel-painting was not the

art of the present or future, but of the past. For him the
decline of painting set in when artists forscok tne brush in favour
of other tools and so "ceased to paint a picture but sta%ted t:
make it" (22). In this way art turned away from 1llusion an

the art of this
towards technical production. Nevertheless,

i sth tics
d n aesthe
Pre-revolutionary period was a formal study 1

interest
- ith an added 1n
for artists like Malevich and Kandinsky, wit

s it had no
atlin; 1
In the culture of materials for Gebo and T

Uﬁiitarian pPurpose.

- t 2
nust serve SOCGie Y
Art

er,
gioE Arvatov, in the wake of Octob

. ndustrial
! ch of 1n
LR [ a functional art to serve the "€Po

& essin
Dlectivismv (23). As for the harn
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a guestion of the o
5 mereY Slimination of bap
T

v wé R v
it Joh of the divisions of class.

1eTS, the

ique. Thi
echnig 1S wWould lead, jp Ty
. : an Socie
eliminatlon of the idea of Fipga A inbata s ty,
lndi\/idual

' s replacement by the Collectj i
SUlt 5 i1ve skillg of
Pur d of mass

Production'

Ther€ was Mov CEpEEe SR e CTIC N Wb LEF that the social
al role

¢ art was all-important in contributing to g better social
0 cia

vironment and that this man-made envibonmenticouluiEeNenasa
ped,
as rarabukin had suggested, Dy the artist-constructor or artist

There followed further dialogque

engineer - regarding

e training of such dual-purpose supermen. It was then suggested

that some of the already established state schools could be
reorganised to provide the new training and expertise. Model
tactories could also be set up where these experiments could be

carried out.

Uhile LEF was instrumenteal in bringing the concerns of the

Constructivists to a larger audience, it also reasoned that the

Constructivists were merely forerunners of the yet-to-be-realised (24)

ProductiViStS, echoes of Malevich's Will-Be Strong Men of Victory

er the Sun. They were in transit; they had not yet arrived.

i e
Ao they took part in production in the work-place they wer
il 1 thing

o e Productivists and their ' laboratory LoTERUSHTR

m result:
oTe thap an experimental searching that would hopefully

in tructivists
Pr : Cons

OdUCtlQn art . Meanwile’ the rOlB DF the ,
hat end.

al -3 e seya owafds
L Important in consciousness—ralsll‘lg C
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theoriSing became an end in itSElf,
' the

t

s

the contributors to
ht the matter to a close by PToOposin
9

: = ShEC g eXist ing
be transformed into polytechnical

took on the task of pointing out the short-comings of
W

AS (see glossary), which had been set Up three years
UTEM

to train artists for industry.

VKhUTEMAS, however, had
garli€l>

£ undertake this task and was now totally disunited in
: 0
railed

Instead of one strong directional bias towards
jts aims- 5

it still consisted of three separate groups:

The Purists,
industry:

i he Constructivists (25).
.ed Artists and T
The Applie€
LEF opened its pages to Rodchenko and his Constructivist
Finally Ler
! e .
d Together they published the details of conditions a
friends. -
ersy in
VKhUTEMAS Installed in 1923 in response to the controv

= rkshops were now emp and without machinerys;
LEF, the production worksh ty d thout h
5 e

a
; se, there uwas
even staffing in that area was reduced; WOT

- i the
their chagrin,
critical scarcity of materials. To add to

the
iving, as were
painting studios of the purists were thriving

Uorkshops for the applied arts.

: for. the
onslble
e e RN o oLt tha't LEE was! pantlysecsR

LEF had
ately as

: : 63 Unfortun

feorganisation of VKhUTEMAS in 192 her than

jcal rat
; the technlC
“arned it now tended more towards hUTEIN(SBB

VK
ntly ol e

theartistic- It was conseque

W teChnolog

: : its n€ .
Hossaryy in 1928, in kesping With Jetely disbe

indus

nded-

mp
N was €O
trial direction; by 1930 VKRUTE L
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t 2H e
nrﬂughou EaBRCE h e acc
if ation by the artists with e BPT that
ccuP "'® concept e
rgO Prodyc
y ot oniy EOREECSNENILIN0 . 0f oot and tanumuld
1aad’ n 1Ndustyry BE

submero ing of art.

Fine
d alienate rather than encourage the workers

rt was intended. Trotsky, replying to Lgr
W F,

had commenteq

- =ing took place "on
ghet theor181M9 N an upper and

ymerFiCial

Quite

stratum very feebly connected witp the k
WerkKing

n (26) - Furthermore,

despite thej
T att
masses Ctempts at Production,

construct ivists themselves,
the

-mmstigatory exploration, were light vears ey
i ,

o :
Wlth their empnasis onp formal

intellectually,

nthe Russian industrial worker. Their values and cultural

background, like those of the theorists and politicians, were

solidly bourgeois.

given their energy and commitment, if they had accepted themselves
for what they were and as individual artists creatmjért,tﬁmre

is every likelihood that it would have been an art of significance,
a revolutionary art, for no other reason than that it was created
uith passion at the time of the Revolution. Instead, they

vasted creative energy on endless theoretical discussion, SO
concerned with terminology that it was allowed take precedence

; : s 1
over their work. Thus the term 'production art became a

j ] ists
formidable Frankenstein, created by the self-appointed theor

VR matters
UORIEEel for the Constructivists,:supposedlyielaEsRis

of art .

Lt wOUld have
Had they analysed the concept !production art"' they

: gibles
Seen ally incompa

: mut
* 89S Puni did, that art and production are

n or there is art.

g _ ‘o
e last analysis either there 1S producti
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Such j
h indecisign 3 .
eft

jvists v
ConﬁtrUCtl ulnerable to the e
d atta
Ck D«F

bne
T cgmpeting tnﬂiy of artiStS

othe W
i | ho now vied for '
thatr”e artists of the Revolution POsition ag
ring the i

Forgotten du 9 entire debate, these were t

¥ e he art'

walked out ir 1sts wh
i (522 ' protest from VKhUTEMAS, joi E
’ DlnEd the u
anderers’

corby seventh exhibition and proclaimed thej
r allegianc
ety

rheroic realism' (27).

the NeY Their £i
; elr first exhibition of M
worKers at work 1n their factories could be r =
egarded as bOt
; : ) h
prmmgandlstlc and socialist. SRR
m the sale of th
e

paintings would go towards famine reli i
ief in the i
provinces.

They (AKhRR - see glossary) were formed at a time of growing
Rolshevik impatience with the avant-garde, a reassessment of
peasant concerns in the wake of NEP and a gradual Party
disenchantment with International Communism. AKhRR was opposed
to the Western trends within VKhUTEMAS, NaARKOMPROS and LEF, and

epitomis = Le
ed what was traditional, national and popular among the

People. ] .
Their realism was an assault on the 'realism' of the

CDnsrUCt- .
ivists; they would also challenge them as the artists and

art of
the future. They were in complete contrast to the

Convict.
ions of LEF but firmly believed in their role as

Tepr :
&sentatives of the people.

flect and mirror 1ifes

AS tr
aditj ;
LEF ionalists AKhRR's task Was to re

1
S art; life
is : ; t for a nev :
ts were concerned with @ new gnvironmen
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and narrous; LEF?

terﬂised turn of the Century World g¢ Ak
Wes '

staﬂdin

LEE denounced
' d painting as uselessg rel ] .

e rpicture anicisp 1€S of the past;
th

AR

ZdedWthics pLEtuxe: as: a.means of informing the present
o help of the past.

LEF was theorising about an art
yith ©

o Llin the future;
at U

AKhRR was POrtraying moments of
th

the here aROHMOW -

des claimed to be socially concerned, but AKhRR's art,
ide
goth si

te reflection of life; 'realism'

i AKhRR was an accura

Realism for . ‘ |
LEF was the creation of objects it space. Finally,

for LEF w ! ‘ |
lutionary art for AKhRR was the depiction of revolutionary

revolutio '

Jutionary

t revolutionary art for LEF was an art of new revo

events; LEF

form.

for
been no need
Had the times been different, there would have

-existed,
have cCO-EX1S
either group to be submergeds they could

£ lutionary
in post-reve
tvolved and complementec each other. But

tes only
xism tolera
Russia art was abused as ideology and Han

Party Control.

tion Spoke directly to
el

5 e =
mﬁRR, With its clear pictorial refl ded'u)decnﬁmrlng
nee
heﬂmsses and the people and their leaders

hat Lenin tucned 10
a
Cﬁde_

: &
jc imag® i
It was to this unproblematic rmﬂmtive,proflt
; aP
isefforts to transform the peasant P
5 ri
IMk”m Workery . In tune with Party P
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no con
l-lad peefl
-8 1
=

Se ]
o \nbl 1S 9 |

garding the elevation of the New Art
re s

n uhether the pEOple or the o

UeStiD arty were a ;
: QUipPped tg deq)

. 2 1- 2T
Jith matters of arc. 'here was

nei

ther debate NOr discussig
| n
cepare the way for the

ina ti
i Uguration of this art.

It was
simply allowed to grow and flourish until it was ready f
y for

party plucking.

as for the avant-garde, the obscure abstractions of Suprematism
and Constructivism had been a complete enigma to all but the

initiated during the five years following the Revolution. The
conjecture and speculation of their intellectual friends served

only to deepen tne incomprehension of the people.

Nevertneless no amount of theory, eilther from Saint-Simon,
Marxisllefi,, or from the Constructivists themselves, could save
the avant-garde from the combined broadside of AKhRR and NEP

(see glossary). Lenin did not immediately destroy the avant-

i 5 : i ar. He
garde in general nor the Constructivists in particular

: Lhe 1jfe-support
Performed his own expedient euthanasia, removed the 13 P

and let it gradually ease itself into artistichobliViou:

X : rrived. As
Anew Art of the People, Socialist 'Realism’ nad @
sts would D€

8 fj : \ ti
flnal insult to the avant'garde’ the new ar

Cal} ' . : ed by the
®d 'engineers'; not the tyre envisagd e s
Con < e oReENE soul:
S Fu Ny et o L in
ructhlStS, but more sinister eng
3 is name.
Qun Cons etuate h

cripted army to glorify and PeXP
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TFHIE THEDRISTS B

B TEER

r i

o Lodder, Russi
L in ~USSL8n Lonstructivism, p. g

:i:idf( Sékszas a futurist &

Mayako ; poet who :

E‘Zﬁid Bux-‘lluk gnd Kruchenykh formed ‘E;ZhRﬁilgbnikov, Livshits
with th81r-Man1Festo.A Slap in the Face Ofoglan.Futurists in —';912
They were iconoclastic and outlandish in th ublic Taste. ,
pehaviour and called for an end to traditiomi o
Machines movement and the city were themesna arts

Their worship of technology could be saig t00f their art.

C-gnstructi\lism. anticipate
3 Lodder, Russian Constructivism, p. 76.
i, Ibid .
5. fipade R =TT ;_
6. Constructivists: Rodchenko, Popova, Stepanova, loganson fi;i E
(Karl), Babichev, Udaltsova etc. | £
P =
T. OBMOKhU: The brothers Georgii and Vladimir Stenberg § @g ~
and Medunetsky. g I

8. Theorists: Brik, Tarabukin, Arvatov, Kushner,
loganson (Karl), Aleksi Gan.

3. R
Lodder, Russian Constructivism, P- 86.

10.

See 6, 7 and 8.

1"

LDddE‘-l‘, Russian Constructivism, Pl 88
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18.

20.

24

2.

2,

pe

o U8 e

h Lindsay, Kandinsky:

Bo 0 Lomplete Writings gon

ger Virgo-

1bid

gee Diploma Essay-Malevich and Mother Russia:

and Evolution in Art and state. Revolution

Fiesiezky e aene t.:o Berlin to help organise t i
Russian Exhibition in the Van Diemen Gallery. he First

Robert Radford, Art for a Purpose, p. 1818 (notes)H

In The German Ideoloqy, Marx would state "In a Communist
Society there are no painters, but at most, people who
engage in painting among other activiltiesas

£
Francis Franscina and Charles Harrison eds.. Modern Art ;
and Modernism, p. 135/142. 3 L
Lodder, Russian Constructivism, P. 0N ; 4 -:‘
Used by Kushner in his paper "The Product-‘.loun of Culture, £ i
RESIE S in 1922 to describe easel-painting. ; 1

s

e
IR 18
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posed from without. on SOcialyy and

- Was
Unanimous vojce:
’

miCally 2
3 did not have a unified,
£ 1
thé
(gat uni.
gtend ted only in jtg o
establiShed art forms of the past. ction

on of solo perf‘ormanceS,

g the painters, from Kandinsky to Malevich

jtion towards geometric abstraction
’

pmon there uas a

. 05
redlSP but a diVers

P ity of

concerns, fEEM: Ehe SpiniEUats sostne piilllosophile and th
e

scientific' In the Constructivist camp there was the S
core

anti—aeSthetic branch led by Rodchenko, and those, like Tatl;
’ atlin,

LissitZkV’ Gabo and FPevsner, who identified their constructions
uith art. There was also the possibility, as pointed out,
that the avant-garde obsession with abstraction had come to the
end of the road @) Constructivism itself denied access

to the place of production, became an introverted experimentation

with itself.

There were also the personal difficultiess The creation of

Fine Art is, for many artists a highly {ndividual pursuit, which

does not take kindly to collective working methods; private

. : s
eccentricities often resulted in personal quarrels:  Member

ihose aims did not coincide were also difficult to organise.

Fi ; ot
nally, prohibition and rules stifle the free deve lopmen

ot rematism
Tt (2) and it is doubtful if either Constructivism OF Sup

n codes of veto.

Couy ; w
d have ever survived the severity of their ©

en
he yorkforce was S€

ECru~ s .
1ting the avant-garde to culturalise ©
For man

y the . i

= artists as official recognition- £ artists

irst ' e
EhERlehee of the cayroll. In practlce
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mi“g SO Negparn i
DBG 1t also involved tedlous tlme e frBEzlng it
S Spent
001 : : on :
Pl HOUT'S teaching, with drastic peq,.. Writing e
iRion? . Uetion in the; g
g b 1t was this, more than ot ir oyn
jv1 icE
G':B lSth
orced Kandinsky a cone
at pinally £ % SRERgEDETE o’ ab s, th =
n e
t rhe rDletarlat ®ducat ion
of
e G ipgustrial worker ready to be enlightened: s
NO e Y the
He 1acked the educational f e
ists- oundation to !
Sith the programmes. There was an all-pervading iR
0

jeaping into learning without having mastered the elemental kil
skills

¢ a cultural crawl.
0

The problem was compounded by the proletariat's lack of self-
nderstanding. As Folgarait points out, the proletariat,

traces of peasant soil clingling to its heels, was "a class in
the making - . - auditioning for a class, knowing they had another,
the peasantry, which would take them back? T (3)e How then could
the artists visually speak for and speak to an as yet unrealised,

indeterminate group?

The Constructivists themselves, as self-appointed creators BF €

New art for these people, were also @ movement in the making-

: er imental
8 Wei have seen, Constructivism was the rheoretical and exp

; uld-be
bridge tq Productivism, the art of the workplace and the wo

art of el tlture. But the very theoretical discussmn

a StructiVism'
it experiment, so crucial to the development of Con

proletariat to cross

rod s

UCtivism, pecame, not a bridee for bty ;

but 4 the creative

» 1n 1 " ; tween

: Trotsky's words, "a wide chash De . derStanding

Nteyy g This gulf ofimical
9entsia and the people” (4)- :
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fact
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h h prevented the avant—garde from realising its
rs W E .
o he n E™Eh ; h tionary
f b the ew art o the people, the revolu
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amblth o

art of the Revolution.

ot
: t-garde and was n

d ted the performance of the avant-g

Lenin had no

i d meant
i 1 oletariat ha
His own preocccupation with the pr
impressed. is

ct of i Such
n n ian affailrs.

1 the peasant and of agrarla
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n |ardship As already men
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abstraCtion were ngy to b
e aba

: d
;mages; easily understogg 2
le -

counterpart’ the would-

iti DII,

germar Party .

unachQYSKY himself admitted they "surpased nearly all oyr

rtists in the degree of their mental assimilation of the
2 i

Revolutim and their creation of revolutionary art” (6) =
: us

ged, the Russian realists consolidated their

gncouT position into

: ;mpregnable whole under the flag of The Society of Easel Painters

ncomprehensible to the millions"

an art was called for by the

conmunist Party Central Committee in 1925 (7). UWas it the

final triumph of 'realism’' and was what triumped, in fact,

realism?

* * *

The conflict in post-revolutionary Russian art, as in Western

Modernism in general, was not simply betueen abstraction and

realism but between two equally valid forms of realism: the

actual realism of abstraction and the illusionistic realism of

' i vi erned
Painterly technique. The avant-garde Construct1v1st was conc

3 ; A case of creating
Ut the making of real objects 1n real space, 8 C@8®

: : + depiction

fality;  the traditionalists were concerned wAABENERESE ded

; Jhat preclude
of actuag} events. a case of rapresenting reality. =

4 r

. the years @ e

i Coéxistence and artistic evolution of both 1n

th - C
e ReVOlution was, in part, the economic Né g promoting
: jssue O

op Party Patronage and the later, more omlr’lOUS

Party .
Ity ideology.
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orgdj :
N8y and chose raw and unsettling subjects,

thie

: eriod of
ppens P Ehe NEP (see 9lossary) ,
Ly deman
ded

allllre Dr
ttE: ney

. need to return to the tried ang faithe
ism of

Although the peasant art of the ;
the icon,

the 1up
and sign-board had been the traditional R ok (see
uUssian

:ve styl€ from the middle of the Nineteenth centur
Y the

'+ cealism, &S popular art, firmly tgogk hol
old.

gacked DYRENC philosophy of Belinsky and Chernyshevsky, alr d
b eaay

porncel it was a revolt against bourgeois values in art

e society and soon became synonymous with the people and

Jith revolution (8). The art of the Wanderers had also been
sidely reproduced and by the early tuwentieth century very feuw
hopes 1N Russia were unfamiliar with their art. Lenin himself

(ept @ COPY of Repin's, They dic not expect him (see fig. 18),

at his headgquarters in the Smolny Institute. Although initially
upstaged Dy the avant-garde in the wake of the Revolutiaon,

by the mid-twenties it was reinstated as a link with the past

and the present to carry the Party message across the land.

Realism itself was a reaction to Academic Ideallsm and supplanted

the heroic and mythological themes of religion and history
it : in
“1th the ordinary everyday SCENes of contemporary 1ife (9)
r than the

fact realism tended towards the extraordinary rathe

considered

£ e Realism
°tally unsuitable for the rarified ~ealms of 8f

X te
Celled imethe e lating oEe story OF aneCdO

€mphasis on narrative conte
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e

ldhat t
, he new Realism should be (12).

he original socilally committed Wanderer/R
Galists
Chose

i t
Ovarswl subjects, by the end of the centyr
merged

tered—down offshoot, naturalism. s ReR
ism tDOk a
stand

g W8
e 8 p091t1ve statement regarding importa .
nt issues ;
S 1n

aﬂd mad

naturallsm became no more than a passive imit
mitation
of the

£ 1ife, unselective and blan
and. It was thi
of 1 s this

naturalis"" although still called Realism, that was st
4 T still

practised in Russia at the beginning of the tuenti
s and

finally found official Party favour.

The trend towards the re-emergence of Realism had already shown

itself in Russia by the early tuwenties, as younger artists

became disillusioned and weary of the futile experiments of

the avant-garde. It was not a particularly Russian phenomenon,
as the German Neue Sachlichkeit (Neu Objectivity) emerged

in Berlin in 1923 and a sister/Realist group, Magischer Realismus
(Magic Realism) appeared in Munich: both as reactions against

Expressionism (10). By the 1930's the American government's

fundj :
nding of a nationwide scheme for the arts resulted 1n @

Prolj : ;
oliferation of Realist murals, uncannily similar to contemporary

Russ :
sian work (11). The French reaction @ the preoccupation

of 3 ! 2 t

't with art was the Paris conference of 1936, convened tO

diS . : 1‘F SO,
CUss yhether revolutionary art should be realistlC and

glunt, in his 1936
London declared that

artic.

le ipiti .

on the Academy's summer exhipition £ only
t "the

and tha

“Bbst_

.T i "

8Ct art is played out on the coﬂtlnent :
£ a Neuw -

ho
Pa fo
T :
European painting --- ?

Reg1
eallSm (13)
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ol e policy of reconstruction began in 1928,
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After

‘= death in 1924, the move towards nationalism began
Heniasst

nnouncement of Soclalism in one Country, strongly
; the &
with

4 by the international Trotskyites, The 1928 Five
oppoSe :

was geared to the reorganisation of industry and the
lan
year Pl

Wi, 2 b S : 2
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. the 1929 Collect

worker s

a ‘ b

3 ~ 11 he qtge was thus
4 - ) \ neasa t e LD Limes [

agriculture &ana the pe n n

1 t for Central control by the time of the 1934 liriters
well se ]

iimited power.
be ined to have uniimite
Congress and Stalin was nou detecmined t©

< Ar s the country,
By imposing an official style on the arts o

3 i
- ers in the
t tal and manual work
Stalin now had command of the men

State.

] i j witn
i ] in keeping

' cnhcialist Realism would,
The new Party-imposed Socialls
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Ln el 1y ne.ltheI_

} the weak, Ctf
it : place for e ugly, the T
3 he Crazy,

5 he n0n~conformist OF WEHE Ehiniey ¢
; Ninkin
gs as

e nhero ©f Socialist Realism was
young, clean, athleti
c

Vv nealthy: @& healthy mind in a healthy b
Yy Dody

riterion of excellence in most dictatorshj
4 PS. The

as expected to extol physical work and play and b
e a

PhilOSOpher and teacher. Art's function now
was to

5 sducate, to honour and to obey. It was an art
)9

: ‘ £
of Jaughin9 boys and girls, forever young, revelling in the glory

of Collective work . It was the bread and circuses of Wste fons

, clear indication of something rotten in the State.

In a gocialist state art had to appeal to the masses, there

bﬂng,ideally, no el ite. If art, however, is to have mass appeal

there must be a levelling of aesthetic values and standards

snathema to the spirit of art._ This is precisely what happened

in Russia, when the visually uneducated and partially illiterate

inposed their canons of mediocrity from without. mghat is not

uinted by the people cannot nhave aesthetic significance" claimed
Pravda in 1936 (15), appealing to the 1owest common denominator,
in its official capacity as organ Of e PanYEaRR C B0

the eternal shame of the stalinist regime that the people S

' . ; ishment
Haht to the nourishment of art was curtailed by the HMEOES
n allowed i

o Trotsky

Socimlist Realism, the only art for

As - l .
8N artist, theoretician and one-t1me polit :
MO i . nghe art O

Uld yrite in 1939 from the safety of exile that | :
he Frankest exprassmn 0

n (16) -
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che supPl - R I

jalist Reali
Jivel of Socil@ alism to the fact that it
uUsurped the

t

° hepico and the former pictorial glorificatj
) e 4 10n of the
in spite of all prohibition and veto it still
111 exists

in any case there was, in Russia, no room ¢
: or public

,s or OPen dissent (17). Studio space was all
ocated

pﬂﬁs could only be obtained from official Union outlets d
gupP an

bilgion SPAc® was strictly limited to those within the rank
S

gxnd

¢ the Un20T Artists were now full-time employees of the State

wttheﬂf'Cfeathe work was compulsorarily submitted to the

st humiliating public criticism by the Union elders and by

their OWN working colleagues. 1t was an atmosphere antipathetic

.y the 1iving creation of art and the static condition of
gocialist Realism 1is indicative of the silence that follouws

the censorship of the language of art.

For art is a language that speaks 1n its own unigue way to the
soul, about things that are for the soul its daily bread.

ahstract or realist it is not the business of art to supply

reality (18) but to offer an olternative level of awareness

beyond reality. Nobody, leastlof akl politicians, decides what

the®astr of an era is to bes it evolves. critics and theorists

Play their part in discussion and theorising touards the

c 163 - ; the
lmﬁflcatioﬂ of new art trends and thelr presentatnﬂ]to

PUb1 § T i f each

‘blic, but without the individual, personal cmmmjment 0

ftist to his b rt of 8
gt is own private vision there would D€ no @&

9iven SBoch.
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f e struggle for revolutionary
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FeRis (o art” (19). What triumpbed over the avant-garde
e
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ﬁp%i 1lectual elite and, in turn, became a manageable,
anlnneable body, bulidozed into obedience by the will of ?”e
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Ilya Repin 1865

Ivan the Terrible

Fig. 2 - The Barge Haulers
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and his Son Ivan (detail)

(detail) 1870/73 Ilya Repin




e

epin

=
o
—

C -
°Pring Flood, 1897, Isaac Levitan
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"9. 5 - The Birch Grove, 1879, Arknip Kuinji

Pley, S The Peasant‘ Dance, 1909, Kasimir Malevich
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1911, Kasimir Malevich
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Fig. 9 - Mosaic Panel Decorating the MayaKovsky Metro Station,
19%8, Alexander Deineka
Fig. 10 -

Backcloth design for Opera "\Victory Over the Sun';,
191%, Kasimir Malevich
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Flg. 15 - Model for Tower Monument to the Third International,
1919/20, Vladimir Tatlin

"la. 16 - Set Design for the Magnanimous BlekioliabSulio 2258
Liubov Popova
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Fig. 17 - Suprematist Variations, 1919, Kasimir Malewvich

Fig. 18 - They Did Not Expect Him (detail}, 1884, llya Reoin
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NARKOMPROS

NEP

GLOSSARY

Aoitational Propaganda.

Association of the Artists of
Revo lutionary Russia.

Agrit. trais, painted outside and inside
with propaganda 1mages and slogans.-
Films (also purely propagandanistic}
were shown and pamphlets and reading
material distributed.

Objective Reality (Being) . Grganised
in 1921 as a protest against the
Consructivist rejection of easel
painting.

State Institute of Artistic Culture,
Petrorad, set up in 1920

The Institute of Artistic Culture,
set up in 1920.

Department of Fine Art within the
Commissariat of the Enlightenment.
Shterenberg was appointed Head of EZE
in January 1918. Tatlin was Deputy
Head in Moscow.

Journal of the Left Front of the Arts.

Younger section ot the Asscciation of
the Artists of Revolutionary Russia (AKhRR).

People's Commissariat of tne
Enlightenment, {(broadly, Department of
Education), of which Lunacharsky was Head
until Stalin natioralised it in 1929.

?eu Ecovomic Policy, introduced by Lenin
to straighten the econcmy in 1921.

112



OBMOK”“

PROLETKULT

ROSTA

UNOV IS

VKhUTEMAS

VKRUTEIN

oo I » & -e -
e S MEEET B Ul e el “ithe 2t pate
ues su ree geb?: ;
girect EoEay st o o0 a rhe cietV
u $ 1
(o LBl i OrK: 5 gt ne
d];ita iondlkr ctl‘”"’t fFOT thne
. Coﬂ = euw
the : ne L
J cefl ing 62 £ e -
poetlt
d O
Spy for s 90 2
gociety - e
te'fS, __ed ER
Soc?ﬂd'M ot memb? 7 Ay W ejected
;iie Ct;iéos giwe s
KhUTEMA= > ions OV ~ 1
Froch mal expl l.uour gase
the fox T fa

LU
proletarial
HeR by BEEEEE

nic enc
EhmsiawTElegraphlzmggignyéF g S =
| sed in the cat - ' = e
ueria;anda thereby emp;oylng many
pro S

: = =
et U i 1928
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Higher State Artistic and Technical
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Financed by the
They were not a

avant-garde artists.
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orpletarian Culture Mgvement, set up in
1917 by Bogdanov.

Sussian Telegraphic Agency, whose windows
were used in the campaign of visual
propaganda, thereby employing many artists.

Affirmers of the New Art, set up in 1920
by Malevich and his followers in an
attempt to make for Suprematism a basis
for utilitarian art.
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