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Introduction

THE place of art can be determined by the following general argument.

If the victorious Russian proletariat had not created its own army, the Workers’
State would have been dead long ago, and we would not be thinking now about eco-
nomic problems, and much less about intellectual and cultural ones.

If the dictatorship of the proletariat should prove incapable, in the next few years,
of organizing its economic life and of securing at least a living minimum of material
comforts for its population, then the proletarian regime will inevitably turn to dust.
The economic problem at present is the problem above all problems.

But even a successful solution of the elementary problems of food, clothing, shelter,
and even of literacy, would in no way signify a complete victory of the new historic
principle, that is, of Socialism. Only a movement of scientific thought on a national
scale and the development of a new art would signify that the historic seed has not
only grown into a plant, but has even flowered. In this sense, the development of art
is the highest test of the vitality and significance of each epoch.

Culture feeds on the sap of economics, and a material surplus is necessary, so that
culture may grow, develop and become subtle. Our bourgeoisie laid its hand on litera-
ture, and did this very quickly at the time when it was growing rich. The proletariat
will be able to prepare the formation of a new, that is, a Socialist culture and litera-
ture, not by the laboratory method on the basis of our present-day poverty, want and
illiteracy, but by large social, economic and cultural means. Art needs comfort, even
abundance. Furnaces have to be hotter, wheels have to move faster, looms have to turn
more quickly, schools have to work better.

Our old literature and “culture” were the expressions of the nobleman and the bu-
reaucrat, and were based on the peasant. The nobleman who did not doubt himself as
well as the “repentant nobleman” laid their imprints upon the most significant period
of Russian literature. Later the intellectual-commoner arose, based on the peasant and
bourgeois, and he, too, wrote his chapter into the history of Russian literature. After
going through a period of fullest “simplification” [of leading the simple life of the peo-
ple| the intellectual-commoner became modernized, differentiated and individualized,
in the bourgeois sense of the term. Here lies the role of the Decadent and Symbolic
schools. Already at the beginning of the century, but especially after 1907-1908, the
rebirth of the bourgeois intelligentsia and its literature proceeds at full speed. The War
made this process end patriotically.

The Revolution overthrew the bourgeoisie, and this decisive fact burst into literature.
The literature which was formed around a bourgeois center, is no more. Everything

5



more or less vital, which remained in the field of culture, and this is especially true of
literature, tried, and still tries, to find a new orientation. In view of the fact that the
bourgeoisie no longer exists, its center can be only the people, without the bourgeoisie.
But who are the people? First of all, they are the peasantry, and to some extent
the small burghers of the city, and after that those workers who cannot be separated
from the protoplasm of peasant and folk. This is the basic approach of all the “fellow-
travellers” of the Revolution. So thought the late Blok. Thus Pilnyak, the “Serapion
Fraternity”, the Imagists, who are still alive and doing well. Thus some of the Futurists
(Khlebnikov, Kruchenikh and V. Kamensky). The peasant basis of our culture — or
rather, of our lack of culture — reveals indirectly all its strength.

Our revolution is the expression of the peasant turned proletarian, who yet leans
upon the peasant and lays out the path to be followed. Our art is the expression
of the intellectual, who hesitates between the peasant and the proletarian and who
is incapable organically of merging either with one or the other, but who gravitates
more towards the peasant, because of his intermediary position, and because of his
connections. He cannot become a peasant, but be can sing the peasant. At the same
time, however, there can be no revolution without the leadership of the worker. That is
the source of the fundamental contradiction at the very approach to the subject. One
can say that the poets and writers of these sharply critical years differ from one another
in the way they escape from this contradiction, and in the manner in which they fill
in the gaps; one with mysticism, another with romanticism, a third with cautious
aloofness, and a fourth with a cry which drowns everything. Regardless of the variety
of methods of overcoming the contradiction, its essence remains one and the same. It
consists in the separation created by bourgeois society of intellectual work, including
art, from physical work, and it appears that the Revolution is the work of men doing
physical work. One of the ultimate aims of the Revolution is to overcome completely
the separation of these two kinds of activity. In this sense, as in all other senses, the
problem of creating a new art proceeds entirely along the lines of the fundamental
problem of constructing a Socialist culture.

It is silly, absurd, stupid to the highest degree, to pretend that art will remain
indifferent to the convulsions of our epoch. The events are prepared by people, they
are made by people, they fall upon people and change these people. Art, directly or
indirectly, affects the lives of the people who make or experience the events. This refers
to all art, to the grandest, as well as to the most intimate. If nature, love or friendship
had no connection with the social spirit of an epoch, lyric poetry would long ago
have ceased to exist. A profound break in history, that is, a rearrangement of classes in
society, shakes up individuality, establishes the perception of the fundamental problems
of lyric poetry from a new angle, and so saves art from eternal repetition.

But does not the “spirit” of an epoch work imperceptibly and independently of the
subjective will? Of course in the final analysis, this spirit is reflected in everybody, in
those who accept it and who embody it, as well as in those who hopelessly struggle
against it, and in those who passively try to hide from it. But those who hide themselves
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passively are imperceptibly dying off. Those who resist are able to revive the old art
with one kind of antiquated flame or another. But the new art, which will lay out new
landmarks, and which will expand the channel of creative art, can be created only by
those who are at one with their epoch. If a line were extended from present art to the
Socialist art of the future, one would say that we have hardly now passed through the
stage of even preparing for its preparation.

A short outline of the groups of present-day Russian literature is as follows:

Non-revolutionary literature, from the feuilleton writers in Suvorin’s newspaper to
the subtlest lyricists of the aristocrat’s vale of tears, is dying, together with the classes
which it served. Genealogically, as far as form is concerned, it represents the completion
of the elder line of our old literature, which began as a nobleman’s literature, and
finished as bourgeois literature from beginning to end.

The “Soviet” rustic or peasant-singing literature can trace its genealogy, in the sense
of form, though less clearly, from the Slavophil and populist tendencies of the old
literature. To be sure, the peasant-singing writers are not directly the product of the
peasant. They would be unthinkable without the preceding literature of the nobility
and the bourgeoisie, the junior line of which they represent. At present, they are all
adjusting themselves to be more in tune with the new social situation.

Futurism also undoubtedly represents an off-shoot of the old literature. But Russian
Futurism did not reach its full development under the old literature, and did not
undergo the necessary bourgeois transformation which would have given it official
recognition. When the War and the Revolution began, Futurism was still Bohemian,
which is a normal condition for every new literary school in capitalistic cities. Under
the impulse of events, Futurism directed its development into the new channels of the
Revolution. In the very nature of the thing, this could not and did not result in a
revolutionary art. But though remaining, in some respects, a Bohemian revolutionary
off-shoot of the old art, Futurism contributes to a greater degree and more directly
and actively than all other tendencies, in forming the new art.

However significant the achievements of individual proletarian poets may be in
general, their so-called “proletarian art” is only passing through an apprenticeship. It
sows the elements of artistic culture widely, it helps a new class to assimilate the old
achievements, even though in a very thin veneer, and in this way it is one of the
currents of the Socialist art of the future.

It is fundamentally incorrect to contrast bourgeois culture and bourgeois art with
proletarian culture and proletarian art. The latter will never exist, because the pro-
letarian régime is temporary and transient. The historic significance and the moral
grandeur of the proletarian revolution consist in the fact that it is laying the founda-
tions of a culture which is above classes and which will be the first culture that is truly
human.

Our policy in art, during a transitional period, can and must be to help the various
groups and schools of art which have come over to the Revolution to grasp correctly
the historic meaning of the Revolution, and to allow them complete freedom of self-
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determination in the field of art, after putting before them the categorical standard of
being for or against the Revolution.

The Revolution is reflected in art, for the time being only partially so, to the extent
to which the artist ceases to regard it as an external catastrophe, and to the extent to
which the guild of new and old poets and artists becomes a part of the living tissue of
the Revolution and learns to see it from within and not from without.

The social whirlpool will not calm down so soon. There are decades of struggle ahead
of us, in Europe and in America. Not only the men and women of our generation, but
of the coming one, ‘will be its participants, its heroes and its victims. The art of this
epoch will be entirely under the influence of revolution. This art needs a new self-
consciousness. It is, above all, incompatible with mysticism, whether it be frank, or
whether it masquerades as romanticism, because the Revolution starts from the central
idea that collective man must become sole master, and that the limits of his power are
determined by his knowledge of natural forces and by his capacity to use them. This
new art is incompatible with pessimism, with skepticism, and with all the other forms
of spiritual collapse. It is realistic, active, vitally collectivist, and filled with a limitless
creative faith in the Future,

L. TROTSKY
July 29, 1924



Chapter 1: Pre-Revolutionary Art

The Intelligentsia Which Stood Aloof — “The Islanders” — The Culture-
Skimmers — The Ralliés — Reform in the Church — The Retainer — Quality
In Literature. — Individualism And Mysticism — Romanticism And Anthro-
posophy

THE BOLSHEVIST REVOLUTION of October, 1917, did not overthrow the
Kerensky government alone, it overthrew the whole social system that was based on
private property. This system had its own culture and its own official literature, and
its collapse could not but be the collapse of pre-Revolutionary literature.

The nightingale of poetry, like that bird of wisdom, the owl, is heard only after the
sun is set. The day is a time for action, but at twilight feeling and reason come to take
account of what has been accomplished. The idealists and their almost deaf and blind
disciples, the Russian subjectivists, thought that mind and critical reason moved the
world, or, in other words, that the intelligentsia directed progress. As a matter of fact,
all through history, mind limps after reality. Nor does the reactionary stupidity of the
professional intelligentsia need to be proven now after our experience of the Russian
Revolution. The working of this law can also be seen clearly in the field of art. The
traditional identification of poet and prophet is acceptable only in the sense that the
poet is about as slow in reflecting his epoch as the prophet. If there are prophets and
poets who can be said to have been “ahead of their time”, it is because they have
expressed certain demands of social evolution not quite as slowly as the rest of their
kind.

Before even a tremor of revolutionary presentiment could pass through Russian
literature at the end of the last century and the beginning of this, history had to
produce the deepest changes in the basis of economics, in land tenure, in social relations,
and in the feelings of the masses. There had to be the collapse of the Revolution of
1905 through its own inner contradictions, there had to be the crushing of the workers
in December of that year by the Minister of the Interior, Durnovo, two Dumas? had
to be dispersed, and a third formed by the Prime Minister, Stolypin, before the so-
called individualists, mystics and epileptics could occupy the literary arena. A whole
generation of Russian intelligentsia was formed (or rather deformed) by the efforts
to conciliate monarchy, nobility and bourgeoisie, which filled the inter-revolutionary

1 Old Style: 25 October — New Style: 7. November. The term “October” in this book is used
synonymously for the Bolshgevik Revolution.
2 Duma: The old Russian parliament.



period |[between the first Revolution of 1905 and that of 1917]. Social determinism
does not necessarily mean conscious self-interest, but the intelligentsia and the ruling
class that keeps it are like connecting vessels, and the law of levels is equally applicable
here. The old radicalism and iconoclasm of the intelligentsia which during the Russo-
Japanese War found expression in a defeatist state of mind, vanished quickly under
the star of June 3, 1907 [when Stolypin introduced the so-called “organic reforms”|.
With the metaphysical and poetical props of nearly all centuries and all peoples, and
with the aid of the Fathers of the Church, the intelligentsia “self-determined” itself and
proclaimed that it had its own value, regardless of its relation to the “people”. The
crudeness with which it turned bourgeois was its revenge on the people for the anguish
which they had inflicted on it in 1905 by their stubbornness and their lack of respect
towards it. The fact, for instance, that Leonid Andreyev, the most popular, if not the
most profound, artistic figure of the inter-revolutionary period, finished his career as
a writer on a reactionary journal belonging to Protopopov and Amphiteatrov, is in its
way a symbolic indication of the social sources of Andreyev’s symbolism. In this case,
social self-determinism obviously shades off into self-interest. Under the skin of the
subtlest individualism, of the unhurried mystic searchings of a well-bred weltschmerz,
the fat of bourgeois reconciliation to reactionary forces was being deposited. This
became manifest in the common patriotic doggerel which our writers began to turn
out at once, when the “organic” development of the “reform” regime of June 3'¢ was
upset by the catastrophe of the World War.

The strain of the War, however, proved to be too great, not only for the poetry of
the regime of June 3", but for its social foundations as well; the military collapse of
that regime broke the spine of the inter-revolutionary intelligentsia. Leonid Andreyev,
feeling that his plot of ground, which had been so solid and on which had been planted
his tower of glory, was disappearing under his feet, tried, by shouting and heaving and
foaming at the mouth and waving of hands, to save this and to defend that.

Regardless of the lesson of 1905, the intelligentsia still cherished the hope of reestab-
lishing its spiritual and political hegemony over the masses. The War strengthened it
in this illusion. Patriotic ideology was the psychological cement for this, the cement
which the new religious consciousness, scrofulous from the day of its birth, could not
produce and which the vague symbolism did not attempt to produce. The democratic
Revolution of March, 1917, which grew out of the War, and which ended the War,
gave the greatest impetus, though only for a short time, to a revival on the part of the
intelligentsia of the idea of Messianism. But the March Revolution was its last historic
flare. The smoldering wick began to smell of Kerenskyism.

Then came the October Revolution — a landmark that is more significant than the
history of the intelligentsia, and which at the same time marks its unqualified defeat.
Yet despite its defeat, and its being crushed to earth by the sins of its past, it raved
loudly of its glory. In its mind, the world was completely turned upside down. It was
the born representative of the people. In its hands lay the pharmacopoeia of history.
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The Bolsheviks operated with Chinese and Letts. They could not last long against the
people.

The New Year’s toasts of the émigré intelligentsia were on this theme: “In Moscow,
within a year!” What vicious foolishness — what floundering! It soon became evident
that it was really impossible to rule against the will of the people, but that it was
not impossible to rule against émigré intellectuals, and even to rule successfully, quite
independently of which émigreé one meant, the external or the internal.

The pre-Revolutionary ripple at the beginning of the century, the unsuccessful first
revolution in 1905, the tense but unstable equilibrium of the counter-revolution, the
eruption of the War, the prologue of March, 1917, the October drama — all these struck
the intelligentsia heavily and continuously, as with a battering-ram. Where was there
time to assimilate facts, to recreate them into images, and to find for these images
expression in words? True, there is The Twelve by Blok, and there are several works of
Mayakovsky. They are something — a hint — a modest deposit, but not a payment on
the account of history — not even the beginning of a payment. Art showed a terrifying
helplessness, as always in the beginning of a great epoch. The poets, uncalled to the
holy sacrifice, proved themselves, as was to be expected, the most insignificant of all
insignificant children of the earth. Symbolists, Parnassians, Acméists, who had flown
above social interests and passions, as if in the clouds, found themselves in Ekaterinodar
with the Whites, or on the Defense Staff of Marshal Pilsudski. Inspired by a mighty
Wrangell passion, they anathematized us in verse and in prose.

The more sensitive ones, and, to some extent, the more cautious ones, were silent.
Marietta Shaginyan tells an interesting story how, in the first months of the Revolution,
she became active on the Don, in the role of a teacher of weaving. She had not only
to go away from the writing table to the loom, but to go away from herself too, in
order to lose herself entirely. Others plunged into the Proletkult [the organization for
proletarian culture], into the Politprosviet [the Department of Political Education], or
did museum work, and so sat through the most tragic and terrible events that the world
had ever lived through. The years of revolution became the years of almost utter poetic
silence. Nor was this entirely because of the lack of paper. If poetry could not have been
printed then, it could be printed now. Nor was it necessary for such poetry to have
been for the Revolution; it could have been against. We know the émigré literature, —
it is a complete zero. But even our own literature has not given us anything that could
measure up to the times.

Literature after October, 1917, wished to pretend that nothing especial had hap-
pened and that this period in general did not concern it. But it came to pass that
somehow October began to assert itself in literature, to order and manage it, and not
only administratively, but in a deeper sense, too. A significant portion of the old lit-
erature found itself, and not accidentally so, across the border, and thus it happened
that, in a literary sense, it became nonexistent. Does Bunin exist? One cannot say
that Merezhkovsky has ceased to exist since he had never been. Or Kuprin, or Bal-
mont, or even Chirikov? Or the magazine Zhar Ptitza or the Spolokhi almanacs
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or the other editions, whose most significant literary feature consists in retaining the
old orthography. They are all, without exception, as in Chekov’s story, scribblings
in the complaint-book of the Berlin Railway Station. It will take a long time before
the horses will be got ready for Moscow, and the passengers express their emotions
in the meantime. In the provincial Spolokhi almanacs, belles-lettres is represented by
Nemirovich-Danchenko, Amphiteatrov, Chirikov, Pervukhin, and other stately dead —
supposing they have ever been born. Alexey Tolstoi shows some signs of life, though
not very strong ones, but for this he is excluded from the magic circle of the preservers
of the old orthography, and from all the rest of that retired clique of drum-bangers.
Here is a little lesson in practical sociology on the theme that it is impossible to
cheat history. Well then — let us take up the subject of violence. The land was taken, the
factories were taken, the bank deposits were taken, safes were opened; but what about
talents, ideas?” Were not these imponderable values exported abroad and in quantities
terrifying to Russian culture, and especially to its amiable psalm-singer, Gorky? Why
didn’t something come of all this? Why can’t the émigré name one name or one book
worth lingering on? Because one cannot cheat history or true culture (not the psalm-
singer’s). October entered into the destinies of the Russian people, as a decisive event,
and gave to everything its own meaning and its own value. The past receded at once,
faded and drooped, and art can be revived only from the point of view of October. He
who is outside of the October perspective is utterly and hopelessly reduced to nothing,
and it is therefore that the wiseacres and poets, who do not “agree with this” or whom
“this does not concern”, are nobodies. They simply have nothing to say. For this, and for
no other reason, émigré literature does not exist. And what is not, cannot be judged.
In the death-like distintegration of the émigré there was evolved a certain polished
type of mocking cynic. All currents and tendencies entered into his blood, like a bad
disease which immunized him against further infection from ideas. A perfect example
of this type is the unembarrassed Vetlugin. Perhaps someone knows how he began.
But that is unessential. His little books The Third Russia, Heroes are evidence
that the author read, saw and heard various and sundry things, and can push a pen
(manier la plume). He starts his little book almost with an elegy over the lost and
most subtle souls of the intelligentsia, and ends it with an ode to the speculating
bagman [those who went to the villages with bags to trade for food and speculated
illegally|. This bagman, it seems, is going to be the master of the coming Third Russia.
And that is going to be the real Russia, sincere, on the defense for private property,
and growing rich and merciless in its greed. Vetlugin, who was with the Whites, and
who rejected them when they lost out, advances his candidacy with foresight as the
ideologist of this bagman’s Russia. In the sense of determining his avocation, this is
clever. But what about the Third Russia? Whichever way you take it, the knave of
clubs, alas! creeps out unmistakably from his clear-cut style. His first book was written
approximately at the time of the Kronstadt uprising against the Soviets (1921), and
Vetlugin thought that Soviet Russia was done for. But after a short number of months,
the expected did not happen, and Vetlugin, if ‘we are not mistaken, finds himself now
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with the “Changing Landmarks” group [with those who have accepted the Bolshevist
Revolution as a landmark in the national development of Russia, and have made peace
with it]. But this is all the same. He is fundamentally protected by cynicism from any
conceptual waverings, even from backsliding. Let us add that Vetlugin is also writing
a cheap novel with the suggestive title, Memoirs of a Scoundrel — and of such there
are not a few, only Vetlugin is the most brilliant of them. They even lie disinterestedly,
because they have lost interest in distinguishing truth from lies. Perhaps they are the
real dregs of the “second” Russia, which is awaiting the “third”.

On a higher plane, but weaker, stands Aldanov. He is more of a Constitutional
Democrat, and therefore more of a Pharisee. Aldanov belongs to those wise ones who
have assumed a tone of higher skepticism (not cynicism, oh no!). Rejecting progress,
these people are ready to accept Viko’s childish theory of historic cycles. In general, no
people are more superstitious than skeptics. The Aldanovs are not mystics in the full
sense of the word. That is, they do not have their own positive mythology, but their
political skepticism gives them an excuse to regard all political manifestation from the
point of view of eternity. This is conducive to a special style, with a very aristocratic
lisp.

The Aldanovs take almost seriously their great superiority over revolutionists in
general, and over communists in particular. It seems to them that we do not understand
what they understand. Revolution is to them the result of the fact that not all of the
intelligentsia has passed through that school of political skepticism and literary style
which forms the spiritual capital of the Aldanovs.

In their leisure they counted the formal and real contradictions in the speeches and
statements of the Soviet leaders (and can they be imagined without contradictions?);
the wrongly constructed sentences and editorials of Pravda (and of such sentences it
must be admitted there are many enough), and as a result the word stupidity (ours) in
contrast to sense (theirs) colors their written pages. It is true they were blind to history,
foresaw nothing, lost their power and with it their capital, but all this is explained by
other reasons, and chiefly, entre nous, by the vulgar character of the Russian people.
But above all, the Aldanova consider themselves stylists, because they overcame the
mushy sentences of Miliukov and the arrogant and legalistic phraseology of Hessen, his
associate. Their style, simply coy, without accent or character, is suited most admirably
for the literary use of people who have nothing to say. Their self-sufficient manner of
speech, void of content, their worldliness of mind and style, which was unknown to our
old intelligentsia, was already being developed in the inter-revolutionary period (1907—
1917). And now, in addition, they have noticed something in Europe, and they are
writing booklets. They are ironical, they reminisce, they pretend to yawn somewhat;
but, out of politeness, suppress the yawn. They quote in various tongues, make skeptical
predictions and immediately deny them. At first this appears amusing, then boring,
and in the end disgusting. What charlatanism of impudent phrases, what bookish
philandering, what spiritual flunkeyism!
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But all the moods of the Vetlugins, Aldanovs and others are expressed best of all
in the form of an amiable poem by a certain Don Aminado, who is living in Paris:

And who can guarantee that the ideal is true?

That mankind will be better off ¢

Where is the measure of things? Forward, General!
Ten years more! That is enough for me and you!

As we see, the Spaniard is not proud. Forward, General! The generals (and even
the admirals) went forward. The trouble was, they never arrived.

But on our side of the frontier there remained a goodly number of pre-October
writers akin to those on the other side, internal émigréof the Revolution. Pre-October
will sound to the future historian of culture just as ponderous as is to us the word
medieval when contrasted with modern history. October appeared very sincerely to
the majority of those who adhered to pre-October culture on principle, as an invasion
of the Hun from whom they had to flee to the catacombs with the so-called “torches
of knowledge and faith”. However, those who hid themselves and those who, having
fenced themselves off, stand aloof, have not said a new word. It is true that pre-October
or non-October literature in Russia is more significant than that of the émigré. But it
is only a survival, struck with impotence.

So many books of poetry have appeared, many bearing well-sounding names. They
have small pages and short lines, none of which are bad. They are connected into
poems where there is quite a little art, and even an echo of a once-existent feeling, —
yet taken altogether these books are completely and entirely superfluous to a modern
post-October man, like a glass bead to a soldier on the battlefield. The gem of this
literature of renunciation, of this literature of discarded thoughts and feelings, is the
fat, well-meaning almanac Streletz, where poems, articles and letters by Sologub,
Rozanov, Belenson, Kuzmin, Hollerbakh and others, are printed and to the quantity
of three hundred numbered copies. A novel of Roman life, letters about the erotic
cult of the bull Apis, an article about St. Sophia, the Earthly and the Heavenly; three
hundred numbered copies — what hopelessness, what desolation! It were better to curse
and rage! That, at least, would resemble life.

“And swiftly you will be driven to the old stable with a club, 0 people, disrespectful
of holy things.” (Hippius, Last Poems, 1914-1918.) This, of course, is not poetry, but
nevertheless, what natural journalism! What an inimitable slice of life is this effort of
the decadent mystic poetess to wield a club (in iambics!). When Hippius threatens
the people with her whips “for eternity”, she is, of course, exaggerating, if she wants
it to be understood that her curses will shatter hearts in the course of the ages. But
through this exaggeration, fully excusable under the circumstances, one can see her
nature quite clearly. Only yesterday she was a Petrograd lady, languid, decorated
with talents, liberal, modern. Suddenly today, this lady, so full of her own subtleties,
sees the black outrageous ingratitude on the part of the mob “in nailed boots”, and,
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offended in her holy of holies, transforms her impotent rage into a shrill womanish
squeak (in iambics). And indeed, if her squeak will not shatter hearts, it will arouse
interest. A hundred years hence the historian of the Russian Revolution will perhaps
point out how a nailed boot stepped on the lyrical little toe of a Petrograd lady, who
immediately showed the real property-owning witch under her decadent-mystic-erotic
Christian covering. Because of the real witch in Zinaida Hippius, her poems tower
above the others and are more perfect, though they are more “neutral” and therefore
dead.

When you find among so many “neutral” booklets and pamphlets The House of
Miracles by Irene Odoevtzeva, then you can almost make peace with the falsity of
the modernized romanticism of salamanders, of knights, of bats, of the dying moon,
for the sake of the two or three stories reflecting the cruel life of the Soviet. Here is
a ballad about an isvostckik whom the Commissar Zen drove to death, together with
his horse; a story about a soldier who sold salt mixed with ground glass, and finally
a ballad on how the water mains were polluted in Petrograd. Their patterns are on a
small scale, and ought to please Cousin George and Aunt Nan very much. But for all
that, they show a tiny reflection of life, and are not merely belated echoes of melodies
sung long ago and recorded in encyclop~dias. And for a moment we are ready to join
with Cousin George. They are very, very nice poems; go on, Mademoiselle!

We are not talking only about those “old ones” who have survived October. There is
a group of young litterateurs and poets who are non-October. I am not very sure how
young these young ones are. But, at any rate, in the pre-Revolutionary and pre-war
period they were either beginners, or had not yet begun. They write stories, novels,
poems, with the unindividualized art which was customary not so very long ago, in
order to receive the recognition which was customary. The Revolution crushed their
hopes, (“the nailed boot”). They make believe, as much as they can, that nothing, in
fact, has happened, and voice their wounded arrogance in their unindividualized verses
and prose. But from time to time they relieve their souls by secretly thumbing their
noses.

The master of this whole group is Zamyatin, the author of The Islanders. Properly
speaking, his theme is about the English. Zamyatin knows them and paints them not
badly, in a series of sketches, but very externally, like an observant and gifted, but not
very exacting, foreigner. But between the same covers, he has sketches about Russian
“islanders”, about the intelligentsia who live on an island in the strange and hostile
ocean of Soviet reality. Zamyatin is more subtle in these sketches, but not deeper.
After all, the author is an “islander” himself, and lives on a very small island at that,
to which he migrated from the present Russia. And whether Zamyatin writes about
the Russians in London, or about the English in Leningrad, he himself undoubtedly
remains an internal émigré. By his somewhat strained style, in which he expresses his
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particular literary gentlemanliness (bordering on snobbism), Zamyatin is as if cut out
to be a teacher to groups of young, enlightened and sterile “islanders”.?

The most indisputable “islanders” are the members of the Moscow Art Theater
group. They do not know what to do with their high technique, nor with themselves.
They consider all that is happening around them as hostile, or, at any rate, strange.
Just imagine: these people are living, to this day, in the mood of the Chekhov Theater.
The Three Sisters and Uncle Vanya today! In order to wait for the bad weather to pass
— bad weather does not last long — they played The Daughter of Madame Angot, which,
apart from everything else, gave them a little chance to show off their opposition to
the Revolutionary authorities. Now they disclose to the blase European and to the
all-paying American how beautiful was the cherry orchard of old feudal Russia, and
how subtle and languid were its theaters. What a noble moribund cast from a jewel
theater! Does not also the very gifted Akhmatova belong here?

The “Poets’ Guild” is made up of the most enlightened composers of poetry; they
know geography, they can distinguish the rococo from the Gothic, they express them-
selves in the French tongue, and they are to the highest degree adepts of culture.
They think, and rightly so, that “our culture has still a weak childish lisp” (George
Adamovich). Superficial veneer does not buy them. “Polish cannot take the place of
real culture.” (George Ivanov.) Their taste is sufficiently exact to feel that Oscar Wilde
is, after all, a snob and not a poet, in which it is impossible not to agree with them.
They have contempt for those who do not value “a school”, that is, a discipline, a
knowledge, a struggling forward, and to such a sin we are no strangers. They revise
their poems very carefully. Several of them, for example Otsup, have talent. Otsup is
a poet of reminiscences, of dreams and of fears. At every step he falls through into the
past. The only thing that opens up the “happiness of life” for him is memory. “I have
even found a place for myself; a poet observer and a bourgeois saving my life from
death,” he says, with tender irony about himself. But his fear is in no way hysterical,
it is almost a balanced fear, that of a self-possessed European, and, what is really
comforting, it is an entirely cultivated fear, without any mystic twitches. But why
does their poetry never flower? Because they are not the creators of life, they do not
participate in the creation of its sentiments and moods, they are only tardy skimmers,
left-overs of a culture created by the blood of others. They are imitators, educated
and even exquisite; they’re imitators of sound, well read and even gifted; but nothing
more.

Under the mask of being a citizen of the civilized world, the nobleman Versilov was,
in his time, the most enlightened sponger on foreign culture. He had a taste that had
been cultivated by several generations of the nobility. He felt almost at home in Europe.
He looked down with condescension or malicious contempt on the radical seminarist,

3 After this was written, I became acquainted with a group of poets who, for some reason, call
themselves “Islanders” (Tikohnov and others). But live notes are heard among them, at least from
Tikhonov, young, fresh and promising. Whence this exotic nomenclature? — L.T.
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who quoted Pisarev or who pronounced French with the accents of a pastry-cook, and
whose manners — well, we had better not speak of manners. And none the less, this
seminarist of the ’sixties and his successor of the ’seventies were the builders of Russian
culture at the time when Versilov had already definitely revealed himself as a most
futile culture-skimmer.

The Russian Constitutional Democrats, who are the belated bourgeois liberals of
the beginning of the Twentieth Century, are thoroughly imbued with respect and even
“awe” for culture, for its stable foundations, for its style, and for its aroma, but in
themselves are nothing more than empty zeros. Look back and measure the sincere
contempt with which these Constitutional Democrats regarded Bolshevism from the
height of their professional-lawyer-writer’s culture, and compare it with the contempt
which history has shown for these very same Constitutional Democrats. What is the
matter? Because, as in the case of Versilov, only translated into a bourgeois professorial
tongue, the culture of the Constitutional Democrats proved to be wholly a belated
reflection of foreign cultures on the superficial soil of Russian social life. Liberalism
meant, in the history of the West, a mighty movement against heavenly and earthly
authorities, and in the heat of its revolutionary struggle it heightened both material and
spiritual culture. France, such as we know her, with her cultivated folk, with perfected
forms, and with the politeness which has become absorbed in the blood of the masses,
came out as she is, molded in the furnace of several revolutions. The “barbaric” process
of dislocations, of upheavals, of catastrophes, has left its deposits in the present-day
French language, with its strength and weaknesses, its exactness and its inflexibility, —
and in the styles of French art also. In order to again give flexibility and malleability
to the French tongue, another great revolution, let us say in passing, is needed (not
in the language, but in the social life of France). Such a revolution is also needed to
elevate French art, so conservative in all its innovations, to another higher plane.

But our own Constitutional Democrats, those belated imitators of liberalism, tried
to skim from history, free of charge, the cream of parliamentarism, of cultured courtesy,
of balanced art (on the solid basis of profits and rents). To examine the individual or
group styles of Europe, to think them over or even to absorb them, in order afterwards
to show in all of these styles that they have really nothing to say, is what Adamovich,
Iretzky, and many of the others, are good for. But this is not creating culture, it is
merely skimming its cream.

When some Constitutional Democratic asthete makes a long journey in a cattle car,
and then tells about it, muttering through his teeth, how he, a most educated European,
with the very best false teeth and the most exact knowledge of the technique of the
Egyptian ballet, was reduced by the vulgar Revolution to the necessity of traveling
with lousy bagmen, a feeling of physical disgust rises in your throat against the false
teeth, the aesthetics of the ballet, and against all this culture stolen from the shelves of
Europe in general. A conviction begins to grow that the very least louse of the ragged
bagman is more significant in the mechanism of history, that is, is more needed, than
this thoroughly cultivated and utterly futile egoist.
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In the period before the War, before these culture-skimmers had risen on all fours
to howl patriotically, a journalistic style had begun to develop in our midst. True, Mil-
iukov still continued long-windedly to mumble and scribble professorial-parliamentary
editorials and his associate-editor Hessen served up the best Samples of divorce pro-
ceedings. But, in general, we were beginning to unlearn our traditional and domestic
slipshod ways through the respectable lean and Lenten fat of the Russkiya Viedo-
mosti. This tiny stylistic progress in journalism in the manner of Europe (which was
paid for, by the way, with the blood of the Revolution of 1905, from which came the
parties and the Duma), was drowned leaving hardly a trace of itself in the waves of
the Revolution of 1905. The Constitutional Democrats who are living abroad today,
divorced or otherwise, point most maliciously to the literary weakness of the Soviet
press. And truly, we write badly, stylelessly, imitatively, even after the manner of the
Russkiya Viedomosti. Does that mean that we have regressed? No, it means a tran-
sition period between the skimming imitation of progress, between the hired lawyer’s
claptrap, and the great cultural movement forward of a whole people which, given but
a little time, will create for itself its own style, in journalism as well as in everything
else.

Then there is still another category, the Ralliés. This is a term from French politics,
and means “they who have joined”. The former Royalists who made peace with the
Republic were thus called. They gave up the struggle for the King, and even their
hope in him, and loyally translated their royalism into Republican language. There
was hardly one among them who could have written the Marseillaise, even if it had
never been written before. It is to be doubted whether they sang the strophes against
tyrants with enthusiasm. But these Ralliés live and let live. There are a number of
such Ralliés among the present-day poets, artists and actors. They do not libel and
they do not curse; on the contrary, they accept the state of affairs, but in general terms
and “without assuming any responsibility”. Where it is seemly, they are diplomatically
silent, or loyally pass things by, and in general they are patient, and take part, as
much as they are able. I am not referring to the “Changing Landmarks” group — the
latter have their own ideology. I am speaking merely of the pacified Philistines of art,
its ordinary civil servants, often not ungifted. Such Ralliés we find everywhere, even
among portrait painters; they paint “Soviet” portraits and sometimes great artists do
the painting. They have experience, technique, everything. Yet somehow the portraits
are not good likenesses. Why? Because the artist has no inner interest in his subjects,
no spiritual kinship, and he paints a Russian or a German Bolshevik as he used to
paint a carafe or a turnip for the Academy, and even more neutrally, perhaps.

I do not name names, because they form a whole class. These Ralliés will not snatch
the Polar Star from the heavens, nor invent smokeless powder; but they are useful and
necessary, and will be the manure for the new culture. And this is not so little.

The castrated state of non-October art is evident in the fate of the intellectualist
and religious searchings and findings which have “fertilized” the main currents of pre-
revolutionary literature, that is, Symbolism. A few words about this are in place here.
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The intelligentsia moved at the beginning of the century from materialism and
“positivism”, and even to some extent from Marxism, through critical philosophy (Kan-
tism), to mysticism. In the inter-revolutionary years, this new religious consciousness
flickered and smoldered with many dull fires. At present, however, when the rock of
official orthodoxy has been seriously moved from its place, these parlor-mystics, each
one queer in his own way, are depressed and hang their tails, for the new scale of things
is too big for them. Without the help of parlor prophets and journalistic saints, who
were formerly Marxists, even against all the opposition that was in them, the waves of
the revolutionary tide rolled up to the very walls of the Russian church which knew no
reformation. She defended herself against history by a hard immobility of form, by au-
tomatic ritual, and by governmental support. She had bowed very low before Tsarism,
and she held her own almost unchanged several years longer than her autocratic ally
and protector. But her turn came, too. The “Changing Landmark” tendency in the
church, renovating as it is, is a belated attempt at a bourgeois reformation, under the
guise of adaptation to the Soviet state. Our political revolution was completed — and
this even against the wish of the bourgeoisie — only a few months before the Revo-
lution of the working-classes. The reformation of the church began almost four years
after the proletarian upheaval. If the “Living Church” sanctions a social revolution, it
is only because it seeks protective coloring. A proletarian church is impossible. The
church reformation is pursuing essentially bourgeois aims, such as the liberation of the
church from the medieval unwieldiness of caste, the substitution of a more individual-
ized relation to the heavenly hierarchy for the mimicry of ritual and Shamanism; in a
word, the general aim of giving to religion and to the church a greater flexibility and
adaptability. In the first four years the church fenced herself off from the proletarian
Revolution by a somber defensive conservatism. Now she is going over to the NEP
[the New Economic Policy]. If the Soviet NEP is a mating of socialist economy with
capitalism, then the church NEP is a bourgeois grafting on to the feudal stem. The
recognition of the workers’ rule is dictated, as was said before, by the law of imitation.

But the tottering of the age-old structure of the church has begun. To the left —
the “Living Church” also has its left wing — more radical voices are being raised. Still
more to the left are the radical sects. A naive rationalism which is only just awakening
is breaking up the soil for atheistic and materialistic seeds. An era of great upheavals
and downfalls has arrived in this kingdom, that had announced itself not of this world.
Where now is the “new religious consciousness” Where are the prophets and reformers
from the Leningrad and Moscow literary parlors and circles? Where is anthroposophy?
There is no sound or breath of them. The poor mystic homeopaths feel like petted
house-cats thrown at high flood on the breaking ice. The heavy-headed aftermath of
the first Revolution brought forth their “new religious consciousness”, and the second
Revolution crushed it.

Berdayev, for instance, still accuses those who do not believe in God, and who do
not bother themselves about a future life, of being bourgeois. This is really amusing.
This writer’s brief connection with the Socialists left him with the word “bourgeoisdom”
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with which he is now beating off the Soviet anti-Christ. The trouble is that the Russian
workers are not religious at all, but the bourgeoisie have become believers in toto —
after losing their estates. Here lies one of the many inconveniences of revolution, that
it bares to the very bottom the social sources of ideology.

In this way, the “new religious consciousness” vanished, leaving, however, quite a
few traces of itself in literature. A whole generation of poets who had accepted the
Revolution of 1905 as a Saint John’s Night, and who had singed their delicate wings
in its bonfires, began to introduce the heavenly hierarchy into their rhythms. They
were joined by the inter-revolutionary youth. But, just as the poets, following a bad
tradition, used to turn formerly at difficult moments to nymphs, Pan, Mars, and Venus,
so here Olympus was nationalized under the aegis of poetic form. After all, whether it
was to be a Mars or a Saint George, depended upon whether they had to fit a trochee
or an iambus. Undoubtedly many, or at least some, hid their experiences, which were
mostly fear, under this. Then came the War, which dissolved the intelligentsia’s fear
into a general feverish anxiety. Later came the Revolution, which thickened this fear
into panic. What was to be expected? To whom could it turn? To what could it cling?
Nothing but the Church Calendar, nothing else remained. Very few are eager now to
stir the new religious liquid which had been distilled before the War in the Berdayev
and other pharmacies, for they who have the mystic urge simply cross themselves with
the cross of their forefathers. The Revolution scrubbed and washed off the personal
tattooing, disclosing the traditional, the tribal, that thing which had been received
with the mother’s milk, and which had not been dissolved by critical reason becauser
of its weakness and cowardice. In poetry, Jesus is never absent. And the robe of the
Virgin is the most popular poetic texture in an age of a textile machinery industry.

One reads with dismay most of the poetic collections, especially those of the women.
Here, indeed, one cannot take a step without God. The lyric circle of Akhmatova,
Tsvetaeva, Radlova, and other real and near-poetesses, is very small. It embraces the
poetess herself, an unknown one in a derby or in spurs, and inevitably God, without
any special marks. He is a very convenient and portable third person, quite domestic,
a friend of the family who fulfills from time to time the duties of a doctor of female
ailments. How this individual, no longer young, and burdened with the personal and
too often bothersome errands of Akhmatova, Tsvetaeva and others, can manage in
his spare time to direct the destinies of the universe, is simply incomprehensible. For
Schkapskaya, who is so organic, so biologic, so gynecologic (Schkapskaya’s talent is
real), God is something in the nature of a go-between and a midwife; that is, he has
the attributes of an all-powerful scandal-monger. And if a subjective note may be
permitted here, we willingly concede that if this feminine wide-hipped God is not very
imposing, he is far more sympathetic than the incubated chick of mystic philosophy
beyond the stars.

How can one not come, finally, to the conclusion that the normal head of an edu-
cated Philistine is a dustbin in which history in passing throws the shell and the husk
of its various achievements? Here is the apocalypse — Voltaire and Darwin, and the
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psalm-book, and comparative philology, and two times two, and the waxed candle. A
shameful hash much lower than the ignorance of the cave. Man, “the king of nature”
who infallibly wants to “serve”, wags his tail and sees in this the voice of his “immortal
soul”! But on examination, the so-called soul represents an “organ”, far less perfect
and harmonious than the stomach or the kidney, because the “immortal” has many
rudimentary appendices and blind sacs which are clogged up by every kind of putrid
dreg, continually causing itch and spiritual ulcer. Sometimes they erupt into rhythmic
lines; the latter are then handed out as individualistic and mystic poetry and printed
in neat booklets.

But nothing, perhaps, has revealed so intimately and so convincingly the desolation and
decay of the individualism of the intelligentsia as the present-day wholesale canonizing
of Rozanov — a “genius” philosopher, a seer, a poet and a knight of the spirit as well.
Yet Rozanov was a notorious rascal, a coward, a sponger, and a lick-spittle. And this
was his very essence. His talent lay within the boundaries of this essence.

When the “genius” of Rozanov is spoken of, it is chiefly his revelations in the field of
sex that are emphasized. But if some one of his admirers would try to bring together
and to systematize what Rozanov said in his peculiar language, adapted to omissions
and ambiguities, about the influence of sex on poetry, on religion, on government, he
would get something very meager and very little that is new. The Austrian psycho-
analytic school (Freud, Jung, Albert Adler and others) made an immeasurably greater
contribution to the question of the role of the sex-element in the forming of individual
character and of social consciousness. In fact, there can be no comparsion here. Even
the most paradoxical exaggerations of Freud are much more significant and fertile than
the broad surmises of Rozanov who constantly falls into intentional half-wittedness, or
simple babble, repeats himself, and lies for two.

However, one has to admit that those external and internal émigrés who are not
ashamed to praise Rozanov and to bow before him, have hit the nail on the head;
in his spiritual sponging, in his flunkeyism, in his cowardice, Rozanov only carried to
the logical conclusion their fundamental spiritual traits — cowardice before life, and
cowardice before death.

A certain Victor Khovin — the theorist of Futurism, or whatever he is, assures us
that Rozanov’s vulgar changeability was the result of the most complex and subtle
causes; that if Rozanov ran to the Revolution (1905) without leaving, by the way, the
reactionary newspaper Novoe Vremya, and then turned to the right, it was only
because he was frightened for the manifested superman stuff and nonsense in him, and
if he went as far as carrying out the Minister of Justice’s orders (in the Beiliss ritual
case|, and if he wrote at the same time in the Novoe Vremya in a reactionary way
and in the Russkoe Slovo under a pseudonym in a liberal, and if he served as a go-
between to entice young writers to Suvorin, this was all only because of the complexity
and the depth of his spiritual nature. These silly and driveling apologetics would at
least have been a little more convincing if Rozanov had come nearer to the Revolution
at the time of its persecution, in order afterwards to withdraw from it at the time of
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its victory. But this is the very thing that Rozanov did not do and could not have done.
lie sang of the catastrophe at the Khodynka field (at the coronation of Nicholas 11| as
a purifying sacrifice in an era when the reactionary Pobedonostzev was triumphant.
The Constituent Assembly and the Terror, all that which was most revolutionary, he
accepted in the October period of 1905 when the young Revolution seemed to have
thrown to the ground the powers that were. After the 3" of June, 1907, he sang of the
men of June 3'9. At the time of the Beiliss trial he tried to prove the use of Christian
blood by Jews for religious purposes. Not long before his death he wrote with his
habitual grimace of the simpleton that the Jews were the “first people on earth”, which
naturally was not much better than what he had done at the Beiliss trial, though
from the opposite direction. The truest and most consistent thing in Rozanov is his
worm-like wriggling before power. A wormish man and a writer; a wriggling, slippery,
sticky worm, contracting and stretching according to need, and like a worm, disgusting.
Rozanov called the orthodox church unceremoniously — in his own circle, of course —
a dung heap. But he kept to the ritual (out of cowardice and for any eventuality) and
when he came to die he took communion five times — also for any eventuality. He was
under-handed with heaven as with his publisher and his reader.

Rozanov sold himself publicly for pieces of silver. His philosophy was in accordance
with this and was so adapted. And so was his style. He was the poet of the cozy corner,
of a lodging with all comforts. Making fun of teachers and prophets, he invariably
taught that the most important thing in life is the soft, the warm, the fat, the sweet.
The intelligentsia in the last few decades was rapidly becoming bourgeois and was
leaning very much to the soft and the sweet, but at the same time it was embarrassed
by Rozanov as a young bourgeois is embarrassed by a loose cocotte who imparts her
knowledge publicly. But in essence, Rozanov always belonged to it, and now when
the old partitions within “educated” society have lost all meaning as well as decency,
the figure of Rozanov assumes titanic proportions in their eyes. And today they are
united in a cult of Rozanov; among them are the theorists of Futurism (Shklovsky,
Khovin) and Remizov, and the Dreamers-Anthroposophists, and the unimaginative
Joseph Hessen, the former rights and the former lefts! “Hosanna to the hanger-on! He
taught us how to like sweets, and we dreamed of the albatross and lost all. And here
we have been left behind by history — and without sweets.”

A catastrophe, whether it be personal or social, is always a great touchstone, because
it infallibly reveals the true personal or social connections, not the showy ones. And so
owing to October, pre-October art, which became almost entirely anti-October, showed
its indissoluble connection with the governing classes of old Russia. This is so clear now
that one does not even have to touch it with one’s hands. The landlord, the capitalist,
the military and civil general, went into the emigration together with their lawyer
and their poet. And they all decided that culture had perished. Certainly the poet had
considered himself independent of the bourgeois, and had even quarreled with him, But
when the problem was put with revolutionary earnestness, then the poet immediately
revealed himself a hanger-on to the marrow of his bones. This history lesson in the “free”
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art developed parallel with the lesson concerning the other “freedoms” of democracy —
that same democracy which swept and mopped after Yudenich. In modern history art,
both individual and professional, in contrast to the old, collective folk art, flourished
in the abundance and in the leisure of the governing classes, and remained in their
keeping. The element of keeping which was almost intangible when social relations
were undisturbed, was bared in all its crudity when the ax of the Revolution cut down
the old props.

The psychology of hanging-on and of being kept is not at all equivalent to that of
submission, politeness or respectfulness. On the contrary, it implies very severe scenes,
outbursts, differences, threats of a full break — but only threats. Foma Fomich Opiskin,
the classic type of old noble hanger-on, found himself almost always “with psychology”
in a state of domestic insurrection. But if I remember rightly, he never got farther
than the barn. This is very crude, of course, and in any case, it is impolite to compare
Opiskin with the Academicians and the near classics: Bunin, Merezhkovsky, Zinaida
Hippius, Kotlyarevsky, Zaitzev, Zamyatin, and others. But you have to sing the song of
history as it is. They have revealed themselves kept ones and hangers-on. And though
some of them manifest this trait in violent ways, the majority of the internal émigré,
partly because of circumstances over which they have no control, and mainly, one must
think, because of their temperament, are merely sad that their state of being kept has
been cut at the root, and their melancholy peters out into reminiscences and into retold
experiences.

Andrey Biely

The inter-revolutionary (1905-1917) literature, which is decadent in its mood and
reach and over-refined in its technique, which is a literature of individualism, of sym-
bolism and of mysticism, finds in Biely its most condensed expression, and through
Biely was most loudly destroyed by October. Biely believes in the magic of words. It is
permitted to say about him, therefore, that his very pen-name testifies to his antithe-
sis to the Revolution, for the greatest fighting period of the Revolution passed in the
struggle between Red and White.*

Biely’s memoirs of Blok, which are amazing in their meaningless detail and in their
arbitrary mosaic of psychology, make one feel ten-fold to what an extent they are
people of another epoch, of another world, of a past epoch, of an unreturnable world.
This is not a question of the difference in generations, for they are people of our own
generation, but of the difference in social make-up, in spiritual type, in historic roots.
For Biely, “Russia is a large meadow, green, like [Tolstoi’s| Yasnaya-Polyana or [Blok’s|
Shakhmatov estate”. In this image of pre-revolutionary and revolutionary Russia, as a
green meadow, as a Yasnaya-Polyana and Shakhmatov meadow at that, one feels how
deep is buried the old Russia, the landlord and official Russia, or at best a Russia of

4 Biely means white in Russian.
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Turgenev and of Goncharov. How astronomically remote this is from us, how good it
is that it is remote, and what a jump through the ages from this to October!

Whether it be the Bezhin meadow of Turgenev, or the Shakhmatov one of Blok,
or Tolstoi’s Yasnaya-Polyana, or the Oblomov one of Goncharov, it is an image of
peace and vegetating harmony. Biely’s roots are in the past. But where is the old
harmony now? On the contrary, everything seems shaken up to Biely, everything is
aslant, everything is thrown out of equilibrium. To him, the peace of a Yasnaya-Polyana
has not been changed into dynamics, but into excitements and a jumping up and down
in one spot. Biely’s apparent dynamics mean only a running around and a struggling
on the mounds of a disappearing and disintegrating old regime. His verbal twists lead
nowhere. He has no hint of ideal revolutionism. In his core he is a realistic and spiritual
conservative who has lost the ground under his feet and is in despair. The Memoirs
of a Dreamer, a journal inspired by Blok, is a union of a despairing realist whose
chimney smokes, and of an intellectual who is used to spiritual comforts, and who,
without a Shakhmatov meadow, cannot even bring himself to dream of a life beyond.
This “dreamer” Biely, whose feet are on the ground and whose underpinnings are those
of a landlord and of a bureaucrat, is only puffing rings of smoke around himself.

Torn from the pivot of custom and individualism, Biely wishes to replace the whole
world with himself, to build everything from himself and through himself, to discover
everything anew in himself — but his works, with all their different artistic values,
invariably represent a poetic or spiritualist sublimation of the old customs. And that
is why, in the final analysis, this servile preoccupation with oneself, this apotheosis of
the ordinary facts of one’s personal and spiritual routine, become so unbearable in our
age where mass and speed are really making a new world. If one is to write with so
much ritual of the meeting with Blok, how is one to write about great events which
affect the destinies of nations?

In Biely’s recollections of his infancy (Kotik Lotaev) there are interesting moments
of lucid psychology, not always artistically correct, but frequently internally convincing,
yet his connecting them together with occult discussions, his make-belief profundities,
his piling up of images and words, make them futile and utterly tiresome. With his
knees and elbows, Biely tries to squeeze his childish soul through into the world beyond.
The traces of his elbows are seen on all the pages, but the world beyond — isn’t there!
And, in fact, ‘where is it to come from?

Not long ago Biely had written about himself — he is always occupied with himself,
narrating about himself, walking around himself, sniffing himself and licking himself —
several very true thoughts — “Under my theoretic abstractions of the ‘Maximum’ per-
haps was hidden the minimalist, carefully feeling his ground. I approached everything
in a roundabout way. Feeling the ground from afar with a hypothesis, with a hint,
with methodologic proof, remaining in watchful indecision.” (Memoirs of Alexan-
der Blok) In calling Blok a maximalist, Biely speaks of himself straight out as a
Menshevik (in the holy spirit, of course, not in politics). These words may appear
unexpected from the pen of a Dreamer and a Crank (with capital letters), but after
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all, in talking so much about himself, one sometimes tells the truth. Biely is not a
maximalist, not in the very least, but an unquestioned minimalist, a chip of the old
regime and of its point of view, yearning and sighing in a new environment. And it
is absolutely true that he approaches everything in a roundabout way. His whole St.
Petersburg is built by a roundabout method. And that is why it feels like an act of
labor. Even in those places where he has attained artistic results, that is, where an
— image arises in the consciousness of the reader, it is paid for too dearly, so that
after all these roundabout ways, after the straining and the labor, the reader does not
experience aesthetic satisfaction. It is just as if you were led into a house through the
chimney, and on entering you saw that there was a door, and that it was much easier
to enter that way.

His rhythmic prose is terrible. His sentences do not obey the inner movement of
the image, but an external meter, which at first seems only superfluous, and later
begins to tire you with its obtrusiveness, and finally poisons your very existence. The
premonition that a sentence will end rhythmically makes one extremely irritated, just
as when one waits for the shutter to squeak again when one is sleepless. Side by side
with Biely’s march of the rhythm goes his fetish of the word. It is absolutely irrefutable
that the human word expresses not only meaning, but has a sound value, and that
without this attitude to the word there would be no mastery in poetry or in prose.
We are not going to deny Biely the merits attributed to him in this field. However,
the most weighty and high-sounding word cannot give more than is put into it. Biely
seeks in the word, just as the Pythagoreans in numbers, a second, special and hidden
meaning. And that is why he finds himself so often in a blind alley of words. If you
cross your middle finger over your index finger, and touch an object, you will feel two
objects, and if you repeat this experiment it will make you feel queer; instead of the
correct use of your sense of touch, you are abusing it to deceive yourself. Biely’s artistic
methods give exactly this impression. They are invariably falsely complex.

Instead of logical and psychological analysis, he characterizes his stagnant thinking,
which is essentially medieval, by the play of alliteration and by the substituting of
verbal twists and acoustic ties. The more convulsively Biely holds on to words, and
the more mercilessly he violates them, the harder it is for his inert opinions in a world
which has overcome inertia. Biely is strongest when he describes the solid old life.
His manner, even there, is tiresome, but not futile. You can see clearly that Biely
himself is flesh of the flesh and bone of the bone of the old state, that he is thoroughly
conservative, passive and moderate, and that his rhythm and his verbal twists are only
a means of vainly struggling with his inner passivity and sobriety when torn from his
life’s pivot.

At the time of the World War, Biely became a follower of the German mystic,
Rudolph Steiner, of course a “Doctor of Philosophy”, and kept watch in Switzerland
during the nights under the dome of the Anthroposophist temple. What is Anthropos-
ophy? It is a spiritual-intellectualist turning inside out of Christianity, squeezed out
of philosophic and poetic quotations. I cannot give more accurate details, because I
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have never read Steiner and don’t intend to. I consider that I have the right not to
be interested in “philosophic” systems which explain the difference in the tales of the
Weimar and Kiev witches (in as much as I do not believe in witches in general, not
counting the above-mentioned Zinaida Hippius, in whose reality I believe absolutely,
though about the length of her tail I can say nothing definite). It is different with
Andrey Biely. If heavenly things are for him the most important, then he ought to
expound them. Nevertheless, Biely, who is so much given to detail and who tells us
about his crossing of a canal as if he had observed with his own eyes the scene in the
Garden of Gethsemane, or at least the Sixth Day of Creation, that same Biely, as soon
as he touches on his Anthroposophy, becomes brief and cursory, and prefers the figure
of silence. The only thing that he informs us is that “not I, but Christ in me, is .” And
again, “We are born in God, we die in Christ, and in the Holy Ghost we resurrect.”
This is comforting, but really — not very clear. Biely does not express himself more
popularly, apparently from a basic fear of falling into theologic concreteness, which
would be too dangerous, because materialism invariably tramples on every positive
ontological belief which is always formed in the image of matter, however fantastically
twisted the latter may become in the process. If you are a believer, then explain what
kind of feathers angel wings have, and of what substance are witches’ tails. Out of
fear for these legitimate questions, these gentlemen spiritualists have so refined their
mysticism that, in the end, their astral existence becomes an ingenious pseudonym
for non-existence. Then, frightened anew (and, indeed, there was no need at all of
starting all this) they fall back on the catechism. And so in this wavering between a
disconsolate astral vacuity and a theologic price list, the spiritual vegetation of the
mystics of anthroposophy and of philosophic faith in general goes on. Biely stubbornly
but vainly tries to mask his vacuity by an acoustic orchestration, and by forced meters.
He tries to rise mystically above the October Revolution, and tries even to adopt it in
passing, giving it a place among the other things of the earth, all of which, however,
are to him, in his own words, “stupidities”. Failing in this attempt — and how could he
not but fail? — Biely becomes wrathful. The psychological mechanism of this process
is as simple as the anatomy of a jumping jack: a few holes and a few strings. But from
Biely’s holes and strings there comes out the apocalypse, not the general one, but his
own special one, Andrey Biely’s — “The spirit of truth makes me state my attitude to
the social problem. Yes, you know — thus and so ... Would you like some tea? What —
there is no common man today? Here is one — I am the common man.” Lack of taste?
Yes, a forced grimacing, a sober half-wittedness. And this before a people who have
lived through a Revolution! In his most arrogant introduction to his non-epic Epic,
Andrey Biely accuses our Soviet epoch of being “terrible for writers who feel the call to
large monumental canvases”. He, the monumentalist is dragged, don’t you see, “to the
arena of everydaydom”, to the painting of “bon-bon boxes” Can one, may I ask, turn
reality and logic more roughly on their heads? It is he, Biely, who is dragged by the
Revolution from canvases to bon-bon boxes! With the most unusual detail, choking
not so much with detail as with a foam of words, Biely narrates how, “under the dome
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of the Joannite Temple”, — “he was wet with a verbal rain” (literally!), how he learned
of the “land of Living Thought”, how the Joannite Temple became for him “an image
of theoretic pilgrimage”. A chaste and holy jumble! When you read it, each consecutive
page seems more intolerable than the one that went before. This self-satisfied seeking
for psychological nits, this mystic execution of them on the finger-nail — and done
not otherwise but under the dome of the Joannite Temple — this snobbish, puffed-up,
cowardly and superstitious scribbling written with a cool yawn, this is represented
as “a monumental canvas”, and the call to turn your face to that which the greatest
Revolution is doing within the geologic strata of national psychology, is regarded as
an invitation to paint “bon-bon boxes”! And it is with us in Soviet Russia that the
“bon-bon boxes” are! What bad taste, and what verbal profligacy! And it is just the
“Joannite Temple” built in Switzerland by the spiritual loungers and tourists, which
is the tasteless, German doctor-of-philosophy kind of bon-bon box, stuffed with “cats’
tongues” and all kinds of sugared flies.

But it is our Russia that is at present a gigantic canvas which it would take centuries
to paint in. From here, from the summits of our revolutionary ranges, begin the sources
of a new art, of a new point of view, of a new union of feelings, of a new rhythm of
thoughts, of a new striving for the word. In one hundred or two hundred or three
hundred years, they will uncover and bare with great aesthetic emotion these sources
of the freed human spirit and will stumble over the “dreamer”, who waved off the
“bon-bon box” (bon-bon box!) of the Revolution, and demanded (from it!) that he be
provided with the material means to depict how he saved himself from the Great War
in Switzerland, and how he day in and day out caught in his immortal soul certain
little insects and spread them out on his finger-nail — “under the dome of the Joannite
Temple”.

In this same epic Biely declares that “the foundations of everyday life for me are
stupidities”. And this in the face of a nation which is bleeding to change the foundations
of everyday life. Well, certainly, neither more nor less than stupidities! But he asks for
the payok [the Soviet ration|, and not the ordinary one, but one in proportion to great
canvases. And he is indignant that they do not hasten to give it to him. Would it seem
that it really paid to darken the Christian state of the soul over “stupidities™ Still, he
is not he, but the Christ in him. And he will resurrect in the Holy Ghost. Then why
here, among our earthly stupidities, spread gall on a printed page over an insufficient
payok? Anthroposophic piety frees one not only from artistic taste, but from social
shame.

Biely is a corpse, and will not be resurrected in any spirit.
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Chapter 2: The Literary
“Fellow-Travellers’” of the
Revolution

Transitional Art — A New Soviet Populism. — Kliuev, a Revolutionary
“Fellow Traveller” — Yessenin And The Imagists — The Unformed Realism
of the “Serapion Fraternity” — The Retrogressional Realism of Pilnyak —
Rustic or Peasant-Singing Poets — The “Changing Landmarks” Group —
Neoclassicism or “Revolutionary Conservatism”

NON-REVOLUTIONARY or non-October literature, as we characterized it in the
first chapter, is now in reality a past stage. At first, the writers placed themselves in
active opposition to October, denying all artistic recognition to everything connected
with the Revolution, just as the teachers refused to teach the children of revolutionary
Russia. The non-October character of literature, therefore, not only expressed the deep
alienation that lay between the two worlds, but it became also a tool for active politics,
the sabotage of the artist. This policy annihilated itself; the old literature is now not
so much unwilling, as unable.

Between bourgeois art, which is wasting away either in repetitions or in silences,
and the new art which is as yet unborn, there is being created a transitional art which
is more or less organically connected with the Revolution, but which is not at the same
time the art of the Revolution. Boris Pilnyak, Vsevolod Ivanov, Nicolai Tikhonov, the
“Serapion Fraternity”, Yessenin and his group of Imagists and, to some extent, Kliuev
— all of them were impossible without the Revolution, either as a group, or separately.
They know it themselves and do not deny it, do not feel the necessity of denying it, and
some even proclaim it loudly. They do not belong to the literary job-holders who are
beginning little by little to “picture” the Revolution. They are not even the “Changing
Landmarks” group, because in this is implied a breach with the past, a radical change
of front. The majority of these writers just mentioned are very young, between twenty
and thirty. They have no revolutionary past whatever and if they broke away from
anything at all it was from bagatelles. In general their literary and spiritual front has
been made by the Revolution, by that angle of it which caught them, and they all have
accepted the Revolution, each one in his own way. But in these individual acceptances,
there is one common trait which sharply divides them from Communism, and always
threatens to put them in opposition to it. They do not grasp the Revolution as a whole
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and the Communist ideal is foreign to them. They are all more or less inclined to look
hopefuully at the peasant over the head of the worker. They are not the artists of
the proletarian Revolution, but her artist “fellow-travellers”, in the sense in which this
word was used by the old Socialists. If non-October (in essence anti-October) literature
is the moribund literature of bourgeois land-owning Russia, then the literary work of
the “fellow-travellers” is, in its way, a new Soviet populism, without the traditions of
the old populism and — up to now — without political perspective. As regards a “fellow-
traveller”, the question always comes up — how far will he go? This question cannot be
answered in advance, not even approximately. The solution of it depends not so much
on the personal qualities of this or that “fellow-traveller”, but mainly on the objective
trend of things during the coming decade.

However, in the dualism of the point of view of these “fellow-travellers”, which makes
them doubtful of themselves, there is a constant artistic and social danger. Blok felt
this dualism of morals and art more deeply than the others; in general, he was deeper.
In the reminiscences of him, written by Nadezhda Pavlovich, there is the following
sentence: “The Bolsheviks do not hinder the writing of verses but they binder you
from feeling yourself a master™ he is a master who feels the axis of his creativeness and
holds the rhythm within himself.” In the expression of this thought there is a certain
indefiniteness so common to Blok, and besides, we are dealing here with reminiscences,
which, as everyone knows, are not always accurate. But the inner resemblance to truth
and the significance of this sentence make one believe it. The Bolsheviks hinder one
from feeling oneself a master because a master must have within himself an organic,
irrefutable axis and the Bolsheviks have displaced the main axis. None of the “fellow-
travellers” of the Revolution — and Blok was also a “fellow-traveller”, and the “fellow-
travellers” form at present a very important division of Russian literature — carry the
axis within themselves. And therefore we have only a preparatory period for a new
literature, only études, sketches, essays — but complete mastery with a reliable axis
within oneself, is still to come.

Nicolat Kliuev

Bourgeois poetry, of course, does not exist, because poetry is a free art and not a
service to class.! But here is Kliuev, a poet and a peasant, and he not only recognizes
it, but repeats it, underlines it, and boasts of it. The difference is that a peasant poet
feels no inner call to hide his face, neither from others, nor, above all, from himself. The
Russian peasant, oppressed for centuries, reaching upward, spiritualized by populism
in the course of the decades, never instilled in those few poets who were his own the

1T received from an experienced and well-read journalist a thundering letter, proving the class
character of literature. My correspondent took the sarcastic sentence literally. I am afraid that this
might happen with others. There are not too many attentive readers in the world. I am therefore
driving this note home with this inscription: “Attention! This is irony!” — L.T.
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social or artistic impulse to conceal their peasant origin. It was true in the old days as
in the case of Koltzov and it is still more true these latter years in the case of Kliuev.

It is exactly in Kliuev that we see again how vital is the force of the social method of
literary criticism. They tell us that a writer begins where individuality begins and that
therefore the source of his creativeness is his unique soul and not his class. It is true,
without individuality there can be no writer. But if the poet’s individuality and only
his individuality is disclosed in his work, then to what purpose is the interpretation of
art? To what purpose, let us ask, is literary criticism? In any case, the artist, if he is
a true artist, will tell us about his unique individuality better than his babbling critic.
But the truth is that even if individuality is unique, it does not mean that it cannot be
analyzed. Individuality is a welding together of tribal, national, class, temporary and
institutional elements and, in fact, it is in the uniqueness of this welding together, in
the proportions of this psychochemical mixture, that individuality is expressed. One
of the most important tasks of criticism is to analyze the individuality of the artist
(that is, his art) into its Component elements, and to show their correlations. In this
way, criticism brings the artist closer to the reader, who also has more or less of a
“unique soul”, “artistically” unexpressed, “unchosen”, but none the less representing a
union of the same elements as does the soul of a poet. So it can be seen that what
serves as a bridge from soul to soul is not the unique, but the common. Only through
the common is the unique known; the common is determined in man by the deepest
and most persistent conditions which make up his “soul”, by the social conditions of
education, of existence, of work, and of associations. The social conditions in historic
human society are, first of all, the conditions of class affiliation. That is why a class
standard is so fruitful in all fields of ideology, including art, and especially in art,
because the latter often expresses the deepest and most hidden social aspirations.
Moreover, a social standard not only does not exclude, but goes hand in hand with
formal criticism, that is, with the standard of technical workmanship. This, as a matter
of fact, also tests the particular by a common measure, because if one did not reduce
the particular to the general there would be no contacts among people, no thoughts
and no poetry.

If you take away from Kliuev his peasanthood, his soul not only will become or-
phaned, but nothing at all will remain of it. For Kliuev’s individuality is the artistic
expression of an independent, well-fed, well-to-do peasant loving his freedom egotis-
tically. Every peasant is a peasant, but not everyone can express himself. A peasant
who can express himself and his self-sufficient world in the language of a new artistic
technique, or rather, who has kept his peasant soul through bourgeois schooling, is a
big individuality, and such a one is Kliuev.

The social basis of art is not always so transparent and irrefutable. But that is
only because, as has already been said, the majority of poets are bound up with the
exploiting classes which, because of their exploiting nature, do not speak of themselves
in the way they think, nor think of themselves in the way they are. However, in spite
of all the social and psychological methods by which class hypocrisy is maintained,
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the social essence of a poet can be found even if it is diluted in the most subtle form.
And not to understand this essence, leaves the criticism of art and the history of art
hanging in the air.

To speak of the bourgeois character of that literature which we call non-October,
does not therefore necessarily mean to slander the poets who are supposedly serving
art and not the bourgeoisie. For where is it written that it is impossible to serve the
bourgeoisie by means of art? Just as geologic landslides reveal the deposits of earth
layers, so do social landslides reveal the class character of art. Non-October art is
struck by a deathly impotence for the very reason that death has struck those classes
to which it was tied by its whole past. Without the bourgeois landholding system and
its customs, without the subtle suggestions of the estate and of the salon, this art sees
no meaning in life, withers, becomes moribund and is reduced to nothing.

Kliuev is not of the rustic school; he is not peasant-singing; he is not a populist; he
is a real peasant (almost). His spiritual countenance is truly a peasant one, a North
peasant one at that. Kliuev, like a peasant, is individualistic; be is his own master, he
is his own poet. The earth is under his feet, and the sun is above his head. A well-to-do
peasant proprietor has grain in his bin; milking cows in his barn; carved weather-cocks
on the crest of his roof — his economic self-consciousness is solid and self-reliant. He
likes to boast of his household, of his prosperity and of his clever management — as
Kliuev does of his talent and of his poetic manner. It is as natural to praise oneself as
to belch after a heavy feast or to make the cross over one’s mouth after a yawn. Kliuev
has studied. When and what we do not know, but he manages his knowledge like a
well-read person and also like a miser. If a well-to-do peasant should accidentally carry
a telephone receiver out of the city, he would fix it in the main corner of the room not
far from the ikon. In the same way, Kliuev embellishes the main corners of his verses
with India, Congo and Mont Blanc; and Kliuev loves to embellish. A simple, scraped
harness yoke is only owned by a peasant out of poverty or shiftlessness. A good peasant
has a carved yoke painted in several colors. Kliuev is a good poet-master endowed with
abundance: he has carvings, cinnabar, vermilion, gilt and lintels everywhere, and even
brocades, satins, silver and all kinds of precious stones. All this shines and plays in the
sun and one might even think that the sun is his, a Kliuev sun, because truly in this
world there exists only he, Kliuev — his talent, the earth under his feet and the sun
above his head.

Kliuev is a poet of a closed-in world, inflexible in its essence, but none the less of
a world which has changed greatly since 1861.2 Kliuev is not a Koltzov: one hundred
years have not passed in vain. Koltzov is simple, submissive and modest. Kliuev is
much more complex, exacting, ingenious. He has brought his new poetic technique
from the city, as a neighboring peasant might bring a phonograph; and he uses poetic
technique, like the geography of India, only for the purpose of embellishing the peasant

2 1861 saw the abolition of serfdom in Russia.
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framework of his poetry. He is many-colored, often bright and expressive, often quaint,
often cheap and tinsel-like — and all this is on a firm peasant basis.

Kliuev’s poems, like his thought and like his life, are not dynamic. There is too much
ornamentation in Kliuev’s poetry for action — heavy brocades, natural colored stones,
and all manner of other things. One has to move about cautiously not to break and
destroy. And yet Kliuev has accepted the Revolution, which is the greatest dynamics
of all. Kliuev accepted it not for himself alone, but together with all the peasantry, and
accepted it in the manner of a peasant, too. The abolition of the noble estate pleases
Kliuev. “Let Turgenev cry about it on a shelf.” But the Revolution is, above all, a city
one; without the city there could have been no abolition of the nobles’ estates. Here is
where Kliuev’s dualism arises in relation to the Revolution — a dualism, again, which is
characteristic not only of Kliuev but of the entire peasantry. Kliuev does not love the
city, he does not recognize city poetry. The friendly-enemy tone of his poems is very
instructive where he urges the poet Kirillov to reject the thought of factory poetry,
and to come into his, the Kliuev pine-woods — the one source of art. Of “industrial
rhythms”, of proletarian poetry, of the very principle of it, Kliuev speaks with the
natural contempt that comes to the lips of every “strong” peasant, when he glances at
the propagandist of Socialism, the houseless city worker, or, what is still worse, the
vagabond. And when Kliuev condescendingly invites the blacksmith to lie down for
a while on an embroidered peasant bench, it is like a rich and broad-backed peasant
from Olonetz charitably offering a piece of bread to a hungry hereditary Petrograd
proletarian, “in city rags, in heels worn on city stones”.

Kliuev accepts the Revolution because it has freed the peasant, and he sings many
of his songs to it. But his Revolution is without political dynamics and without historic
perspective. To Kliuev it is like a market or a sumptuous wedding where people come
together from various places, get drunk with wine and song, with embraces and dances,
and then return to their own houses: their own earth under their feet and their own
sun above their heads. To others it is a republic, but to Kliuev it is the old land of
Russ; to others it is Socialism, but to him it is the dead and gone dream-city of Kitezh.
He promises paradise through the Revolution, but this paradise is only an exaggerated
and embellished peasant kingdom, a wheat and honey paradise: a singing bird on the
carved wing of the house and a sun shining in jasper and diamonds. Not without
hesitation does Kliuev admit into his peasant paradise the radio and magnetism and
electricity; and here it appears that electricity is a giant bull out of a peasant epic and
that between his horns is a laden table.

Kliuev evidently was in Petrograd at the time of the Revolution. He wrote in the
Krasnaya Gazeta, and he fraternized with the workers, but, as a shrewd peasant,
Kliuev, even in those honeymoon days, weighed in his mind whether in one way or
another any harm would come from all this to his, the Kliuev household, that is, to his
art. If it should seem to Kliuev that the city did not appreciate him, then he, Kliuev,
would at once show his character and raise the price of his wheat-paradise as compared
with the industrial hell. And if they should reproach him for something, he would not
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hunt long for a word, but he would lay his opponent low and praise himself strongly
and convincingly. Not so long ago Kliuev started a poetic quarrel with Yessenin, who
decided to put on a tail-coat and a high hat and who announced this in his poems.
Kliuev saw in this treason to his peasant origin and quarrelsomely soaped the younger
man’s head for him in just the same way as a rich elder brother would scold a younger
one who had taken into his head to marry a town hussy and join the down-and-outs.

Kliuev is jealous. Somebody advised him to refrain from holy words. Kliuev became
offended:

It seems neither saints nor villains exist
For the industrial heavens.

It is unclear whether he himself believes or does not believe. His God suddenly spits
blood and the Virgin Mother gives herself to some Hungarian for a few yellow pieces.
All this sounds like blasphemy, but to exclude God from the Kliuev household, to
destroy the holy corner where the light of the lamp shines on silver and gilded frames
— to such destruction he does not consent. Without the lamp, everything is unfulfilled.

When Kliuev sings of Lenin in “hidden peasant verses”, it is not very easy to decide
whether it is for Lenin or against Lenin. What a dualism of thought, of feeling and of
words! And at the basis of all lies the dualism of the peasant, that bast-shod Janus,
who turns one face to the past and the other to the future. Kliuev even rises to song
in honor of the Commune. But they are just songs of praise — “in honor to”. “I don’t
want the Commune without the peasant oven.” But the Commune with a peasant oven
is not a reconstruction of all the foundations of life in accordance with reason, with
compass and yardstick in hand, but the same old peasant paradise.

The golden sounds

Hang like clusters on the tree;

Like halcyon birds, the words

Settle on the bronches. — The Brass Whale

Here are the poetics of Kliuev in their entirety. Where is there here revolution,
struggle, dynamics, a striving towards the new? Here we have peace, a charmed immo-
bility, a tinsel fairyland. “Like Halcyon birds, the words settle on the branches.” This is
something curious to look at, but a modern person cannot live in such an environment.

What will Kliuev’s further road be — towards the Revolution or away from it? More
likely away from the Revolution; he is much too saturated with the past. The spiritual
isolation and the aesthetic originality of the village, despite the temporary weakening
of the city, are clearly on the decline. Kliuev seems also to be on the decline.
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Sergey Yessenin

Yessenin (and the entire group of Imagists — Marienhof, Shershenevich, Kusikov)
stand somewhere at the crossing of the road between Kliuev and Mayakovsky. Yess-
enin’s roots are in the village, but not so deep as those of Kliuev. Yessenin is younger.
He became a poet at the time when the village was shaken up by the Revolution,
when Russia was shaken up. Kliuev was formed entirely in the pre-War years, and he
responded to the War and to the Revolution only within the limits of his backwoods
conservatism. Yessenin is not only younger but also more flexible, more plastic, more
open to influences and to possibilities. Even his peasant underpinnings are not the
same as those of Kliuev; Yessenin has neither Kliuev’s solidity, nor his somber and
pompous sedateness. Yessenin boasts that he is arrogant and a hooligan. But if the
truth must be told, his arrogance, even his purely literary arrogance (The Confession)
is not so terrible. Still, Yessenin is undoubtedly the reflection of the pre-revolutionary
and revolutionary spirit of the peasant youth whom the disturbed life of the village
has driven to arrogance and turbulence.

The city has told on Yessenin more sharply and clearly than on Kliuev. Here is the
point where the undoubted influences of Futurism come in. Yessenin is more dynamic,
to the extent that he is more nervous, more flexible, more responsive to the new. But
Imagism is the reverse of dynamics. The self-sufficient meaning of the image is bought
at the expense of the whole; the parts become separated and cold.

It is said incorrectly that the abundant imagery of the Imagist Yessenin flows from
his individual tenderness. As a matter of fact, we find the same traits in Kliuev. His
verses are weighted down with an imagery which is even more isolated and immobile.
At bottom, this is not an individual, but a peasant aesthetics. The poetry of the
repetitive forms of life has at bottom little mobility and seeks a way out in condensed
imagery.

At any rate, Imagism is overladen to such an extent with images that its poetry
seems like a beast of burden and therefore slow in its movements. An abundance of
imagery is not in itself an evidence of creative power; on the contrary, it may arise out
of the technical immaturity of a poet who is caught unawares by events and feelings
which are artistically too much for him. The poet almost chokes with images and the
reader feels as nervously impatient to get on as fast as possible to the end as when
one listens to a stuttering speaker. In any case, Imagism is not a literary school from
which one can expect serious developments. Even the tardy arrogance of Kusikov (“the
West at which we Imagists sneeze”) seems curious and not even amusing. Imagism is
perhaps only a stopping point for a few poets of the younger generation who are more
or less talented, but who resemble one another in one thing only, that they are all still
unripe.

Yessenin’s effort to construct a big work by the Imagist method has proved inade-
quate in Pugachev. And this is so regardless of the fact that the author has unloaded
his heavy imagery quite considerably and stealthily. The dialogue nature of Pugachev
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got the better of the poet rather mercilessly. The drama in general is a most transpar-
ent and unyielding form of art; it has no room for descriptive and narrative patches, or
for lyric outbursts. Through the dialogue, Vessenin came out into clear waters. Emelka
Pugachev, and his enemies and his colleagues, are all without exception Imagists. And
Pugachev himself is Sergey Yessenin from top to toe: he wants to be terrible, but he
cannot. Yessenin’s Pugachev is a sentimental romantic. When Yessenin introduces him-
self as a somewhat bloodthirsty hooligan, it is amusing; but when Pugachev expresses
himself like a romantic, burdened with imagery, it is worse. The Imagist Pugachev
becomes a bit ridiculous.

Though Imagism, having hardly existed, is gone already, Yessenin himself is still of
the future. To foreign journalists he declared himself more left than the Bolsheviks. This
is in the natural order of things, and frightens no one. At present Yessenin, the poet,
who may be more left than we sinners, but who smells none the less of medievalism,
has begun his “wander-years”, and he will not return the same as he went. But we will
not surmise. When he returns, he will tell us himself.

The “Serapion Fraternity’: Vsevolod Ivanov;
Nikolai Nikitin

The “Serapion Fraternity” are youngsters who still live with the brood. Some of
them have not come to the Revolution through literature, but have come into liter-
ature through the Revolution. Just because they trace their brief pedigree from the
Revolution, they, some of them at least, have an inner need to move away from the
Revolution, and to protect the freedom of their work from its social demands. It is
as if they feel for the first time that art has its own rights. The artist David (in N.
Tikhonov) immortalizes at the same time both “the hand of the patriot murderer” and
Marat. Why? “But so beautiful is the flash of the wrist to the elbow, splashed with
the cherry-like paste.” Quite often the Serapions go away from the Revolution or from
modern life in general and even sometimes from man and write about Dresden stu-
dents, Biblical Jews and tigresses and dogs. All this gives merely an impression of a
groping, of an attempt, of a preparing. They absorb the literary and technical achieve-
ments of the pre-revolutionary schools without which there could be no movement
forward. Their general tone is realistic but as yet quite unformed. It is too early to
estimate individually the “Serapion Fraternity”, at least within the covers of this work.
In general they indicate, among many other symptoms, the renascence of literature
on a new historic basis, after the tragic collapse. Why do we relegate them to being
“fellow-travellers” of ours? Because they are bound up with the Revolution, because
this tie is still very unformed, because they are so very young and because nothing
definite can be said about their tomorrow.
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The most dangerous trait of the Serapions is that they glory in their lack of prin-
ciples. This is stupidity and thickheadedness. As if an artist ever could be “without a
tendency”, without a definite relation to social life, even though unformulated or un-
expressed in political terms. It is true, that the majority of artists form their relation
to life and to its social forms during organic periods, in an unnoticeable and molecular
way and almost without the participation of critical reason. The artist takes life as he
finds it, coloring his relation to it with a kind of lyric tone. He considers its foundations
to be immovable and approaches it as uncritically as he does the solar system. And
this passive conservatism of his forms the unseen pivot of his work.

Critical periods do not allow an artist the luxury of an automatic and irresponsible
elaboration of social points of view. And whoever boasts of this, whether insincerely
or even without pretense, is masking a reactionary tendency or has fallen into social
stupidities or is making a fool of himself. It is, of course, possible to do youthful
exercises in the spirit of Sinebriuchov’s stories, or in the manner of Fedin’s novelette,
Anna Timofeevna, but it is impossible to give a big or a significant picture and even
in sketches one cannot hold out long without troubling one’s head about social and
artistic perspectives.

The novelists and poets who were born of the Revolution and who are still very
young, being almost in their swaddling clothes, try, in the search for their artistic
individualities, to get away from the Revolution which has been their environment
and in which milieu they have yet to find themselves. From this come the tirades of
the “art for art’s sake” which seem very significant and bold to the Serapions, but which
in fact are a sign of growth at best and an evidence of immaturity in any case. If the
Serapions would get away from the Revolution entirely, they would reveal themselves at
once as a second-rate or third-rate remnant of the discarded pre-revolutionary literary
schools. It is impossible to play with history. Here the punishment follows immediately
upon the crime.

Vsevolod Tvanov, who is the oldest and the most notable of the Serapions, is the
most significant and the most weighty. He writes about the Revolution and only about
the Revolution, but exclusively about peasant and out-of-the-way revolutions. The
onesidedness of his theme and the comparative narrowness of his artistic grasp put an
impress of monotony on his fresh and bright colors. He is spontaneous in his moods and
in his spontaneity he is not sufficiently careful and strict with himself. He is very lyrical
and his lyricism flows without end. But the author makes himself felt too insistently,
comes forward too often in person, expresses himself too loudly, slaps nature and
people on the shoulders and back too hard. As long as one feels that his spontaneity
comes from his youth, it is very attractive, but there is a great danger of its becoming
a mannerism. To the degree that spontaneity decreases, a broadening of the creative
grasp and a heightening of technique must come in its place. This is possible only if one
is strict with oneself. The lyricism with which Ivanov warms so much both nature and
the dialogue, must become more secret, more internal, more hidden and more miserly
in its expression. A phrase must be born from a phrase by the natural force of the
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artistic matter without the visible aid of the artist. Ivanov learned from Gorky and
learned well. Let him go through this school once again, but this time backwards.

Ivanov knows and understands the Siberian peasant, the Cossack, the Khirgiz.
Against the background of revolt, of battles, of fires and of suppressions, he shows very
well the peasant’s lack of political impersonality in spite of his stable social strength.
While in Russia, a young Siberian peasant, a former Tsarist soldier, supports the Bol-
sheviks, but on his return to Siberia he serves “Tolchak” against the Reds. His father, a
bored and prosperous peasant, who was looking for a new faith, imperceptibly and un-
expectedly to himself becomes the leader of the Red groups. The whole family breaks
up; the village is burned. But as soon as the hurricane is over, the peasant begins to
mark the trees in the forest for cutting down and begins to build anew. After swinging
in various directions, Roly-poly tries to settle down firmly on his leaden base. In Ivanov
various individual scenes reach great power. The scenes where the “conversation” be-
tween the Far Eastern Reds and a captured American takes place, or the drunken
debauch of the rebels, or the Khirgiz searching for a “big God”, are splendid. But in
general, whether Ivanov wants it or not, he shows that the peasant uprisings in “peas-
ant” Russia are not yet revolution. The peasant revolt bursts forth suddenly from a
small spark, unevenly, often cruel In its helplessness — and no one sees why it flared
up or whither it leads. And never and in no way can the disjointed peasant revolt be
victorious. In Colored Winds a hint is given as to the essence of a peasant uprising,
in the figure of the city Bolshevik Nikitin, but it is vague. Nikitin in Ivanov’s story
is an enigmatic bit of another world, and it is unclear why the peasant element turns
around him. But, from all these pictures of Revolution in distant corners, there follows
one undeniable conclusion, that there is being remelted in a great crucible and on a
hot fire the national character of the Russian people. And Roly-poly will not come out
of this crucible the same as he was.

It would be a good thing if Vsevolod Ivanov could also mature in this crucible.
Nikitin came forward clearly from among the Serapions within the past year. What
he wrote in 1922 marks a big jump forward from what he did in the preceding year.
But there is something just as disquieting in his rapid maturing as in the precocity
of a youth. Anxiety is caused first of all by the manifest note of cynicism which is
characteristic to a greater or lesser degree of almost all the youth today, but which
in Nikitin assumes at times an especially evil character. The question is not of rude
words, nor of naturalistic excesses — though excesses are always excesses — but in a
challengingly crude and apparently realistic approach to people and events. Realism,
in the broad sense of the word, that is, in the sense of an artistic affirmation of the
real world with its flesh and blood and also with its will and consciousness, may be
of many kinds. One can take man, not only social, but even psycho-physical man and
approach him from different angles — from above, from below, from the side, or walk
all around him. Nikitin approaches, or more accurately steals up to him — from below.
That is why all his perspectives of man become crude and sometimes even disgusting.
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Nikitin’s talented precocity gives the fellow an especially ominous character. It is a
road that leads to a blind alley.

Under these verbal improprieties and naturalistic debauches is hidden a lack of faith
or a dying out of faith, and this is true not only of Nikitin. This generation was caught
in the whirl of great events without any preparation, political, moral or artistic. It
bad nothing that was stable, or, rather, conservative, and therefore the Revolution
conquered it easily. But because the conquest was easy, it was extremely superficial.
The young people were caught in the whirl and all of them, Imagists, Serapions, etc.,
became Dissenters, semi-consciously starting from the conviction that the fig-leaf is
the main emblem of the old world. It is very instructive that the generation which was
caught in its adolescence by the Revolution is the worst, not only among the urban
intelligentsia, but also among the peasantry and even among the working-class. It is not
revolutionary, it is turbulent and has the ear-marks of anarchistic individualism. The
succeeding generation which rose under the new regime is much better; it is more social,
more disciplined, more exacting towards itself and its thirst for knowledge is growing
Seriously. It is this youth which gets along so well with the “old fellows”, with those
who were formed and strengthened before March and October of 1917, and even before
1914. The revolutionism of the Serapions, as of the majority of the “fellow-travellers” of
the Revolution, is much more related to the generation which came too late to prepare
for it and too soon to be educated by it. Having approached the Revolution from the
wrong side of a peasant and acquiring this half Dissenter’s point of view, these “fellow-
travellers” become disillusioned, and the more so, the more clearly it appears that a
revolution is not a thing of joy, but a conception, an organization, a plan, a work.
The Imagist Marienhof takes off his hat and politely and ironically bids good-by to
the Revolution which has betrayed him (that is Marienhof). And Nikitin, in his story
Pella, in which this form of a pseudo-revolutionary Dissenter finds his most perfect
expression, ends with the innerly skeptical words that are not as coy as Marienhof’s
but just as cynical: “You are tired and I have already thrown away the chase ... And
now it is futile for us to be running after. There is no sense to it. Don’t look for dead
places.”

We had heard this once before, and remember it very well. The young novelists and
versifiers who were caught by the Revolution in 1905, turned their backs to it later
with almost the same words. When they took off their hats to say good-by to this
stranger in 1907, they seriously imagined that they had settled their accounts with it.
But it returned a second time and much more firmly. It found the unexpected first
“lovers” of 1905 prematurely aged and spiritually bald. For this reason — though to tell
the truth, entirely without bothering much about it — it drew into its circle the new
generation of the old society (along its very periphery and even at a tangent). But
then came another 1907; chronologically, it is called 1921-22 in the shape of the NEP.
The Revolution wasn’t such a splendid stranger after all. Only a trader’s and nothing
more!
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It is true these young people are ready to maintain on many occasions that they are
not thinking of breaking with the Revolution, that they were made by it, that they are
unthinkable outside the Revolution and cannot think so of themselves. But all this is
very indefinite and even ambiguous. Of course they cannot separate themselves from
the Revolution, in so far as the Revolution, although a trader’s one, is a fact and even
an environment. To be outside the Revolution means to be among the émigrés. Of this
there can be no discussion. But apart from the émigrés abroad, there are the internal
ones. And the road to them lies along estrangement from the Revolution. He who has
nothing more to run after is a Candidate for spiritual emigration. And inevitably this
means artistic death, because there is no use of fooling oneself — the attractiveness,
the freshness, the significance of the younger ones come entirely from the Revolution
which they touched. If this be taken away, there will be a few more Chirikovs in the
world, and nothing more.

Boris Pilnyak

Pilnyak is a realist and an excellent observer with fresh eyes and a good ear. People
and things are not old and worn out for him and always the same, and only thrown into
temporary disorder by the Revolution. He takes them in their freshness and uniqueness,
that is, alive and not dead, and he seeks support for his artistic order in the disorder
of the Revolution which is to him a live and fundamental fact.

In art as well as in politics — and in some respects art is like politics and politics
like art, because both are art — a “realist” may look only at what is under his feet,
notice only obstacles, minuses, holes, torn boots, broken dishes. Then politics will be
in fear, evasive, opportunistic, and art will be petty, eaten with skepticism, episodic.
Pilnyak is a realist. The question is only as to the standard of his realism. And a large
standard is needed for our time.

Life in Revolution is camp life. Personal life, institutions, methods, ideas, senti-
ments, everything is unusual, temporary, transitional, recognizing its temporariness
and expressing this everywhere, even in names. Hence the difficulty of an artistic ap-
proach. The transitory and the episodic have in them an element of the accidental and
the accidental bears the stamp of insignificance. The Revolution, taken episodically,
appears quite insignificant. Where Is the Revolution, then? Here lies the difficulty.
Only he will overcome it who fully understands and feels the inner meaning of this
episodic character and who will reveal the historic axis of crystallization that lies be-
hind it. “Why do we need solid houses?” the sect of Old Believers used to say. “We
are awaiting the coming of Christ.” Nor is this Revolution building solid houses, but
instead, it makes removals, concentrations and barracks. The character of the tempo-
rary and of the barrack lies on all its institutions. But not because it is awaiting the
coming of Christ, that is, contrasting its final aim with the present process of building
life, but because, on the contrary, it is striving in endless gropings and experiments
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to find the best ways of building a house that is solid. Everything it does is merely
sketches, études, rough drafts on a given theme. There were and there will be many of
them. And there are many more unsuccessful ones than those which promised success.
But all of them are filled with one thought, with one search. A single historic task
inspires them. Gviu, Glavbum, are not simply correlations of sound, in which Pilnyak
hears the wailing of the revolutionary elements. These are purposeful, working words,
thought out and consciously put together (just as there are working hypotheses), for a
conscious, purposeful, planful construction, such as has never been in the world before.

“Yes, in a hundred or one hundred and fifty years men will yearn for the present
Russia, as for the days of the most beautiful manifestation of the human spirit. But
my shoe is torn and I would like to sit abroad in a restaurant and drink a little whisky.”
(Ivan and Mary) Just as a train of cattle cars, because of the confusion of hands, feet,
bagmen and lights, cannot see a road 2,000 versts long, so Pilnyak tells us, because of
a torn shoe and because of all the other discordancies and difficulties of Soviet life, one
cannot see the historic turn made in these very days. “Seas and plateaus have changed
places! For in Russia there is the beautiful agony of birth! For Russia is being divided
into economic Zones! For in Russia there is life! For the waters are muddy with high
floods from the black earth. This I know. But they see lice in the filth.” The question
is put with very clear precision. They (the bitter Philistines, the deposed leaders, the
offended prophets, the pedants, the stupid ones, the professional dreamers) see only
lice and mud, when in truth above this there is also the agony of birth. Pilnyak knows
this. Can he limit himself to sighs and convulsions, to physiologic episodes? No, he
wants to make one feel birth. This is a great task and a very difficult one. It is good
that Pilnyak has set this task to himself. But it is not yet time to say that he has
solved it.

Pilnyak has no theme because of his fear of being episodic. True, he has a hint
of two, three, and even more themes which are drawn in all directions through the
texture of the story; but only a hint and without the central pivotal meaning which
generally belongs to a theme. Pilnyak wants to show present-day life in its relations
and in its movement and he grasps at it in this way and in that, making parallel and
perpendicular cross-cuts in different places, because it is nowhere the same as it was.
The themes, more truly the theme possibilities, which cross his stories, are only samples
of life taken at random, and life, let us note, is now much fuller of subject matter
than ever before. But Pilnyak’s pivot is not these episodic and sometimes anecdotal
subjects. But what? Here is the stumbling block. The invisible axis (the earth’s axis
is also invisible) should be the Revolution itself, around which should turn the whole
unsettled, chaotic and reconstructing life. But in order that the reader should feel this
axis, the author himself must have felt it and at the same time must have thought it
through.

When Pilnyak, without knowing at whom he was aiming, hits Zamyatin and other
“Islanders” and says that an ant does not understand the beauty of a female statue
because it sees nothing but small projections and grooves as it creeps over it, he has
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spoken to the point and sharply. Every great epoch, whether it is the Reformation or
the Renaissance or the Revolution, must be accepted as a whole, and not in sections
or in little parts. The masses, with their invincible social instinct, always participate
in these movements. In the individual this instinct attains the level of a generalizing
reason. But the spiritually mediocre are neither with the one nor the other; they are
too individualistic to share in the perceptions of the masses and too undeveloped for
a synthesized understanding. Their share is the bumps and grooves on which they
bruise themselves with philosophic and aesthetic curses. How is it with Pilnyak in this
matter?

Pilnyak scrutinizes very aptly and sharply a section of our life and in this lies his
strength, for he is a realist. Beyond this he knows and proclaims this knowledge of
his aloud, that Russia is being turned into economic zones, that the beautiful agonies
of birth are taking place within her and that in the confusion of lice and curses and
bagmen, the greatest transition in history is being accomplished. Pilnyak must know
this since he proclaims it aloud. But the trouble is that he only proclaims it, as if he
were contrasting these convictions with the vital and cruel actual existence. He doesn’t
turn his back on revolutionary Russia; on the contrary, he accepts it and even praises
it in his own fashion. But he merely says so. He cannot acquit it artistically because
he cannot grasp it intellectually. Therefore Pilnyak often willfully breaks the thread
of his narrative with his own hands in order to tie the knots himself quickly, end to
end, to explain (somehow or other), to generalize (and very badly) and to ornament
lyrically (sometimes beautifully and much more of ten superfluously). Pilnyak tied a
great number of such purposeful authors’ knots. His whole work is dualistic, sometimes
it is the Revolution that is the invisible axis, sometimes, very visibly, it is the author
himself who is timidly rotating around the Revolution. Such is Pilnyak today.

As to subject matter, Pilnyak is provincial. He takes the Revolution in its periphery,
in its back yards, in the village, and mainly in the provincial towns. His Revolution
is a small town one. Still, even such an approach can be vital. It can be even more
organic. But to be that you cannot stop at the periphery. You have to find the axis of
the Revolution which is neither in the village nor in the district. You can approach the
Revolution through the small town, but you cannot have a small town line of vision
on it.

A district council of the Soviets — a sled road — “Comrades, help me in” — bast shoes
— sheepskins — the waiting line to the Soviet house for bread, for sausages, for tobacco
— Comrades, you are the sole masters of the Revolutionary Council and township —
oh, sweetheart, you give little, so little! (this in reference to sausages) — it is the last
decisive battle — the International — the Entente — international capitalism ...

In such bits of discussion, of life, of speeches, of sausages and of anthems, there is
something of the Revolution; a vital part of it grasped with a keen eye, but as if in
a hurry, as if rushing past. But something is lacking there that would tie these bits
together from within. The idea which underlies our epoch is lacking. When Pilnyak
pictures a cattle car, you feel the artist in him, the future artist, the potential future
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artist. But you do not feel the satisfaction which comes from solving contradictions,
which is the greatest sign of a work of art. It is just as perplexing as before, and even
more so. Why the train? Why the Cattle car, and what have they in them that is of
Russia and for Russia? No one asks Pilnyak for an historical analysis of a cattle car in
a cross section of life and a cross section of time, or even, what is more, for a prophetic
announcement towards which he inclines so futilely himself. But if Pilnyak himself had
understood the cattle car and its connection with the course of events, it would have
been transmitted to the reader. But at present the foul cattle car moves along without
any justification, and Pilnyak, who accepts it, only creates doubt in the reader’s mind.

One of Pilnyak’s latest works, The Snowstorm, proves the kind of great writer he
is. The meaningless dreary life of the filthy provincial philistine perishing in the midst
of Revolution, the prosaic senseless routine of everyday Soviet life, and all this in the
midst of the October storm, is painted by Pilnyak not as a unified picture, but as a
series of bright spots, of apt silhouettes and clever sketches. The general impression is
always the same — a restless dualism.

“Olga thought that a revolution was like a snowstorm — and the people in it were like
flakes.” Pilnyak thinks the same, not without Blok’s influence, who took the Revolution
exclusively as an element, and because of his temperament, as a cold element; not as
a fire — as a snowstorm, “and the people in it are like snowflakes”. But if a revolution
is only the might of an unbridled element playing with man, then where do the days
of the most beautiful manifestation of the human spirit come in? And if the agonies
can be justified, because they are the agonies of birth, what is it, in fact, that is being
born? If you have no answer to this you will have a torn shoe, lice, blood, snowstorm
and even leap-frog, but not revolution.

Does Pilnyak know what is being born from the agonies of Revolution? No, he does
not. Certainly he has heard said (how could he not but hear!) but he does not believe it.
Pilnyak is not an artist of the Revolution, but only an artistic “fellow-traveller”. Will he
become its artist? We do not know. But at present he is not. Posterity will talk about
“the most beautiful days” of the human spirit. Very well, but what was Pilnyak in those
days? Unclear, hazy, dual. Is it not for this reason that Pilnyak is afraid of the events
and of the people who define strictly and who give a meaning to what is happening?
Often Pilnyak passes the Communist by with respect, a little coldly, sometimes even
with sympathy, but he passes him by. You seldom find a revolutionary workman in
Pilnyak, and what is more important, the author does not see and cannot see with the
latter’s eyes the things that are happening. In The Bare Year he looks at life with
the eyes of his various characters, who are also all “fellow-travellers” of the Revolution,
and here is disclosed another remarkable manifestation: the Red Army does not exist
for this artist of 1918-1921. How does that happen? The first years of the Revolution
were, above all, years of war, and the blood rushed from the heart of the country to
the fronts and peripheries, and there for several years it was spilt in great quantities.
During those years the workers’ vanguard put all its enthusiasm, all its faith in the
future, all its renunciation, its clarity of thought, and its will into the Red Army. The
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urban revolutionary Red Guard at the end of 1917 and the beginning of 1918, in its
fight for self-preservation, spread to the front in divisions and battalions. Pilnyak pays
no attention to this. The Red Army does not exist for him. That is why the year 1919
is bare for him.

But somehow Pilnyak must answer the question, what is this all for? He must have
a philosophy of revolution of his own. Here is a most alarming disclosure. Pilnyak’s
philosophy of history is absolutely retrogressional. This artistic “fellow-traveller” rea-
sons as if the road of the Revolution leads backwards, not forwards. Pilnyak accepts
the Revolution because it is national, and it is national because it pulls down Peter
the Great and resurrects the Seventeenth Century. To him the Revolution is national,
because he thinks it retrogressional.

The Bare Year, Pilnyak’s principal work, is marked absolutely by this dualism.
The basis, the foundation, the ground of it is made up of the snowstorm, of witchcraft,
of superstition, of wood sprites, of those sects which live in the same state of ages ago,
and for whom Petrograd means nothing. On the other hand, in passing, “the factory
became resurrected” owing to the activity of groups of provincial workers. “Is there not
a poem here, a hundred fold greater than the resurrection of Lazarus?”

The city is robbed in the year 1918-1919, and Pilnyak hails this, because it suddenly
appears that even he has “no use for Petrograd”. On the other hand, still in passing,
the Bolsheviks, the men in leather jackets, are “the pick of the flabby and uncouth
Russian people. In leather jackets — you can’t dampen them. This we know, this we
want; this we have decided, and no turning back”. But Bolshevism is the product of a
city culture. Without Petrograd there would have been no selection from the “uncouth
people”. The witches’ rites, the folk-songs, the age-old words are the foundation. But
the “Gviu, the Glavbum, the Guvuz! Oh, what a blizzard! How stormy it is! How good
it is!” It is very good, but ends do not meet, and that is not so good.

Indeed, Russia is full of contradictions and of the most extreme contradictions at
that. Side by side with sorcercrs’ incantations is the Glavbum. How the little literary
men turn up their noses contemptuously at this new syllabic formation, and Pilnyak
repeats: “Guvuz, Glavbum ... how nice!” In these unusual temporary words — temporary
as a camp, or as a bonfire on a river bank (for a camp is not a house and a bonfire is
not a hearth) — Pilnyak sees reflected the spirit of his times. “How nice!” It is good that
Pilnyak sees this. But how shall one deal with the city which the Revolution, though
city born, has damaged so heavily? Here lies Pilnyak’s failure. He has not decided, either
intellectually or emotionally, what he will choose out of the chaos of contradictions.
But one must choose. The Revolution has cut time in half. And though in present-day
Russia, the sorcerers’ incantations exist side by side with the Gviu and the Glavbum,
they are not on the same historic plane. The Gviu and the Glavbum, no matter how
imperfect, tend forward, while the incantations, no matter how “folklike”, are the dead
weight of history. The sectarian Donat is splendid. He is a stumpy peasant and a
horse-thief with strict rules (he does not drink tea). He, if you please, is not in need of
Petrograd. The Bolshevik Archipov is also very fine. He manages the district and at
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daybreak memorizes foreign words from a book and he is clever and strong and says,
“function enegretically”, but what is more important, he himself functions energetically.
But in which one of them is the Revolution? Donat belongs to the unhistoric, to the
“oreen” Russia, to the undigested Seventeenth Century. Archipov, on the contrary,
belongs to the Twenty-first Century, even though he does not know his foreign words
well. If Donat proves the stronger, and if this sedate pious horse-thief carries away
both capital and railroad, then it will be the end of the Revolution and at the same
time the end of Russia. Time has been cut in two, one-half is living and the other half
is dead, and one has to choose the living half. Pilnyak cannot decide and hesitates to
make his choice, and for the sake of conciliation, he puts a Pugachev beard on the
Bolshevik Archipov. But these are all theatricals. We have seen Archipov — he shaves.

The sorcerer Egorka says: “‘Russia is wise in herself. The German is clever, but his
mind is foolish ...” ‘And how about the Karl Marxes?’ one asks. ‘He is a German,’ I say,
‘and therefore a fool.” — and Lenin? — ‘Lenin,’ I say, ‘is a peasant, a Bolshevik, and you
must be communists ..." Pilnyak himself is hiding behind the sorcerer Egorka, and it
is very disturbing that when he speaks for the Bolsheviks he speaks openly and when
he speaks against the Bolsheviks, it is in the half-witted tongue of a sorcerer. What
has he that is deeper and more real? Might not this “fellow-traveller” change at one of
the stations into the train going the other way!

The political danger here produces an immediate artistic one. If Pilnyak should insist
on resolving the Revolution into peasant revolts and peasant life — it would mean a
further simplifying of his artistic methods. Even now Pilnyak does not present a picture
of the Revolution, but only its base and background. He has laid on the base with good,
bold strokes, but what a pity if the master should decide that the base is the whole
picture. The October Revolution is an urban one, a Petrograd and Moscow one. “The
Revolution is still going on,” Pilnyak remarks in passing. The entire future work of the
Revolution will be directed towards the industrializing and modernizing of our economy,
towards making more precise the processes and methods of reconstruction in all fields,
towards uprooting the idiocy of village life, towards making human personality more
complex and enriching it. The proletarian revolution can be technically and culturally
completed and justified only through electrification, and not through a return to the
candle, through the materialistic philosophy of a working optimism and not through
woodland superstitions and stagnant fatalism. It would be too bad if Pilnyak should
want to become the poet of the candle with the pretensions of a revolutionist I This,
of course, is no political harm — no one would think of dragging Pilnyak into politics
— but a most real and genuine artistic danger. The fault lies in an historic approach,
which comes from a false point of view and from a crying dualism. This results in a
deviation from the most important aspects of reality, and in a reduction of everything
to the primitive, to the socially barbaric, to the further roughening of artistic methods,
to naturalistic excesses, insolent but not courageous, for they are not carried to the
end. Further on, before you know it, it will lead to mysticism and to mystic hypocrisy
(as per the passport of a romanticist), which is the complete and final death.
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Even now Pilnyak shows his romanticist passport every time he is in difficulty. This
is especially true when he has to show his acceptance of the Revolution, not in vague
and ambiguous terms, but quite clearly. Then he makes immediately (in the manner
of Andrey Biely) a typographical recession of several quads and in quite a new tone
announces: Do not forget, please, that I am a romanticist. Drunkards very frequently
have to display great solemnity, but also sober people have often to pretend that
they are drunk to escape from difficult situations. Does not Pilnyak belong to the
latter?” When he insistently calls himself a romanticist and asks that this should not
be forgotten, does not the frightened realist who is lacking horizon speak in him? The
Revolution is not at all a torn boot, plus romanticism. The art of the Revolution does
not at all consist in not seeing the truth or in transforming the stern reality by an
effort of the imagination into the vulgarity of the “legend in the making” for oneself,
and for one’s own use. The psychology of “the legend in the making” is contrary to the
Revolution. With it, and with its mysticism and its mystifications, began the counter-
revolutionary period which came after 1905.

To accept the workers’ Revolution in the name of a high ideal means not only to
reject it, but to slander it. All the social illusions which mankind has raved about
in religion, poetry, morals or philosophy, served only the purpose of deceiving and
blinding the oppressed. The Socialist Revolution tears the cover off “illusions”, off
“elevating”, as well as off humiliating deceptions and washes off reality’s make-up in
blood. The Revolution is strong to the extent to which it is realistic, rational, strategic
and mathematical. Can it be that the Revolution, the same one which is now before
us, the first since the earth began, needs the seasoning of romantic outbursts, as a cat
ragout needs hare sauce? Leave that to the Bielys. Let them chew to the very end the
Philistine cat ragout with Anthroposophic sauce.

For all the significance and freshness of Pilnyak’s manner, his mannerisms because
they are frequently imitative, are troublesome. It is difficult to understand how Pilnyak
could have fallen into artistic dependence on Biely, and on Biely’s worst sides at that.
There is the tiresome subjectivism which takes the form of frequently repeated nonsensi-
cal lyrical interpositions; the rabid and irrational literary argumentation which swings
back and forth from ultra-realism to unexpected psycho-philosophical discourses; the
arrangement of the text in typographic terraces; the unrelated quotations which are
brought in by mechanical association; all of which are unnecessary, boresome and
imitative. But Andrey Biely is cunning. He covers the holes in his teaching with a lyri-
cal hysteria. Biely is an Anthroposophist, he acquired wisdom from Rudolph Steiner,
he kept vigil in the German mystic temple in Switzerland, he drank coffee and ate
sausages. And as his mystic philosophy is meager and pitiful, a half sincere (hysterical)
charlatanism and a charlatanism strictly according to the dictionary have crept into
his literary methods, for the sake of covering this up — and the farther he advances, the
more this is true. But why should Pilnyak find this necessary, or can it be that Pilnyak
is also preparing to teach us the tragi-consoling philosophy of redemption with a sauce
made of Peters’ chocolate? Does not Pilnyak take the world as it is in its corporeality
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and value it for that? Why, then, this dependence on Biely? Evidently, like a curved
mirror, it reflects Pilnyak’s inner need of a synthetic picture of the Revolution. The
gaps in Pilnyak’s spiritual grasp cause his weakness for Biely, the verbal decorator of
spiritual failures. But for Pilnyak, this is a road downward, and it would be good for
him if he could throw off the semi-buffoonish manner of the Russian Steinerite, and
would move upward on his own road.

Pilnyak is a young writer, but, none the less, he is not a youth. He has entered the
most critical age, and his great danger lies in a premature and sudden venerability.
He hardly ceased to be promising when he became an oracle. He writes like an oracle;
he is ambiguous, he is obscure, he hints like a priest, he instructs, though really it is
he who needs to study and to study very hard, because his ends are not socially or
artistically correlated. His technique is unstable and uneconomical, his voice breaks,
his plagiarisms strike the eye. Perhaps all these are the inevitable ailments of growth,
but there must be one condition — no venerability. Because if self-satisfaction and
pedantry lurk behind the broken voice, then, even his big talent will not save him
from an inglorious end. Even in pre-Revolutionary days, this was the fate of many of
our promising authors, who plunged at once into venerability and were smothered in
it. The example of Leonid Andreyev should be entered into the primers for promising
writers.

Pilnyak is talented, but his difficulties are also great. One needs to wish him success.

The Rustic or Peasant-singing Writers

It is impossible to understand, to accept or to picture the Revolution, even partially,
if one does not see it in its entirety, with the objective historic tasks which are the goal
of its leading forces. If this is missed, then the pivot and the Revolution are gone. The
latter disintegrates into episodes and anecdotes which are either heroic or evil. It is
possible to make rather clever pictures, but it is impossible to recreate the Revolution,
and it is, of course, impossible to reconcile oneself to it — because, if there is no purpose
in the unheard-of sacrifices and privations, then history is a mad-house.

Pilnyak and Vsevolod Ivanov and Yessenin seem to try to drown themselves in a
whirlpool without reflection and without responsibility. They do not dissolve them-
selves, in the sense of becoming unseen. This would be something to praise them for,
not reproach them with, but they do not deserve praise. On the contrary, they are too
well seen — Pilnyak, with his coquettishness and mannerisms, Vsevolod Ivanov, with
his suffocating lyricism; Yessenin, with his over-weighted “arrogance”. The trouble is
that between them and the Revolution, as the subject matter of their work, there is no
ideological distance which would secure artistic perspective. The want of both desire
and capacity on the part of the literary “fellow-travellers” to grasp the Revolution by
merging with it, and yet not to dissolve in it, to grasp it not only as an elemental power,
but also as a purposeful process, is a social and not an individual trait. The peasant-
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singing intelligentsia forms the majority of “fellow-travellers”. The intelligentsia cannot
accept the Revolution by leaning on the peasant, without being silly. That is why the
“fellow-travellers” are not revolutionists, but fools of the Revolution. Until the alarm
is sounded, it is unclear to what they are reconciling themselves — to the Revolution
as a starting point of a persistent movement forward, or because in some respects it
has moved us back. For there are facts enough for either category. The peasant, as is
known, tried to accept the Bolshevik and to reject the Communist. This meant that the
kulak, the richer peasant, tried to rob both history and the Revolution by trampling
under him the middle peasant. After driving out the landlord, he wanted to carry off
the city piecemeal, and to turn his broad back to the State. The kulak does not need
Leningrad (at least, not in the beginning) and if the capital becomes “mangy” (Pilnyak)
then it serves her right. Not alone the peasant pressure on the landlord — immeasurably
significant and invaluable in its historic consequences as it is — but also the peasant’s
pressure on the city, is a necessary element of tile Revolution. However, this is not the
entire Revolution. The city lives and leads. If you give up the city, that is, if you let
it be torn to pieces economically by the kulak and artistically by Pilnyak, then there
will remain no Revolution, but a violent and bloody process of retrogression. Peasant
Russia, deprived of the leadership of the city, not only wilt never get to Socialism, but
will not be able to maintain itself for two months, and will become the manure and the
peat of world imperialism. Is this a political question? It is a question of a life attitude,
therefore also a question of great art, and on this question one must pause.

Not so long ago Chukovsky urged Alexey Tolstoi to reconcile himself with revolu-
tionary Russia or with Russia, regardless of the Revolution. And Chukovsky’s main
argument was that Russia is the same as she always was, and that the Russian peasant
will not exchange his ikons or his roaches for any historical gingerbread. Chukovsky
evidently feels that in this phrase there is a very large sweep of the national spirit and
an evidence of its ineradicability. The experiment of the brother-housekeeper in the
monastery who passed out a roach in the bread for a raisin is extended by Chukovsky
to all Russian culture. The roach as the “raisin” of the national spirit! What a low
national inferiority this is in fact, and what a contempt for a living people! It would
be well enough if Chukovsky himself believed in ikons. But no, he does not, for if he
did he would not be mentioning them in the same breath with roaches, though in the
village hut the roach hides willingly behind the ikon. But as Chukovsky has his roots
entirely in the past, and as his past in its turn maintained itself on the moss-covered
and superstitious peasant, Cbukovsky makes the old national roach that lives behind
the ikon the reconciling principle between himself and the Revolution. What a shame
and a disgrace! What a disgrace and a shame! These intellectuals studied their books
(on the neck of that same peasant), they scribbled in magazines, they lived through
various “eras”, they created “movements”, but when the Revolution came in earnest,
they found refuge for the national spirit in the darkest corner of the peasant but where
the roach lives.
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Chukovsky is merely less ceremonious, but all the rustic writers tend in the direction
of a primitive nationalism smelling of the roach. Undoubtedly there are processes in
this same Revolution which touch nationalism at various points. The economic decline,
the strengthening of provincialism, the revanche of the bast shoe over the boot, home-
brew and drink — all these are pulling (one can even say, have pulled) backward into
the depths of centuries. And parallel with this can be seen a conscious return to the
“folk” motif in literature. Blok’s great development of the city couplets (The Twelve),
the notes of folk song (in Akhmatova, and with more mannerisms in Tsvetaeva), the
wave of localism (Ivanov), the quite mechanical putting in of couplets, of rituals, and
so forth, in the text of Pilnyak’s stories — all this has been undoubtedly called forth
by the Revolution, that is, by the fact that the masses, just as they are, have taken
the foremost place in life. One can point out other manifestations of a return to the
“national”, which are pettier, more accidental and more superficial. For instance, our
military uniforms, though they have something from French and from the disgusting
Gallifé, begin to approach the medieval tunic and our old military cap. Though in
other fields, fashion has not yet come forward because of the general poverty, there are
grounds to assume a certain trend towards folk patterns which, even there, the Lord
knows, are not so very profound. In the broad sense of the word fashion was foreign to
us, and extended only to the possessing classes, thereby implying a sharp line of social
demarkation. The advent of the workers as a ruling class caused an inevitable reaction
against the borrowing of bourgeois patterns in various fields of life.

It is quite evident that the return to bast shoes, to home-made rope and to home-
brew is not a social revolution, but an economic reaction, which is the main obstacle
to revolution. In so far as a conscious turn to the past and to the “folk” is concerned,
everything that has been done is extremely unstable and superficial. It would be un-
reasonable to expect the development of a new literary form from a city couplet or
from a peasant song; it cannot go much beyond a “trickling in”. Literature will throw
out excessive local words. The medieval tunic is already considerably internationalized
now on the ground of economy in cloth. The originality of our new national life and of
our new art will be less striking but much more profound, and will show itself much
later. Essentially, the Revolution means the people’s final break with the Asiatic, with
the Seventeenth Century, with Holy Russia, with ikons and with roaches. It does not
mean a return to the pre-Peter era, but on the contrary, it means a communion of
the entire people with civilization and a reconstruction of the material foundations of
civilization in accordance with the interests of the people. The Peter era® was only a
first step in the historic climb towards October and through October it will go further
on and higher up. In this sense Blok has seen more deeply than Pilnyak. In Blok the
revolutionary tendency is expressed in the finished verse:

At Holy Russia let’s fire a shot.

3 The era of Peter the Great.
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At hutted Russia

Thick-rumped and solid,

Russia, the stolid,

Eh, eh, unhallowed, unblessed. — The Twelve

The break with the Seventeenth Century, with the Russia of the peasant hut, ap-
pears to the mystic Blok as a holy affair, even as a state for the conciliation with
Christ. In this archaic form the thought is expressed that the break is not imposed
from without, but is the result of national development and corresponds to the pro-
foundest needs of the people. Without this break, the people would have rotted away.
The same idea that the Revolution is national in character is expressed in Briusov’s
interesting poem about the old women; On the Baptismal Day in October:

On the square I was told
There where the Kremlin stood as a target,
They cut the thread and brought fresh hemp for the yarn.

What is the meaning of “national”” Here one must go back to the ABC’s. Pushkin
did not believe in ikons and did not live with roaches and was not national. Nor was
Belinsky national. One could name a few others without touching the contemporaries.
Pilnyak considers the Seventeenth Century national. Peter is anti-national. It follows
that the national is only that which represents the dead weight of evolution, from which
the spirit of action has flown and which the national organism in the past centuries
has digested and thrown off. It follows, then, that only the excrements of history are
national. But we think it is quite the opposite. The barbarian Peter was more national
than the whole bearded and over-decorated past which opposed him. The Decembrists*
were more national than the official statehood of Nicholas the First with its serfdom, its
bureaucratic ikons and its state roaches. Bolshevism is more national than the monar-
chist and other émigrés, and Budenny is more national than Wrangel, whatever the
ideologists, mystics and poets of national excrements may say. The life and movement
of a nation take their course through the contradictions which are embodied in classes,
parties and groups. Dynamically the national and class elements coincide. In all the
critical periods of its develop. ment, that is, in all the most responsible periods, the
nation is broken into two halves — and national is that which raises the people to a
higher economic and cultural plane.

The Revolution has issued from the national “element”, but that does not mean that
only the elemental in the Revolution is the vital and the national, as those acquiescent
poets of the Revolution seem to think.

To Blok the Revolution is a rebellious element: “Wind, wind — in all God’s world!”
Vsevolod Ivanov seems never to rise above the peasant element. To Pilnyak the Rev-
olution is a blizzard. To Kliuev and to Vessenin it is a Pugachev or a Stenka Razin

4 The Decembrists staged the first insurrection of modern Russian history in 1825. Pushkin was
involved them.
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insurrection. Elements, blizzard, flame, maelstrom, whirlpool. But Chukovsky — hc who
was ready to make his peace via the roach — declared that the October Revolution was
not real, because its flames were too few. And even that phlegmatic snob, Zamyatin,
discovered an insufficiency of temperature in our Revolution. Here is the whole gamut
from tragedy to horse-play. But in fact both the tragedy and the horse-play show the
same passives contemplative and philistine romantic attitude towards the Revolution
as towards a national elemental power unleashed.

But the Revolution is not at all only a blizzard. The revolutionary element of the
peasant is represented by Pugachev, Stenka Razin and in part by Makhno. The revolu-
tionary element of the city is represented by Father Gapon and partly by Khrustalev
and even by Kerensky. This, however, is not yet the Revolution, but only riot or disor-
der on top of riot, as in the case of Kerensky. The Revolution is above all the struggle
of the working-class for power, for the establishment of power, for the reconstruction
of society. It passes through the highest points, through the most acute paroxysms
of bloody fighting, but it remains one and indivisible throughout its whole course —
from its first shy beginnings to its final ideal moment when the state organized by the
Revolution will become dissolved into a Communist society.

The poetry of the Revolution is not in the booming of machine guns, nor in the
struggle behind barricades; it is not in the heroism of the fallen, nor in the triumph of
the victorious, because all these moments are found in a war of violence also. There, too,
bloodshed will be found even more abundant; there, too, the machine guns will crackle;
there, too, are victors and vanquished. The pathos and poetry of the Revolution consist
in the fact that a new revolutionary class becomes master of all these instruments of
struggle, and in the name of a new ideal to enrich man and to form a new man, it carries
on a struggle with the old world, falling and rising until its final victorious moment.
The poetry of the Revolution is synthetic. It cannot be changed into small coin for the
temporary lyrical use of sonnet-makers. The poetry of the Revolution is not portable.
It is in the difficult struggle of the working-class, in its growth, in its persistence, in
its defeats, in its repeated efforts, in the cruel expenditure of energy which pays for
every conquered inch, in the growing will and intensity of the struggle, in the triumph
of its victories, as well as in its calculated retreats, in its watchfulness, in its assaults,
in the elemental flood of mass rebellion, in the exact computation of forces, and in the
chess-like movements of strategy. The Revolution began to grow with the first factory
wheelbarrow in which the embittered slaves carried out their foreman; with the first
strike in which they denied their hands to their master; with the first underground
circle where Utopian fanaticism and revolutionary idealism fed on the reality of social
wounds. It flowed and ebbed, swung by the rhythm of the economic situation, by its
high points and by its crises. With a battering-ram of bleeding bodies it bursts open for
itself the arena of the legal system of the exploiters, puts its antennae through and gives
them, when necessary, a protective coloring. It builds trade unions, insurance societies,
cooperatives, and self-educational circles. It penetrates into hostile parliaments creates
newspapers, agitates, and at the same time makes an indefatigable selection of the
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best, of the most courageous, of the consecrated elements of the working-class, and
builds its own party. The strikes are more frequently defeats than half-victories; the
demonstrations are marked by new victims and by new blood — but all these form
notches in the class memory, which strengthen and temper the union of the select, the
party of the Revolution.

It does not act on a vacant stage of history, and it is therefore not free to choose its
ways and its times. In the course of events, it will find itself forced to begin decisive
action before it has the opportunity to gather the necessary forces; such was the case in
1905. From the height to which it is carried by self-sacrificing courage and by the clarity
of its aims, it is doomed to be precipitated downward for the lack of an organized mass
support. The fruits of many years efforts are torn from its hands. The organization
which seemed omnipotent is broken and shattered. The best are annihilated, jailed,
dispersed and scattered. It seems as if all is at an end. And the little poets who tinkled
pathetically about it in the moment of its temporary triumph, begin to tune their
lyres to a pitch of pessimism, mysticism and eroticism. The proletariat itself seems
discouraged and demoralized. But after all, there has been cut into his memory a
new and very important notch from which there is no turning back. And the defeat
turns out to be a step towards victory. New efforts come with gritting of teeth and
new sacrifices. Bit by bit the advance guard gathers its scattered forces, and the best
elements of the new generation which are awakened by the defeat of the old, join it.
The Revolution, bleeding but not vanquished, lives on in the dumb hatred which dwells
in the workers’ quarters and in the villages which are suppressed but not dispersed. It
lives in the clear consciousness of the small but tried old guard which, unfrightened by
defeat, immediately takes an account of it, analyzes it, estimates it, weighs it, defines
the new points of departure, detects the general line of development and points out
the road. Five years after its defeat, the movement breaks forth again in the spring
floods of 1912.

Out of the Revolution grew the materialist method, which permits one to gauge
one’s strength, to foresee changes and to direct events. This is the greatest fulfillment
of the Revolution, and in this lies its highest poetry. A wave of strikes grows up
with an irresistible design, in which the deeper foundation of the masses and the
experience of the Revolution of 1905 are immediately felt. But the War, which was
the logical outcome of all these developments and was also foreseen, intersects the
line of the growing Revolution. Nationalism drowns everything. Thundering militarism
expresses the will of the Nation. Socialism seems buried forever. But just at the moment
of its imminent fall, the Revolution forms its most daring prognosis — to turn the
imperialistic war into a civil one, and to have the working-classes take over the power.
Amidst the noise of the armored cars on the stone streets, and amidst the ravings
of Chauvinism in all languages, the Revolution gathers its strength at the bottom
of the trenches, in the factories and in the villages. The masses grasp for the first
time with poignant sagacity the inner relation of historical events. February, 1917, is a
great victory for the Revolution in Russia. Yet this victory apparently condemns the
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revolutionary demands of the proletariat as destructive and hopeless. It leads to the
era of Kerensky, of Tseretelli, of patriotic revolutionary colonels and lieutenants, of the
many-worded, cross-eyed, suffocating, stupid, scoundrelly Chernovs. Oh, the sainted
faces of the young village teachers and of the village scribes charmed by the tenor notes
of Avksentiev! Oh, the deep revolutionary laughter of the democrats, and the mad howl
of rage that followed it as answer to the speeches of the “tiny handful” of Bolsheviks!
Yet the fall of the power of the “revolutionary democracy’ was foreordained by the
deeper correlation of social forces, by the growing mood of the masses, by the foresight
and activity of the revolutionary vanguard. The poetry of the Revolution lay not alone
in the elemental rise of the October tide, but in the clear consciousness and in the
tense will of the leading Party. In July, 1917, when we were crushed and driven out,
when we were jailed and proclaimed spies of the Hohenzollerns, when we were deprived
of fire and water, when the democratic press buried us under mounds of slander, we
felt, though we were underground or in jail, that it was we who were the victors and
the masters of the situation. In this predestined dynamics of the Revolution, in this
her political geometry, lay her greatest poetry.

October was only a crowning of these, and at once it brought with it immense new
tasks and immeasurable difficulties. The ensuing struggle called for the most varied
methods and means, for mad assaults by the Red Guard, for the formula of “No war,
no peace’, and for temporary capitulation before the ultimatum of the enemy. But
even in Brest-Litovsk, when first we refused the Hohenzollern his peace, and later
signed it without reading it, the revolutionary party did not feel itself vanquished,
but rather the master of tomorrow. It helped the revolutionary logic of events by
its diplomatic pedagogics. November, 1918, was the answer it received. True, historic
foresight cannot have mathematical precision. Now it exaggerates, now it underrates.
But the conscious will of the vanguard becomes a greater and greater factor in the
events which prepare the future. The responsibility of the revolutionary party deepens
and becomes more complex. The Party organs penetrate into the thick of the people,
feel, evaluate, foresee, prepare and direct developments. True, the Party retreats more
often during this period than it attacks. But its retreats do not change the general
line of its historic action. They are the episodes, the curves of the great road. Is the
NEP “prosaic”? Of course! Participation in Rodzianko’s Duma, Submission to the bell
of Chkheidze and of Dan in the first Soviet, the negotiations with von Kullmann at
Brest.Litovsk, were also not very attractive. But Rodzianko and his Duma have gone.
Chkheidze and Dan have been overthrown, just as von Kullmann and his master. The
NEP came. Came, and will go away. The artist, for whom the Revolution loses its
aroma, because it does not remove the smells of the Sucharevka market, is empty-
headed and small. Given all other necessary conditions, he only will become the poet
of the Revolution who will learn to grasp it in its entirety, to regard its defeats as steps
toward victory, to penetrate into the plans of its retreats, and who will be able to see
in the intense preparation of forces during the ebb tide of the elements, the undying
pathos and the poetry of the Revolution.
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The October Revolution is profoundly national. But it is not only a national element
— it is a national academy. The art of the Revolution must pass through this academy.
And it is a very difficult course.

Because of its peasant foundation, and because of its vast spaces and its patches of
culture, the Russian Revolution is the most chaotic and formless of all revolutions. But
in its leadership, in the method of its orientation, in its organization, in its aims and
tasks, it is the most “correct”, the most planful and the most finished of all revolutions.
In the combination of these two extremes lies the soul, the internal character of our
Revolution.

In his pamphlet on the Futurists, Chukovsky, who has on his tongue what the more
cautious ones have on their mind, names the fundamental weakness of the October
Revolution: “In externals it is violent and catastrophic, but in essence it is calculating,
brainy and shrewd.” They would have recognized in the end a revolution which is only
violent, only catastrophic. They, or their direct descendants, would probably have
founded their pedigree from it, for a revolution which is not calculating and not brainy
never would have carried its business to the end, that is, it never would have carried
out the victory of the exploited over the exploiters, and never would have destroyed
the material basis which is at the bottom of the retainer’s art and the retainer’s
criticism. In all former revolutions, the masses were violent and catastrophic, and it
was the bourgeoisie who was calculating and shrewd and who, thanks to this, reaped
the fruits of victory. The gentlemen aesthetes, romantics, elementals, mystics and agile
critics would have accepted without difficulty a revolution in which the masses showed
enthusiasm and self-sacrifice, but no political calculation. They would have canonized
such a revolution according to a well-established romantic ritual. A vanquished workers’
revolution would have found a magnanimous aesthetic recognition on the part of that
art that would have come in the train of the victor. A very comforting perspective,
indeed. But we prefer a victorious revolution, though deprived of artistic recognition
by that art which is now in the camp of the vanquished.

Hertzen said that Hegel’s doctrine is the algebra of revolution. This definition can
even more correctly be applied to Marxism. The materialistic dialectics of the class
struggle is the true algebra of revolution. In the arena visible to the external eye, are
chaos and floods, formlessness and boundlessness. But it is a counted and measured
chaos, whose successive stages are foreseen. The regularity of their succession is an-
ticipated and enclosed in steel-like formulas. In elemental chaos there is an abyss of
blindness. But clear-sightedness and vigilance exist in a directing politics. Revolution-
ary strategy is not formless like an element, it is finished like a mathematical formula.
For the first time in history, we see the algebra of revolution in action.

But these most important traits — clarity, realism, the physical power of thought, a
merciless consistency, a lucidity and solidity of line, which come not from the village,
but from industry, from the city, from the last word of its spiritual development —
are the fundamental traits of the October Revolution, and they are entirely foreign to
the “fellow-lravelers”. And this is why they are only “fellow-travellers”. And one has to
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say it to them in the interest of that very clarity and lucidity of line that is in the
Revolution.

The Insinuating “Changing Landmarks” Group

In Russia, a journal which is supposed to be the organ of the “Changing Landmarks”

group, Lezhnev attacks, with all the might that is in him, and which is not much, the
whole “Changing Landmarks” group in general. He accuses them, not without reason,
of a belated Slavophilism. True, they do sin a little in this respect. The effort of the
“Changing Landmarks” group to become related to the Revolution is very praiseworthy,
but the ideologic crutches which they use for this are very clumsy. One would think
that this somewhat unexpected campaign of Lezhnev would be welcomed. But it is not.
The “Changing Landmarks” group, though hobbling helplessly and clumsily, is changing
color and seems to be coming nearer to the R.evolution, while LeZhnev bravely and
boldly goes further and further away from it. If he is embarrassed by the Slavophilism
of Kluchnikov and Potechin, which is tardy and not carefully thought out, it is not
because it is Slavophillsm, but because it is ideology. He wants to free himself from all
ideology whatever. He calls this acknowledging the rights of life.

The whole article is constructed very diplomatically, and is thought out to the very
end. The author liquidates the Revolution, and with it, in passing, also the generation
which made it. He constructs his philosophy of history as if it were a question of
defending the new generation which is now growing up in Soviet Russia against the
old people, against the idealistic democrats, the doctrinaires, and so forth, among
whom Lezhnev also includes the Constitutional Democrats, the Social Revolutionists
and the Mensheviks. But what is the new generation which he accepts, and which
he takes under his wing? At first it seems that it is the very same generation which
abruptly cut off democratic ideology and all its fictions, which established the Soviet
regime, and which, well or badly, is leading the Revolution further. It seems so at first,
and Lezhnev suggests this impression for a subtle psychologic reason; it is easier this
way to enter into the confidence of the reader, so that afterwards he can take him into
his own hands. In the second part of the article there appear not two generations, but
three; the generation which prepared the Revolution, but which, in accordance with the
general rule, proved incapable of accomplishing it; the generation which accomplished
its “heroic” and “destructive” aspects, and the third which is called upon not to destroy
the law, but to fulfill it. This new generation is characterized somewhat indefinitely,
but all the more insinuatingly. They are the strong, the builders without prejudices,
and without anything superfluous. In Lezhnev’s opinion all ideology is superfluous.
Revolution, don’t you know, like life in general, “is made just as a river flows, just as a
bird sings, and is not in itself teleological”. This philosophic vulgarity is accompanied
by nods in the direction of the doctrinaires of the Revolution, among whom are all and
everyone who is armed with a theoretic doctrine of revolution, and who sees definite
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aims and creative tasks ahead of the Revolution. In fact, what does it mean that life
“in itself” is not teleological, and that it is created just as a river flows? About what life
is here the question? If the question is about physiologic metabolism, then it is more or
less correct, though here man has recourse to teleology in the form of the culinary art,
of hygiene, of medicine, etc. In this lies the difference between his life and a flowing river.
But life consists also of something which is higher than physiology. Human labor, that
very thing which distinguishes man from the animal, is thoroughly teleological; outside
of the rationally directed expenditures of energy there is no labor. And labor occupies
a place in human life. Art, even the “purest”, is thoroughly teleological, because if it
breaks with great aims, no matter how unconsciously felt by the artist, it degenerates
into a mere rattle. Politics is embodied teleology. And revolution is condensed politics,
bringing into action a mass of many millions. How, then, is revolution possible without
teleology?

In connection with this, Lezhnev’s relation to Pilnyak Is significant in the highest
degree. Lezhnev declares Pilnyak to be a true artist, almost the artistic creator of the
Revolution. “He perceived it, he carried and he carries it within himself.” ... In vain,
says Lezhnev, is Pilnyak accused of dissolving the Revolution into the elemental. In this
very thing, it seems, lies Pilnyak’s power as an artist. Pilnyak “grasped the Revolution,
not from without, but from within, gave it dynamics, disclosed its organic nature”. But
what does it mean to understand the Revolution from within? It would mean to look
at It with the eyes of its greatest dynamic force, of the work-mg-class, of its conscious
vanguard. And what does it mean, to look at the Revolution from without? It would
mean to see in the Revolution only an element, a blind process, a blizzard, a chaos of
facts, of people and of shadows. This is what it would mean to look at it from without.
And it is in this way that Pilnyak looks at it.

In contrast to us who think abstractly, Pilnyak supposedly gave “an artistic synthesis
of Russia and of the Revolution”. But in what way is a “synthesis” of Russia and of
the Revolution possible? Did the Revolution appear from without, or from the side?
Is not the Revolution the property of Russia? Is it possible to separate them, and
then contrast Russia to the Revolution, and so synthesize them? This is equivalent
to speaking of a synthesis of man and his age, or of a synthesis of woman and the
birth process. Whence this monstrous combination of words and concepts? It comes
from this very approach to the Revolution, from without and from the side. The
Revolution, to them, is a gigantic but an unexpected event. Russia is not the real
Russia, with her past and with that future which she had in her, but the habitual
and possible Russia, which was deposited in their conservative consciousness, and
which does not reconcile itself to the Revolution which has fallen upon them. And
these people need the effort of logic and psychology, and a very big effort at that, to
“synthetize” Russia with the Revolution and not damage their spiritual economy. An
artist like Pilnyak, with his deficiencies and his weaknesses, is just made for them. To
reject revolutionary teleology is, in reality, to reduce the Revolution to a temporary
peasant revolt. Here lies the conscious and unconscious approach to the Revolution of
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the majority of those writers whom we have called “fellow-travellers”. Pushkin said that
our popular movement is a revolt, irrational and cruel, of course this is a nobleman’s
definition, but within the limitations of a nobleman’s point of view, it is profound
and apt. As long as the revolutionary movement retains its peasant character, it is
“not teleological”, to use Lezhnev’s phrase, nor “irrational”, if one prefers Pushkin’s.
The peasantry has never in history risen independently to general political aims, and
peasant movements have resulted either in a Pugachev or a Stenka Razin, and were
repressed throughout all history, or they served as a basis for the struggle of other
classes. A purely peasant revolution has never been anywhere. Whenever a peasantry
were without leadership, either of the bourgeois democracy, as in the old revolutions,
or of the proletariat, as with us, its movement only beat on the existing regime and
shook it up, but it never ended in planful reorganization. A revolutionary peasantry
was never capable of creating a government. In its struggle it built guerrilla bands, but
it never created a centralized revolutionary army. That is why it suffered defeats. How
significant that all our revolutionary poets, almost without exception, come back to
Pugachev and Stenka Razin! Vasili Kamensky is Stenka Razin’s poet; while Vessenin
is Pugachev’s. Of course it is not bad that the poets are inspired by these dramatic
moments of Russian history, but it is bad and it is criminal that they cannot make
their approach to the present Revolution otherwise than by dissolving it into blind
revolts, into elemental uprisings, and so wipe out one hundred or one hundred and
fifty years of Russian history, as if they had never been. As Pilnyak says, “peasant life
is known — it is to eat in order to work, to work in order to eat, and besides that, to
be born, to bear, and to die”. Of course this is a vulgarization of peasant life. However,
artistically it is a legitimate vulgarization. For what is our Revolution, if it is not a
mad rebellion in the name of the conscious, rational, purposeful and dynamic principle
of life, against the elemental, senseless, biologic automatism of life, that is, against the
peasant roots of our old Russian history, against its aimlessness, its non-teleological
character, against the “holy”, and idiotic philosophy of Tolstoi’s Karataiev in War and
Peace? If we take this away from the Revolution, then the Revolution is not worth
the candles which were burned for it, and, as is known, much more than candles were
burned for it.

However, it would be libelous, not only to the Revolution, but also to the peasant,
to say that Pilnyak’s, or what is more, Lezhnev’s point of view is the true peasant
approach to the Revolution. No, our great historic conquest consists in the fact that the
peasant himself, clumsily and almost like a bear, with stops and retreats, is separating
himself from the old, irrational and meaningless life, and is gradually being drawn into
the sphere of conscious reconstruction. It will take decades before the philosophy of
Karataiev will be burned and leave no trace of itself, but this process has already been
begun, and has been begun well. Lezhnev’s point of view is not the peasant’s: it is the
point of view of a philistine intellectual, who is hiding behind the back of the peasant
of yesterday, because he does not want to show his own back of today. It is not very
artistic.
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“Neo-Classicism”

Art, don’t you see, means prophecy. Works of art are the embodiments of presenti-
ments; therefore pre-revolutionary art is the real art of the Revolution. In the almanac
Shipovnik, which is filled with reactionary ideas, this philosophy is worked out by
Muratov, and by Efros, each one in his own way, but their conclusions are the same.
It is absolutely unquestionable that the War and the Revolution were prepared in the
material conditions and in the consciousness of the classes. It is also unquestionable
that this preparation was reflected in different ways in art. But this, at any rate, was
pre-revolutionary art, the art of the languishing bourgeois intelligentsia before the
Storm. We are talking, however, about the art of the Revolution, which was created
by the Revolution and from which it draws its new “presentiments” and which in its
turn it now feeds. This art is not behind us, but ahead of us.

The Futurists and the Cubists, who reigned almost unchallenged over the desert-
like field of art in the first years of the Revolution, found themselves driven from the
positions they first occupied. This was so not only because the Soviet budget was
reduced, but because they did not have, and in their very essence could not have
had, sufficient resources to solve their vast artistic problems. And now we hear that
Classicism is on the way. And what is more, we hear that the art of Classicism is
the art of the Revolution. And still more, Classicism is “the child and essence of the
Revolution”. (Efros) Of course these are very cheerful notes. The one thing that is
strange is, why Classicism should remember its kinship to the Revolution only after four
years of reflection? This is a classic caution. But is it so true that the neo-Classicism
of Akhmatova, Verkhovsky, Leonid Grossman and Efros, is “the child and essence of
the Revolution”? In so far as the “essence” is concerned, this is going too far. But is
not neo-Classicism a “child of the Revolution”, in the same sense in which the NEP is?
This question may seem somewhat unexpected, and even out of place. And yet it is
most appropriate. The NEP has found an echo abroad in the form of the “Changing
Landmarks” group, and we are told the good news that the theorists of change accept
the “essence” of the Revolution. They want to strengthen and to order its conquests,
and their slogan is “revolutionary conservatism”. For us the NEP is a turn of the
revolutionary trajectory, which, in its general direction, is going upward; for them, the
turn is in the entire direction of the trajectory. We consider that the historic train has
just begun to move, and that this is only a brief stop at a station for the purpose of
taking on water and getting up steam. They think, on the contrary, that what ought
to be preserved is this state of rest after the disorder of movement has finally stopped.
The NEP has produced the “Changing Landmarks” group, and it is the NEP that
has caused the discovery that neo-Classicism is the “child of the Revolution”. “We are
alive; in our arteries, our pulse is whole and strong; its beat is in harmony with the
rhythm of the current day, we have lost neither sleep nor appetite, because the past
has passed.” ... This is very well said. Perhaps even a little better than the author
himself intended. The children of the Revolution who, as you see, have not lost their
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appetite because the past has passed! Children with an appetite, one cannot help
saying. But the Revolution is not at all so easily satisfied that it will recognize as
its own those poets who, in spite of the Revolution, have lost no sleep, and have not
run away across the border. Akhmatova has some strong lines on why she did not go
away. It is very good that she did not go away. But Akhmatova herself hardly thinks
that her songs are of the Revolution, and tile author of the neo-Classic manifesto is
in too much of a hurry. Not to lose sleep because of the Revolution is not the same as
grasping its “essence”. It is true that Futurism has not mastered the Revolution, but
it has an internal striving which, in a certain sense, is parallel to it. The best of the
Futurists were on fire, and perhaps are still so. But Neo-Classicism is merely not losing
its appetite. Neo-Classicism is very similar to the poetry of the “Changing Landmarks”
group, that foster-sister of the NEP.

And this is only natural, after all. If Futurism was attracted towards the chaotic dy-
namics of the Revolution, tried to express itself in the chaotic dynamics of words, then
neo-Classicism expressed the need of peace, of stable forms, and of correct punctuation.
In the language of the “Changing Landmarks” group, this may be called “revolutionary
conservatism”.

Marietta Shaginyan

Shaginyan’s benevolent and even “sympathetic” attitude toward the Revolution, as
is now evident, has its source in the most unrevolutionary, Asiatic, passive, Christian
and non-resistant point of view. Shaginyan’s recently published novel, Our Destiny,
serves as an explanatory note to this point of view. Here all is psychology, and tran-
scendental psychology at that, with roots that go off into religion. There is character
“in general”, spirit and soul, destiny noumenal and destiny phenomenal, psychologic
riddles throughout, and to make the piling up of all this seem not too monstrous, the
novel takes place in a sanatorium for psychopathics. There is the very splendid profes-
sor, a most keen-minded psychiatrist, who is also the noblest husband and father, and
a most unusual Christian; the wife is a little simpler, but her union with her husband
in sublimation to Christ, is complete; the daughter tries to rebel, but later humiliates
herself in the name of the Lord; a young psychiatrist, in whose name the story is
told, is entirely in accord with this family. He is intelligent, soft and pious. There is a
technician, with a Swedish name, who is unusually noble, good, wise in his simplicity,
of forbearing and submissive to God. There is the priest Leonid, unusually keen, un-
usually pious, and, of course, according to his avocation submissive to God. And all
about them are crazy and half-crazy people, by whom on the one hand is revealed the
understanding and profundity of the professor, and, on the other hand, the necessity
of obeying God, who did not succeed in building a world without crazy people. There
is another young psychiatrist, who comes here as an atheist, and of course also submits
to God. These heroes discuss among themselves whether the professor recognizes the
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devil, or whether he considers evil impersonal, and they are inclined to get along with-
out the devil. On the cover is written, 1923, Moscow and Petrograd! What wonders in
a sieve — truly!

Shaginyan’s keen-minded, good and pious heroes do not call forth sympathy, but
complete indifference, which at moments passes into nausea. And this is so, in spite
of the fact that a clever author is evident, for all the cheap language and all too
provincial humor. There is falseness even in Dostoievsky’s pious and submissive figures,
for one feels that they are strangers to the author. Be created them in large degree
as an antithesis to himself, because Dostoievsky was passionate and bad-tempered
in everything, even in his perfidious Christianity. But Shaginyan seems really to be
good, though with a domestic goodness only. She has enclosed the abundance of her
knowledge and her extraordinary psychological penetration in the framework of her
domestic point of view. She herself recognizes it, and speaks of it openly. But the
Revolution is not at all a domestic event. That is why Shaginyan’s fatalistic submission
is so strikingly incongruous to the spirit and meaning of our times. And that is why
her very wise and pious people, if you will forgive the word, stink of bigotry.

In her literary diary, Shaginyan speaks of the necessity of struggling for culture
everywhere and always; if people blow their noses into their five fingers, teach them the
use of the handkerchief. This is correct, and strikes a bold note, especially today when,
for the first time, the real bulk of the people are beginning consciously to reconstruct
culture. But the semi-illiterate proletarian who is unused to the handkerchief (having
never owned one), who has done with the idiocy of divine commandments once and
for all, and who is seeking a way for the building of correct human relationships, is
infinitely more cultured than those educated reactionaries (of both sexes) who blow
their noses philosophically into their mystic handkerchief, and who complicate this
unaesthetic gesture by the most complex artistic tricks, and by stealthy and cowardly
borrowings from science.

Shaginyan is anti-revolutionary in her very essence. It is her fatalistic Christianity,
her household indifference to everything that is not of the household, that reconciles her
to the Revolution. She has simply changed her seat from one car into another, carrying
with her hand baggage and her philosophic artistic handwork. It may possibly seem
to her that she has retained her individuality more surely this way. But not a single
thread points upward from this individuality.
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Chapter 3: Alexander Blok

Blok’s Place in Russian Literature — The Pre-Revolutionary Element of
Blok’s Symbolism — Why The Twelve is not a Poem of the Revolution. —
Dualism — Blok and the Bourgeoisie

BLOK belonged entirely to pre-October literature. Blok’s impulses — whether to-
wards tempestuous mysticism, or towards revolution — arise not in empty space, but in
the very thick atmosphere of the culture of old Russia, of its landlords and intelligentsia.
Blok’s symbolism was a reflection of this immediate and disgusting environment. A
symbol is a generalized image of a reality. Blok’s lyrics are romantic, symbolic, mys-
tic, formless and unreal. But they presuppose a very real life with definite forms and
relationships. Romantic symbolism is only a going away from life, in the sense of an
abstraction from its concreteness, from individual traits, and from its proper names;
at bottom, symbolism is a means of transforming and sublimating life. Blok’s starry,
stormy and formless lyrics reflect a definite environment and period, with its manner of
living, its customs, its rhythms, but outside of this period, they hang like a cloud-patch.
This lyric poetry will not outlive its time or its author.

Blok belonged to pre-October literature, but he overcame this, and entered into the
sphere of October when he wrote The Twelve. That is why he will occupy a special
place in the history of Russian literature.

One should not allow Blok to be obscured by those petty poetic and semi-poetic
demons who whirl around his memory, and who to this very day, the pious idiots
cannot understand how Blok recognized Mayakovsky as a great talent, and yawned
frankly over Gumilev. Blok, the “purest” of lyricists, did not speak of pure art, and
did not place poetry above life. On the contrary, he recognized the fact that “art, life
and politics were indivisible and inseparable”. “I am accustomed,” writes Blok in his
preface to Retaliation, written in 1919, “to put together the facts accessible to my eye
in a given time in every field of life, and I am sure that all together they always create
one musical chord.” This is much bigger and stronger and deeper than a self-sufficient
aestheticism, than all the nonsense about art being independent of social life.

Blok knew the value of the intelligentsia: “I am none the less a blood-relation of the
intelligentsia,” he said, “but the intelligentsia has always been negative. If I did not
go over to the Revolution, it is still less worth while to go over to the War.” Blok did
not “go over to the Revolution”, but he took his spiritual course from it. Already the
approach of the Revolution of 1905 opened up the factory to Blok, and for the first
time raised his art above lyrical nebulousness. The first Revolution entered his soul
and tore him away from individualistic self-contentment and mystic quietism. Blok
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felt the reaction between the two Revolutions to be an emptiness of spirit, and the
aimlessness of the epoch he felt to be a circus, with cranberry sauce for blood. Blok
wrote of “the true mystic twilight of the years which preceded the first Revolution” and
of “the untrue mystic after-effect which immediately followed it.” (Retaliation) The
second Revolution gave him a feeling of wakening, of movement, of purpose and of
meaning. Blok was not the poet of the Revolution. Blok caught hold of the wheel of
the Revolution as he lay perishing in the stupid cul de sac of pre-Revolutionary life
and art. The poem called The Twelve, Blok’s most important work, and the only one
which will live for ages, was the result of this contact.

As he himself said, Blok carried chaos within himself all his life. His manner of
saying this was formless, just as his philosophy of life and his lyrics were on the whole
formless. What he felt to be chaos was his incapacity to combine the subjective and
the objective, his cautious and watchful lack of will power, in an epoch which saw the
preparation and afterwards the letting loose of the greatest events. Throughout all
his changes, Blok remained a true decadent, if one were to take this word in a large
historic sense, in the sense of the contrast between decadent individualism and the
individualism of the rising bourgeoisie.

Blok’s anxious state of chaos gravitated into two main directions, the mystic and
the revolutionary. But in neither direction did it resolve itself to the end. His religion
was unclear and infirm, not imperative like his lyrics. The Revolution which descended
on the poet like a hail of facts, like a geologic avalanche of events, refuted or rather
swept away the pre-Revolutionary Blok, who was wasting himself in languor and pre-
sentiments. It drowned the tender, gnat-like note of individualism in the roaring and
heaving music of destruction. And here one had to choose. Of course, the parlor poets
could continue their chirping without choosing, and needed merely to add their com-
plaints about the difficulties of life. But Blok, who was carried away by the period, and
who translated it into his own inner language, had to choose, and he chose by writing
The Twelve.

This poem is unquestionably Blok’s highest achievement. At bottom it is a cry of
despair for the dying past, and yet a cry of despair which rises in a hope for the future.
The music of the terrible events inspired Blok. It seemed to say to him: “Everything
which you have written up to now is not right. New people are coming. They bring new
hearts. They do not need this. Their victory over the old world signifies a victory over
you, over your lyrics, which voiced only the torment of the old world before its death.”
Blok heard this, and accepted it, and because it was hard to accept, and because he
sought support for his lack of faith in his revolutionary faith, and because he wanted to
fortify and convince himself, he expressed his acceptance of the Revolution in the most
extreme images, that the bridges behind him might be burned. Blok does not make
even a shadow of an attempt to sugar the revolutionary change. On the contrary, he
takes it in its most uncouth forms and only in its uncouth forms — a strike of prostitutes,
for instance, the murder of Katka by a Red guard, the pillage of a bourgeois home —
and, he says, I accept this, and he sanctifies all this provocatively with the blessings of
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Christ, and perhaps tries even to save the artistic image of Christ by propping it up
with the Revolution.

But nonetheless, The Twelve is not a poem of the Revolution. It is the swan song
of the individualistic art that went over to the Revolution. And this poem will remain.
The twilight lyrics of Blok are gone into the past, and will never return, for such times
will not come again, but The Twelve will remain with its cruel wind, with its placard,
with Katka lying on the snow, with the revolutionary step, and with the old world like
a mangy cur.

The fact that Blok wrote The Twelve and that he became silent after The Twelve,
that he stopped hearing music, is due as much to Blok’s character as to the very
extraordinary “music” which he grasped in 1918. The convulsive and pathetic break
with the whole past became, for the poet, a fatal rupture. Aside from the destructive
processes which were going on in his organism, Blok could have been kept going perhaps
only by a continual development of revolutionary events, by a powerful spiral of shocks
that would embrace the whole world. But the march of history is not adapted for the
psychic needs of a romanticist who is struck by the Revolution. And to be able to
maintain oneself on the temporary sand-banks, one has to have a different training, a
different faith in the Revolution, an understanding of its sequential rhythms, and not
only an understanding of the chaotic music of its tides. Blok did not and could not have
all this. The leaders of the Revolution were all people whose psychology and behavior
were strange to him. That is why he withdrew into himself, and became silent after
The Twelve. And those with whom he had lived spiritually, the wise men and the poets,
the same who are always “negative”, turned away from him with malice and with hate.
They could not forgive him his phrase, the mangy cur. They stopped shaking hands
with Blok, as with a traitor, and only after his death did they “make peace with him”,
and tried to show that The Twelve contained nothing unexpected, and that it was not
of October, but of the old Blok, and that all the elements of The Twelve had their
roots in the past, and let not the Bolsheviks imagine that Blok was one of theirs. This
contention is not hard to gather from Blok’s various other works. There are rhythms,
alliterations, strophes which find their full development in The Twelve. But one can
find in the individualist Blok other rhythms and moods also; and it was this same Blok
who, just in 1918, found in himself (certainly not on the pavement, but in himself) the
broken music of The Twelve. The pavement of October was needed for this. Others
escaped abroad from this pavement, or moved into interior islands. Here is the crux of
the matter and this is what they do not forgive Blok for!

Thus rave all the fed,
Thus longs the satisfaction of important bellies,
Their trough is overturned,

And confusion is in their foul pen.
— A. Blok, The Fed)
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But just the same, The Twelve is not a poem of the Revolution; because, after all,
the meaning of the Revolution as an element (if one were to consider it as an element
only) does not consist in releasing individualism that had been driven into a blind
alley. The inner meaning of the Revolution remains somewhere outside the poem. The
poem itself is eccentric in the sense of the word as it is used in physics. That is why
Blok crowns his poem with Christ. But Christ belongs in no way to the Revolution,
only to Blok’s past.

When Eichenvald, expressing the bourgeois attitude towards The Twelve, says
openly and most maliciously, that the acts of Blok’s heroes are characteristic of the
“comrades”; he fulfills the task he has set himself, namely, to slander the Revolution.
A Red guard kills Katka, for jealousy. Is this possible, or is it impossible? It is entirely
possible. But had such a Red guard been caught, he would have been sentenced to be
shot by the Revolutionary Tribunal. The Revolution which applies the frightful sword
of Terrorism, guards it severely as a State right. Were Terror used for personal ends,
the Revolution would be threatened by inevitable destruction. As early as the begin-
ning of 1918, the Revolution put an end to anarchistic unruliness, and carried on a
merciless and victorious Struggle with the disintegrating methods of guerrilla warfare.

“Open up the cellars; the sansculottes are now having their holiday.” And this hap-
pened. But what bloody collisions took place for this very reason between the Red
guards and the hooligans! “Soberness” was written on the banner of the Revolution.
The Revolution was ascetic, especially in this most intense period. Therefore Blok does
not give a picture of the Revolution, and certainly not of the work of its vanguard,
but of its accompanying phenomena which were called forth by it, but which were in
essence contrary to it. The poet seems to want to say that he feels the Revolution in
this also, that he feels its sweep, the terrible commotion in the heart, the awakening,
the bravery, the risk, and that even in these disgusting, senseless and bloody manifes-
tations is reflected the spirit of the Revolution which, to Blok, is the spirit of Christ
rampant.

Of all the things which have been written about Blok and about The Twelve, perhaps
the most impossible are the writings of Mr. Chukovsky. His booklet about Blok is not
worse than his other books. They reveal an external vivacity combined with an inability
to bring the least order into his thoughts, an unevenness of exposition, a provincial
newspaper rhythm, as well as a meager pedantism and a tendency to generalize on
the basis of external antitheses. And Chukovsky always discovers what no one else
has ever seen. Has anyone ever considered The Twelve as the poem of the Revolution,
that very Revolution which took place in October? Heaven forbid! Chukovsky will
immediately explain all about it, and will reconcile Blok with “public opinion”. The
Twelve does not sing the Revolution, but Russia, in spite of the Revolution: “Here
is an obstinate nationalism which, unembarrassed by anything, wants to see holiness
even in ugliness, as long as this ugliness is Russia.” (K. Chukovsky, A Book About
Alexander Blok) Blok then accepts Russia, in spite of the Revolution, or, to be more
exact, in spite of the ugliness of the Revolution. This seems to be his reasoning; that
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much seems definite. At the same time, however, it turns out that Blok was always (!)
the poet of the Revolution, “but not of the Revolution which is taking place now, but of
another revolution, national and Russian ...” This is jumping from the frying pan into
the fire. Thus Blok in The Twelve did not sing of Russia in spite of the Revolution,
but sang of a revolution, not of the one which has taken place, but of another one,
the exact address of which is fully known to Chukovsky. This is the way this talented
fellow says it: “The Revolution he sang of was not the Revolution which was taking
place around him, but another one, a true one, a flaming one.” But we just heard that
he sang of ugliness, and not of a burning flame, and he sang of this ugliness because
it was a Russian one, and not because it was revolutionary. And now we discover that
he did not make his peace with the ugliness of the true revolution at all, just because
that ugliness was Russian, but that he sang exaltingly of a revolution, of another one,
a true and flaming one, only because that revolution was directed against an existing
ugliness.

Vanka kills Katka with the rifle which was given him by his class to defend the
Revolution. We say that this is incidental to the Revolution, but not of the Revolution.
Blok means his poem to say: I accept this also, because here, also, I hear the dynamics
of events, and the music of the storm. Now comes his interpreter Chukovsky, and
explains it. The murder of Katka by Vanka is the ugliness of the Revolution. Blok
accepts Russia, even with this ugliness, because it is Russian. But at the same time
when he sings of the murder of Katka by Vanka and of the pillaging of the houses,
Blok sings of a revolution, but not of this ugly present-day real Russian Revolution,
but of another, a truer, laming one. The address of this true and flaming revolution
Chukovsky will tell us soon, right away.

But if the Revolution to Blok is Russia herself, just as she is, then what is the
meaning of the “orator”, who looks upon the Revolution as treason?” What is the
meaning of the priest who walks by the side? What is the meaning of “the old world like
a mangy cur’? What is the meaning of Denikin, Miliukov, Chernov and the émigrés?
Russia has been split in half. That is the Revolution. Blok called one-half a mangy
cur, and the other halt he blessed with the blessings at his command, that is, with
verses and with Christ. But Chukovsky declares all this to be a mere misunderstanding.
What charlatanism of words, what an indecent slovenliness of thought, what a spiritual
devastation, what a cheap and mean and shameful jabber of speech!

To be sure, Blok is not one of ours, but he reached towards us. And in doing so, he
broke down. But the result of his impulse is the most significant work of our epoch.
His poem, The Twelve, will remain forever.
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Chapter 4: Futurism

Its Bohemian Origin — The Break with the Past — The Component Ele-
ments of Russian Futurism. — Mayakovsky and the Revolution — Futurism,
a Line Between the Creative Intelligentsia and the People.

FUTURISM is a European phenomenon, and it is interesting because, in spite of the
teachings of the Russian Formalist school, it did not shut itself in within the confines
of art, but from the first, especially in Italy, it connected itself with political and social
events.

Futurism reflected in art the historic development which began in the middle of
the 'nineties, and which became merged in the World War. Capitalist society passed
through two decades of unparalleled economic prosperity which destroyed the old con-
cepts of wealth and power, and elaborated new standards, new criteria of the possible
and of the impossible, and urged people towards new exploits.

At the same time, the social movement lived on officially in the automatism of
yesterday. The armed peace, with its patches of diplomacy, the hollow parliamen-
tary systems, the external and internal politics based on the system of Safety valves
and brakes, all this weighed heavily on poetry at a time when the air, charged with
accumulated electricity, gave sign of impending great explosions. Futurism was the
“foreboding” of all this in art.

A phenomenon was observed which has been repeated in history more than once,
namely, that the backward countries which were without any special degree of spiritual
culture, reflected in their ideology the achievements of the advanced countries more
brilliantly and strongly. In this way, German thought of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth
Centuries reflected the economic achievements of England and the political achieve-
ments of France. In the same way, Futurism obtained its most brilliant expression, not
in America and not in Germany, but in Italy and in Russia.

With the exception of architecture, art is based on technique only in its last analysis,
that is, only to the extent to which technique is the basis of all cultural superstructures.
The practical dependence of art, especially of the art of words, upon material technique,
is insignificant. A poem which sings the skyscrapers, the dirigibles and the submarines
can be written in a faraway corner of some Russian province on yellow paper and with
a broken stub of a pencil. In order to inflame the bright imagination of that province,
it is quite enough if the skyscrapers, the dirigibles and the submarines are in America.
The human word is the most portable of all materials.

Futurism originated in an eddy of bourgeois art, and could not have originated
otherwise. Its violent oppositional character does not contradict this in the least.
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The intellectuals are extremely heterogeneous. At the same time, each recognized
school of art is a well paid school. It is headed by mandarins with their many little
balls. As a general rule, these mandarins of art develop the methods of their schools
to the greatest subtlety, while at the same time they use up their whole supply of
powder. Then some objective change, such as a political upheaval or a social storm,
arouses the literary Bohemia, the youth, the geniuses who are of military age, who,
cursing the satiated and vulgar bourgeois culture, secretly dream of a few little balls
for themselves, and gilded ones, too, if possible.

When investigators define the social nature of early Futurism and ascribe a decisive
significance to the violent protests against bourgeois life and art, they simply do not
know the history of literary tendencies well enough. The French romanticists, as well
as the German, always spoke scathingly of bourgeois morality and philistine life. More
than that, they wore long hair, flirted with a green complexion, and for the ultimate
shaming of the bourgeoisie, Theophile Gautier put on a sensational red vest. The
Futurist yellow blouse is undoubtedly a grandniece to this romantic vest, which inspired
such horror to the papas and mammas. As is known, nothing cataclysmic followed these
rebellious protests of the long hair or the red vest of romanticism, and bourgeois public
opinion safely adopted these gentlemen romantics and canonized them in their school
textbooks.

It is extremely naive to contrast the dynamics of Italian Futurism and its sympathies
to the Revolution, with the “decadent” character of the bourgeoisie. One ought not
to represent the bourgeoisie as a withered old cat. No, the beast of imperialism is
bold, flexible and has claws. Or is the lesson of 1914 already forgotten? For its war,
the bourgeoisie used extensively the feelings and moods which were destined by their
nature to feed rebellion. In France, the War was pictured as the final completion of
the work of the Great Revolution. And did not the belligerent bourgeoisie actually
arrange revolutions in other lands? In Ttaly, the interventionists (that is, those in favor
of intervention in the War) were the “revolutionists”, that is, the Republicans, Free
Masons, social Chauvinists and Futurists. Last of all, did not Italian Fascism come
into power by “revolutionary” methods, by bringing into action the masses, the mobs
and the millions, and by tempering and arming them? It is not an accident, it is not
a misunderstanding, that Italian Futurism has merged into the torrent of Fascism; it
is entirely in accord with the law of cause and effect.

Russian Futurism was born in a society which passed through the preparatory
class of fighting the priest Rasputin, and was preparing for the democratic Revolution
of February, 1917. This gave our Futurism certain advantages. It caught rhythms of
movement, of action, of attack, and of destruction which were as yet vague. It carried
its struggle for a place in the sun more sharply, more resolutely and more noisily than
all preceding schools, which was in accordance with its activist moods and points of
view. To be sure, a young Futurist did not go to the factories and to the mills, but he
made a lot of noise in cafes, he banged his fist upon music stands, he put on a yellow
blouse, he painted his cheeks and threatened vaguely with his fist.

66



The workers” Revolution in Russia broke loose before Futurism had time to free
itself from its childish habits, from its yellow blouses, and from its excessive excitement,
and before it could be officially recognized, that is, made into a politically harmless
artistic school whose style is acceptable. The seizure of power by the proletariat caught
Futurism still in the stage of being a persecuted group.

And this fact alone pushed Futurism towards the new masters of life, especially since
the contact and rapprochement with the Revolution was made easier for Futurism by
its philosophy, that is, by its lack of respect for old values and by its dynamics. But
Futurism carried the features of its social origin, bourgeois Bohemia, into the new stage
of its development.

In the advance guard of literature, Futurism is no less a product of the poetic past
than any other literary school of the present day. To say that Futurism has freed art
of its thousand-year-old bonds of bourgeoisdom is to estimate thousands of years very
cheaply. The call of the Futurists to break with the past, to do away with Pushkin, to
liquidate tradition, etc., has a meaning in so far as it is addressed to the old literary
caste, to the closed in circle of the intelligentsia. In other words, it has a meaning only
insofar as the Futurists are busy cutting the cord which binds them to the priests of
bourgeois literary tradition.

But the meaninglessness of this call becomes evident as soon as it is addressed to
the proletariat. The working-class does not have to, and cannot break with literary
tradition, because the working-class is not in the grip of such tradition. The working-
class does not know the old literature, it still has to commune with it, it still has to
master Pushkin, to absorb him, and so overcome him. The Futurist break with the
past is, after all, a tempest in the closed-in world of the intelligentsia which grew up on
Pushkin, Fet, Tiutschev, Briusov, Balmont and Blok, and who are passive, not because
they are infected with a superstitious veneration for the forms of the past, but because
they have nothing in their soul which calls for new forms. They simply have nothing
to say. They sing the old feelings over again with slightly new words. The Futurists
have done well to push away from them. But it is not necessary to make a universal
law of development out of the act of pushing away.

A Bohemian nihilism exists in the exaggerated Futurist rejection of the past, but not
a proletarian revolutionism. We Marxists live in traditions, and we have not stopped
being revolutionists on account of it. We elaborated and lived through the traditions of
the Paris Commune, even before our first revolution. Then the traditions of 1905 were
added to them, by which we nourished ourselves and by which we prepared the second
revolution. Going farther back, we connected the Commune with the June days of
1848, and with the great French Revolution. In the field of theory, we based ourselves,
through Marx, on Hegel and on English classical political economy. We were educated,
and we entered the struggle during an organic epoch, and we lived on revolutionary
traditions. More than one literary tendency was born under our eyes, which declared
a merciless war upon “bourgeoisdom”, and which looked upon us as not quite whole.
Just as the wind always returns to its own circles, so these literary revolutionists
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and destroyers of traditions found their way to the Academy. The October Revolution
appeared to the intelligentsia, including its literary left wing, as a complete destruction
of its known world, of that very world from which it broke away from time to time, for
the purpose of creating new schools, and to which it invariably returned. To us, on the
contrary, the Revolution appeared as the embodiment of a familiar tradition, internally
digested. From a world which we rejected theoretically, and which we undermined
practically, we entered into a world which was already familiar to us, as a tradition
and a vision. Here lies the incompatibility of psychologic type between the Communist,
who is a political revolutionist, and the Futurist, who is a revolutionary innovator of
form. This is the source of the misunderstandings between them. The trouble is not
that Futurism “denies” the holy traditions of the intelligentsia. On the contrary, it lies
in the fact that it does not feel itself to be part of the revolutionary tradition. We
stepped into the Revolution while Futurism fell into it.

But the situation is not at all hopeless. Futurism will not go back “to its circles”

because these circles do not exist any longer. And this not insignificant circumstance
gives Futurism the possibility of a rebirth, of entering into the new art, not as an all
determining current, but as an important component part.
Russian Futurism is composed of several elements, which are quite independent from
one another, and are often contradictory; philologic constructions and surmises con-
siderably imbued with the archaic (Khlebnikov, Kruchenikh), which at any rate lie
outside the sphere of poetry; a poetics, that is, a doctrine about the methods and
processes of wordmaking; a philosophy of art, in fact two whole philosophies, a for-
malistic one (Shklovsky), and another one, more Marxist (Arvatov, Chuzhak, etc.);
finally, poetry itself, the living work. We are not considering their literary insolence as
an independent element, because it is generally combined with one of these fundamen-
tal elements. When Kruchenikh says that the meaningless syllables, “Dir, bul, tschil”,
contain more poetry than all of Pushkin (or something to this effect) it is something
midway between phulologic poetics, and the insolence of bad manners. In a more sober
form, Kruchenikh’s idea may mean that the orchestration of verse in the key of “Dir,
bul, tschil” suits the structure of the Russian language and the spirit of its sounds
more than Pushkin’s orchestration, which is unconsciously influenced by the French
language. Whether this is correct or incorrect, it is evident that “Dir, bul, tschil” is not
a poetic extract from a Futurist work — so there is really nothing for one to compare.
Perhaps it is possible that someone will write poems in this musical and philologic key
which will be greater than Pushkin’s. But we have to wait.

Khlebnikov’s and Kruchenikh’s wordforms also lie outside poetry. They are philol-
ogy of a doubtful character, poetics in part, but not poetry. It is absolutely unquestion-
able that language lives and develops, creating new words from within, and discarding
antiquated ones. Hut a language does this extremely cautiously and calculatingly,
and according to the strictest need. Every new great epoch gives an impetus to lan-
guage. The latter hurriedly absorbs a large number of neologisms, and then re-registers
them in its own way, discarding all that are unnecessary and foreign. Khlebnikov’s or
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Kruchenikh’s making ten or one hundred new derivative words out of existing roots
may have a certain philological interest; they may, in a certain though very modest
degree, facilitate the development of the living and even of the poetic language, and
forecast a time when the evolution of speech will be more consciously directed. But
this very work, whose character is subsidiary to art, is outside of poetry.

One need not fall into a state of pious adoration at the sound of superrational po-
etry, which resembles verbal musical scales and exercises and which is perhaps useful
to pupils, but entirely inappropriate to the platform. At any rate, it is quite clear
that to substitute the exercises of the “superreason” for poetry would stifle poetry. But
Futurism will not go along this line. Mayakovsky, who is unquestionably a poet, takes
his words generally from a standard dictionary and very rarely from Khlebnikov or
Kruchenikh, and as time goes on, Mayakovsky uses arbitrary word-forms and neolo-
gisms more and more rarely.

The problems raised by the theorists of the “Lef” group about art and a machine
industry, about art which does not embellish life, but forms it, about conscious in-
fluence upon the development of language and systematic formation of words, about
biomechanics as the education of the activities of man in the spirit of the greatest ra-
tionality, and therefore of the greatest beauty — are all problems which are extremely
significant and interesting from the point of view of building a Socialist culture.

Unfortunately, the “Lef” colors these problems by a Utopian sectarianism. Even
when they mark out correctly the general trend of development in the field of art
or life, the theorists of “Lef” anticipate history and contrast their scheme or their
prescription with that which is. They thus have no bridge to the future. They remind
one of anarchists who anticipate the absence of government in the future, and who
contrast their scheme with the politics, parliaments and several other realities that the
present ship of State must, in their imagination, of course, throw overboard. In practice,
therefore, they bury their noses before they have hardly freed their tails. Mayakovsky
proves, by complicated and rhymed verses, the superfluousness of verse and rhyme,
and promises to write mathematical formulas, though we have mathematicians for
that purpose. When the passionate experimenter, Meyerhold, the furious Vissarion
Belinsky of the stage, produces on the stage the few semi. rhythmic movements he has
taught those actors who are weak in dialogue, and calls this biomechanics, the result is
— abortive. To tear out of the future that which can only develop as an inseparable part
of it, and to hurriedly materialize this partial anticipation in the present day dearth
and before the cold footlights, is only to make an impression of provincial dilettantism.
And there is nothing more inimical to a new art than provincialism and dilettantism.

The new architecture will be made up of two halves; of new problems and of a new
technical means of mastering both new and old material. The new problem will not
be the building of a temple, or a castle or a private mansion, but rather a people’s
home, a hotel for the masses, a commons, a community house, or a school of gigantic
dimensions. The materials and the method of using them will be determined by the
economic condition of the country at the moment when architecture will have become
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ready to solve its problems. To tear architectural construction out of the future is
only arbitrariness, clever and individual. However, a new style cannot be reconciled to
individual arbitrariness. The writers of the “Lef” themselves correctly point out that a
new style develops where the machine industry produces for an impersonal consumer.
The telephone apparatus is an example of a new style. The sleeping cars, the staircases
and the stations of the subway, the elevators, all these are undoubtedly elements of a
new style, just as were metallic bridges, covered markets, skyscrapers and cranes. Thus
beyond a practical problem and the steady work of solving this problem, one cannot
create a new architectural style. The effort to reason out such a style by the method of
deduction from the nature of the proletariat, from its collectivism, activism, atheism,
and so forth, is the purest idealism, and will give nothing but an ingenious expression
of one’s ego, an arbitrary allegorism, and the same old provincial dilettantism.

The error of the “Lef”, at least of some of its theorists, appears to us in its most
generalized form, when they make an ultimatum for the fusion of art with life. It is
not to be argued that the separation of art from other aspects of social life was the
result of the class structure of society, that the self-sufficient character of art is merely
the reverse side of the fact that art became the property of the privileged classes, and
that the evolution of art in the future will follow the path of a growing fusion with
life, that is, with production, with popular holidays and with the collective group life.
It is good that the “Lef” understands this and explains it. But it is not good when
they present a short time ultimatum on the basis of the present day art, when they
say: leave your “lathe” and fuse with life. In other words, the poets, the painters, the
sculptors, the actors must cease to reflect, to depict, to write poems, to paint pictures,
to carve sculptures, to speak before the footlights, but they must carry their art directly
into life. But how, and where, and through what gates? Of course, one may hail every
attempt to carry as much rhythm and sound and color as is possible into popular
holidays and meetings and processions. But one must have a little historic vision, at
least, to understand that between our present day economic and cultural poverty and
the time of the fusion of art with life, that is, between the time when life will reach
such proportions that it will be entirely formed by art, more than one generation will
have come and gone. Whether for good or for bad, the “lathelike” art will remain for
many years more, and will be the instrument of the artistic and social development
of the masses and their aesthetic enjoyment, and this is true not only of the art of
painting, but of lyrics, novels, comedies, tragedies, sculpture and symphony. To reject
art as a means of picturing and imaging knowledge because of one’s opposition to the
contemplative and impressionistic bourgeois art of the last few decades, is to strike from
the hands of the class which is building a new society its most important weapon. Art,
it is said, is not a mirror, but a hammer: it does not reflect, it shapes. But at present
even the handling of a hammer is taught with the help of a mirror, a sensitive film
which records all the movements. Photography and motion-picture photography, owing
to their passive accuracy of depiction, are becoming important educational instruments
in the field of labor. If one cannot get along without a mirror, even in shaving oneself,
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how can one reconstruct oneself or one’s life, without seeing oneself in the “mirror”
of literature? Of course no one speaks about an exact mirror. No one even thinks of
asking the new literature to have a mirror-like impassivity. The deeper literature is,
and the more it is imbued with the desire to shape life, the more significantly and
dynamically it will be able to “picture” life.

What does it mean to “deny experiences”, that is, deny individual psychology in
literature and on the stage? This is a late and long outlived protest of the Left wing of
the intelligentsia against the passive realism of the Chekhov school and against dreamy
symbolism. If the experiences of Uncle Vanya have lost a little of their freshness — and
this sin has actually taken place — it is none the less true that Uncle Vanya is not
the only one with an inner life. In what way, on what grounds, and in the name of
what, can art turn its back to the inner life of present day man who is building a new
external world, and thereby rebuilding himself? If art will not help this new man to
educate himself, to strengthen and refine himself, then what is it for? And how can
it organize the inner life, if it does not penetrate it and reproduce it? Here Futurism
merely repeats its own ABC’s which are now quite behind the times.

The same may be said about institutional life. Futurism arose as a protest against
the art of petty realists who sponged on life. Literature suffocated and became stupid
in the stagnant little world of the lawyer, the student, the amorous lady, the district
civil servant, and of all their feelings, their joys and their sorrows. But should one carry
one’s protest against sponging on life to the extent of separating literature from the
conditions and forms of human life? If the Futurist protest against a shallow realism
had its historic justification, it was only because it made room for a new artistic
recreating of life, for destruction and reconstruction on new pivots.

It is curious that while denying that it is the mission of art to picture life, the “Lef”
points to Nepoputschitsa of Brick as a model of prose. What is this work, if not
a picture of life, in the form on an almost Communist change? The trouble does not
lie in the fact that the Communists are not pictured here sweet as sugar or hard as
steel, but in the fact that between the author and the vulgar environment which he
describes, there isn’t an inch of perspective. But for art to be able to transform as well
as to reflect, there must be a great distance between the artist and life, just as there
is between the revolutionist and political reality.

In reply to criticisms against the “Lef”, which are often more insulting than convinc-
ing, the point is emphasized that the “Lef” is still constantly seeking. Undoubtedly the
“Lef” seeks more than it has found. But this is not a sufficient reason why the Party
cannot do that which is persistently recommended, and canonize the “Lef” or even a
definite wing of it, as “Communist Art”. It is as impossible to canonize seekings as it
is impossible to arm an army with an unrealized invention.

But does this mean that the “Lef” stands absolutely on a false road, and that we
can have nothing to do with it? No, it does not mean this. The situation is not that
the Party has definite and fixed ideas on the question of art in the future, and that a
certain group is sabotaging them. This is not the case at all. The Party has not, and
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cannot have, readymade decisions on versification, on the evolution of the theater, on
the renovation of the literary language, on architectural style, etc., just as in another
field the Party has not and cannot have readymade decisions on the best kind of
fertilization, on the most correct organization of transport, and on the most perfect
machine guns. But as regards machine guns and transportation and fertilization, the
practical decisions are needed immediately. What does the Party do then? It assigns
certain Party workers to the task of considering and mastering these problems, and
it checks up these Party workers by the practical results of their achievements. In the
field of art the question is both simpler and more complex. As far as the political use
of art is concerned, or the impossibility of allowing such use by our enemies, the Party
has sufficient experience, insight, decision and resource. But the actual development of
art, and its struggle for new forms are not part of the Party’s tasks, nor is it its concern.
The Party does not delegate anyone for such work. At the same time, a certain point
of contact exists between the problems of art, politics, technique and economics. It
is necessary for the inner interdependence of these problems. This is what the group
of the “Lef” is concerned with. This group plays tricks, plunges to this side and that,
and — let them not be offended by this — does a good deal of theoretical bluffing. But
did we not, and are we not also bluffing in fields much more vitally important? In
the second place, did we try seriously to correct errors of theoretic approach or of
partisan enthusiasm in practical work? We have no reason to doubt that the “Lef”
group is striving seriously to ‘work in the interest of Socialism, that it is pro. foundly
interested in the problems of art, and that it wants to be guided by a Marxian criterion.
Why, then, do they begin with a rupture, and not with an effort to influence and to
assimilate? The question is not at all so imminent. The Party, has plenty of time for
an examining, for a careful influencing and a selection. Or have we so much skilled
strength that we can so lightheartedly be wasteful of it? But the center of gravity lies,
after all, not in the theoretic elaboration of the problems of the new art, but in its
poetic expression. What is the situation as regards the artistic expression of Futurism
and its gropings and accomplishments? Here there is even less ground for haste and
intolerance.

Today, one can hardly deny entirely the Futurist achievements in art, especially
in poetry. With very few exceptions, all our present day poetry has been influenced
by Futurism, directly or indirectly. One cannot dispute Mayakovsky’s influence on a
whole series of proletarian poets. Constructivism has also made significant conquests,
though not at all in the direction it had marked out for itself. Articles are continually
being published on the complete futility and on the counterrevolutionary character
of Futurism between covers made by the hand of the Constructivist. In the most
official editions, Futurist poems are published side by side with the most destructive
summings up of Futurism. The Proletkult [the organization for proletarian culture| is
united to the Futurists by living cords. Gorn is edited at present in a quite clear spirit
of Futurism. To be sure, there is no use exaggerating the significance of these facts,
because they take place, as in the great majority of all our groups of art, in an upper
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and for the time being quite superficial stratum, and are very feebly connected with
the working masses. But it would be stupid to close one’s eyes to these facts, and to
treat Futurism as a charlatan invention of a decadent intelligentsia. Even if tomorrow
the fact will be disclosed that the strength of Futurism is declining — and I do not
consider this quite impossible — today, at any rate, the strength of Futurism is greater
than all those tendencies at whose expense Futurism is spreading.

The original Futurism of Russia, as has already been said, was the revolt of Bohemia,
that is, of the semi-pauperized left wing of the intelligentsia against the closed-in and
caste-like aesthetics of the bourgeois intelligentsia. Through the outer layer of this po-
etic revolt was felt the pressure of deep social forces, which Futurism itself did not quite
understand. The struggle against the old vocabulary and syntax of poetry, regardless
of all its Bohemian extravagances, was a progressive revolt against a vocabulary that
was cramped and selected artificially with the view of being undisturbed by anything
extraneous; a revolt against impressionism, which was sipping life through a straw;
a revolt against symbolism, which had become false in its heavenly vacuity, against
Zinaida Hippius and her kind, and against all the other squeezed lemons and picked
chicken bones of the little world of the liberal-mystic intelligentsia. If we survey atten-
tively tile period left behind, we cannot help but realize how vital and progressive was
the work of the Futurists in the field of philology. Without exaggerating the dimen-
sions of this “revolution” in language, we must realize that Futurism has pushed out
of poetry many worn words and phrases, and has made them full-blooded again and,
in a few cases, has happily created new words and phrases which have entered, or are
entering, into the vocabulary of poetry and which can enrich the living language. This
refers not only to the separate word, but also to its place among other words, that is,
to syntax. In the field of word combinations, as well as in the field of word formations,
Futurism truly has gone somewhat beyond the limits which a living language can hold.
The same thing, however, has happened with the Revolution; and is the “sin” of every
living movement. It is true, the Revolution, especially its conscious vanguard, shows
more self-criticism than the Futurists, but in return for this, the Revolution has also
had more resistance from the outside, and, one may hope, will receive more in the
future. The superfluous will fall and does fall away, but the fundamentally purifying
and truly revolutionizing work that is done in the field of poetic language will remain.

Nor can one help recognize and value the progressive and creative work of Futur-
ism in the field of rhythm and rhyme. The indifferent and those who merely tolerate
these things because they are bequeathed to us by our ancestors, may regard all Fu-
turist innovations as a troublesome business which demands a certain expenditure of
attention. In connection with this, one can raise the question in general: are rhythm
and rhyme necessary at all? Quite curiously enough, Mayakovsky himself proves from
time to time, in lines that have a very complex rhythm, that rhythm is unnecessary.
A purely logical approach destroys the question of artistic form. One must judge this
question not with one’s reason, which does not go beyond formal logic, but with one’s
whole mind, which includes the irrational, in so far as it is alive and vital. Poetry is
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not a rational but an emotional thing, and human psychology, which has absorbed
biologic rhythms, the rhythms and rhythmic combinations related to collective work,
seeks to express them in an idealized form in sound and song and in artistic words. As
long as such a need is a vital one, the Futurist rhythms and rhymes which are more
flexible, bolder and more varied, represent a surer and more valuable acquisition. And
this acquisition has already had its influence outside the purely Futurist groups.

In the orchestration of verse, the conquests of the Futurists are just as indisputable.
One must not forget that the sound of a word is an acoustic accompaniment of its
sense. If the Futurists have sinned, and still sin by their almost monstrous bias for
sound as against sense, it is only the enthusiasm of the “infantile sickness of leftism”,
which, of course, must be rejected as the ravings of a new poetic school, which has
felt in a new way and with a fresh ear, sound as opposed to the sleek routine of words.
Of course, the overwhelming majority of the working-class today are not interested
in these questions. The greater part of the vanguard of the working-class is too busy
for them — it has other, more urgent tasks. But there is also the tomorrow. That
tomorrow will demand a much more attentive and accurate attitude, a much more
masterly and artistic one towards language, as the fundamental instrument of culture
— not only towards the language of verse, but also of prose, and especially of prose. A
word never covers a concept precisely in the whole concrete meaning with which it is
taken in each given case. On the other hand, a word has sound and outline, not only
to our ear and for our eye, but also for our logic and imagination. It is possible to
make thought more precise through a careful selection of words, only if the latter are
weighed from all sides, which means acoustically as well, and only if they are combined
in the most thought-out manner. Here hap. hazard methods will not do; micro-metric
instruments are necessary. Routine, tradition, habit and carelessness must all make
room for thoughtful systematic work. On its best side Futurism is a protest against
the haphazard, which forms a powerful literary school of its own, and which has very
influential representatives in every field.

In Gorlov’s unpublished work, which, in my opinion, traces incorrectly the inter-
national origin of Futurism, and which violates a historic perspective and identifies
Futurism with proletarian poetry, the achievements of Futurism in art and form are
very thoughtfully and weightily summarized. Gorlov points out correctly that the Fu-
turist revolution in form, which grew out of the revolt against the old aesthetics, reflects
in the plane of theory the revolt against the stagnant and smelly life which produced
that aesthetics. And that this caused in Mayakovsky, who is the greatest poet of the
school, and in his most intimate friends, a revolt against the social order which pro-
duced that discarded life with its discarded aesthetics. That is why these poets are
organically connected with October. Gorlov’s outline is correct, but it must be made
more precise and more definite. It is true that new words and new word combinations,
new rhythms and new rhymes were necessary, because Futurism, in its feeling for the
world, rearranged events and facts, and established, that is, discovered, for itself new
relationships between them.
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Futurism is against mysticism, against the passive deification of nature, against the
aristocratic and every other kind of laziness, against dreaminess, and against lachry-
mosity — and stands for technique, for scientific organization, for the machine, for
planfulness, for will power, for courage, for speed, for precision, and for the new man,
who is armed with all these things. The connection of the aesthetics “revolt” with the
moral and social revolt is direct; both enter entirely and fully into the life experience
of the active, new, young and untamed section of the intelligentsia of the left, the
creative Bohemia. Disgcust against the limitations and the vulgarity of the old life
produces a new artistic style as a way of escape, and thus the disgust is liquidated. In
different combinations, and on different historic bases, we have seen the disgust of the
intelligentsia form more than one new style. But that was always the end of it. This
time, the proletarian Revolution caught Futurism in a certain stage of its growth and
pushed it forward. Futurists became Communists. By this very act they entered the
sphere of more profound questions and relationships, which far transcended the limits
of their own little world, and which were not quite worked out organically in their soul.
That is why Futurists, even including Mayakovsky, are weakest artistically at those
points where they finish as Communists. This is more the result of their spiritual past
than of their social origin. The Futurist poets have not mastered the elements of the
Communist point of view and world-attitude sufficiently to find an organic expression
for them in words; they have not entered, so to speak, into their blood. That is why
they are frequently subject to artistic and psychologic defeats, to stilted forms and to
making much noise about nothing. In its most revolutionary and compelling works,
Futurism becomes stylization. Nevertheless, the young poet Bezimensky, who is so
much obligated to Mayakovsky, gives a really true artistic expression of the Commu-
nist point of view; the reason being that Bezimensky was not a poet already formed
when he came to Communism, but was spiritually born in Communism.

It is possible to argue, and it has been argued more than once, that even the prole-
tarian doctrine and program were made by members of the bourgeois and democratic
intelligentsia. There is a great difference here. The economic and historico-philosophic
doctrine of the proletariat consists of objective knowledge. If that cabinetmaker, Bebel,
who was ascetically economical in life and thought, and who had a mind as keen as
a razor, had been the creator of the theory of surplus value, and not that universally
educated doctor of philosophy, Karl Marx, he would have formulated it in a much more
accessible and simple and one-sided work. The wealth and variety of thoughts, of argu-
ments, of images and of quotations in Capital, undoubtedly reveal the “intellectualist”
background of this great book. But, as the question here concerns objective knowledge,
the essence of Capital came to Bebel as his property, and to thousands and millions
of other proletarians. In the field of poetry we deal with the process of feeling the
world in images, and not with the process of knowing the world scientifically. The
life, the personal environment, the cycle of personal experience exercises, therefore, a
determining influence upon artistic creation. To reshape the world of feelings, which
one has absorbed from one’s childhood, by means of a scientific program, is the most
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difficult inner labor. Not everyone is capable of it. That is why there are many people
in this world who think as revolutionists and who feel as Philistines. And that 1s why
we feel, in Futurist poetry, even in that section which has given itself entirely to the
Revolution, a revolutionism that is more Bohemian than proletarian.

Mayakovsky is a big, or, as Blok defines him, an enormous talent. He has the capacity
of turning things which we have seen many times around in such a way that they seem
new. He handles words and the dictionary like a bold master who works according to
his own laws, regardless of whether his artisanship pleases or not. Many of his images
and phrases and expressions have entered literature, and will remain in it for a long
time, if not forever. He has his own construction, his own imaging, his own rhythm
and his own rhyme.

Mayakovsky’s artistic design is almost always significant, and sometimes grandiose.
The poet gathers into his own circle war and revolution, heaven and hell. Mayakovsky
is hostile to mysticism, to every kind of hypocrisy, to the exploitation of man by man;
his sympathies are entirely on the side of the struggling proletariat. He does not claim
to be the priest of art, at least, not a priest with principles; on the contrary, he is
entirely ready to place his art at the service of the Revolution.

But even in this big talent, or, to be more correct, in the entire creative personality
of Mayakovsky, there is no necessary correlation between its component parts; there
is no equilibrium, not even a dynamic one. Mayakovsky shows the greatest weakness
where a sense of proportion and a capacity for self-criticism are needed.

It was more natural for Mayakovsky to accept the Revolution than for any other Rus-
sian poet, because it was in accordance with his entire development. Many roads lead
the intelligentsia to the Revolution (not all of them lead to the goal) — and therefore it
is important to define and to estimate Mayakovsky’s line of approach more accurately.
There is the road of the rustic school of the intelligentsia and of the capricious “fellow-
travellers” (we have already spoken of them); there is the road of the mystics, who
seek higher “music” (A. Blok); there is the road of the “Changing Landmarks” group,
and of those who have merely reconciled themselves (Shkapskaya, Shaginyan); there is
the road of the rationalists and of the eclectics (Briusov, Gorodetsky and Shaginyan
again). There are many other roads; they cannot all be named. Mayakovsky came by
the shortest route, by that of the rebellious persecuted Bohemia. For Mayakovsky, the
Revolution was a true and profound experience, because it descended with thunder
and lightning upon the very things which Mayakovsky, in his own way, hated, with
which he had not as yet made his peace. Herein lies his strength. Mayakovsky’s revo-
lutionary individualism poured itself enthusiastically into the proletarian Revolution,
but did not blend with it. His subconscious feeling for the city, for nature, for the whole
world, is not that of a worker, but of a Bohemian. “The baldheaded street lamp which
pulls the stocking off from the street” — this striking image alone, which is extremely
characteristic of Mayakovsky, throws more light upon the Bohemian and city quality of
the poet than all possible discussion. The impudent and cynical tone of many images,
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especially of those of the first half of his creative career, betrays the all-too-clear stamp
of the artistic cabaret, of the cafe, and of all the rest of it.

Mayakovsky is closer to the dynamic quality of the Revolution and to its stern
courage than to the mass character of its heroism, deeds and experiences. Just as the
ancient Greek was an anthropomorphist and naively thought of the forces of nature
as resembling himself, so our poet is a Mayako-morphist and fills the squares, the
streets and fields of the Revolution with his own personality. True, extremes meet.
The universalization of one’s ego breaks down, to some extent, the limits of one’s
individuality, and brings one nearer to the collectivity — from the reverse end. But
this is true only to a certain degree. The individualistic and Bohemian arrogance — in
contrast, not to humility, which no one wants, but to a necessary sense of the measure
of things — runs through everything written by Mayakovsky. He has frequently a very
high degree of pathos in his works, but there is not always strength behind it. The
poet is too much in evidence. He allows too little independence to events and facts, so
that it is not the Revolution that is struggling with obstacles, but it is Mayakovsky
who does athletic stunts in the arena of words. Sometimes he performs miracles indeed,
but every now and then he makes an heroic effort and lifts a hollow weight.

At every step Mayakovsky speaks about himself, now in the first person, and now
in the third, now individually, and now dissolving himself in mankind. When he wants
to elevate man, he makes him be Mayakovsky. He assumes a familiarity to the greatest
events of history. This is the most intolerable, as well as the most dangerous thing
in his works. One can’t speak about Stilts or buskins in his case; such props are
too poor. Mayakovsky has one foot on Mont Blanc and the other on Elbrus. His
voice drowns thunder; can one wonder that he treats history familiarly, and is on
intimate terms with the Revolution? But this is most dangerous, for given such gigantic
standards, everywhere and in everything, such thunderous shouts (the poet’s favorite
word) against the horizon of Elbrus and Mont Blanc — the proportions of our worldly
affairs vanish, and it is impossible to establish the difference between a little thing and
a big. That is why Mayakovsky speaks of the most intimate thing, such as love, as if
he were speaking about the migration of nations. For the same reason he cannot find
different words for the Revolution. He is always shooting at the edge, and, as every
artilleryman knows, such gunning gives a minimum of hits and tells most heavily on
the guns.

It is true that hyperbolism reflects to a certain degree the rage of our times. But
this does not offer a wholesale justification of art. It is hard to shout louder than the
War or the Revolution, and it is easy to break down. A sense of measure in art is the
same as having a sense of realism in politics. The principal fault of Futurist poetry,
even in its best examples, lies in this absence of a sense of measure it has lost the
measure of the salon, and it has not yet found the measure of the street. But one has
to find it. If you force your voice in the street, it will become hoarse and shriek and
break, and the impression of the word will be lost. You must speak in the voice given
you by nature, and not in a voice that is louder than you have. But if you know how,
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you can use your voice to the fullest extent. Mayakovsky shouts too often, 'where he
should merely speak; that is why his shouting, in those places where he ought to shout,
seems insufficient. The poet’s pathos is destroyed by shouting and hoarseness.

Mayakovsky’s weighty images, though frequently splendid, quite often disintegrate
the whole, and paralyze the action. The poet evidently feels this himself; that is why
he is yearning for another extreme, for the language of “mathematical formulas”, a
language unnatural to poetry. It makes one think that the self-sufficient imagery which
Imagism has in common with Futurism (which is beginning to resemble our peasant-
singing Imagism!) has its roots in the village background of our culture. It is more
related to the church of Vassili the Blessed, than to a steel bridge But, whatever may
be the historic and cultural explanation of this, the fact remains that the thing that
is most lacking in Mayakovsky’s works is action. This may look like a paradox, for
Futurism is entirely founded on action. But here enters the unimpeachable dialectics;
an excess of violent imagery results in quiescence. Action must correspond to the
mechanics of our perception and to the rhythm of our feelings, if it is to be perceived
artistically, and even physically. A work of art must show the gradual growth of an
image, of a mood, of a plot, or of an intrigue to its climax, and must not throw the
reader about from one end to another end, no matter if it is done by the most skillful
boxing blows of Imagery. Each phrase, each expression, each image of Mayakovsky’s
works tries to be the climax. That is why the whole “piece” has no climax. The spectator
has a feeling that he has to spend himself in parts, and the whole eludes him. To climb
a mountain is difficult, but worth while, but a walk across plowed-up country is no
less fatiguing and gives much less joy. Mayakovsky’s works have no peak; they are
not disciplined internally. The parts refuse to obey the whole. Each part tries to be
separate. It develops its own dynamics, without considering the welfare of the whole.
That is why it is without entity or dynamics. The Futurists have not yet found a
synthetic expression of words and images in their work.

The 150 Million was supposed to be the poem of the Revolution. But it is not.
The whole of this work, which is big in its design, is devoured by the weakness and
defects of Futurism. The author wanted to write an epic of mass suffering, of mass
heroism, of an impersonal revolution of the one hundred and fifty million Ivans. And
the author did not sign it. “No one is the author of this poem of mine.” But this
state of impersonal ownership does not change the situation. The poem is profoundly
personal and individualistic, and in the bad sense of the term. It contains too much
purposeless arbitrariness of art. The poem has these images: “Wilson swimming in fat”,
“In Chicago every inhabitant has the title of a general, at least”, “Wilson gobbles, grows
fat, his bellies grow story on story”, — and other such. Such images are very simple
and very rude, but they are not at all popular; at any rate, they are not the images
that belong to the present day masses. The worker, at least the worker who will read
Mayakovsky’s poem, has seen Wilson’s photograph. Wilson is thin, though we may
readily believe that he swallows a sufficient quantity of proteins and fats. The worker
has also read Upton Sinclair, and knows that Chicago has stockyard workers besides
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“generals”. In spite of their loud hyperbolism, one feels a certain lisp in these purposeless
and primitive images, of the kind grownups use with children. The simplicity that
looks at us from these images does not come from a gross and whole. sale and popular
imagination, but it comes from a Bohemian silliness. Wilson has a ladder — “If you walk
on foot, start walking young, and you will hardly reach the end by the time you are
old!” Tvan marches upon Wilson, “the championship (!) of the world’s class struggle”
takes place, and Wilson has “pistols with four cocks, and a sword bent in seventy sharp
points”, but Ivan has “a hand and another hand, and that is stuck in his belt”. The
unarmed Ivan with his hand in his belt against the infidel armed with pistols is an
old Russian motif! Is not Ilya Murometz before us? Or maybe it is Ivan the Fool who
is stepping forward barefoot against the shrewd German mechanicians. Wilson struck
Ivan with his sword: “He Cut him for four versts ... But a man crawled forth suddenly
from the wound.” And so on, and in the same way. How out of place, and particularly
how frivolous do these primitive ballads and fairytales sound when hurriedly adapted to
Chicago mechanics, and to the class struggle. All this was meant to be titanic, but, as
a matter of fact, it is only athletic, and very uncertain athletics, a sort of parody with
inflated balls. “The championship of the world’s class-struggle!” Championship! Self-
criticism, where art thou? Championship is a holiday spectacle, quite often combined
with charlatanism. Neither the image nor the word are appropriate here. Instead of a
really titanic struggle of one hundred and fifty millions, there is a parody of a ballad,
and a championship of a ballad-like circus. The parody is unintentional, but this does
not make it lighter.

The purposeless images, that is, those which have not been worked out internally,
devour the idea without leaving a crumb and spoil it artistically, as well as politically.
Why does Ivan hold one hand in his belt against swords and pistols? Why such con-
tempt for technique? It is true that Ivan is less armed than Wilson. But that is just
why he has to work with both hands. And if he does not fall stricken, it is because
there are workers in Chicago, as well as generals, and because a considerable part
of these workers are against Wilson, and for Ivan. But the poem doesn’t show this.
While running down a supposedly monumental image, the author strikes down its very
essence.

Hurriedly and in passing, that is, without purpose, the author divides the whole
world into two classes: on the one hand, there is Wilson, floating in fat, and with him
are ermines, beavers and large heavenly stars, and on the other hand, there is Ivan,
and with him are blouses and the millions of the Milky Way. “To the beavers — the little
lines of the decadence of the whole world, to the blouses the iron lines of the Futurists.”
But in general, though the poem has a richness of expression and quite a few strong
apt lines and brilliant images, it has in truth no iron lines for the blouses. Is this for
want of talent? No, for want of an image of the Revolution worked over by nerves and
brain, an lmage to which the craftsmanship of words is subordinate. The author plays
the strong man, catching and throwing about one image and then another. “We shall
finish you, romanticist world!” Mayakovsky threatens. That is right. One has to put an
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end to the romanticism of Oblomov and of Tolstoi’s Karataiev. But how? “He is old —
kill him and make an ashtray of his skull.”

But this is the most real and most negative romanticism! Ashtrays made of skulls are
inconvenient and unhygienic. And its savagery is after all ... meaningless? By making
such an unnatural use of the skull bones, the poet becomes caught in romanticism;
at any rate, he has not worked out his images, nor has he unified them. “Pocket the
wealth of all the worlds!” In this familiar tone Mayakovsky speaks of Socialism. But
to pocket means to put it into one’s pocket like a thief. Is this word suitable when
the matter hinges on the collective expropriation of the land and the factories? It
is strikingly unsuitable. The author uses such vulgarisms so that he could be pals
with Socialism and with the Revolution. But when he pokes the one hundred and
fifty million Ivans familiarly “under the ribs”, it doesn’t make the poet grow to titanic
dimensions, but only reduces Ivan to an eighth part of a page. Familiarity is not at all
an expression of an inner intimacy, for frequently it is merely an evidence of political or
moral slovenliness. An internally developed bond with the Revolution would exclude
a familiar tone, and would bring forth what the Germans call the pathos of distance.

The poem has striking lines, bold images, and very apt words. The final “triumphal
requiem of peace” is perhaps the strongest part of it. But the whole has been struck fa-
tally, because of a lack of inner movement. There is no condensing of contradictions in
order to resolve them later. Here is a poem about the Revolution lacking in movement!
The images live separately, they collide and they bounce off one another. The hostility
of the images is not an outgrowth of the historic materials but is the result of an inter-
nal disharmony with the revolutionary philosophy of life. However, when not without
difficulty one reads the poem to the very end, one says to oneself: a great work could
have been composed out of these elements, had there been measure and self-criticism!
Perhaps these fundamental defects are not to be explained by Mayakovsky’s personal
qualities, but by the fact that he works in an isolated little world; nothing is so adverse
to self-criticism and measure as living in a small group.

Mayakovsky’s satirical things also lack profound penetration into the essence of
things and relationships. His satire is racy and superficial. It takes more than the
mastery of a pencil for a cartoonist to be significant. The world he exposes must be
familiar to him through and through and inside out. Saltikov knew the bureaucracy and
the nobility welll An approximate caricature (and such, alas, are ninety-nine Soviet
caricatures out of one hundred) is like a bullet which misses the bull’s-eye by the
width of a finger, or even by a hair; it has almost hit the mark, but still, it missed.
Mayakovsky’s satire is approximate; his racy observations from the side miss the mark,
sometimes by the width of a finger, and sometimes by the width of the whole palm.
Mayakovsky seriously thinks that the “comic” can be withdrawn from its matter and
be reduced to a form. In the preface to his volume of satires, he even presents “an
outline of laughter”. If in reading this “outline” there is something that can call forth a
perplexed smile, it is the fact that in this outline of laughter there is absolutely nothing
funny. But even if one could make a happier “outline” than Mayakovsky has succeeded
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in making, the difference between laughter called forth by a satire which hits the mark,
and giggling, which results from a verbal tickling, will not disappear.

Mayakovsky has risen from the Bohemia which brought him forth, to extraordinarily
significant creative achievements. But the rod on which he has raised himself is indi-
vidualistic. The poet is in revolt against the condition of his life, against the material
and moral dependence in which his life, and above all, his love, is placed; and suffering
and indignant against the masters of life who have deprived him of his beloved one,
he rises to an appeal for revolution and to a forecast that it will fall upon the society
that does not allow free space to Mayakovsky’s individuality. After all, his poem, A
Cloud in Trousers, a poem of unrequited love, is artistically his most significant and
creatively his boldest and most promising work. It is even difficult to believe that a
thing of such intense strength and independence of form was written by a youth of
twenty-two or twenty-three years of age. His War and Peace, Mystery Bouffe, and 150
Million are much weaker, for the reason that here Mayakovsky leaves his individualist
orbit and tries to enter the orbit of the Revolution. One may hail the efforts of the
poet, for in general no other road exists for him. About This is a return to the theme
of personal love, but is several steps behind A Cloud, and not ahead. Only his wider
grasp, and a deeper artistic volume, help him to maintain his creative equilibrium on a
much higher level. But one cannot help seeing that his conscious turning to a new and
essentially social direction is a very difficult thing. Mayakovsky’s technique in these
years has undoubtedly become more skilled, but also more stereotyped. The Mystery
Bouffe and the 150 Million have splendid lines side by side with fatal failures filled with
rhetoric and with verbal tightrope walking. The organic quality, the sincerity, the cry
from within which we heard in A Cloud are no longer there. “Mayakovsky is repeating
himself”, some say; “Mayakovsky has written himself out”, others add; “Mayakovsky
has become official”, others say maliciously. But is that so? We are in no haste to
make pessimistic prophecies. Mayakovsky is not a youth, but he is still young. How-
ever, let us not close our eyes to the difficulties of the road before him. That creative
spontaneity which beats like a living fountain from A Cloud cannot be regained. But
one need not regret this. The youthful talent which beats like a fountain is replaced in
maturer years by a self-reliant mastery, which signifies not only a mastery of the word,
but also a broad historical and experiential grasp, a penetration into the mechanism
of the live collective and personal forces, ideas, temperaments, and passions. Such ma-
ture artisanship cannot go hand in hand with social dilettantism, with shouting, with
a lack of selfrespect and a tiresome boastfulness, with playing the genius with the left
hand, and with the other making tricks and signs from the cafes of the intelligentsia.
If the poet’s crisis — and there is such a crisis — will be solved with a wise insight which
knows the particular and the general, then the historian of literature will say that the
Mystery and the 150 Million were merely the inevitable and temporary decline on the
turn of the road towards the creative peak. We sincerely wish that Mayakovsky will
give the future historian the right to make such a summing up.
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When one breaks a hand or a leg, the bones, the tendons, the muscles, the arteries,
the nerves and the skin do not break and tear in one line, nor afterwards do they grow
together and heal at the same time. So, in a revolutionary break in the life of society,
there is no simultaneousness and no symmetry of processes either in the ideology
of society, or in its economic structure. The ideologic premises which are needed for
the revolution are formed before the revolution, and the most important ideologic
deductions from the revolution appear only much later. It would be extremely flippant
to establish by analogies and comparisons the identity of Futurism and Communism,
and so form the deduction that Futurism is the art of the proletariat. Such pretensions
must be rejected. But this does not signify a contemptuous attitude towards the work
of the Futurists. In our opinion they are the necessary links in the forming of a new and
great literature. But they will prove to be only a significant episode in its evolution.
To prove this, one has to approach the question more concretely and historically. The
Futurists in their way are right when, in answer to the reproach that their works are
above the heads of the masses, they say that Marx’s Capital is also above their heads.
Of course the masses are culturally and aestheticsally unprepared, and will rise only
slowly. But this is only one of the causes of it being above their heads. There is another
cause. In its methods and in its forms, Futurism carries within itself clear traces of that
world, or rather, of that little world in which it was born, and which — psychologically
and not logically — it has not left to this very day. It is just as difficult to strip Futurism
of the robe of the intelligentsia as it is to separate form from content. And when this
happens, Futurism will undergo such a profound qualitative change that it will cease
to be Futurism. This is going to happen, but not tomorrow. But even today one can
say with certainty that much in Futurism will be useful and will serve to elevate and
to revive art, if Futurism will learn to stand on its own legs, without any attempt to
have itself decreed official by the government, as happened in the beginning of the
Revolution. The new forms must find for themselves, and independently, an access
into the consciousness of the advanced elements of the working-class as the latter
develop culturally. Art cannot live and cannot develop without a flexible atmosphere
of sympathy around it. On this road, and on no other, does the process of complex
interrelation lie ahead. The cultural growth of the working-class will help and influence
those innovators who really hold something in their bosom. The mannerisms which
inevitably crop out in all small groups will fall away, and from the vital sprouts will
come fresh forms for the solution of new artistic tasks. This process implies, first of
all, an accumulation of material culture, a growth of prosperity and a development
of technique. There is no other road. It is impossible to think seriously that history
will simply conserve the works of the Futurists, and will serve them up to the masses
after many years, when the masses will have become ripe for them. This, of course,
would be passaeism of the purest kind. When that time, which is not immediate, will
come, and the cultural and aesthetics education of the working masses will destroy the
wide chasm between the creative intelligentsia and the people, art will have a different
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aspect from what it has today. In the evolution of that art, Futurism will prove to have
been a necessary link. And is this so very little?
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Chapter 5: The Formalist School of
Poetry and Marxism

The Formalist Opposition to Marxism — The Reduction of Poetry to
Etymology and Syntax — Art for Art’s Sake and The Materialist Dialectics
— The Argumentations of Shklovsky and Others — An Analogy with the
Theologic Argument Against Darwinism

LEAVING out of account the weak echoes of pre-Revolutionary ideologic systems,
the only theory which has opposed Marxism in Soviet Russia these years is the Formal-
ist theory of Art. The paradox consists in the fact that Russian Formalism connected
itself closely with Russian Futurism, and that while the latter was capitulating politi-
cally before Communism, Formalism opposed Marxism with all its might theoretically.

Victor Shklovsky is the theorist of Futurism, and at the same time the head of the
Formalist school. According to his theory, art has always been the work of self-sufficient
pure forms, and it has been recognized by Futurism for the first time. Futurism is thus
the first conscious art in history, and the Formalist school is the first scientific school
of art. Owing to the efforts of Shklovsky — and this is not an insignificant virtue! — the
theory of art, and partly art itself, have at last been raised from a state of alchemy to
the position of chemistry. The herald of the Formalist school, the first chemist of art,
gives a few friendly slapsin passing to those Futurist “conciliators” who seek a bridge
to the Revolution, and who try to find this bridge in the materialistic conception of
history. Such a bridge is unnecessary; Futurism is entirely sufficient unto itself.

There are two reasons why it is necessary to pause a little before this Formalist
school. One is for its own sake; in spite of the superficiality and reactionary character
of the Formalist theory of art, a certain part of the research work of the Formalists
is useful. The other reason is Futurism itself; however unfounded the claims of the
Futurists to a monopolistic representation of the new art may be, one cannot thrust
Futurism out of that process which is preparing the art of the future.

What is the Formalist school?

As it is represented at present by Shklovsky, Zhirmunsky, Jacobson and others,
it is extremely arrogant and immature. Having declared form to be the essence of
poetry, this school reduces its task to an analysis (essentially descriptive and semi-
statistical) of the etymology and syntax of poems, to the counting of repetitive vowels
and consonants, of syllables and epithets. This analysis which the Formalists regard
as the essence of poetry, or poetics, is undoubtedly necessary and useful, but one must
understand its partial, scrappy, subsidiary and preparatory character. It can become
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an essential element of poetic technique and of the rules of the craft. Just as it is useful
for a poet or a writer to make lists of synonyms for himself and increase their number
so as to expand his verbal keyboard, so it is useful, and quite necessary for a poet, to
estimate a word not only in accord with its inner meaning, but also in accord with
its acoustics, because a word is passed on from man to man, first of all by acoustics.
The methods of Formalism, confined within legitimate limits, may help to clarify the
artistic and psychologic peculiarities of form (its economy, its movement, its contrasts,
its hyperbolism, etc.). This, in turn, may open a path — one of the paths — to the
artist’s feeling for the world, and may facilitate the discovery of the relations of an
individual artist, or of a whole artistic school, to the social environment. In so far as
we are dealing with a contemporary and living school which is still developing, there is
an immediate Significance in our transitional stage in probing it by means of a social
probe and in clarifying its class roots, so that not only the reader, but the school itself
could orientate itself, that is, know itself, purify and direct itself.

But the Formalists are not content to ascribe to their methods a merely subsidiary,
serviceable and technical significance — similar to that which statistics has for social
science, or the microscope for the biological sciences. No, they go much further. To
them verbal art ends finally and fully with the word, and depictive art with color. A
poem is a combination of sounds, a painting is a combination of color spots and the
laws of art are the laws of verbal combinations and of combinations of color spots. The
social and psychologic approach which, to us, gives a meaning to the microscopic and
statistical work done in connection with verbal material, is, for the Formalists, only
alchemy.

“Art was always free of life, and its color never reflected the color of the flag which
waved over the fortress of the City.” (Shklovsky) “Adjustment to the expression, the
verbal mass, is the one essential element of poetry.” (R. Jacobson, in his Recent
Russian Poetry) “With a new form comes a new content. Form thus determines
content.” (Kruchenikh) “Poetry means the giving of form to the word, which is valuable
in itself” (Jacobson), or, as Khlebnikov says, “The word which is something in itself”,
etc.

True, the Italian Futurists have sought in the word a means of expressing the lo-
comotive, the propeller, electricity, the radio, etc., for their own age. In other words,
they sought a new form for the new content of life. But it turned out that “this was
a reform in the field of reporting, and not in the field of poetic language”. (Jacobson)
It is quite different with Russian Futurism; it carries to the end “the adjustment to
verbal mass”. For Russian Futurism, form determines content.

True, Jacobson is compelled to admit that “a series of new poetic methods finds
application (?7) for itself in urbanism” (in the culture of the city). But this is his
conclusion: “Hence the urban poems of Mayakovsky and Khlebnikov.” In other words:
not city culture, which has struck the eye and the ear of the poet and which has
reeducated them, has inspired him with new form, with new images, new epithets,
new rhythm, but, on the contrary, the new form, originating arbitrarily, forced the
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poet to seek appropriate material and so pushed him in the direction of the city! The
development of the “verbal mass” went on arbitrarily from the Odyssey to A Cloud in
Trousers; the torch, the wax candle, the electric lamp, had nothing to do with it! One
has only to formulate this point of view clearly to have its childish inadequacy strike
the eye. But Jacobson tries to insist; he replies in advance that the same Mayakovsky
has such lines as these: “Leave the cities, you silly people.” And the theorist of the
Formalist school reasons profoundly: “What is this, a logical contradiction? But let
others fasten on the poet thoughts expressed in his works. To incriminate a poet with
ideas and feelings is just as absurd as the behavior of the medieval public which beat
the actor who played Judas.” And so on.

It is quite evident that all this was written by a very capable high-school boy who
had a very evident and quite “self-significant” intention to “stick the pen into our teacher
of literature, a notable pedant”. At sticking the pen, our bold innovators are masters,
but they do not know how to use their pen theoretically or grammatically. This is not
hard to prove.

Of course Futurism felt the suggestions of the city — of the tram-car, of electricity, of
the telegraph, of the automobile, of the propeller, of the night cabaret (especially of the
night cabaret) much before it found its new form. Urbanism (city culture) sits deep in
the subconsciousness of Futurism, and the epithets, the etymology, the syntax and the
rhythm of Futurism are only an attempt to give artistic form to the new spirit of the
cities which has conquered consciousness. And when Mayakovsky exclaims: “Leave the
cities, you silly people”, it is the cry of a man citified to the very marrow of his bones,
who shows himself strikingly and clearly a city person, especially when he is outside
the city, that is, when he “leaves the city” and becomes an inhabitant of a summer
resort. It is not at all a question of “incriminating” (this word misses something!) a
poet with the ideas and feelings which he expresses. Of course the way he expresses
them makes the poet. But after all, a poet uses the language of the school which he has
accepted or which he has created to fulfill tasks which lie outside of him. And this is
even true also when he limits himself to lyricism, to personal love and personal death.
Though individual shadings of poetic form correspond to individual makeup, they do
go hand in hand with imitation and routine, in the feeling itself, as well as in the
method of its expression. A new artistic form, taken in a large historic way, is born in
reply to new needs. To take an example from intimate lyric poetry, one may say that
between the physiology of sex and a poem about love there lies a complex system of
psychological transmitting mechanisms in which there are individual, racial and social
elements. The racial foundation, that is, the sexual basis of man, changes slowly. The
social forms of love change more rapidly. They affect the psychologic superstructure
of love, they produce new shadings and intonations, new spiritual demands, a need
of a new vocabulary, and so they present new demands on poetry. The poet can find
material for his art only in his social environment and transmits the new impulses
of life through his own artistic consciousness. Language, changed and complicated by
urban conditions, gives the poet a new verbal material, and suggests or facilitates
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new word combinations for the poetic formulation of new thoughts or of new feelings,
which strive to break through the dark shell of the subconscious. If there were no
changes in psychology produced by changes in the social environment, there would
be no movement in art; people would continue from generation to generation to be
content with the poetry of the Bible, or of the old Greeks.

But the philosopher of Formalism jumps on us, and says it is merely a question of
a new form “in the field of reporting and not in the field of poetic language”. There he
struck us! If you will, poetry is reporting, only in a peculiar, grand style.

The quarrels about “pure art” and about art with a tendency took place between
the liberals and the “populists”. They do not become us. Materialistic dialectics are
above this; from the point of view of an objective historical process, art is always a
social servant and historically utilitarian. It finds the necessary rhythm of words for
dark and vague moods, it brings thought and feeling closer or contrasts them with one
another it enriches the spiritual experience of the individual and of the community,
it refines feeling, makes it more flexible, more responsive, it enlarges the volume of
thought in advance and not through the personal method of accumulated experience,
it educates the individual, the social group, the class and the nation. And this it does
quite independently of whether it appears in a given case under the flag of a “pure’
or of a frankly tendencious art. In our Russian social development tendenciousness
was the banner of the intelligentsia which sought contact with the people. The help-
less intelligentsia, crushed by Tsarism and deprived of a cultural environment, sought
support in the lower strata of society and tried to prove to the “people” that it was
thinking only of them, living only for them and that it loved them “terribly”. And just
as the “populists” who went to the people were ready to do without clean linen and
without a comb and without a toothbrush, so the intelligentsia was ready to sacrifice
the “subtleties” of form in its art, in order to give the most direct and spontaneous
expression to the sufferings and hopes of the oppressed. On the other hand, “pure” art
was the banner of the rising bourgeoisie, which could not openly declare its bourgeois
character, and which at the same time tried to keep the intelligentsia in its service.
The Marxist point of view is far removed from these tendencies, which were histor-
ically necessary, but which have become historically passé. Keeping on the plane of
scientific investigation, Marxism seeks with the same assurance the social roots of the
“pure” as well as of the tendencious art. It does not at all “incriminate” a poet with
the thoughts and feelings which he expresses, but raises questions of a much more
profound significance, namely, to which order of feelings does a given artistic work cor-
respond in all its peculiarities? What are the social conditions of these thoughts and
feelings?” What place do they occupy in the historic development of a society and of a
class? And, further, what literary heritage has entered into the elaboration of the new
form? Under the influence of what historic impulse have the new complexes of feelings
and thoughts broken through the shell which divides them from the sphere of poetic
consciousness? The investigation may become complicated, detailed or individualized,

Y
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but its fundamental idea will be that of the subsidiary r6le which art plays in the social
process.

Each class has its own policy in art, that is, a system of presenting demands on art,
which changes with time; for instance, the Macaenas-like protection of court and grand
seigneur, the automatic relationship of supply and demand which is supplemented by
complex methods of influencing the individual, and so forth, and so on. The social and
even the personal dependence of art was not concealed, but was openly announced as
long as art retained its court character. The wider, more popular, anonymous character
of the rising bourgeoisie led, on the whole, to the theory of “pure art”, though there
were many deviations from this theory. As indicated above, the tendencious literature
of the “populist” intelligentsia was imbued with a class interest; the intelligentsia could
not strengthen itself and could not conquer for itself a light to play a part in history
without the support of the people. But in the revolutionary struggle, the class egotism
of the intelligentsia was turned inside out, and in its left wing, it assumed the form of
highest self-sacrifice. That is why the intelligentsia not only did not conceal art with a
tendency, but proclaimed it, thus sacrificing art, just as it sacrificed many other things.

Our Marxist conception of the objective social dependence and social utility of art,
when translated into the language of politics, does not at all mean a desire to dominate
art by means of decrees and orders. It is not true that we regard only that art as new
and revolutionary which speaks of the worker, and it is nonsense to say that we demand
that the poets should describe inevitably a factory chimney, or the uprising against
capital! Of course the new art cannot but place the struggle of the proletariat in the
center of its attention. But the plough of the new art is not limited to numbered strips.
On the contrary, it must plow the entire field in all directions. Personal lyrics of the
very smallest scope have an absolute right to exist within the new art. Moreover, the
new man cannot be formed without a new lyric poetry. But to create it, the poet
himself must feel the world in a new way. If Christ alone or Sabaoth himself bends
over the poet’s embraces (as in the case of Akhmatova, Tsvetaeva, Shkapskaya and
others), then this only goes to prove how much behind the times his lyrics are and
how socially and aesthetically inadequate they are for the new man. Even where such
terminology is not a survival of experience so much as of words, it shows psychologic
inertia and therefore stands in contradiction to the consciousness of the new man. No
one is going to prescribe themes to a poet or intends to prescribe them. Please write
about anything you can think of! But allow the new class which considers itself, and
with reason, called upon to build a new world, to say to you in any given case: It
does not make new poets of you to translate the philosophy of life of the Seventeenth
Century into the language of the Acmésts. The form of art is to a certain and very
large degree, independent, but the artist who creates this form, and the spectator
who is enjoying it, are not empty machines, one for creating form and the other for
appreciating it. They are living people, with a crystallized psychology representing a
certain unity, even if not entirely harmonious. This psychology is the result of social
conditions. The creation and perception of art forms is one of the functions of this
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psychology. And no matter how wise the Formalists try to be, their whole conception
is simply based upon the fact that they ignore the psychological unity of the social
man, who creates and who consumes what has been created.

The proletariat has to have in art the expression of the new spiritual point of view
which is just beginning to be formulated within him, and to which art must help him
give form. This is not a state order, but an historic demand. Its strength lies in the
objectivity of historic necessity. You cannot pass this by, nor escape its force.

The Formalist school seems to try to be objective. It is disgusted, and not without
reason, with the literary and critical arbitrariness which operates only with tastes
and moods. It seeks precise criteria for classification and valuation. But owing to its
narrow outlook and superficial methods, it is constantly falling into superstitions, such
as graphology and phrenology. These two “schools” have also the task of establishing
purely objective tests for determining human character; such as the number of the
flourishes of one’s pen and their roundness, and the peculiarities of the bumps on the
back of one’s head. One may assume that pen-flourishes and bumps do have some
relation to character; but this relation is not direct, and human character is not at
all exhausted by them. An apparent objectivism based on accidental, secondary and
inadequate characteristics leads inevitably to the worst subjectivism. In the case of the
Formalist school it leads to the superstition of the word. Having counted the adjectives,
and weighed the lines, and measured the rhythms, a Formalist either stops silent with
the expression of a man who does not know what to do with himself, or throws out an
unexpected generalization which contains five per cent of Formalism and ninety-five
per cent of the most uncritical intuition.

In fact, the Formalists do not carry their idea of art to its logical conclusion. If one
is to regard the process of poetic creation only as a combination of sounds or words,
and to seek along these lines the solution of all the problems of poetry, then the only
perfect formula of “poetics” will be this: Arm yourself with a dictionary and create by
means of algebraic combinations and permutations of words, all the poetic works of
the world which have been created and which have not yet been created. Reasoning
“formally” one may produce Fugene Onegin in two ways: either by subordinating the
selection of words to a preconceived artistic idea (as Pushkin himself did), or by solving
the problem algebraically. From the “Formal” point of view, the second method is more
correct, because it does not depend upon mood, inspiration, or other unsteady things,
and has besides the advantage that while leading to Fugene Onegin it may bring
one to an Incalculable number of other great works. All that one needs is infinity in
time, called eternity. But as neither mankind nor the individual poet have eternity
at their disposal, the fundamental source of poetic words will remain, as before, the
preconceived artistic idea understood in the broadest sense, as an accurate thought and
as a clearly expressed personal or social feeling and as a vague mood. In its striving
towards artistic materialization, this subjective idea will be stimulated and jolted by
form and may be sometimes pushed on to a path which was entirely unforeseen. This
simply means that verbal form is not a passive reflection of a preconceived artistic
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idea, but an active element which influences the idea itself. But such an active mutual
relationship — in which form influences and at times entirely transforms content — is
known to us in all fields of social and even biologic life. This is no reason at all for
rejecting Darwinism and Marxism and for the creation of a Formalist school either in
biology or sociology.

Victor Shklovsky, who flits lightly from verbal Formalism to the most subjective val-
uations, assumes a very uncompromising attitude towards the historico-materialistic
theory of art. In a booklet which he published in Berlin, under the title of The March
of the Horse, he formulates in the course of three small pages — brevity is a funda-
mental and, at any rate, an undoubted merit of Shklovsky — five (not four and not
six, but five) exhaustive arguments against the materialist conception of art. Let us
examine these arguments, because it won’t harm us to take a look and see what kind
of chaff is handed out as the last word in scientific thought (with the greatest variety
of scientific references on these same three microscopic pages).

“If the environment and the relations of production,” says Shklovsky, “influenced
art, then would not the themes of art be tied to the places which would correspond to
these relations? But themes are homeless.” Well, and how about butterflies? According
to Darwin, they also “correspond” to definite relations, and yet they flit from place to
place, just like an unweighted litterateur.

It is not easy to understand why Marxism should be supposed to condemn themes
to a condition of serfdom. The fact that different peoples and different classes of the
same people make use of the same themes, merely shows how limited the human
imagination is, and how man tries to maintain an economy of energy in every kind
of creation, even in the artistic. Every class tries to utilize, to the greatest possible
degree, the material and spiritual heritage of another class. Shklovsky’s argument
could be easily transferred into the field of productive technique. From ancient times
on, the wagon has been based on one and the same theme, namely, axles, wheels, and
a shaft. However, the chariot of the Roman patrician was just as well adapted to his
tastes and needs as was the carriage of Count Orlov, fitted out with inner comforts, to
the tastes of this favorite of Catherine the Great. The wagon of the Russian peasant
is adapted to the needs of his household, to the strength of his little horse, and to the
peculiarities of the country road. The automobile, which is undoubtedly a product of
the new technique, shows, nevertheless, the same “theme”, namely, four wheels on two
axles. Yet every time a peasant’s horse shies in terror before the blinding lights of an
automobile on the Russian road at night, a conflict of two cultures is reflected in the
episode.

“If environment expressed itself in novels,” so runs the second argument, “European
science would not be breaking its head over the question of where the stories of A
Thousand and One Nights were made, whether in Egypt, India, or Persia.” To say
that man’s environment, including the artist’s, that is, the conditions of his education
and life, find expression in his art also, does not mean to say that such expression has
a precise geographic, ethnographic and statistical character. It is not at all surprising
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that it is difficult to decide whether certain novels were made in Egypt, India or Persia,
because the social conditions of these countries have much in common. But the very
fact that European science is “breaking its head” trying to solve this question from
these novels themselves, shows that these novels reflect an environment, even though
unevenly. No one can jump beyond himself. Even the ravings of an insane person
contain nothing that the sick man had not received before from the outside world. But
it would be an insanity of another order to regard his ravings as the accurate reflection
of an external world. Only an experienced and thoughtful psychiatrist, who knows the
past of the patient, will be able to find the reflected and distorted bits of reality in
the contents of his ravings. Artistic creation, of course, is not a raving, though it is
also a deflection, a changing and a transformation of reality, in accordance with the
peculiar laws of art. However fantastic art may be, it cannot have at its disposal any
other material except that which is given to it by the world of three dimensions and
by the narrower world of class society. Even when the artist creates heaven and hell,
he merely transforms the experience of his own life into his phantasmagorias, almost
to the point of his landlady’s unpaid bill.

“If the features of class and caste are deposited in art,” continues Shklovsky, “then
how does it come that the various tales of the Great Russians about their nobleman
are the same as their fairy tales about their priest?”

In essence, this is merely a paraphrase of the first argument. Why cannot the fairy
tales about the nobleman and about the priest be the same, and how does this con-
tradict Marxism? The proclamations which are written by well-known Marxists not
infrequently speak of landlords, capitalists, priests, generals and other exploiters. The
landlord undoubtedly differs from the capitalist, but there are cases when they are
considered under one head. Why, then, cannot folk-art in certain cases treat the noble-
man and the priest together, as the representatives of the classes which stand above
the people and which plunder them? In the cartoons of Moor and of Deni, the priest
often stands side by side with the landlord, withont any damage to Marxism.

“If ethnographic traits were reflected in art,” Shklovsky goes on, “the folk-lore about
the peoples beyond the border would not be interchangeable and could not be told by
any one folk about another.”

As you see, there is no letting up here. Marxism does not maintain at all that
ethnographic traits have an independent character. On the contrary, it emphasizes the
all-determining significance of natural and economic conditions in the formation of folk-
lore. The similarity of conditions in the development of the herding and agricultural and
primarily peasant peoples, and the similarity in the character of their mutual influence
upon one another, cannot but lead to the creation of a similar folk-lore. And from the
point of view of the question that interests us here, it makes absolutely no difference
whether these homogeneous themes arose independently among different peoples, as
the reflection of a life-experience which was homogeneous in its fundamental traits
and which was reflected through the homogeneous prism of a peasant imagination, or
whether the seeds of these fairy tales were carried by a favorable wind from place to
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place, striking root wherever the ground turned out to be favorable. It is very likely
that, in reality, these methods were combined.

And finally, as a separate argument — “The reason (i.e., Marxism) is incorrect in the
fifth place” — Shklovsky points to the theme of abduction which goes through Greek
comedy and reaches Ostrovsky. In other words, our critic repeats, in a special form,
his very first argument (as we see, even in so far as formal logic is concerned, all is
not well with our Formalist). Yes, themes migrate from people to people, from class to
class, and even from author to author. This means only that the human imagination is
economical. A new class does not begin to create all of culture from the beginning, hut
enters into possession of the past, assorts it, touches it up, rearranges it, and builds
on it further. If there were no such utilization of the “second-hand” wardrobe of the
ages, historic processes would have no progress at all. If the theme of Ostrovsky’s
drama came to him through the Egyptians and through Greece, then the paper on
which Ostrovsky developed his theme came to him as a development of the Egyptian
papyrus through the Greek parchment. Let us take another and closer analogy: the
fact that the critical methods of the Greek Sophists, who were the pure Formalists of
their day, have penetrated the theoretic consciousness of Shklovsky, does not in the
least change the fact that Shklovsky himself is a very picturesque product of a definite
social environment and of a definite age.

Shklovsky’s destruction of Marxism in five points reminds us very much of those
articles which were published against Darwinism in the magazine The Orthodox
Review in the good old days. If the doctrine of the origin of man from the monkey
were true, wrote the learned Bishop Nikanor of Odessa thirty or forty years ago, then
our grandfathers would have had distinct signs of a tail, or would have noticed such
a characteristic in their grandfathers and grandmothers. Second, as everybody knows,
monkeys can only give birth to monkeys ... Fifth, Darwinism is incorrect, because it
contradicts Formalism — I beg your pardon, I meant to say the formal decisions of the
universal church conferences. The advantage of the learned monk consisted, however,
in the fact that he was a frank passast and took his cue from the Apostle Paul and
not from physics, chemistry or mathematics, as the Futurist, Shklovsky, does.

It is unquestionably true that the need for art is not created by economic conditions.
But neither is the need for food created by economics. On the contrary, the need for
food and warmth creates economics. It is very true that one cannot always go by the
principles of Marxism in deciding whether to reject or to accept a work of art. A work
of art should, in the first place, be judged by its own law, that is, by the law of art.
But Marxism alone can explain why and how a given tendency in art has originated
in a given period of history; in other words, who it was who made a demand for such
an artistic form and not for another, and why.

It would be childish to think that every class can entirely and fully create its own art
from within itself, and, particularly, that the proletariat is capable of creating a new art
by means of closed art guilds or circles, or by the Organization for Proletarian Culture
[Proletkult|, etc. Generally speaking, the artistic work of man is continuous. Each
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new rising class places itself on the shoulders of its preceding one. But this continuity
is dialectic, that is, it finds itself by means of internal repulsions and breaks. New
artistic needs or demands for new literary and artistic points of view are stimulated
by economics, through the development of a new class, and minor stimuli are supplied
by changes in the position of the class, under the influence of the growth of its wealth
and cultural power. Artistic creation Is always a complicated turning inside out of old
forms, under the influence of new stimuli which originate outside of art. In this large
sense of the word, art is a handmaiden. It is not a disembodied element feeding on
itself, but a function of social man indissolubly tied to his life and environment. And
how characteristic it is — if one were to reduce every Social superstition to its absurdity
— that Shklovsky has come to the idea of art’s absolute independence from the social
environment at a period of Russian history when art has revealed with such utter
frankness its spiritual, environmental and material dependence upon definite social
classes, subclasses and groups!

Materialism does not deny the significance of the element of form, either in logic,
jurisprudence, or art. Just as a system of jurisprudence can and must be judged by
its internal logic and consistency, so art can and must be judged from the point of
view of its achievements in form, because there can be no art without them. However,
a juridical theory which attempted to establish the independence of law from social
conditions would be defective at its very base. Its moving force lies in economics —
in class contradictions. The law gives only a formal and an internally harmonized
expression of these phenomena, not of their individual peculiarities, but of their general
character, that is, of the elements that are repetitive and permanent in them. We can
see now with a clarity which is rare in history how new law is made. It is not done by
logical deduction, but by empirical measurement and by adjustment to the economic
needs of the new ruling class. Literature, whose methods and processes have their roots
far back in the most distant past and represent the accumulated experience of verbal
craftsmanship, expresses the thoughts, feelings, moods, points of view and hopes of the
new epoch and of its new class. One cannot jump beyond this. And there is no need
of making the jump, at least, for those who are not serving an epoch already past nor
a class which has already outlived itself.

The methods of formal analysis are necessary, but insufficient. You may count up
the alliterations in popular proverbs, classify metaphors, count up the number of vowels
and consonants in a wedding song. It will undoubtedly enrich our knowledge of folk
art, in one way or another; but if you don’t know the peasant system of sowing, and
the life that is based on it, if you don’t know the part the scythe plays, and if you have
not mastered the meaning of the church calendar to the peasant, of the time when the
peasant marries, or when the peasant women give birth, you will have only understood
the outer shell of folk art, but the kernel will not have been reached. The architectural
scheme of the Cologne cathedral can be established by measuring the base and the
height of its arches, by determining the three dimensions of its naves, the dimensions
and the placement of the columns, etc. But without knowing what a mediaeval city
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was like, what a guild was, or what was the Catholic Church of the Middle Ages, the
Cologne cathedral will never be understood. The effort to set art free from life, to
declare it a craft self-sufficient unto itself, devitalizes and kills art. The very need of
such an operation is an unmistakable symptom of intellectual decline.

The analogy with the theological arguments against Darwinism which was made
above may appear to the reader external and anecdotal. That may be true, to some ex-
tent. But a much deeper connection exists. The Formalist theory inevitably reminds a
Marxist who has done any reading at all of the familiar tunes of a very old philosophic
melody. The jurists and the moralists (to recall at random the German Stammier, and
our own subjectivist Mikhailovsky) tried to prove that morality and law could not be
determined by economics, because economic life was unthinkable outside of juridical
and ethical norms. True, the formalists of law and morals did not go so far as to assert
the complete independence of law and ethics from economics. They recognized a cer-
tain complex mutual relationship of “factors”, and these “factors”, while influencing one
another, retained the qualities of independent substances, coming no one knew whence.
The assertion of complete independence of the aesthetic “factor” from the influence of
social conditions, as is made by Shklovsky, is an instance of specific hyperbole whose
roots, by the way, lie in social conditions too; it is the megalomania of aesthetics
turning our hard reality on its head. Apart from this peculiarity, the constructions
of the Formalists have the same kind of defective methodology that every other kind
of idealism has. To a materialist, religion, law, morals and art represent separate as-
pects of one and the same process of social development. Though they differentiate
themselves from their industrial basis, become complex, strengthen and develop their
special characteristics in detail, politics, religion, law, ethics and aesthetics remain,
none the less, functions of Social man and obey the laws of his social organization.
The idealist, on the other hand, does not see a unified process of historic development
which evolves the necessary organs and functions from within itself, but a crossing or
combining and interacting of certain independent principles — the religious, political,
juridical, aesthetic and ethical substances, which find their origin and explanation in
themselves. The (dialectic) idealism of Hegel arranges these substances (which are the
eternal categories) in some sequence by reducing them to a genetic unity. Regardless
of the fact that this unity with Hegel is the absolute spirit, which divides itself in the
process of its dialectic manifestation into various “factors”, Hegel’s system, because
of its dialectic character, not because of its idealism, gives an idea of historic reality
which is just as good as the idea of a man’s hand that a glove gives when turned inside
out. But the Formalists (and their greatest genius was Kant) do not look at the dy-
namics of development, but at a cross-section of it, on the day and at the hour of their
own philosophic revelation. At the crossing of the line they reveal the complexity and
multiplicity of the object (not of the process, because they do not think of processes).
This complexity they analyze and classify. They give names to the elements, which
are at once transformed into essences, into sub-absolutes, without father or mother;
to wit, religion, politics, morals, law, art. Here we no longer have a glove of history
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turned inside out, but the skin torn from the separate fingers, dried out to a degree
of complete abstraction, and this hand of history turns out to be the product of the
“inter-action” of the thumb, the index, the middle finger, and all the other “factors”.
The aesthetic “factor” is the little finger, the smallest, but not the least beloved.

In biology, vitalism is a variation of the same fetish of presenting the separate as-
pects of the world-process, without understanding its inner relation. A creator is all
that is lacking for a super-social, absolute morality or aesthetics, or for a super-physical
absolute “vital force”. The multiplicity of independent factors, “factors” without begin-
ning or end, is nothing but a masked polytheism. Just as Kantian idealism represents
historically a translation of Christianity into the language of rationalistic philosophy,
so all the varieties of idealistic formalizaton, either openly or secretly, lead to a God,
as the Cause of all causes. In comparison with the oligarchy of a dozen sub-absolutes
of the idealistic philosophy, a single personal Creator is already an element of order.
Herein lies the deeper connection between the Formalist refutations of Marxism and
the theological refutations of Darwinlsm.

The Formalist school represents an abortive idealism applied to the question of art.
The Formalists show a fast ripening religiousness. They are followers of St. John. They
believe that “In the beginning was the Word”. But we believe that in the beginning
was the deed. The word followed, as its phonetic shadow.
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Chapter 6: Proletarian Culture and
Proletarian Art

What Is Proletarian Culture, and Is It Possible? — The Cultural Methods
of the Bourgeoisie and of the Proletariat — The Dictatorship of the Prole-
tariat in Relation to Culture — What is Proletarian Science? — Workingmen-
Poets and the Working-Class — Cosmism — Demyan Biedny.

EVERY ruling class creates its own culture, and consequently, its own art. History
has known the slave-owning cultures of the East and of classic antiquity, the feudal
Culture of mediaeval Europe and the bourgeois culture which now rules the world. It
would follow from this, that the proletariat has also to create its own culture and its
own art.

The question, however, is not as simple as it seems at first glance. Society in which
slave-owners were the ruling class, existed for many and many centuries. The same is
true of Feudalism. Bourgeois culture, if one were to count only from the time of its
open and turbulent manifestation, that is, from the period of the Renaissance, has
existed five centuries, but it did not reach its greatest flowering until the Nineteenth
Century, or, more correctly, the second half of it. History shows that the formation
of a new culture which centers around a ruling class demands considerable time and
reaches completion only at the period preceding the political decadence of that class.

Will the proletariat have enough time to create a “proletarian” culture? In contrast
to the régime of the slave-owners and of the feudal lords and of the bourgeoisie, the
proletariat regards its dictatorship as a brief period of transition. When we wish to
denounce the all-too-optimistic views about the transition to Socialism, we point out
that the period of the social revolution, on a world scale, will last not months and not
years, but decades — decades, but not centuries, and certainly not thousands of years.
Can the proletariat in this time create a new culture? It is legitimate to doubt this,
because the years of social revolution will be years of fierce class struggles in which de-
struction will occupy more room than new construction. At any rate, the energy of the
proletariat itself will be spent mainly in conquering power, in retaining and strengthen-
ing it and in applying it to the most urgent needs of existence and of further struggle.
The proletariat, however, will reach its highest tension and the fullest manifestation of
its class character during this revolutionary period and it will be within such narrow
limits that the possibility of planful, cultural reconstruction will be confined. On the
other hand, as the new regime will be more and more protected from political and
military surprises and as the conditions for cultural creation will become more favor-
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able, the proletariat will be more and more dissolved into a Socialist community and
will free itself from its class characteristics and thus cease to be a proletariat. In other
words, there can be no question of the creation of a new culture, that is, of construction
on a large historic scale during the period of dictatorship. The cultural reconstruction
which will begin when the need of the iron clutch of a dictatorship unparalleled in
history will have disappeared, will not have a class character. This seems to lead to
the conclusion that there is no proletarian culture and that there never will be any
and in fact there is no reason to regret this. The proletariat acquires power for the
purpose of doing away forever with class culture and to make way for human Culture.
We frequently seem to forget this.

The formless talk about proletarian culture, in antithesis to bourgeois culture, feeds
on the extremely uncritical identification of the historic destinies of the proletariat with
those of the bourgeoisie. A shallow and purely liberal method of making analogies of
historic forms has nothing in common with Marxism. There is no real analogy between
the historic development of the bourgeoisie and of the working-class.

The development of bourgeois culture began several centuries before the bourgeoisie
took into its own hands the power of the state by means of a series of revolutions. Even
when the bourgeoisie was a third estate, almost de-. prived of its rights, it played a great
and continually growing part in all the fields of culture. This is especially clear in the
case of architecture. The Gothic churches were not built suddenly, under the impulse
of a religious inspiration. The construction of the Cologne cathedral, its architecture
and its sculpture, sum up the architectural experience of mankind from the time of
the cave and combine the elements of this experience in a new style which expresses
the culture of its own epoch which is, in the final analysis, the social structure and
technique of this epoch. The old pre-bourgeoisie of the guilds was the factual builder
of the Gothic. When it grew and waxed strong, that is, when it became richer, the
bourgeoisie passed through the Gothic stage consciously and actively and created its
own architectural style, not for the church, however, but for its own palaces. With its
basis on the Gothic, it turned to antiquity, especially to Roman architecture and the
Moorish, and applied all these to the conditions and needs of the new city community,
thus creating the Renaissance (Italy at the end of the first quarter of the Fifteenth
Century). Specialists may count the elements which the Renaissance owes to antiquity
and those it owes to the Gothic and may argue as to which side is the stronger. But the
Renaissance only begins when the new social class, already culturally satiated, feels
itself strong enough to come out from under the yoke of the Gothic arch, to look at
Gothic art and on all that preceded it as material for its own disposal, and to use
the technique of the past for its own artistic alms. This refers also to all the other
arts, but with this difference, that because of their greater flexibility, that is, of their
lesser dependence upon utilitarian aims and materials, the “free” arts do not reveal the
dialectics of successive styles with such firm logic as does architecture.

From the time of the Renaissance and of the Reformation which created more
favorable intellectual and political conditions for the bourgeoisie in feudal society, to
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the time of the Revolution which transferred power to the bourgeoisie (in France), there
passed three or four centuries of growth in the material and intellectual force of the
bourgeoisie. The great French Revolution and the wars which grew out of it temporarily
lowered the material level of culture. But later the capitalist r6gime became established
as the “natural” and the “eternal”.

Thus the fundamental processes of the growth of bourgeois culture and of its crys-
tallization into style were determined by the characteristics of the bourgeoisie as a
possessing and exploiting class. The bourgeoisie not only developed materially within
feudal society, entwining itself in various ways with the latter and attracting wealth
into its own hands, but it weaned the intelligentsia to its side and created its cul-
tural foundation (schools, universities, academies, newspapers, magazines) long before
it openly took possession of the state. It is sufficient to remember that the German
bourgeoisie, with its incomparable technology, philosophy, science and art, allowed the
power of the state to lie in the hands of a feudal bureaucratic class as late as 1918 and
decided, or, more correctly, was forced to take power into its own hands only when
the material foundations of German culture began to fall to pieces.

But one may answer: It took thousands of years to create the slave-owning art
and only hundreds of years for the bourgeois art. Why, then, could not proletarian
art be created in tens of years? The technical bases of life are not at all the same
at present and therefore the tempo is also different. This objection, which at first
sight seems convincing, in reality misses the crux of the question. Undoubtedly, in the
development of the new society, the time will come when economics, cultural life and
art will receive the greatest impulse forward. At the present time we can only create
fancies about their tempo. In a society which will have thrown off the pinching and
stultifying worry about one’s daily bread, in which community restaurants will prepare
good, wholesome and tasteful food for all to choose, in which communal laundries will
wash clean everyone’s good linen, in which children, all the children, will be well fed
and strong and gay, and in which they will absorb the fundamental elements of science
and art as they absorb albumen and air and the warmth of the sun, in a society in
which electricity and the radio will not be the crafts they are today, but will come
from inexhaustible sources of super-power at the call of a central button, in which
there will be no “useless mouths”, in which the liberated egotism of man — a mighty
force! — will be directed wholly towards the understanding, the transformation and the
betterment of the universe — in such a society the dynamic development of culture will
be incomparable with anything that went on in the past. But all this will come only
after a climb, prolonged and difficult, which is still ahead of us. And we are speaking
only about the period of the climb.

But is not the present moment dynamic? It is in the highest degree. But its dynam-
ics is centered in politics. The War and the Revolution were dynamic, but very much
at the expense of technology and culture. It is true that the War has produced a long
series of technical inventions. But the poverty which it has produced has put off the
practical application of these inventions for a long time and with this their possibility
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of revolutionizing life. This refers to radio, to aviation, and to many mechanical dis-
coveries. On the other hand, the Revolution lays out the ground for a new society. But
it does so with the methods of the old society, with the class struggle, with violence,
destruction and annihilation. If the proletarian Revolution had not come, mankind
would have been strangled by its own contradictions. The Revolution saved society
and culture, but by means of the most cruel surgery. All the active forces are concen-
trated in politics and in the revolutionary struggle, everything else is shoved back into
the background and everything which is a hindrance is cruelly trampled under foot.
In this process, of course, there is an ebb and flow; military Communism gives place
to the NEP, which, in its turn, passes through various stages. But in its essence, the
dictatorship of the proletariat is not an organization for the production of the culture
of a new society, but a revolutionary and military system struggling for it. One must
not forget this. We think that the historian of the future will place the culminating
point of the old society on the 2" of August, 1914, when the maddened power of
bourgeois culture let loose upon the world the blood and fire of an imperialistic war.
The beginning of the new history of mankind will be dated from November 7, 1917.
The fundamental stages of the development of mankind we think will be established
somewhat as follows: pre-historic “history” of primitive man; ancient history, whose
rise was based on slavery; the Middle Ages, based on serfdom; Capitalism, with free
wage exploitation; and finally, Socialist society, with, let us hope, its painless transition
to a stateless Commune. At any rate, the twenty, thirty, or fifty years of proletarian
world revolution will go down in history as the most difficult climb from one system
to another, but in no case as an independent epoch of proletarian culture.

At present, in these years of respite, some illusions may arise in our Soviet Republic
as regards this. We have put the cultural questions on the order of the day. By project-
ing our present-day problems into the distant future, one can think himself through a
long series of years into proletarian culture. But no matter how important and vitally
necessary our culture building may be, it is entirely dominated by the approach of
European and world revolution. We are, as before, merely soldiers in a campaign. We
are bivouacking for a day. Our shirt has to be washed, our hair has to be cut and
combed and, most important of all the rifle has to be cleaned and oiled. Our entire
present-day economic and cultural work is nothing more than a bringing of ourselves
into order between two battles and two campaigns. The principal battles are ahead
and may be not so far off. Our epoch is not yet an epoch of new culture, but only the
entrance to it. We must, first of all, take possession, politically, of the most important
elements of the old culture, to such an extent, at least, as to be able to pave the way
for a new culture.

This becomes especially clear when one considers the problem as one should, in
its international character. The proletariat was, and remains, a non-possessing class.
This alone restricted it very much from acquiring those elements of bourgeois culture
which have entered into the inventory of mankind forever. In a certain sense, one may
truly say that the proletariat also, at least the European proletariat, had its epoch
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of reformation. This occurred in the second half of the Nineteenth Century, when,
without making an attempt on the power of the state directly, it conquered for itself
under the bourgeois system more favorable legal conditions for development. But, in
the first place, for this period of “reformation” (parliamentarism and social reforms)
which coincides mainly with the period of the Second International, history allowed the
working-class approximately as many decades as it allowed the bourgeoisie centuries. In
the second class, the proletariat, during this preparatory period, did not at all become
a richer class and did not concentrate in its hands material power. On the contrary,
from a social and cultural point of view, it became more and more unfortunate. The
bourgeoisie came into power fully armed with the culture of its time. The proletariat, on
the other hand, comes into power fully armed only with the acute need of mastering
culture. The problem of a proletariat which has conquered power consists, first of
all, in taking into its own hands the apparatus of culture — the industries, schools,
publications, press, theaters, etc. — which did not serve it before, and thus to open up
the path of culture for itself.

Our task in Russia is complicated by the poverty of our entire Cultural tradition and
by the material destruction wrought by the events of the last decade. After the conquest
of power and after almost six years of struggle for its retention and consolidation, our
proletariat is forced to turn all its energies towards the creation of the most elementary
conditions of material existence and of contact with the ABC of culture — ABC in the
true and literal sense of the word. It is not for nothing that we have put to ourselves
the task of having universal literacy in Russia by the tenth anniversary of the Soviet
régime.

Someone may object that I take the concept of proletarian culture in too broad
a sense. That if there may not be a fully and entirely developed proletarian culture,
yet the working-class may succeed in putting its stamp upon culture before it is dis-
solved into a Communist society. Such an objection must be registered first of all as
a serious retreat from the position that there will be a proletarian culture. It is not
to be questioned but that the proletariat, during the time of its dictatorship, will put
its stamp upon culture. However, this is a far cry from a proletarian culture in the
sense of a developed and completely harmonious system of knowledge and of art in all
material and spiritual fields of work. For tens of millions of people for the first time in
history to master reading and writing and arithmetic, is in itself a new cultural fact
of great importance. The essence of the new culture will be not an aristocratic one for
a privileged minority, but a mass culture, a universal and popular one. Quantity will
pass into quality; with the growth of the quantity of culture will come a rise in its level
and a change in its character. But this process will develop only through a series of
historic stages. In the degree to which it is successful it will weaken the class character
of the proletariat and in this way it will wipe out the basis of a proletarian culture.

But how about the upper strata of the working-class? About its intellectual van-
guard? Can one not say that in these circles, narrow though they are, a development of
proletarian culture is already taking place today? Have we not the Socialist Academy?
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Red professors? Some are guilty of putting the question in this very abstract way.
The idea seems to be that it is possible to create a proletarian culture by laboratory
methods. In fact, the texture of culture is woven at the points where the relationships
and inter-actions of the intelligentsia of a class and of the class itself meet. The bour-
geois culture — the technical, political, philosophical and artistic — was developed by
the inter-action of the bourgeoisie and its inventors, leaders, thinkers and poets. The
reader created the writer and the writer created the reader. This is true in an immea-
surably greater degree of the proletariat, because its economics and politics and culture
can be built only on the basis of the creative activity of the masses. The main task of
the proletarian intelligentsia in the immediate future is not the abstract formation of
a new culture regardless of the absence of a basis for it, but definite culture-bearing,
that is, a systematic, planful and, of course, critical imparting to the backward masses
of the essential elements of the culture which already exists. It is impossible to create
a class culture behind the backs of a class. And to build culture in cooperation with
the working-class and in close contact with its general historic rise, one has to build
Socialism, even though in the rough. In this process, the class characteristics of society
will not become stronger, but, on the contrary, will begin to dissolve and to disappear
in direct ratio to the success of the Revolution. The liberating significance of the dic-
tatorship of the proletariat consists in the fact that it is temporary — for a brief period
only — that it is a means of clearing the road and of laying the foundations of a society
without classes and of a culture based upon solidarity.

In order to explain the idea of a period of culture-bearing in the development of the
working-class more concretely, let us consider the historic succession not of classes, but
of generations. Their continuity is expressed in the fact that each one of them, given
a developing and not a decadent society, adds its treasure to the past accumulations
of culture. But before it can do so, each new generation must pass through a stage of
apprenticeship. It appropriates existing culture and transforms it in its own way, mak-
ing it more or less different from that of the older generation. But this appropriation
is not, as yet, a new creation, that is, it is not a creation of new cultural values, but
only a premise for them. To a certain degree, that which has been said may also be
applied to the destinies of the working masses which are rising towards epoch-making
creative work. One has only to add that before the proletariat will have passed out
of the stage of cultural apprenticeship, it will have ceased to be a proletariat. Let us
also not forget that the upper layer of the bourgeois third estate passed its cultural
apprenticeship under the roof of feudal society; that while still within the womb of
feudal society it surpassed the old ruling estates culturally and became the instigator
of culture before it came into power. It is different with the proletariat in general and
with the Russian proletariat in particular. The proletariat is forced to take power be-
fore it has appropriated the fundamental elements of bourgeois culture; it is forced to
overthrow bourgeois society by revolutionary violence for the very reason that society
does not allow it access to culture. The working-class strives to transform the state
apparatus into a powerful pump for quenching the cultural thirst of the masses. This is
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a task of immeasurable historic importance. But, if one is not to use words lightly, it is
not as yet a creation of a special proletarian culture. “Proletarian culture”, “proletarian
art”, etc., in three cases out of ten is used uncritically to designate the culture and the
art of the coming Communist society, in two cases out often to designate the fact that
special groups of the proletariat are acquiring separate elements of pre-proletarian cul-
ture, and finally, in five cases out of ten, it represents a jumble of concepts and words
out of which one can make neither head nor tail.

Here is a recent example, one of a hundred, where a slovenly, uncritical and dan-
gerous use of the term “proletarian culture” is made. “The economic basis and its
corresponding system of superstructures,” writes Sizoff, “form the cultural character-
istics of an epoch (feudal, bourgeois or proletarian).” Thus the epoch of proletarian
culture is placed here on the same plane as that of the bourgeois. But that which is here
called the proletarian epoch is only a brief transition from one social-cultural system to
another, from Capitalism to Socialism. The establishment of the bourgeois régime was
also preceded by a transitional epoch. But the bourgeois Revolution tried, successfully,
to perpetuate the domination of the bourgeoisie, while the proletarian Revolution has
for its aim the liquidation of the proletariat as a class in as brief a period as possible.
The length of this period depends entirely upon the success of the Revolution. Is it
not amazing that one can forget this and place the proletarian cultural epoch on the
same plane with that of feudal and bourgeois culture?

But if this is so, does it follow that we have no proletarian science? Are we not to
say that the materialistic conception of history and the Marxist criticism of political
economy represent invaluable scientific elements of a proletarian culture?

Of course, the materialistic conception of history and the labor theory of value have
an immeasurable significance for the arming of the proletariat as a class and for science
in general. There is more true science in the Communist Manifesto alone than in
all the libraries of historical and historico-pholosophical compilations, speculations and
falsifications of the professors. But can one say that Marxism represents a product of
proletarian culture? And can one say that we are already making use of Marxism, not
in political battles only, but in broad scientific tasks as well?

Marx and Engels came out of the ranks of the petty bourgeois democracy and,
of course, were brought up on its culture and not on the culture of the proletariat.
If there had been no working-class, with its strikes, struggles, sufferings and revolts,
there would, of course, have been no scientific Communism, because there would have
been no historical necessity for it. But its theory was formed entirely on the basis of
bourgeois culture both scientific and political, though it declared a fight to the finish
upon that culture. Under the pressure of capitalistic contradictions, the universalizing
thought of the bourgeois democracy, of its boldest, most honest, and most far-sighted
representatives, rises to the heights of a marvelous renunciation, armed with all the
critical weapons of bourgeois science. Such is the origin of Marxism.

The proletariat found its weapon in Marxism not at once, and not fully even to this
day. Today this weapon serves political aims almost primarily and exclusively. The
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broad realistic application and the methodologic development of dialectic materialism
are still entirely in the future. Only in a Socialist society will Marxism cease to be
a one-sided weapon of political struggle and become a means of scientific creation, a
most important element and instrument of spiritual culture.

All science, in greater or lesser degree, unquestionably reflects the tendencies of the
ruling class. The more closely science attaches itself to the practical tasks of conquering
nature (physics, chemistry, natural science In general), the greater is its non-class and
human contribution. The more deeply science is connected with the social mechanism
of exploitation (political economy), or the more abstractly it generalizes the entire
experience of mankind (psychology, not in its experimental, physiological sense but
in its so-called “philosophic sense”), the more does it obey the class egotism of the
bourgeoisie and the less significant is its contribution to the general sum of human
knowledge. In the domain of the experimental sciences, there exist different degrees
of scientific integrity and objectivity, depending upon the scope of the generalizations
made. As a general rule, the bourgeois tendencies have found a much freer place for
themselves in the higher spheres of methodological philosophy, of Weltanschauung. It
is therefore necessary to clear the structure of science from the bottom to the top, or,
more correctly, from the top to the bottom, because one has to begin from the upper
stories. But it would be naive to think that the proletariat must revamp critically all
science inherited from the bourgeoisie, before applying it to Socialist reconstruction.
This is just the same as saying with the Utopian moralists: before building a new society,
the proletariat must rise to the heights of Communist ethics. As a matter of fact, the
proletariat will reconstruct ethics as well as science radically, but he will do so after he
will have constructed a new society, even though in the rough. But are we not traveling
in a vicious circle? How is one to build a new society with the aid of the old science
and the old morals? Here we must bring in a little dialectics, that very dialectics which
we now put so uneconomically into lyric poetry and into our office bookkeeping and
into our cabbage soup and into our porridge. In order to begin work, the proletarian
vanguard needs certain points of departure, certain scientific methods which liberate
the mind from the ideologic yoke of the bourgeoisie; it is mastering these; in part has
already mastered them. It has tested its fundamental method in many battles, under
various conditions. But this is a long way from proletarian science. A revolutionary class
cannot stop its struggle, because the Party has not yet decided whether it should or
should not accept the hypothesis of electrons and ions, the psycho-analytical theory of
Freud, the new mathematical discoveries of relativity, etc. True, after it has conquered
power, the proletariat will find a much greater opportunity for mastering science and
for revising it. This is more easily said than done. The proletariat cannot postpone
Socialist reconstruction until the time when its new scientists, many of whom are still
running about in short trousers, will test and clean all the instruments and all the
channels of knowledge. The proletariat rejects what is clearly unnecessary, false and
reactionary, and in the various fields of its reconstruction makes use of the methods
and conclusions of present-day science, taking them necessarily with the percentage
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of reactionary class-alloy which is contained in them. The practical result will justify
itself generally and on the whole, because such a use when controlled by a Socialist
goal will gradually manage and select the methods and conclusions of the theory. And
by that time there will have grown up scientists who are educated under the new
conditions. At any rate, the proletariat will have to carry its Socialist reconstruction
to quite a high degree, that is, provide for real material security and for the satisfaction
of society culturally before it will be able to carry out a general purification of science
from top to bottom. I do not mean to say by this anything against the Marxist work
of criticism, which many in small circles and in seminars are trying to carry through in
various fields. This work is necessary and fruitful. It should be extended and deepened
in every way. But one has to maintain the Marxian sense of the measure of things to
count up the specific gravity of such experiments and efforts today in relation to the
general scale of our historic work.

Does the foregoing exclude the possibility that even in the period of revolutionary
dictatorship, there might appear eminent scientists, inventors, dramatists and poets
out of the ranks of the proletariat? Not in the least. But it would be extremely light-
minded to give the name of proletarian culture, even to the most valuable achievements
of individual representatives of the working-class. One cannot turn the concept of
culture into the small change of individual daily living and determine the success of
a class culture by the proletarian passports of individual inventors or poets. Culture
is the organic sum of knowledge and capacity which characterizes the entire society,
or at least its ruling class. It embraces and penetrates all fields of human work and
unifies them into a system. Individual achievements rise above this level and elevate
it gradually.

Does such an organic inter-relation exist between our present-day proletarian poetry
and the cultural work of the working-class in its entirety? It is quite evident that it
dees not. Individual workers or groups of workers are developing contacts with the art
which was created by the bourgeois intelligentsia and are making use of its technique,
for the time being, in quite an eclectic manner. But is it for the purpose of giving
expression to their own internal proletarian world? The fact is that it is far from being
so. The work of the proletarian poets lacks an organic quality, which is produced only
by a profound interaction between art and the development of culture in general. We
have the literary works of talented and gifted proletarians, but that is not proletarian
literature. However, they may prove to be some of its springs.

It is possible that in the work of the present generation many germs and roots
and springs will be revealed to which some future descendant will trace the various
sectors of the culture of the future, just as our present-day historians of art trace the
theater of Ibsen to the church mystery, or Impressionism and Cubism to the paintings
of the monks. In the economy of art, as in the economy of nature, nothing is lost, and
everything is connected in the large. But factually, concretely, vitally, the present-day
work of the poets who have sprung from the proletariat is not developing at all in
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accordance with the plan which is behind the process of preparing the conditions of
the future Socialist culture, that is, the process of elevating the masses.

The proletarian poets were greatly pained and aroused against Dubovskoy because
of an article in which he expressed — side by side with ideas which seem to be doubtful —
a series of truths which are a little bitter, but fundamentally indisputable. Dubovskoy’s
conclusion is that proletarian poetry does not lie in the Kuznitsa group, but in the
local factory newspapers, written by anonymous authors. The thought here is true
though it is expressed paradoxically. One might with as much reason say that the
proletarian Shakespeares and Goethes are running about barefoot somewhere today
in the elementary schools. Undoubtedly the work of the factory poets is much more
organic, in the sense of its being connected with the life, environment and interests
of the working masses. Nonetheless, it is not proletarian literature, but it expresses in
writing the molecular process of the cultural rise of the proletariat. We have already
explained above that this is not one and the same thing. The letters of the workers,
the local poets, the complainants, are carrying on a great cultural work, breaking up
the ground and preparing it for future sowing. But a cultural and artistic harvest of
full value will be — happily! — Socialist and not “proletarian”.

Pletnev, in an interesting article on the methods of proletarian poetry, expresses
the thought that the works of the proletarian poets, apart from their artistic value, are
significant because of their direct contact with the life of a class. By giving examples of
proletarian poetry Pletnev shows convincingly the changes in the moods of the worker
poets and their relation to the general development of the life and struggles of the
proletariat. Pletnev proves irrefutably by this that the products of proletarian poetry
—not all, but many — are significant cultural and historical documents. But this does not
at all mean that they are artistic documents. “Let us suppose, if you please, that these
poems are weak, old in form, illiterate,” says Pletnev, in characterizing one of the worker
poets who rose from a prayerful mood to a militant revolutionary one — “but do they
not mark just the same the growth of the proletarian poet?” Undoubtedly; the weak,
the colorless and even the illiterate poems may reflect the path of the political growth
of a poet and of a class and may have an immeasurable significance as a symptom
of culture. But weak and, what is more, illiterate poems do not make up proletarian
poetry, because they do not make up poetry at all. It is extremely interesting that,
while tracing the political evolution of the worker poets which went hand in hand
with the revolutionary growth of the class, Pletnev justly points out that among the
proletarian writers there has been a breaking away from their class during the latter
years, especially since the beginning of the New Economic Policy. Pletnev explains
“the crisis of proletarian poetry” and the simultaneous trend towards Formalism and
towards Philistinism by the neglect of the poets by the Party. From this it has resulted
that the poets “have not resisted the colossal pressure of bourgeois ideology and have
given way, or are giving way”. The explanation is clearly insufficient. What kind of
colossal pressure of bourgeois ideology exists among us? One should not exaggerate.
Let us not quarrel about whether the Party could have done more for proletarian
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poetry than it has done. But this alone no more covers the question of why this poetry
lacks the power of resistance than does the violent “class” gesture (in the manner of the
manifesto of “Kuznitsa”) compensate it for its insufficient power of resistance. The fact
is that in the pre.revolutionary period, and during the first period of the Revolution,
the proletarian poets regarded versification not as an art which had its own laws, but as
one of the means of complaining of one’s sad fate, or of expressing one’s revolutionary
mood. The proletarian poets approached poetry as an art and as a craft only during
these latter years, after the tension of the civil war was relaxed. Then it became clear
that the proletariat had not yet created a cultural background in art, but that the
bourgeois intelligentsia had such a background for better or for worse. It is not the
fact that the Party or its leaders did “not help sufficiently”, but that the masses were
not artistically prepared; and art, just as science, demands preparation. Our proletariat
has its political culture, within limits sufficient for securing its dictatorship, but it has
no artistic culture. While the proletarian poets marched in the general ranks of the
military, their poems, as was said above, retained the importance of revolutionary
documents. But when these poets were faced with the problems of craftsmanship and
art, they began to seek for themselves willy-nilly a new environment. It is, therefore,
not a matter of their being neglected — the cause lies in a deeper historic condition.
However, this does not mean that the worker poets who are passing through a crisis
have been lost entirely for the proletariat. Let us hope that some, at least, will come
out stronger from this crisis. Still, it doesn’t look as if the present groups of worker
poets are destined to lay immutable foundations for a new great poetry. Most likely
this will be the privilege of distant generations, which, too, will have to pass through
crises. For there will be plenty of ideologic and cultural deviations, waverings and errors
for a long time to come, the cause of which will lie in the cultural immaturity of the
working-class.

The study of literary technique alone is a necessary stage and it is not a brief one.
Technique is noticed most markedly in the case of those who have not mastered it.
One can say with full justice about many of the young proletarian writers that it is
not they who are the masters of technique, but that the technique is their master. For
the more talented, this is merely a disease of growth. But they who refuse to master
technique will come to look “unnatural”, imitative, and even buffoon-like. It would be
monstrous to conclude from this that the technique of bourgeols art is not necessary to
the workers. Yet there are many who fall into this error. “Give us,” they say, “something
even pock-marked, but our own.” This is false and untrue. A pock-marked art is no art
and is therefore not necessary to the working masses. Those who believe in a “pock-
marked” art are imbued to a considerable extent with contempt for the masses and
are like the breed of politicians who have no faith in class power but who flatter and
praise the class when “all is well”. On the heels of the demagogues come the sincere
fools who have taken up this simple formula of a pseudo-proletarian art. This is not
Marxism, but reactionary populism, falsified a little to suit a “proletarian” ideology.
Proletarian art should not be second-rate art. One has to learn regardless of the fact
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that learning carries within itself certain dangers because out of necessity one has to
learn from one’s enemies. One has to learn and the importance of such organizations
as the Proletkult [the Organization for Proletarian Culture| cannot be measured by
the rapidity with which they create a new literature, but by the extent to which they
help elevate the literary level of the working-class, beginning with its upper strata.

Such terms as “proletarian literature” and “proletarian culture” are dangerous, be-
cause they erroneously compress the Culture of the future into the narrow limits of the
present day. They falsify perspectives, they violate proportions, they distort standards
and they cultivate the arrogance of small circles which is most dangerous.

But if we are to reject the term “proletarian culture”, what shall we do with the
Proletkult? Let us agree, then, that the Proletkult means to work for proletarian
culture, that is, to struggle obstinately to raise the cultural level of the working-class.
In truth, such an interpretation will not diminish the importance of the Proletkult by
one iota.

In their manifesto already mentioned, the proletarian writers of Kuznitsa declare
that “style is class”, and that therefore the writers who are outsiders socially are unable
to create a style of art which would correspond to the nature of the proletariat. It would
follow from this that the Kuznitsa group is proletarian both in its composition and
in its tendency and that it is creating a proletarian art.

“Style is class.” However, style is not born with a class at all. A class finds its style
in extremely complex ways. It would be very simple if a writer, just because he was a
proletarian, loyal to his class, could stand at the crossing of the roads and announce:
“I am the style of the proletariat!” “Style is class” — not alone in art, but above all in
politics. Politics is the only field in which the proletariat has really created its own
style. But how? Not at all by means of a simple syllogism: each class has its own
style; the proletariat is a class; it assigns to such and such a proletarian group the
task of formulating its political style. No! The road is far more complex. The elabora-
tion of proletarian politics went through economic strikes, through a struggle for the
right to organize, through the Utopian schools of the English and the French, through
the workers’ participation in revolutionary struggles under the leadership of bourgeois
democrats, through the Communist Manifesto, through the establishment of the So-
cialist Party which, however, subordinated itself to the “style” of other classes, through
the split among the Socialists and the organization of the Communists, through the
struggle of the Communists for a united front, and it will go through a whole series
of other stages which are still ahead of us. All the energy of the proletariat which
remains at its disposal after meeting the elementary demands of life, has gone and
is going towards the elaboration of this political “style” while, on the contrary, the
historic rise of the bourgeoisie took place with a comparative evenness in all fields of
social life. That is, the bourgeoisie grew rich, organized itself, shaped itself philosophi-
cally and aesthetically and accumulated habits of government. On the other hand, the
whole process of self-determination of the proletariat, a class unfortunate economically,
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assumes an intensely one-sided, revolutionary and political character and reaches its
highest expression in the Communist Party.

If we were to compare the rise in art with the rise in politics, we would have to say
that here at the present time we find ourselves approximately in the same stage as when
the first faint movements of the masses coincided with the efforts of the intelligentsia
and of a few workers to construct Utopian systems. We heartily hope that the poets
of Kuznitsa will contribute to the art of the future, if not to a proletarian, at least
to a Socialist art. But to recognize the monopoly of Kuznitsa to express “proletarian
style” at the present super-primitive stage of the process would be an unpardonable
error. The activity of Kuznitsa in relation to the proletariat is carried on the same
plane as that of “Lef” and “Krug” and the other groups which try to find an artistic
expression for the Revolution, and, in all honesty, we do not know which one of these
contributions will prove to be the biggest.

For instance, many proletarian poets have an undoubted trace of Futurist influence.
The talented Kazin has imbibed the elements of Futurist technique. Bezimensky is
unthinkable without Mayakovsky, and Bezimensky is a hope.

Kuznitsa’s manifesto pictures the present situation in art as extremely dark and
makes the following indictment: “the NEP-stage of the Revolution found itself sur-
rounded by an art which resembles the grimaces of a gorilla.” “Money is assigned for
everything ... We have no Belinskys. Twilight hangs over the desert of art. We raise our
voices and we lift the Red Flag ...” etc., etc. They speak with great eloquence and even
pompously of proletarian art sometimes as an art of the future and sometimes as an art
of the present. “The monolith of class creates art in its own image only and in its own
likeness. Its peculiar language, polyphonous, multi-colored and multi-imaged ... pro-
motes the might of a great style by its simplicity, clarity and precision.” But if all this
is true, why is there a desert of art and why the twilight over the desert? This evident
contradiction can only be understood in the sense that the authors of this manifesto
contrast the art which is protected by the Soviet Government and which is a desert
covered by twilight with the proletarian art of big canvases and great style, which,
however, is not getting the necessary recognition because there are no “Belinskys” and
because the place of the Belinskys is taken by “a few comrades, publicists from our
ranks, who were accustomed to draw cart-shafts”’. At the risk of being included among
the cart-shaft order, I must say, however, that the manifesto of Kuznitsa is not pen-
etrated with the spirit of class Messianism, but with the spirit of an arrogant small
circle. Kuznitsa speaks of itself as the exclusive carrier of revolutionary art in the
same terms as do the Futurists, Imagists, “Serapion Fraternity” and the others. Where
is that “art of the big canvas, of the large style, that monumental art”” Where, oh,
where is it? No matter how one may value the works of individual poets who are of
proletarian origin — and they need careful and strictly individualized criticism — there
is, nevertheless, no proletarian art. One must not play with big words. It is not true
that a proletarian style exists and that it is a big and monumental one at that. Where
is it? And in what? And why? The proletarian poets are going through an apprentice-
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ship, and the influence of other schools, principally the Futurist, can be found without
using, so to speak, the microscopic methods of the Formalist school. This is not said
as a reproach, for it is no sin. But nionumental proletarian styles cannot be created by
means of manifestos.

Our authors complain that there are no “Belinskys”. If we were in need of juridical

proof that the work of Kuznitsa is imbued with the moods of the isolated little world
of the intelligentsia or of a little circle or school, we should find the material evidence
for this in this phrase in minor key: “There are no Belinskys.” Of course Belinsky is
referred to here not as a person, but as the representative of a dynasty of Russian social
critics, the inspirers and directors of the old literature. But our friends of Kuznitsa do
not seem to understand that this dynasty ceased to exist when the proletarian masses
appeared on the political arena. In a way, and in a very essential way, Plekhanov was
the Marxist Belinsky, the last representative of this noble dynasty of publicists. The
historic role of the Belinskys was to open up a breathing hole into social life by means
of literature. Literary criticism took the place of politics and was a preparation for
it. But that which was merely a hint for Belinsky and for the later representatives
of radical publicism, has taken on in our day the flesh and blood of October and has
become Soviet reality. If Belinsky, Tchernischevsky, Dobrolubov, Pisarev, Mikhailovsky,
Plekhanov, were each in his own way the inspirers of social literature, or, what is more,
the literary inspirers of an incipient social life, then does not our whole social life at
the present time with its politics, its press, its meetings, its institutions, appear as
the sufficient interpreter of its own ways? We have placed our entire social life under
a projector, the light of Marxism illumines all the stages of our struggle and every
institution is critically sounded from all sides. To sigh for the Belinskys under such
a condition, is to reveal — alas I — the isolation of an intelligentsia group, entirely in
the style (far from monumental) of the most pious populists of the left — the Ivanov
Razumniks. “There are no Belinskys.” But Belinsky was not a literary critic; he was
a socially-minded leader of his epoch. And if Vissarion Belinsky could be transported
alive into our times, he probably would be — let us not conceal this from the Kuznitsa
— a member of the Politbureau. And, furious, he would most likely start drawing a
cart-shaft. Did he not complain that he whose nature was to howl like a jackal, had to
emit melodious notes?
It is not accidental that the poetry of small circles falls into the flat romanticism of
“Cosmism” when it tries to overcome its isolation. The idea here approximately is that
one should feel the entire world as a unity and oneself as an active part of that unity,
with the prospect of commanding in the future not only the earth, but the entire
cosmos. All this, of course, is very splendid, and terribly big. We came from Kursk and
from Kaluga, we have conquered all Russia recently, and now we are going on towards
world revolution. But are we to stop at the boundaries of “planetism” Let us put the
proletarian hoop on the barrel of the universe at once. What can be simpler? This is
familiar business: we’ll cover it all with our hat!
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Cosmism seems, or may seem, extremely bold, vigorous, revolutionary and prole-
tarian. But in reality, Cosmism contains the suggestion of very nearly deserting the
complex and difficult problems of art on earth so as to escape into the interstellar
spheres. In this way Cosmism turns out quite suddenly to be akin to mysticism. It is
a very difficult task to put the starry kingdom into one’s own artistic world, and to do
this in some sort of a conative way, not only in a contemplative, and to do this quite
independently of how much one is acquainted with astronomy. Still, it is not an urgent
task. And it seems that the poets are becoming Cosmists, not because the population
of the Milky Way is knocking at their doors and demanding an answer, but because the
problems of earth are lending themselves to artistic expression with so much difficulty
that it makes them feel like jumping into another world. However, it takes more than
calling oneself a Cosmist to catch stars from heaven, especially as there is so much
more interstellar emptiness in the universe than there are stars. Let them beware lest
this doubtful tendency to fill up the gaps in one’s point of view and in one’s artistic
work with the thinness of interstellar spaces, lead some of the Cosmists to the most
subtle of matters, namely, to the Holy Ghost in which there are quite enough poetic
dead bodies already at rest.

The nets and lassos thrown over the proletarian poets are the more dangerous,
because these poets are almost all young, some of them still hardly out of their teens.
The majority of them were awakened to poetry by the victory of the Revolution. They
did not enter it as people already formed, but were carried along on the wings of
spontaneity and by the storm and the hurricane. But this primitive intoxication affected
all the bourgeois writers as well, who afterwards paid for it by a reactionary, mystic
and every other kind of heavy head. The real difficulties and tests began when the
rhythm of the Revolution slowed down, when the objective aims became more cloudy
and when it was no longer possible simply to swim with the waves and to swallow
and emit inspired bubbles, but one had to look around, dig oneself in and sum up the
situation. Then it was that the temptation came to jump straight off into the cosmos!
But the earth? As in the case of the mystics, it may prove simply to be a springboard
to the cosmos.

The revolutionary poets of our period are in need of being tempered — and a moral
hardening is here more inseparable from an intellectual one than anywhere else. What is
necessary here is a stable, flexible, activist point of view, saturated with facts and with
an artistic feeling for the world. To understand and perceive truly not in a journalistic
way but to feel to the very bottom the section of time in which we live, one has to
know the past of mankind, its life, its work, its struggles, its hopes, its defeats, and
its achievements. Astronomy and cosmogony are good things! But first of all, one has
to know the history of mankind and the laws, the concrete facts, the picturesqueness
and the personalities of contemporary life.

It is curious that those who make abstract formulas of proletarian poetry usually
pass the poet by who, more than anyone else, has the right to be called the poet
of revolutionary Russia. No complex critical methods are needed to determine his
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tendencies or his social bases. Demyan Biedny is here in the whole, made out of one
piece. He is not a poet who has approached the Revolution, who has come down to it,
who has accepted it. He is a Bolshevik whose weapon is poetry. And in this lies Demyan
Biedny’s exclusive power. The Revolution is, for him, no material for creation, but the
highest authority, which has placed him at his post. His work is a social service not
only in the final analysis, as all art 15, but subjectively, in the consciousness of the poet
himself. And this has been true from the very first days of his historic service. He grew
up in the Party, he lived through the various phases of its development, he learned to
think and to feel with his class from day to day and to reproduce this world of thoughts
and feelings in concentrated form in the language of verses which have the shrewdness
of fables, the sadness of songs, the boldness of couplets, as well as indignation and
appeal. There is nothing of the dilettante in his anger and in his hatred. He hates with
the well-placed hatred of the most revolutionary Party in the world. Some of his things
have the power of a great and finished art, but there is also much of the newspaper in
him, of a daily and second-rate newspaper at that. Not only in those rare cases when
Apollo calls him to the holy sacrifice does Demyan Biedny create, but day in and day
out, as the events and the Central Committee of the Party demand. But taken in its
entirety, his work represents the most unusual and unique phenomenon in its way. Let
those little poets of various schools who like to sniff at Demyan Biedny and to call him
a newspaper feuilleton writer (sic!) dig in their memory and find another poet who by
his verses has influenced so directly and actively the masses, the working and peasant
masses, the Red Army masses, the many-millioned masses, during the greatest of all
epochs.

Demyan Biedny does not seek new forms. He even emphasizes the fact that he uses
the sacred old forms. But they are resurrected and re-born in his work, as an invaluable
mechanism for the transmission of Bolshevist ideas. Demyan Biedny did not and will
not create a school he himself was created by the school, called the Russian Communist
Party, for the needs of a great epoch which will not come again. If one could free oneself
from a metaphysical concept of proletarian culture and could regard the question from
the point of view of what the proletariat reads, what it needs, what absorbs it, what
impels it to action, what elevates its cultural level and so prepares the ground for a
new art, then the work of Demyan Biedny would appear as proletarian and popular
literature, that is, literature vitally needed by an awakened people. If this is not “true”
poetry, it is something more than that.

The great historic figure, Ferdinand Lasalle, wrote at one time to Marx and Engels
in London: “How willingly I would leave unwritten that which I know, in order to
realize only part of that which I am “capable of”. In the spirit of these words, Demyan
Biedny could say about himself: “I willingly leave to others to write in new and more
complicated form about the Revolution, that I myself may write in the old form forthe
Revolution.”
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Chapter 7: Communist Policy
Toward Art

Revolutionary Art Not Produced by Workers Alone — Leisure and Po-
litical Indifference Of True Intelligentsia as Factors in Creative Art — The
Functions of the Communist Party in Relation to Art — Social Cataclysm
and the Continuity of Art and Culture

THERE are Marxists in literature who have taken an arrogant attitude toward
Futurists, the “Serapion Fraternity”, Imagists and all the “fellow-travellers” in general,
together or separately. That is why it has become quite the thing to run down Pilnyak
and the Futurists have become quite adept at this. It is unquestionably true that Pil-
nyak is irritating because of some of his peculiarities. He is too light in great questions;
he shows off too much and his mortar is too full of lyricism. But Pilnyak has shown
the Revolution from the angle of the peasant in the provinces splendidly, and he has
shown us the cattle-car — thanks to Pilnyak all these stand before us immeasurably
clearer and more tangible than ever before. And how about Vsevolod Ivanov? Have
we not discovered Russia and felt its vastness, its ethnographic variety, its backward-
ness and its sweep better after reading his Guerilla-fighters, The Armored Train, The
Blue Sands, in spite of all their sins in construction, their unevenness of style, and
even their oleographics? Does anyone really think that this Imagist knowledge can be
replaced with Futurist hyperboles or with the monotonous singing of syllables or with
journalistic articles which, day in day out, combine the same three hundred words in
a different way? Throw out Pilnyak and Vsevolod Ivanov from our life and we shall be
considerably the poorer. The organizers of the campaign against the fellow-travellers
— a campaign which shows an insufficient concern about perspectives and proportions
— have selected Voronsky as one of their targets, the editor of the Krasnaya Nov
and the leader of “Krug’;s” publishing house. We think that Voronsky is carrying out
a great literary and cultural work under the direction of the Party and, indeed, it is
much easier to decree a Communist art in a little article than to participate in the
drudgery of its preparation!

In the question of form, our critics, hewed to the line taken by the almanac Ras-
pad some time ago (in 1908). But after all, one has to understand and sum up the
differences in historic situations and the rearrangement of forces which has taken place
since then. At that time we were a party driven underground. The revolution was
retreating and the counter-revolution of Stolypin and of the anarchists and mystics
was advancing along the entire line. In the Party itself, the intelligentsia played a dis-
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proportionately big part, and the groups of intelligentsia of various political shades
exercised an influence upon one another. Under such conditions, for the self-protection
of our ideology, a violent resistance to the literary moods of the reaction which began
after 1905 was needed.

At the present time an entirely different process is taking place, a process that
is fundamentally the reverse. The law of social attraction (towards the ruling class)
which, in the last analysis, determines the creative work of the intelligentsia, is now
operating to our advantage. One has to keep this fact in mind when shaping a political
attitude toward art.

It is untrue that revolutionary art can be created only by workers. Just because the
revolution is a working-class revolution, it releases — to repeat what was said before
— very little working-class energy for art. During the French Revolution, the greatest
works which, directly or indirectly, reflected it, were created not by French artists, but
by German, English, and others. The French bourgeoisie, which was directly concerned
with making the revolution, could not give up a sufficient quantity of its strength to
re-create and to perpetuate its imprint. This is still more true of the proletariat, which,
though it has culture in politics, has little culture in art. The intelligentsia, aside from
the advantages of its qualifications in form, has also the odious privilege of holding a
passive political position, which is marked by a greater or lesser degree of hostility or
friendliness towards the October Revolution.

It is not surprising, then, that this contemplative intelligentsia is able to give, and
does give, a better artistic reproduction of the revolution than the proletariat which
has made the revolution, though the re-creations of the intelligentsia are somewhat off
line. We know very well the political limitations, the instability and the unreliability of
the fellow travellers. But if we should eliminate Pilnyak, with his The Naked Year, the
“Serapion Fraternity” with Vsevolod Ivanov, Tikhonov, and Polonskaya, if we should
eliminate Mayakovsky and Yessenin, is there anything that will remain for us but a
few unpaid promissory notes of a future proletarian literature? Especially as Demyan
Biedny, who cannot be counted among the “fellow travellers” and who, we hope, cannot
be eliminated from revolutionary literature, cannot be related to proletarian literature
in the sense as defined by the manifesto of the Kuznitsa. What will remain then?

Does that mean that the party, quite in opposition to its nature, occupies a purely
eclectic position in the field of art? This argument, which seems so crushing, is, in
reality, extremely childish. The Marxian method affords an opportunity to estimate
the development of the new art, to trace all its sources, to help the most progressive
tendencies by a critical illumination of the road, but it does not do more than that.
Art must make its own way and by its own means. The Marxian methods are not
the same as the artistic. The party leads the proletariat but not the historic processes
of history. There are domains in which the party leads, directly and imperatively.
There are domains in which it only cooperates. There are, finally, domains in which
it only orients itself. The domain of art is not one in which the party is called upon
to command. It can and must protect and help it, but it can only lead it indirectly. It
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can and must give the additional credit of its confidence to various art groups, which
are striving sincerely to approach the revolution and so help an artistic formulation
of the revolution. And at any rate, the party cannot and will not take the position of
a literary circle which is struggling and merely competing with other literary circles.
The party stands guard over the historic interests of the working class in its entirety.
Because it prepares consciously and step by step the ground for a new culture and
therefore for a new art, it regards the literary “fellow travellers” not as the competitors
of the writers of the working class, but as the real or potential helpers of the working
class in the big work of reconstruction. The party understands the episodic character
of the literary groups of a transition period and estimates them, not from the point of
view of the class passports of the individual gentlemen literati, but from the, point of
view of the place which these groups occupy and can occupy in preparing a socialist
culture. If it is not possible to determine the place of any given group today, then the
party as a party will wait patiently and gracefully. Individual critics or readers may
sympathise with one group or another in advance. The party, as a whole, protects
the historic interests of the working class and must be more objective and wise. Its
caution must be double-edged. If the party does not put its stamp of approval on the
Kuznitsa, just because workers write for it, it does not, in advance, repel any given
literary group, even from the intelligentsia, insofar as such a group tries to approach
the revolution and tries to strengthen one of its links — a link is always a weak point —
between the city and the village, or between the party member and the non-partisan,
or between the intelligentsia and the workers.

Does not such a policy mean, however, that the party is going to have an unprotected
flank on the side of art? This is a great exaggeration. The party will repel the clearly
poisonous, disintegrating tendencies of art and will guide itself by its political standards.
It is true, however, that it is less protected on the flank of art than on the political
front. But is this not true of science also? What are the metaphysicians of a purely
proletarian science going to say about the theory of relativity? Can it be reconciled
with materialism, or can it not? Has this question been decided? Where and when
and by whom? It is clear to anyone, even to the uninitiated, that the work of our
physiologist, Pavlov, is entirely along materialist lines. But what is one to say about
the psychoanalytic theory of Freud? Can it be reconciled with materialism, as, for
instance, Karl Radek thinks (and I also), or is it hostile to it? The same question can
be put to all the new theories of atomic structure, etc., etc. It would be fine if a scientist
would come along who could grasp all these new generalisations methodologically and
introduce them into the dialectic materialist conception of the world. He could thus,
at the same time, test the new theories and develop the dialectic method deeper. But
I am very much afraid that this work — which is not like a newspaper or journalistic
article, but a scientific and philosophic landmark, just as the Origin of Species and
Capital — will not be created either today or tomorrow, or rather, if such an epoch-
making book were created today, it would risk remaining uncut until the time when
the proletariat will be able to lay aside its arms.
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But does not the work of culture-bearing, that is, the work of acquiring the ABC
of pre-proletarian culture, presuppose criticism, selection and a class standard? Of
course it does. But the standard is a political one and not an abstract cultural one.
The political standard coincides with the cultural one only in the broad sense that
the revolution creates conditions for a new culture. But this does not mean that such
a coinciding is secured in every given case. If the revolution has the right to destroy
bridges and art monuments whenever necessary, it will stop still less from laying its
hand on any tendency in art which, no matter how great its achievement in form,
threatens to disintegrate the revolutionary environment or to arouse the internal forces
of the revolution, that is, the proletariat, the peasantry and the intelligentsia, to a
hostile opposition to one another. Our standard is, clearly, political, imperative and
intolerant. But for this very reason, it must define the limits of its activity clearly.
For a more precise expression of my meaning, I will say: we ought to have a watchful
revolutionary censorship, and a broad and flexible policy in the field of art, free from
petty partisan maliciousness.

It is quite evident that the party cannot, not for one day, follow the liberal principle
of laisser faire and laisser passer, even in the field of art The question is only at
what point should interference begin, and what should be its limits; in which case and
between what should the party choose. And this question is not at all as simple as the
theorists of the “Lef”, the heralds of proletarian literature and the critics are pleased
to think.

The aims, the problems and the methods of the working class are incomparably
more concrete, more definite and theoretically better elaborated in economics than in
art Nevertheless, after a brief attempt to build an economy by means of centralisation,
the party found itself compelled to admit the parallel existence of different and even
of competing economic types. We have the State industries which are organised into
trusts, we have enterprises of a local character, we have leased industries, concessional
and privately owned enterprises, cooperatives, individual peasant economies, kustar or
trade shops, collective enterprises and so forth. The basic policy of the State is towards
a centralised Socialist economy. But this general tendency includes, for a given period,
unlimited support for a peasant economy and for the kustar. Without this, the policy
in the direction of a large-scale Socialist industry becomes abstract and dead.

Our Republic is a union of workers, peasants and petty-bourgeois intelligentsia,
under the leadership of the Communist Party. Given the development of technology
and culture, a Communist society should develop in a series of stages out of this
social combination. It is clear that the peasantry and the intelligentsia will not come
to Communism by the same road as did the workers. These roads cannot help but
be reflected in art The non-Communist intelligentsia which has not thrown in its lot
unreservedly with the proletariat, and this comprises the overwhelming majority of
the intelligentsia, seeks support in the peasantry because of the absence, or rather,
the extreme weakness of bourgeois support. For the time being, this process has a
purely preparatory and symbolic character, and expresses itself (with hindsight) in the
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idealisation of the peasant elements of the Revolution. This peculiar neo-populism is
characteristic of all the “fellow-travellers”. Later on, with the growth of the number of
schools in the villages and of those who can read, the bond between this art and the
peasantry may become more organic. At the same time, the peasantry will develop a
creative intelligentsia of its own. The peasant point of view in economics, in politics
and in art, is more primitive, more limited, more egoistic, than that of the proletariat.
But this peasant point of view exists and will continue to exist for a long time and
very earnestly. And if an artist, looking at life from the peasant, or more often from
the intelligentsia and peasant point of view, is struck with the idea that a union of
the peasants and the workers is necessary and vital, then his artistic work, given the
necessary conditions, will be historically progressive. Through the influence of such art,
the needed historical cooperation between the village and the city will be strengthened.
The movement of the peasantry towards Socialism will be profound, purposeful, many-
sided and many-coloured, and there is every reason to believe that the creative work
which will be done under its direct suggestion will add valuable chapters to the history
of art. On the contrary, the point of view which opposes the organic, the age-old, the
indivisible, the “national” village to the whirling city, is historically reactionary; the
art resulting from such a point of view is inimical to the proletariat, incompatible with
progress and doomed to extinction. The conclusion can be drawn that such an art,
even as far as form is concerned, can give nothing but rehashes and reminiscences.

Kliuev, the Imagists, the “Serapion Fraternity”, Pilnyak and such Futurists as Khleb-
nikov, Kruchenikh and Kamensky, have a peasant underpinning. With some it is more
or less conscious; with others it is organic; with still others, it is in fact a bourgeois
underpinning, translated into peasant form. The Futurist attitude to the proletariat
is the least dual of all. The “Serapion Fraternity”, the Imagists, Pilnyak, deviate here
and there into an opposition to the proletariat — at least, this was true until very
recently. All these groups reflected, in an extremely uneven form, the state of mind of
the village at the time of forced requisitions. It was then that the intelligentsia sought
refuge from hunger in the villages and there accumulated its impressions. In its art, the
intelligentsia summarised these years rather ambiguously. But this summary was made
within the period which ended with the Kronstadt rebellion. At present, a considerable
change has taken place in the peasant’s point of view. This change has left its mark on
the intelligentsia also and may, and in fact must, have an influence on the work of the
peasant-singing “fellow-travellers”. This influence has already shown itself to a certain
extent. These groups under the influence of social impulses will have internal struggles,
splits and reorganisations. All this must be followed very carefully and critically. A
party which, not without some reason we hope, lays claim to ideological hegemony,
has no right to answer such problems with cheap talk.

But cannot a purely proletarian art, broad enough in scope, illuminate and feed
artistically the peasant movement towards Socialism? Of course it can, just as a gov-
ernment electrical station can illuminate and feed its energy to a peasant hut or a
barn or a flour mill. All that is necessary is to have such an electric station and the
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wires running from it to the village. By the way, under such conditions there will be no
danger of antagonism between industry and agriculture. But we have no such wires yet.
Even the electrical station is still non-existent. There is no proletarian art. Proletarian
art, which includes groups of working-class poets and Communists-Futurists, is about
as near to gratifying artistically the demands of the city and the village as, let us say,
Soviet industry is near solving the problems of universal economics.

But even were we to leave aside the peasantry — and how can one leave it aside? — it
will appear that, even with the proletariat, that basic class of Soviet society, matters
are not as simple as they appear in the pages of the “Lef”. When the futurists propose
to throw overboard the old literature of individualism, not only because it has become
antiquated in form, but because it contradicts the collectivist nature of the proletariat,
they reveal a very inadequate understanding of the dialectic nature of the contradic-
tion between individualism and collectivism. There are no abstract truths. There are
different kinds of individualism. Because of too much individualism, a section of the
pre-revolutionary intelligentsia threw itself into mysticism, but another section moved
along the chaotic lines of futurism and, caught by the revolution — to their honour be
it said — came nearer to the proletariat. But when they who came nearer because their
teeth were set on edge by individualism carry their feeling over to the proletariat, they
show themselves guilty of egocentrism, that is, of extreme individualism. The trouble
is that the average proletarian is lacking in this very quality. In the mass, proletarian
individuality has not been sufficiently formed and differentiated. It is just such height-
ening of the objective quality and the subjective consciousness of individuality that
is the most valuable contribution of the cultural advance at the threshold of which
we stand today. It is childish to think that bourgeois belles lettres can make a breach
in class solidarity. What the worker will take from Shakespeare, Goethe, Pushkin, or
Dostoyevsky will be a more complex idea of human personality, of its passions and
feelings, a deeper and profounder understanding of its psychic forces and of the role of
the subconscious, etc. In the final analysis, the worker will become richer. At the begin-
ning, Gorky was imbued with the romantic individualism of the tramp. Nevertheless,
he fed the early spring revolutionism of the proletariat on the eve of 1905, because
he helped to awaken individuality in that class in which individuality, once awakened,
seeks contact with other awakened individualities. The proletariat is in need of artistic
food and education, but that does not mean to say that the proletariat is mere clay
which artists, those that have gone and those that are still to come, can fashion in
their own image and in their own likeness.

Though the proletariat is spiritually, and therefore, artistically, very sensitive, it
is uneducated aesthetically. It is hardly reasonable to think that it can simply begin
at the point where the bourgeois intelligentsia left off on the eve of the catastrophe.
Just as an individual passes biologically and psychologically through the history of
the race and, to some extent, of the entire animal world in his development from the
embryo, so, to a certain extent, must the overwhelming majority of a new class which
has only recently come out of prehistoric life, pass through the entire history of artistic
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culture. This class cannot begin the construction of a new culture without absorbing
and assimilating the elements of the old cultures. This does not mean in the least
that it is necessary to go through step by step, slowly and systematically, the entire
past history of art. Insofar as it concerns a social class and not a biologic individual,
the process of absorption and transformation has a freer and more conscious character.
But a new class cannot move forward without regard to the most important landmarks
of the past.

In its struggle for the preservation of continuity in artistic culture, the left wing of
the old art, whose social basis has been destroyed by the Revolution more thoroughly
than ever before in history, is compelled to seek support in the proletariat, or at
least, in the new social environment which is being formed about the proletariat In
its turn, the proletariat takes advantage of its position as ruling class and tries and
begins to make contacts with art in general, and thus to prepare the ground for an
unprecedented influence of art. In this sense it is true that the factory news bulletins
pasted on their walls represent a very necessary, though very remote, premise for the
new literature of the future. No one, however, will say: Let us cross out everything
else until the proletariat shall have risen from these walled bulletins to an independent
craftsmanship of art The proletariat also needs a continuity of creative tradition. At the
present time the proletariat realises this continuity not directly, but indirectly, through
the creative bourgeois intelligentsia which gravitates towards the proletariat and which
wants to keep warm under its wing. The proletariat tolerates a part of this intelligentsia,
supports another part, half-adopts a third, and entirely assimilates a fourth. The policy
of the Communist Party towards art is determined by the complexity of this process,
by its internal many-sidedness. It is impossible to reduce this policy to one formula, to
something short like a bird’s bill. Nor is it necessary to do this.

118



Chapter 8: Revolutionary and
Socialist Art

Greater Dynamics Under Socialism — The “Realism” of Revolutionary
Art — Soviet Comedy — Old and New Tragedy — Arts Technique and Nature
— The Reshaping of Man

WHEN one speaks of revolutionary art, two kinds of artistic phenomena are meant:
the works whose themes reflect the Revolution, and the works which are not connected
with the Revolution in theme, but are thoroughly imbued with it, and are Colored by
the new consciousness arising out of the Revolution. These are phenomena which quite
evidently belong, or could belong, in entirely different planes. Alexey Tolstoi, in his
The Road to Calvary, describes the period of the War and the Revolution. He
belongs to the peaceful Yasnaya Polyana school, only his scale is infinitely smaller and
his point of view narrower. And when he applies it to events of the greatest magnitude,
it serves only as a cruel reminder that Yasnaya Polyana has been and is no more. But
when the young poet, Tikhonov, without writing about the Revolution, writes about a
little grocery store (he seems to be shy about writing of the Revolution), he perceives
and reproduces its inertia and immobility with such fresh and passionate power as
only a poet created by the dynamics of a new epoch can do. Thus if works about
the Revolution and works of revolutionary art are not one and the same thing, they
still have a point in common. The artists that are created by the Revolution cannot
but want to speak of the Revolution. And, on the other hand, the art which will be
filled with a great desire to speak of the Revolution, will inevitably reject the Yasnaya
Polyana point of view, whether it be the point of view of the Count or of the peasant.

There is no revolutionary art as yet. There are the elements of this art, there are
hints and attempts at it, and, what is most important, there is the revolutionary man,
who is forming the new generation in his own image and who is more and more in
need of this art. How long will it take for such art to reveal itself Clearly? It is difficult
even to guess, because the process is intangible and incalculable, and we are limited to
guesswork even when we try to time more tangible social processes. But why should
not this art, at least its first big wave, come soon as the expression of the art of the
young generation which was born in the Revolution and which carries it on?

Revolutionary art which inevitably reflects all the contradictions of a revolutionary
social system, should not be confused with Socialist art for which no basis has as yet
been made. On the other hand, one must not forget that Socialist art will grow out of
the art of this transition period.
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In insisting on such a distinction, we are not at all guided by a pedantic consideration
of an abstract program. Not for nothing did Engels speak of the Socialist Revolution
as a leap from the kingdom of necessity to the kingdom of freedom. The Revolution
itself is not as yet the kingdom of freedom. On the contrary, it is developing the
features of “necessity” to the greatest degree. Socialism will abolish class antagonisms,
as well as classes, but the Revolution carries the class struggle to its highest tension.
During the period of revolution, only that literature which promotes the consolidation
of the workers in their struggle against the exploiters is necessary and progressive.
Revolutionary literature cannot but be imbued with a spirit of social hatred, which
is a creative historic factor in an epoch of proletarian dictatorship. Under Socialism,
solidarity will be the basis of society. Literature and art will be tuned to a different
key. All the emotions which we revolutionists, at the present time, feel apprehensive
of naming — so much have they been worn thin by hypocrites and vulgarians — such as
disinterested friendship, love for one’s neighbor, sympathy, will be the mighty ringing
chords of Socialist poetry.

However, does not an excess of solidarity, as the Nietzscheans fear, threaten to
degenerate man into a sentimental, passive, herd animal? Not at all. The powerful force
of competition which, in bourgeois society, has the character of market competition,
will not disappear in a Socialist society, but, to use the language of psycho-analysis,
will be sublimated, that is, will assume a higher and more fertile form. There will
be the struggle for one’s opinion, for one’s project, for one’s taste. In the measure in
which political struggles will be eliminated — and in a society where there will be no
classes, there will be no such struggles — the liberated passions will be channelized
into technique, into construction which also includes art. Art then will become more
general, will mature, will become tempered, and will become, the most perfect method
of the progressive building of life in every field. It will not be merely “pretty” without
relation to anything else.

All forms of life, Such as the cultivation of land, the planning of human habitations,
the building of theaters, the methods of socially educating children, the solution of
scientific problems, the creation of new styles, will vitally engross all and everybody.
People will divide into “parties” over the question of a new gigantic canal, or the
distribution of oases in the Sahara (such a question will exist too), over the regulation
of the weather and the climate, over a new theater, over chemical hypotheses, over
two competing tendencies in music, and over a best system of sports. Such parties will
not be poisoned by the greed of class or caste. All will be equally interested in the
success of the whole. The struggle will have a purely ideologic character. It will have
no running after profits, it will have nothing mean, no betrayals, no bribery, none of
the things that form the soul of “competition” in a society divided into classes. But this
will in no way hinder the struggle from being absorbing, dramatic and passionate. And
as all problems in a Socialist society — the problems of life which formerly were solved
spontaneously and automatically, and the problems of art which were in the custody
of special priestly castes — will become the property of all people, one can say with
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certainty that collective interests and passions and individual competition will have
the widest scope and the most unlimited opportunity. Art, therefore, will not suffer the
lack of any such explosions of collective, nervous energy, and of such collective psychic
impulses which make for the creation of new artistic tendencies and for changes in style.
It will be the aesthetic schools around which “parties” will collect, that is, associations
of temperaments, of tastes and of moods. In a struggle so disinterested and tense, which
will take place in a culture whose foundations are steadily rising, the human personality,
with its invaluable basic trait of continual discontent, will grow and become polished
at all its points. In truth, we have no reason to fear that there will be a decline of
individuality or an impoverishment of art in a Socialist society.

Can we christen revolutionary art with any of the names that we have? Osinsky
somewhere called it realistic. The thought here is true and significant, but there ought
to be an agreement on a definition of this concept to prevent falling into a misunder-
standing.

The most perfect realism in art is coincident in our history with the “golden age” of
literature, that is, with the classic literature of the noblemen.

The period of tendentious themes, when a work was judged primarily by the social
ideals of the author, coincides with the period when the awakening intelligentsia sought
an outlet to public activity, and tried to make a union with the “people” against the
old regime.

The Decadent school and Symbolism, which appeared in opposition to the “realism”
which ruled before them, correspond to the period when the intelligentsia tried to
separate itself from the people and began to worship its own moods and experiences.
Though, in fact, it submitted itself to the bourgeoisie, it tried not to dissolve itself into
the bourgeoisie psychologically or scientifically. In this cause Symbolism invoked the
aid of Heaven.

Pre-war Futurism was an attempt of the intelligentsia to rise out of the wreck of
Symbolism, while still holding on to individualism, and to find a personal pivot in the
impersonal conquests of material culture.

Such is the rough logic of the succession of the large periods in the development of
Russian literature. Each one of these tendencies contained a definite social and group
attitude towards the world which laid its impress upon the themes of the works, upon
their content, upon the selection of environment, of the dramatic characters, etc. The
idea of content does not refer to subject matter, in the ordinary sense of the term, but
to social purpose. A lyric without a theme can express an epoch or a class or its point
of view as well as a social novel.

Then there comes the question of form. Within certain limits, this develops in accord
with its own laws, like any other technology. Each new literary school — if it is really a
school and not an arbitrary grafting — is the result of a preceding development, of the
craftsmanship of word and color already in existence, and only pulls away from the
shores of what has been attained in order to conquer the elements anew.
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Evolution is dialectic in this case, too. The new tendency in art negates the preceding
one, and why? Evidently there are sentiments and thoughts which feel crowded within
the framework of the old methods. But at the same time, the new moods find in the
already old and fossilized art, some elements which when further developed can give
them adequate expression. The banner of revolt is raised against the “old” as a whole,
in the name of the elements which can be developed. Each literary school is contained
potentially in the past and each one develops by pulling away hostilely from the past.
The relation between form and content (the latter is to be understood not simply as
a “theme” but as a living complex of moods and ideas which seek artistic expression)
is determined by the fact that a new form is discovered, proclaimed and developed
under the pressure of an inner need, of a collective psychological demand, which, like
all human psychology, has its roots in society.

This explains the dualism of every literary tendency; on the one hand, it adds
something to the technique of art, heightening (or lowering) the general level of crafts-
manship; on the other hand, in its concrete historic form, it expresses definite demands
which, in the final analysis, have a class character. We say class, but this also means
individual, because a class speaks through an individual. It also means national, be-
cause the spirit of a nation is determined by the class which rules it and which subjects
literature to itself.

Let us take up Symbolism. What is it understood to mean: is it the art of transform-
ing reality symbolically, a method of artistic creation in form? Or is it that particular
symbolic tendency which was represented by Blok, Sologub, and others? Russian Sym-
bolism did not invent symbols. It only grafted them more closely to the organism of the
modernized Russian language. In this sense, the future art, no matter what lines it will
follow, will not wish to reject the Symbolist heritage in form. But the actual Russian
Symbolism of certain definite years made use of the symbol for a precise social purpose.
What was its purpose? The Decadent school, which preceded Symbolism, sought the
solution of all artistic problems in the personal experiences of sex, death, and the rest,
or rather of none but sex and death. It could not but exhaust itself in a very short time.
From this — not from social impulses — followed the need to find a higher sanction for
one’s demands and feelings and moods, and so to enrich and elevate them. Symbolism,
which made of the symbol not only a method of art, but a symbol of faith, seemed to
the intelligentsia the artistic bridge to Mysticism. In this concretely sociologic sense,
and not in any abstract formal sense, Symbolism was not merely a method of artistic
technique, but the intelligentsia’s escape from reality, its way of constructing another
world, its artistic bringing up in self-sufficient day-dreaming, contemplation and pas-
sivity. In Blok we find Zhukovsky modernized! And the old Marxian symposiums and
pamphlets (of 1908 and after) on the subject of the “literary decline”, no matter how
crude and one-sided some of their generalizations may have been, and no matter how
they tended to mere scribbling, gave an incomparably more significant and correct so-
cial literary diagnosis and prognosis than Chuzhak did, for instance. He gave thought
to the problem of form sooner and more attentively than many other Marxists, but
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because of the Influence of the current schools of art, he saw in them the growing stages
of a proletarian culture, and not the stages of the intelligentsia’s growing estrangement
from the masses.

What are we to understand under the term realism? At various periods, and by
various methods, realism gave expression to the feelings and needs of different social
groups. Each one of these realistic schools is subject to a separate and social literary
definition, and a separate formal and literary estimation. What have they in common?
A definite and important feeling for the world. It consists in a feeling for life as it is,
in an artistic acceptance of reality, and not in a shrinking from it, in an active Interest
in the concrete stability and mobility of life. It is a striving either to picture life as
it is or to idealize it, either to justify or to condemn it, either to photograph it or
generalize and symbolize it. But it is always a preoccupation with our life of three
dimensions as a sufficient and invaluable theme for art. In this large philosophic sense,
and not in the narrow sense of a literary school, one may say with certainty that the
new art will be realistic. The Revolution cannot live together with mysticism. Nor can
the Revolution live together with romanticism,if that which Pilnyak, the Imagists and
others call romanticism is, as it may be feared, mysticism shyly trying to establish itself
under a new name. This is not being doctrinaire, this is an insuperable psychological
fact. Our age cannot have a shy and portable mysticism, something like a pet dog
that is carried along “with the rest”. Our age wields an axe. Our life, cruel, violent and
disturbed to its very bottom, says: “I must have an artist of a single love. Whatever
way you take hold of me, whatever tools and Instruments created by the development
of art you choose, I leave to you, to your temperament and to your genius. But you
must understand me as I am, you must take me as I will become, and there must be
no one else besides me.”

This means a realistic monism, in the sense of a philosophy of life, and not a “realism”

in the sense of the traditional arsenal of literary schools. On the contrary, the new
artist will need all the methods and processes evolved in the past, as well as a few
supplementary ones, in order to grasp the new life. And this is not going to be artistic
eclecticism, because the unity of art is created by an active world-attitude and active
life-attitude.
In 1918 and 1919, it was not uncommon to meet at the front a military division with
cavalry at the head, and wagons carrying actors, actresses, stage settings, and other
stage properties in the rear. In general, the place of art is in the rear of the historic
advance. Because of the rapid changes on our fronts, the wagons with actors and stage
properties found themselves frequently in a difficult position, and did not know where
to go. At times they fell into the hands of the Whites. No less difficult at present is
the position of all art, caught by the violent change on the historic front.

The theater especially is in a difficult position for it absolutely does not know
where to go and what to “show”. And it is most remarkable that the theater, which
is perhaps the most conservative form of art, should have the most radical theorists.
Everyone knows that the most revolutionary group in the Union of Soviet Republics
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is the class of dramatic critics. At the first sign of a revolution in the West or in
the East, it would be a good thing to organize them into a special military battalion
of Levtretsi (Left theatrical reviewers). When our theaters present The Daughter of
Madame Angot, The Death of Tarelkin, Turandot, The Cuckold, then our venerable
Levtretsi try to be patient. But when it comes to giving Martinet’s play they nearly
all rise on their hind legs (even before Meyerhold gave The World On Its Hind Legs).
The play is patriotic. Martinet is a pacifist! And one of the critics even expressed
himself in this wise: “This is all passé for us, and therefore of no interest.” But all this
“Leftism” is horrible philistinism, without an ounce of revolutionism behind it. If we
are to begin, from the standpoint of politics, then Martinet was a revolutionist and
an internationalist, when many of our present-day representatives of the extreme Left
had not even begun to smell Leftist blessings. Moreover, what does it mean to say
that Martinet’s piece belongs to yesterday! Has the social revolution in France already
taken place? Is it already victorious? Or shall we consider a French revolution not an
independent historic drama, but only a boresome repetition of what has happened to
us? This Leftism covers, besides many other things the commonest national narrowness.
There is no question but Martinet’s play is too long in spots, and that it is more literary
than dramatic (the author himself hardly expected that the play would be put on the
stage). But these defects would have remained in the background if the theater had
taken this play in its national and historic simplicity, that is, as a drama of the French
proletariat at a certain point in its great march, and not as a sketch of a world that is
on its hind legs. To carry over the action of a definite historic milieu into an abstract
constructivism, is in this case a deviation from the revolution — from that real, true
revolution which is developing obstinately and moving from country to country, and
which appears, therefore, to some pseudo-revolutionists as a boresome repetition.

I do not know whether the stage needs bio-mechanics at the present time, that
is, whether there is a historic necessity for it. But I have no doubt at all — if I may
speak my own point of view — that our theater is terribly in need of a new realistic
revolutionary repertory, and above all, of a Soviet comedy. We ought to have our own
The Minors, our own Woes from Being Too Wise, and our own Inspector General. Not
a new staging of these three old comedies, not a retouching of them in a Soviet style,
as for a carnival parody, though this would be more vital than ninety-nine per cent of
our repertory — no; we need simply a Soviet comedy of manners, one of laughter and of
indignation. I am using the terms out of the old literature text-books on purpose, and I
am not in the least afraid of being accused of going backwards. A new class, a new life,
new vices and new stupidity, demand that they shall be released from silence, and when
this will happen we will have a new dramatic art, for it is impossible to reproduce the
new stupidity without new methods. How many new minors are tremblingly waiting
to be represented on the stage? How much woe is there from being too wise, or from
pretending to be too wise, and how good it would be if a stage Inspector General would
walk across our Soviet life. Please do not point to the dramatic censorship, because that
is not true. Of course, if your comedy will try to say: “See what we have been brought
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to; let us go back to the nice old nobleman’s nest” — then, of course, the censorship
will sit on your comedy, and will do so with propriety. But if your comedy will say:
“We are building a new life now, and yet how much piggishness, vulgarity and knavery
of the old and of the new are about us; let us make a clean sweep of them”, then, of
course, the censorship will not interfere, and if it will interfere somewhere it will do so
foolishly, and all of us will fight such a censorship.

When, rare as it was, I had occasion to watch the stage, and politely hid my yawns
so as not to offend anyone, I was strikingly impressed with the fact of how eagerly
the audience caught every hint at present-day life, even the most insignificant. A very
interesting manifestation of this can be seen in the operettas revived by the Art Theater,
which are skittish with big and little thorns (there is no rose without thorns!). It
occurred to me then that if we were not yet grown enough for comedy, we should, at
least, stage a revue!

Of course, no doubt, and it goes without saying, in the future the theater will
emerge out of its four walls and will merge in the life of the masses, which will obey
absolutely the rhythm of bio-mechanics, and so forth, and so forth. But this, after all,
is “futurism”, that is, music of a very distant future. But between the past on which
the theater feeds, and the very distant future, there is the present in which we live.
Between Passéism and Futurism, it would be well to give “Presentism” a chance behind
the footlights. Let us vote for such a tendency! One good Soviet comedy will awaken
the theater for a few years to come, and then perhaps we will have tragedy, which is
truly considered the highest form of literature.

But can a great art be created out of our infidel epoch, ask certain mystics, who
are willing to accept the Revolution if it can secure them immortality. Tragedy is a
great and monumental form of literature. The tragedy of classic antiquity was deduced
from its myths. All ancient tragedy is penetrated by a profound faith in fate which
gave a meaning to life. The Christian myth unified the monumental art of the Middle
Ages and gave a significance not only to the temples and the mysteries, but to all
human relationships. The union of the religious point of view on life with an active
participation in it, made possible a great art in those times. If one were to remove
religious faith, not the vague, mystic buzzing that goes on in the soul of our modern
intelligentsia, but the real religion, with God and a heavenly law and a church hierarchy,
then life is left bare, without any place in it for supreme collisions of hero and destiny,
of sin and expiation. The well-known mystic Stepun approaches art from this point of
view in his article on Tragedy and the Contemporary Life. He starts from the needs
of art itself, tempts us with a new and monumental art, shows us a revival of tragedy
in the distance, and, in conclusion, demands, in the name of art, that we submit to
and obey the powers of heaven. There is an insinuating logic in Stepun’s scheme. In
fact, the author does not care for tragedy, because the laws of tragedy are nothing to
him as compared to the laws of heaven. He only wishes to catch hold of our epoch
by the small finger of tragic aesthetics in order to take hold of its entire hand. This
is a purely Jesuitic approach. But from a dialectic point of view, Stepun’s reasoning
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is formalistic and Shallow. It ignores the materialistic and historical foundation from
which the ancient drama and the Gothic art grew and from which a new art must
grow.

The faith in an inevitable fate disclosed the narrow limits within which ancient man,
clear in thought but poor in technique, was confined. He could not as yet undertake to
conquer nature on the scale we do today, and nature hung over him like a fate. Fate is
the limitation and the immobility of technical means, the voice of blood, of sickness,
of death, of all that limits man, and that does not allow him to become “arrogant”.
Tragedy lay inherent in the contradiction between the awakened world of the mind, and
the stagnant limitation of means. The myth did not create tragedy, it only expressed
it in the language of man’s childhood.

The bribe of spiritual expiation of the Middle Ages and, in general, the whole sys-
tem of heavenly and earthly double bookkeeping, which followed from the dualism of
religion, and especially of historic, positive Christianity, did not make the contradic-
tions of life, but only reflected them and solved them fictitiously. Mediaeval society
overcame the growing contradictions by transferring the promissory note to the Son of
God; the ruling classes signed this note, the Church hierarchy acted as endorser, and
the oppressed masses prepared to discount it in the other world.

Bourgeois society broke up human relationships into atoms, and gave them un-
precedented flexibility and mobility. Primitive unity of consciousness which was the
foundation of a monumental religious art disappeared, and with it went primitive eco-
nomic relationships. As a result of the Reformation, religion became individualistic.
The religious symbols of art having had their cord cut from the heavens, fell on their
heads and sought support in the Uncertain mysticism of individual consciousness.

In the tragedies of Shakespeare, ‘which would be entirely unthinkable without the
Reformation, the fate of the ancients and the passions of the mediaeval Christians are
crowded out by individual human passions, such as love, jealousy, revengeful greediness,
and spiritual dissension. But in every one of Shakespeare’s dramas, the individual
passion is carried to such a high degree of tension that it outgrows the individual,
becomes super-personal, and is transformed into a fate of a certain kind. The jealousy
of Othello, the ambition of Macbeth, the greed of Shylock, the love of Romeo and
Juliet, the arrogance of Coriolanus, the spiritual wavering of Hamlet, are all of this
kind. Tragedy in Shakespeare is individualistic, and in this sense has not the general
significance of Oedipus Rex, which expresses the consciousness of a whole people. None
the less, compared with Aaeschylus, Shakespeare represents a great step forward and
not backward. Shakespeare’s art is more human. At any rate, we shall no longer accept
a tragedy in which God gives orders and man submits. Moreover, there will be no one
to write such a tragedy.

Having broken up human relations into atoms, bourgeois society, during the period
of its rise, had a great aim for itself. Personal emancipation was its name. Out of it
grew the dramas of Shakespeare and Goethe’s Faust. Man placed himself in the center

126



of the universe, and therefore in the center of art also. This theme sufficed for centuries.
In reality, all modern literature has been nothing but an enlargement of this theme.

But to the degree in which the internal bankruptcy of bourgeois society was revealed
as a result of its unbearable contradictions, the original purpose, the emancipation and
qualification of the individual faded away and was relegated more and more into the
sphere of a new mythology, without soul or spirit.

However the conflict between what is personal and what is beyond the personal,
can take place, not only in the sphere of religion, but in the sphere of a human passion
that is larger than the individual. The super-personal element is, above all, the social
element. So long as man will not have mastered his social organization, the latter will
hang over him as his fate. Whether at the same time society casts a religious shadow
or not, is a secondary matter and depends upon the degree of man’s helplessness.
Baboeuf’s struggle for Communism in a society which was not yet ready for it, was a
struggle of a classic hero with his fate. Baboeuf’s destiny had all the characteristics of
true tragedy, just as the fate of the Gracchi had whose name Baboeuf used.

Tragedy based on detached personal passions is too flat for our days. Why? Because
we live in a period of social passions. The tragedy of our period lies in the conflict
between the individual and the collectivity, or in the conflict between two hostile
collectivities in the same individual. Our age is an age of great aims. This is what
stamps it. But the grandeur of these aims lies in man’s effort to free himself from
mystic and from every other intellectual vague. ness and in his effort to reconstruct
society and himself in accord with his own plan. This, of course, is much bigger than the
child’s play of the ancients which was becoming to their childish age, or the mediaeval
ravings of monks, or the arrogance of individualism which tears personality away from
the collectivity, and then, draining it to the very bottom, pushes it off into the abyss
of pessimism, or sets it on all fours before the remounted bull Apis.

Tragedy is a high expression of literature because it implies the heroic tenacity of
strivings, of limitless aims, of conflicts and sufferings. In this sense, Stepun was right
when he characterized our “on the eve” art, as he called it, that is, the art which
preceded the War and the Revolution, as insignificant.

Bourgeois society, individualism, the Reformation, the Shakespearean dramas, the
great Revolution, these have made impossible the tragic significance of aims that come
from without; great aims must live in the consciousness of a people or of a class which
leads a people, if they are to arouse heroism or create a basis for great sentiments which
inspire tragedy. The Tsarist War, whose purpose did not penetrate consciousness, gave
birth to cheap verse only, with personal poetry trickling by its side, unable to rise to
an objectivity and unable to form a great art.

If one were to regard the Decadent and the Symbolist schools, with all their off-
shoots, from the point of view of the development of art as a social form, they would
appear merely as scratches of the pen, as an exercise in craftsmanship, as a tuning up
of instruments. The period in art when it was “on the eve” was without aims. Those
who had aims had no time for art. At present, one has to carry out great aims by
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the means of art. One cannot tell whether revolutionary art will succeed in producing
“high” revolutionary tragedy. But Socialist art will revive tragedy. Without God, of
course. The new art will be atheist. It will also revive comedy, because the new man of
the future will want to laugh. It will give new life to the novel. It will grant all rights
to lyrics, because the new man will love in a better and stronger way than did the
old people, and he will think about the problems of birth and death. The new art will
revive all the old forms, which arose in the course of the development of the creative
spirit. The disintegration and decline of these forms are not absolute, that is, they do
not mean that these forms are absolutely incompatible with the spirit of the new age.
All that is necessary is for the poet of the new epoch to re-think in a new way the
thoughts of mankind, and to re-feel its feelings.

In these latter years, architecture has suffered most of all, and this is true not only of
our country alone; old buildings have been gradually destroyed, and new ones have not
been built, Hence the housing crisis the world over. When work was resumed after the
War, the people directed their energies, first of all, towards the most essential articles
of consumption, and only secondarily towards the reconstruction of basic capital and
houses. Ultimately, the destructiveness of wars and revolutions will give a powerful
impetus to architecture, in the same way as the fire of 1812 helped to beautify Moscow.
In Russia, the cultural material to be destroyed was less than in other countries, the
destruction was greater than in other countries, while the rebuilding is immeasurably
more difficult than in other countries. It is not surprising, then, that we have had no
time for architecture, one of the most monumental of arts.

At present we are beginning to repair the pavements a little, to re-lay the sewage
pipes, to finish the unfinished houses left to us as a heritage — but we are only be-
ginning. We made the buildings of our Agricultural Exhibition out of wood. We must
still put off all large-scale construction. The originators of gigantic projects, men like
Tatlin, are given involuntarily a respite for more thought, for revision, and for rad-
ical re-examination. But one must not imagine that we are planning to repair old
pavements and houses for decades to come. In this process, as in all other processes,
there are periods of repair, of slow preparation and accumulation of forces, and peri-
ods of rapid development. As soon as a surplus will come after the most urgent and
acute needs of life are covered, the Soviet state will take up the problem of gigantic
constructions that will suitably express the monumental spirit of our epoch. Tatlin is
undoubtedly right in discarding from his project national styles, allegorical sculpture,
modeled monograms, flourishes and tails, and attempting to subordinate the entire
design to a correct constructive use of material. This has been the way that machines,
bridges and covered markets have been built, for a long time. But Tatlin has still to
prove that he is right in what seems to be his own personal invention, a rotating cube,
a pyramid and a cylinder all of glass. For good or bad, circumstances are going to give
him plenty of time to find arguments for his side.

De Maupassant hated the Eiffel Tower, in which no one is forced to imitate him.
But it is undoubtedly true that the Eiffel Tower makes a dual impression; one is
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attracted by the technical simplicity of its form, and, at the same time, repelled by
its aimlessness. It is an extremely rational utilization of material for the purpose of
making a high structure. But what is it for? It is not a building, but an exercise. At
present, as everyone knows, the Eiffel Tower serves as a radio station. This gives it
a meaning, and makes it aesthetically more unified. But if the tower had been built
from the very beginning as a radio station, it probably would have attained a higher
rationality of form, and so therefore a higher perfection of art.

From this point of view Tatlin’s project for a monument appears much less satisfac-
tory. The purpose of the main building is to make glass headquarters for the meetings
of the World Council of People’s Commissars, for the Communist International, etc.
But the props and the piles which are to support the glass cylinder and the pyramid
— and they are there for no other purpose — are so cumbersome and heavy that they
look like unremoved scaffolding. One cannot think what they are for. They say: they
are there to support the rotating cylinder in which the meetings will take place. But
one answers: Meetings are not necessarily held in a cylinder and the cylinder does not
necessarily have to rotate. I remember seeing once when a child, a wooden temple built
in a beer bottle. This fired my imagination, but I did not ask myself at that time what
it was for. Tatlin proceeds by a reverse method; he wants to construct a beer bottle for
the World Council of People’s Commissars which would sit in a spiral concrete temple.
But for the moment, I cannot refrain from the question: What is it for? To be more
exact: we would probably accept the cylinder and its rotating, if it were combined with
a simplicity and lightness of construction, that is, if the arrangements for its rotating
did not depress the aim. Nor can we agree with the arguments which are given to
interpret the artistic significance of the sculpture by Jacob Lipshitz. Sculpture must
lose its fictitious independence, an independence which only means that it is relegated
to the backyards of life or lies vegetating in dead museums, and it must revive in some
higher synthesis its connection with architecture. In this broad sense, sculpture has
to assume a utilitarian purpose. Very good, then. But it is not at all clear how one is
to approach the Lipshitz sculpture from such a point of view. I have a photograph of
several intersecting planes, which are supposed to be the outlines of a man sitting with
a stringed instrument in his hands. We are told that if today it is not utilitarian, it is
“purposeful”. In what way? To judge purposefulness, one has to know the purpose. But
when one stops to think of the purposefulness and possible utility of those numerous
intersecting planes and pointed forms and protrusions, one comes to the conclusion
that, as a last resort, one could transform such a piece of sculpture into a hat-rack.
Still, if it had been the sculptor’s plan to make a sculptured hat-rack, he would have
probably found a more purposeful form for it. At any rate, we cannot recommend that
a plaster-cast be made of it for hat-racks.

We must therefore assume that the Lipshitz sculpture, like the word-forms of
Kruchenikh, are merely exercises in technique, like the playing of scales and passages.
They are exercises in the verbal and sculptural music of the future. But one should
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not hand exercises out as music. It is better not to let them out of the studio, nor to
show them to a photographer.

There is no doubt that, in the future — and the farther we go, the more true it will
be — such monumental tasks as the planning of city gardens, of model houses, of
railroads, and of ports, will interest vitally not only engineering architects, participators
in competitions, but the large popular masses as well. The imperceptible, ant-like piling
up of quarters and streets, brick by brick, from generation to generation, will give way
to titanic constructions of city-villages, with map and compass in hand. Around this
compass will be formed true peoples’ parties, the parties of the future for special
technology and construction, which will agitate passionately, hold meetings and vote.
In this struggle, architecture will again be filled with the spirit of mass feelings and
moods, only on a much higher plane, and mankind will educate itself plastically, it
will become accustomed to look at the world as submissive clay for sculpting the most
perfect forms of life. The wall between art and industry will come down. The great
style of the future will be formative, not ornamental. Here the Futurists are right. But
it would be wrong to look at this as a liquidating of art, as a voluntary giving way to
technique.

Take the penknife as an example. The combination of art and technique can proceed
along two fundamental lines; either art embellishes the knife and pictures an elephant,
a prize beauty, or the Eiffel Tower on its handle; or art helps technique to find an “ideal”
form for the knife, that is, such a form which will correspond most adequately to the
material of a knife and its purpose. To think that this task can be solved by purely
technical means is incorrect, because purpose and material allow for an innumerable
number of variations. To make an “ideal” knife, one must have, besides the knowledge of
the properties of the material and the methods of its use, both imagination and taste.
In accord with the entire tendency of industrial culture, we think that the artistic
imagination in creating material objects will be directed towards working out the
ideal form of a thing, as a thing, and not towards the embellishment of the thing as
an aesthetic premium to itself. If this is true for penknives, it will be truer still for
wearing apparel, furniture, theaters and cities. This does not mean the doing away
with “machine-made” art, not even in the most distant future. But it seems that the
direct cooperation between art and all branches of technique will become of paramount
importance.

Does this mean that industry will absorb art, or that art will lift industry up to
itself on Olympus? This question can be answered either way, depending on whether
the problem is approached from the side of industry, or from the side of art. But in
the object attained, there is no difference between either answer. Both answers signify
a gigantic expansion of the scope and artistic quality of industry, and we understand
here, under industry, the entire field without excepting the industrial activity of man;
mechanical and electrified agriculture will also become part of industry.

The wall will fall not only between art and industry, but simultaneously between
art and nature also. This is not meant in the sense of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, that
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art will come nearer to a state of nature, but that nature will become more “artificial”.
The present distribution of mountains and rivers, of fields, of meadows, of steppes, of
forests, and of seashores, cannot be considered final. Man has already made changes in
the map of nature that are not few nor insignificant. But they are mere pupils’ practice
in comparison with what is coming. Faith merely promises to move mountains; but
technology, which takes nothing “on faith”, is actually able to cut down mountains and
move them. Up to now this was done for industrial purposes (mines) or for railways
(tunnels); in the future this will be done on an immeasurably larger scale, according
to a general industrial and artistic plan. Man will occupy himself with re-registering
mountains and rivers, and will earnestly and repeatedly make improvements in nature.
In the end, he will have rebuilt the earth, if not in his own image, at least according
to his own taste. We have not the slightest fear that this taste will be bad.

The jealous, scowling Kliuev declares, in his quarrel with Mayakovsky, that “it does
not behoove a maker of songs to bother about cranes”, and that it is “only in the
furnace of the heart, and in no other furnace, that the purple gold of life is melted.”
Ivanov-Razumnik, a populist, who was once a left Social-Revolutionist — and this tells
the whole story — also took a hand in this quarrel. Ivanov-Razumnik declares that
the poetry of the hammer and the machine, in whose name Mayakovsky speaks, is a
transient episode, but that the poetry of “God-made Earth” is “the eternal poetry of
the world”. Earth and the machine are here contrasted as the eternal and temporary
sources of poetry, and of course the eminent idealist, the tasteless and cautious semi-
mystic Razumnik, prefers the eternal to the transient. But, in truth, this dualism of
earth and machine is false; one can contrast a backward peasant field with a flour
mill, either on a plantation, or in a Socialist society. The poetry of the earth is not
eternal, but changeable, and man began to sing articulate songs only after he had
placed between himself and the earth implements and instruments which were the first
simple machines. There would have been no Koltzov without a scythe, a plow or a
sickle. Does that mean that the earth with a scythe has the advantage of eternity over
the earth with an electric plow? The new man, who is only now beginning to plan and
to realize himself, will not contrast a barn-floor for grouse and a drag.net for sturgeons
with a crane and a steam-hammer, as does Kliuev and Razumnik after him. Through
the machine, man in Socialist society will command nature in its entirety, with its
grouse and its sturgeons. He will point out places for mountains and for passes. He will
change the course of the rivers, and he will lay down rules for the oceans. The idealist
simpletons may say that this will be a bore, but that is why they are simpletons. Of
course this does not mean that the entire globe will be marked off into boxes, that
the forests will be turned into parks and gardens. Most likely, thickets and forests and
grouse and tigers will remain, but only where man commands them to remain. And
man will do it so well that the tiger won’t even notice the machine, or feel the change,
but will live as he lived in primeval times. The machine is not in opposition to the
earth. The machine is the instrument of modern man in every field of life. The present-
day city is transient. But it will not be dissolved back again into the old village. On
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the contrary, the village will rise in fundamentals to the plane of the city. Here lies the
principal task. The city is transient, but it points to the future, and indicates the road.
The present village is entirely of the past. That is why its aesthetics seem archaic, as
it they were taken from a museum of folk art.

Mankind will come out of the period of civil wars much poorer from terrific destruc-

tions, even without the earthquakes of the kind that occurred in Japan. The effort to
conquer poverty, hunger, want in all its forms, that is, to conquer nature, will be the
dominant tendency for decades to come. The passion for mechanical improvements, as
in America, will accompany the first stage of every new Socialist society. The passive
enjoyment of nature will disappear from art. Technique will become a more powerful
inspiration for artistic work, and later on the contradiction itself between technique
and nature will be solved in a higher synthesis.
The personal dreams of a few enthusiasts today for making life more dramatic and for
educating man himself rhythmically, find a proper and real place in this outlook. Hav-
ing rationalized his economic system, that is, having saturated it with consciousness
and planfulness, man will not leave a trace of the present stagnant and worm-eaten
domestic life. The care for food and education, which lies like a millstone on the present-
day family, will be removed, and will become the subject of social initiative and of an
endless collective creativeness. Woman will at last free herself from her semi-servile
condition. Side by side with technique, education, in the broad sense of the psycho-
physical molding of new generations, will take its place as the crown of social thinking.
Powerful “parties” will form themselves around pedagogic systems. Experiments in so-
cial education and an emulation of different methods will take place to a degree which
has not been dreamed of before. Communist life will not be formed blindly, like coral
islands, but will be built consciously, will be tested by thought, will be directed and
corrected. Life will cease to be elemental, and for this reason stagnant. Man, who will
learn how to move rivers and mountains, how to build peoples’ palaces on the peaks
of Mont Blanc and at the bottom of the Atlantic, will not only be able to add to his
own life richness, brilliancy and intensity, but also a dynamic quality of the highest
degree. The shell of life will hardly have time to form before it will burst open again
under the pressure of new technical and cultural inventions and achievements. Life in
the future will not be monotonous.

More than that. Man at last will begin to harmonize himself in earnest. He will
make it his business to achieve beauty by giving the movement of his own limbs the
utmost precision, purposefulness and economy in his work, his walk and his play. He
will try to master first the semiconscious and then the subconscious processes in his
own organism, such as breathing, the circulation of the blood, digestion, reproduction,
and, within necessary limits, he will try to subordinate them to the control of reason
and will. Even purely physiologic life will become subject to collective experiments.
The human species, the coagulated Homo sapiens, will once more enter into a state of
radical transformation, and, in his own hands, will become an object of the most com-
plicated methods of artificial selection and psycho-physical training. This is entirely
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in accord with evolution. Man first drove the dark elements out of industry and ide-
ology, by displacing barbarian routine by scientific technique, and religion by science.
Afterwards he drove the unconscious out of politics, by overthrowing monarchy and
class with democracy and rationalist parliamentarianism and then with the clear and
open Soviet dictatorship. The blind elements have settled most heavily in economic
relations, but man is driving them out from there also, by means of the Socialist or-
ganization of economic life. This makes it possible to reconstruct fundamentally the
traditional family life. Finally, the nature of man himself is hidden in the deepest and
darkest corner of the unconscious, of the elemental, of the sub-soil. Is it not self-evident
that the greatest efforts of investigative thought and of creative initiative will be in
that direction? The human race will not have ceased to crawl on all fours before God,
kings and capital, in order later to submit humbly before the dark laws of heredity and
a blind sexual selection! Emancipated man will want to attain a greater equilibrium
in the work of his organs and a more proportional developing and wearing out of his
tissues, in order to reduce the fear of death to a rational reaction of the organism
towards danger. There can be no doubt that man’s extreme anatomical and physio-
logical disharmony, that is, the extreme disproportion in the growth and wearing out
of organs and tissues, give the life instinct the form of a pinched, morbid and hyster-
ical fear of death, which darkens reason and which feeds the stupid and humiliating
fantasies about life after death.

Man will make it his purpose to master his own feelings, to raise his instincts to
the heights of consciousness, to make them transparent, to extend the wires of his will
into hidden recesses, and thereby to raise himself to a new plane, to create a higher
social biologic type, or, if you please, a superman.

It is difficult to predict the extent of self-government which the man of the future
may reach or the heights to which he may carry his technique. Social construction and
psycho-physical self-education will become two aspects of one and the same process.
All the arts — literature, drama, painting, music and architecture will lend this process
beautiful form. More correctly, the shell in which the cultural construction and self-
education of Communist man will be enclosed, will develop all the vital elements of
contemporary art to the highest point. Man will become immeasurably stronger, wiser
and subtler; his body will become more harmonized, his movements more rhythmic, his
voice more musical. The forms of life will become dynamically dramatic. The average
human type will rise to the heights of an Aristotle, a Goethe, or a Marx. And above
this ridge new peaks will rise.

THE END
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