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plinary cross-fertilization, several jointly prepared presentations, and a co-
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The transliteration of terms, titles, surnames, and geographic locations
in this volume follows a modified form of the standard practiced by the
Library of Congress. Exceptions occur in quotations taken from other
sources and in the relatively rare instances when contradicting existing
practice would create unnecessary ambiguity (Eisenstein, not Eizenshtein;
Meyerhold, not Meierkhol’d; etc.). In order to improve readability, frequent
terms like “the Party” and “Communist” and “Fascist” are not capitalized
in the text. For similar reasons, French calques like “etatist” and English con-
structions like “party hierarchy” are used instead of anglicizing Russian
colloquialisms like gosudarstvennik and partiinaia verkhushka.

The translation of the primary sources contained in many of the chap-
ters that follow, as well as their annotation and introductory commentary,
has been performed by the volume editors. William Nickell, Susan Beam
Eggers, and David Powelstock made substantial contributions to the intro-
ductions and translations in chapters , , and , respectively.
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In late , the popular German biographer Emil Ludwig conducted an
interview with Joseph Stalin that drew attention to a rather unorthodox
dimension of the party’s Marxist-Leninist ideology. Aware of the general
secretary’s respect for a broad array of “historic individuals” from V. I. Lenin
to Peter the Great, Ludwig asked how such beliefs could be reconciled with
the tenets of historical materialism. Their subsequent conversation prefig-
ured a gradual evolution of Bolshevik views on the past that would return
the “great men of history” to center stage by the end of the s:

: Marxism denies the leading role of personality in history. Don’t

you see a contradiction between a materialist understanding of history

and the fact that you nevertheless recognize a leading role for historic

personalities?

: No, there is no contradiction. . . . Every generation is met with cer-

tain conditions that already exist in their present form as that generation

comes into the world. Great people are worth something only insofar as

they are able to understand correctly these conditions and what is nec-

essary to alter them. . . .

: Some thirty years ago when I was studying at university, a large

number of German professors who considered themselves to be adher-

ents of the materialist understanding of history assured us that Marxism

denies the role of heroes and the role of heroic personalities in history.

: They were vulgarizers of Marxism. Marxism has never denied the role

of heroes. To the contrary, it gives them a significant role, albeit in line with

the conditions that I have just described.

Introduction
Tsarist-Era Heroes in Stalinist Mass Culture 
and Propaganda
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In perhaps their most famous exchange, Ludwig asked Stalin if he recog-
nized a parallel between himself and Peter the Great. Did he consider him-
self a latter-day Peter or a continuer of his work? “Not by any means,”
Stalin replied, dismissing all historical parallels as “risky” and a waste of
time. Of course, it was true that Peter had “done a great deal” within the
context of the eighteenth century and deserved recognition for his accom-
plishments. Yet Stalin scoffed at the idea that the tsar might serve as a role
model for the twentieth century. Instead, he declared, “I am a pupil of
Lenin,” adding for good measure that “Peter the Great . . . is a drop in the
ocean, whereas Lenin is the ocean itself.”1

Stalin’s refusal to consider himself a continuer of Peter’s work is neither
surprising nor remarkable. After all, it is entirely possible to have respect
for the past without anachronistically identifying with distant ancestors or
outmoded precedents. But Stalin’s characteristic self-assurance notwith-
standing, in the years leading up to the Ludwig interview, Soviet ideologists,
historians, and other public figures wrestled over the role of the individual
in historical events. On one hand, Marxism’s focus on materialism, anony-
mous social forces, and class struggle had given rise to an understanding
of history as a mass phenomenon, a vision captured in S. M. Eisenstein’s
“heroless” films Strike and October and M. N. Pokrovskii’s “sociological”
school of historiography. On the other hand, the mythologization of the
October  Revolution had led to a rash of accounts foregrounding heroic
individuals, ranging from D. M. Furmanov’s celebrated novel Chapaev
() to the myriad of works associated with Lenin’s developing cult of
personality.2 “Revolutionaries” from the tsarist past, from the Decembrists
to Stepan Razin, Emil’ian Pugachev, and the Imam Shamil’, were similarly
mythologized. Ludwig’s line of questioning in  focused precisely on this
conceptual disagreement over the proper role of the hero in history.

Yet Stalin’s pat answers to Ludwig’s questions suggest that a resolution
to this tension was already beginning to take shape in Soviet public life
by the early s. Within a few years’ time, heroes and heroism would come
to stand at the center of a series of Soviet propaganda drives that were
designed to promote a newly populist vision of the USSR’s “usable past.”3

Between  and , a heroic pantheon was constructed from the ranks
of the society’s most famous Old Bolsheviks, Red Army commanders,
industrial shock workers, and champion agricultural laborers. Even Arctic
explorers found representation on the Soviet Olympus.4 These celebrities,
in turn, were joined during the second half of the decade by an array of
mainstream historic figures from the pre-revolutionary period—famous
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individuals like Aleksandr Nevskii, Minin and Pozharskii, Ivan Susanin,
Suvorov, Kutuzov, Lomonosov, Pushkin, and so on.

If Stalin had been vague in  when Ludwig asked him about Peter the
Great’s historical significance, it is revealing to note that just six years later,
on the eve of the twentieth anniversary of the revolution, a major motion
picture about Russia’s first emperor dominated Soviet movie house screens.
Peter and other themes drawn from the Russian national past also loomed
large in a new generation of public school history textbooks released dur-
ing the fall of that year.5 As the contents of this volume indicate, such
themes became ubiquitous in Soviet mass culture during the late s,
throughout popular literature, the press, film, opera, and theater.

This growing prominence of names and reputations from the Russian
national past at times threatened to eclipse the celebration of more recent
Soviet heroes, sparking protest from veteran leftists. The literary critic V.
I. Blium expressed particular disdain for productions like Eisenstein’s film
Aleksandr Nevskii, A. E. Korneichuk’s play Bogdan Khmel’nitskii, and the
revival of M. I. Glinka’s opera Ivan Susanin, even complaining in a letter
to Stalin that “Soviet patriotism nowadays is sometimes coming to re-
semble racist nationalism.” Although hyperbolic, Blium’s analysis was also
quite perceptive. Propaganda based on Russian princes, tsars, and generals
seemed iconoclastic and perhaps even counter-revolutionary in a society
fashioned according to a revolutionary and proletarian internationalist
aesthetic. Blium’s protests effectively ended his career (see chapter ), yet
the question that the critic posed remains valid to the present day: how
did heroes from the Russian national past come to figure so prominently
in Stalinist public culture?

The authors of this volume propose to resolve this question by examin-
ing the circumstances under which heroes drawn from the annals of medi-
eval Rus’, Muscovy, and imperial Russia were mobilized to serve the Soviet
state during the s and s. Many have dismissed the rehabilitation
of figures such as Peter the Great, Aleksandr Nevskii, and Ivan the Terrible
during this time as either a component of Stalin’s burgeoning personality
cult or one of the more marginal, prosaic aspects of the party’s ideological
“Great Retreat.”6 Others ignore the phenomenon entirely, apparently con-
sidering it to have been an aberration within an otherwise orthodox social-
ist political culture.7 We, however, believe that the Soviet rehabilitation of
the tsarist past deserves a more serious investigation. As the present col-
lection demonstrates, the Stalinist revival of great names from Russian
history was a defining feature of Soviet public life during the s. Not
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only do these rehabilitations reflect a growing sense of populism, russocen-
trism, and etatism over the course of the decade, but they also anticipate
the direction taken by the most effective genres of wartime propaganda
between  and .8 Consideration of the era’s “epic revisionism” reveals
a significant and hitherto understudied aspect of Soviet ideology during
the Stalin era.

Responding to a growing body of recent literature concerning the idio-
syncratic nature of the USSR’s interwar “search for a usable past,”9 the case
studies assembled here approach the rehabilitation of the Russian past from
a variety of angles. Several contributions examine figures whose rehabilita-
tions exemplify the Soviet enthusiasm for elaborate “jubilee” celebrations.
Thus William Nickell investigates one of the first Soviet experiments with
this genre of public life, the Tolstoi centenary of , providing insight
into the formation of a pattern of official culture that would become dom-
inant during the following decade. In her contribution, Stephanie Sandler
examines the traumatic subconscious of Soviet public discourse surround-
ing what was perhaps the most prominent cultural event of the s, the
Pushkin commemoration of . David Powelstock complements both of
these chapters with analysis of the debates surrounding the Soviet canon-
ization of the notoriously “difficult” poet Mikhail Lermontov in connec-
tion with his  and  jubilee years.

Other chapters of the volume examine the rehabilitation campaigns
themselves. David Brandenberger and Kevin M. F. Platt offer a compre-
hensive account of the Soviet reinvention of Ivan the Terrible, which details
the tension between official intent and historical contingency that ulti-
mately led the entire endeavor into stalemate. In a separate contribution,
Platt investigates the political and textual strategies employed by Aleksei
Tolstoi in his contributions to the rehabilitation of Peter the Great, reveal-
ing that the novelist possessed a remarkable degree of political savvy dur-
ing the turmoil of the interwar period. Brandenberger surveys public and
private reactions to a similarly pioneering work, S. M. Eisenstein’s epic film
Aleksandr Nevskii, offering insight into the broader popular reception of
Soviet historical propaganda as a whole.

Still other chapters provide counterpoint to the revival of Russian his-
torical and cultural figures by examining the backlash, scandal, and “reverse
rehabilitation” that accompanied the official campaigns. A. M. Dubrovsky
chronicles the downfall of Dem’ian Bednyi, a radical poet who struggled
unsuccessfully to adjust to the new Soviet attitude toward Russian history.
Maureen Perrie details a similar case involving Mikhail Bulgakov, observing
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how the playwright’s comedic treatment of Ivan the Terrible during the
mid-s failed to anticipate Soviet officialdom’s evolving views concern-
ing this controversial figure. Andrew Wachtel provides a fascinating account
of the devastating effect that an earlier revival of Nikolai Leskov’s “Lady
Macbeth of Mtsensk District” had on Dmitrii Shostakovich’s operatic ver-
sion of the story—one that nearly cost the composer his career. Finally,
Susan Beam Eggers investigates the reverse rehabilitation (i.e., vilification)
of the Polish invaders of the seventeenth century “Time of Troubles” in her
treatment of the Soviet revival of M. I. Glinka’s opera A Life for the Tsar.
According to Eggers, this opera’s indictment of the Poles took on epic pro-
portions in the late s in order to provide Soviet society with a conven-
ient allegory for the rising threat of German fascism. Adding to the depth
of the collection, each of these case studies is complemented by the trans-
lation of a primary source—either a contemporary newspaper article, short
story or unpublished archival document—in order to enrich the discussion
at hand. This combination of primary and secondary sources provides
students of the period with an unusually subtle and nuanced understanding
of the context and “texture” of Stalinist historical propaganda.

Unlike many loosely assembled collections of conference proceedings,
Epic Revisionism is a focused, multi-author investigation of the role played
by Russian history and literature in Stalinist public discourse. The diver-
sity of the volume’s contributors—representing three countries, two aca-
demic disciplines and a range of professional advancement—has resulted
in a remarkably varied set of approaches and conclusions regarding the
subject at hand. While some chapters reflect a largely “top-down” concep-
tion of the Stalinist state’s management of public life (Dubrovsky, Eggers),
others focus on the extent to which the revival of figures from the Russian
past was driven by the political strivings and creative energies of individual
artists (Platt) or other, more historically contingent factors (Nickell, Perrie,
Brandenberger and Platt). Another set of productive tensions among the
volume’s chapters may be drawn between those authors who focus on con-
flicts between official discourse and atypical or dissenting voices (Sandler,
Wachtel, Dubrovsky), and those who investigate internal divisions within
the official discourse itself (Nickell, Platt, Brandenberger, Platt and Bran-
denberger, Powelstock). Finally, a variety of disciplinary affiliations pro-
vides the volume with a wide array of methodological approaches, ranging
from a cultural-historical analysis of individual texts (Sandler, Platt) to
broader surveys of journalism (Powelstock) and mass media as a whole
(Nickell). Biographically based analysis also plays a role in the volume
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(Dubrovsky, Perrie), as does work that focuses tightly on individual com-
ponents of the overall campaign (Wachtel, Brandenberger, Eggers).

In aggregate, these studies capitalize on the multi-author format to gen-
erate a coherent, yet internally diverse account of the intent, design and
impact of the Stalinist rehabilitation of the Russian national past. As James
von Geldern observes in his conclusion to the volume, this coordinated
effort also allows us to comment more broadly on the elusive nature of
“public culture” in the USSR during the most repressive years of the Soviet
era. But beyond the collection’s relevance to the study of the Stalinist period,
it would seem to have considerable contemporary application as well.
Russian political life today is turning increasingly to the myths, imagery
and iconography of the tsarist past in a search for authority and legiti-
macy. Many of the watchwords and catch phrases of present-day myth-
making were last deployed as politically significant symbols under Stalin.
Today’s enthusiasts of the pre-revolutionary past no doubt imagine them-
selves to be reaching back to the roots of the Russian political tradition—
to a “true” wellspring of Russian national pride that predates the Soviet
era. Yet in reality, this dialogue with the past—ostensibly conducted “over
the heads” of seven decades of Soviet history—borrows heavily from the
cultural norms of the Stalin period. In many cases, works being reissued
today as part of the current “rediscovery” of the Russian past were last
printed between the s and the s.10 Clearly, the Stalinist celebration
of the Russian national past must be seen as an important link in the
genealogy of current nationalist rhetoric. In this sense, the chapters that
follow make a valuable contribution to our understanding of contempo-
rary political culture in Russia as well.

�

Before turning to the case studies themselves, a brief overview of general
trends in interwar Soviet mass culture is necessary in order to set the stage
for the detailed accounts that follow. Of central importance to our dis-
cussion is the rise of Socialist Realism during the early s. According
to Katerina Clark’s now widely accepted view, official endorsement of this
mode of literary, artistic, and cultural expression between  and  led
to the abandonment of the previous decade’s avant-garde and revolutionary
cultural movements. In contrast to the experimentalist writing associated
with the many literary groups of the s (the Left Front in Art, or LEF,
Novyi lef, VAPP, Kuznetsy, etc.), Socialist Realism was characterized by a
simple, traditional style of description derived from the realist prose of the
nineteenth century. Thematically, this new mode of expression promoted
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everyday tales of valor in which heroic individuals struggled for the greater
societal good. Engineered for mass appeal, many of this new mode’s plot
elements and narrative devices had much in common with epic and folk-
loric traditions.11

Elaborating on Clark’s analysis, Evgenii Dobrenko has argued more
recently that Socialist Realism emerged as a populist corrective to the often
arcane and inaccessible literature of the s. Aware that the cultural inno-
vations of the first fifteen years of Soviet rule had failed to win the hearts
and minds of the poorly educated mass audience, writers and Soviet
authorities alike moved to embrace more conventional forms of literary
expression toward the end of the first Five-Year Plan.12 Within only a few
years, the new canon of Socialist Realism had eclipsed the challenging, often
intentionally obscure writing of the s with an elaborate pageantry of
memorable protagonists and dramatic (if also formulaic) story lines, cel-
ebrating heroes from the civil war and the on-going socialist construction.

This explanatory model can be generalized in many ways to describe
Soviet mass culture as a whole during the early to mid-s. Comple-
menting trends in official literature, attempts were made in the early s
to enhance the mobilizational potential of Soviet propaganda on the mass
level by means of a populist emphasis on contemporary heroism. This
approach had been championed already during the late s by A. M.
Gor’kii and others who contended that contemporary heroes could be used
to inspire and rally “by example.” At the same time that mass journalism
was shifting its focus to accessible, popular themes, prominent multivol-
ume series like Gor’kii’s History of Plants and Factories and The History of
the Civil War in the USSR were launched as a way of developing a new pan-
theon of Soviet heroes, socialist myths, and modern-day fables. Focusing
on shock workers in industry and agriculture, this “search for a usable past”
also lavished attention on prominent Old Bolshevik revolutionaries, indus-
trial planners, party leaders, Komsomol officials, Comintern activists, Red
Army heroes, non-Russians from the republican party organizations, and
even famous members of the secret police. These populist, heroic tales were
to provide a common narrative—a story of identity—that the entire soci-
ety could relate to. Reflecting a new emphasis on patriotism and russo-
centrism in the press after the mid-s, these heroes were to be a rallying
call with greater mass appeal than the preceding decade’s narrow and imper-
sonal materialist focus on social forces and class struggle.13

Interest in individual heroes, patriotism, and the “usable past”—re-
ferred to at the time as “pragmatic history”—led some propagandists in
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the direction of folkloric themes and imagery.14 Others concluded that
additional members of the newly forming Soviet pantheon of heroes might
be drawn from the annals of the pre-revolutionary history of the USSR.
Although rehabilitating representatives of the old regime was a politically
difficult undertaking, during the second half of the s classic cultural
icons like A. S. Pushkin were revived in tandem with a few selectively cho-
sen state-builders like Peter the Great. Such figures were expected to bolster
the regime’s legitimacy, with Pushkin lending credibility to Soviet literature
while Peter’s radical reforms would serve as a precedent for Stalin’s break-
neck industrialization. Among those historical reputations rehabilitated
during the second half of the s were famous names such as Nevskii,
Donskoi, Minin, Pozharskii, Susanin, Lomonosov, Suvorov, Kutuzov, and
Lermontov. Concurrently, one observes a noticeable decline in official
enthusiasm for peasant rebels like Razin, Pugachev, and Shamil’.15 A reflec-
tion of the emergent etatist and russocentric tendencies of the day, these
moves were purely instrumental, the party hierarchy apparently believing
that the Soviet Olympus could be hybridized to allow its Peters and Push-
kins to stand shoulder to shoulder alongside contemporary shock workers
(e.g., A. Stakhanov), Old Bolsheviks (A. S. Enukidze), prominent indus-
trialists (Iu. L. Piatakov), Komsomol activists (A. V. Kosarev), Red Army
commanders (A. I. Egorov), republican party leaders (F. Khodzhaev), and
members of the secret police (N. I. Ezhov). By , these heroes stood at
the center of countless productions designed for the stage, screen, and pub-
lic library reading room. Stalinist propagandists’ peculiar willingness to line
up the heroes of the present with those of the distant past certainly consti-
tutes one of the most surprising developments in the history of Soviet pub-
lic life. Indeed, the contributions to this volume suggest that many of the
most distinctive features of the Soviet rehabilitation of the Russian national
past stem from the difficulty of reconciling the contradictions inherent to
these campaigns. At base, this tension indicates that, while the Soviet
establishment clearly attempted to harness “tried and true” historical myths
for its own purposes, this investment in tsarist historical propaganda
should not be mistaken for a simple repetition of imperial mythmaking.16

Although the deployment of tsarist heroes was initially quite modest and
selective (focusing largely on both Russian and non-Russian artists and sci-
entists), these pre-revolutionary names and reputations were augmented
by so many Russian military and political figures after  that they came
to dominate the new Soviet pantheon by the end of the decade. This pecu-
liar turn of events was likely the result of both official direction and histor-
ical contingency. Beginning in the fall of , the Great Terror devastated
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the party, state bureaucracy, the military high command, and the national
republics, crippling the new heroic Olympus as the rolling waves of the
purge swept away the leading lights of Soviet society. Agitational efforts
at the grassroots level likely appeared close to collapse as the Enukidzes,
Piatakovs, Kosarevs, Egorovs, and Ezhovs were consumed in the bloodlet-
ting. One may imagine how propagandists on the local level must have
panicked over materials that turned out to be littered with the names of
recently exposed “enemies of the people.” At times, it must have seemed as
if only Socialist Realism’s fictional heroes—Pavel Korchagin, Gleb Chuma-
lov, and others—did not risk arrest.17

As this cruel winnowing process stripped the Soviet Olympus of its party
activists and Red Army commanders, the prominence of the pantheon’s
constituents from the Russian national past rose dramatically.18 Not only
were the Peters and Pushkins arguably more familiar to average Soviet 
citizens than the Frunzes, Shchors, and other Bolshevik heroes who were
colorless enough to survive the purges, but they were far easier to propa-
gandize (in part because there was little risk that they might be exposed
one day as fascist spies or Trotskyites).19 In other words, the party’s prag-
matic willingness to hybridize its pantheon of heroes, compounded by 
the purges’ destruction of many of the available Soviet heroes, led to an
increasing reliance on pre-revolutionary Russian reputations in Soviet pro-
paganda during the mid- to late s.

To many, this substitution may have seemed quite unremarkable in light
of the growing conservatism of Stalinist culture. As party propaganda
became increasingly russocentric and populist toward the end of the s,
it seemed quite natural for the USSR to lay a claim to the political and
cultural heritage of tsarist Russia. That said, one fundamental problem
could not be denied—these newly discovered “Soviet” heroes were, in the
final analysis, a group of nobles, tsarist generals, emperors, and princes,
whose status as exemplary figures within the Soviet pantheon of heroes
could never be fully reconciled with the reigning revolutionary ethic of
Marxism-Leninism. The following case studies examine the inevitable
tensions that resulted, detailing some of the most curious dimensions of
the Stalinist regime’s “epic revisionism.”
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The one-hundredth anniversary of Tolstoi’s birth, in September , was
the first large-scale, government-sponsored event during the Soviet era
celebrating a pre-revolutionary writer. Tolstoi was feted throughout the
year and throughout the country, from the rural peasant reading hut to the
capital, where a seven-hour ceremony at the Bolshoi Theater inaugurated
a whole Tolstoi week of cultural events.1 Postage stamps were issued, doc-
umentary films were produced, and three separate editions of the author’s
collected works were published, including the beginning volumes of a
ninety-volume “jubilee” edition. Yet the anniversary was hardly an unequiv-
ocal celebration; rather, it was marked by an ambivalence that characterized
the official Soviet attitude toward Tolstoi. On one hand, Tolstoi’s artistic
talents were openly acknowledged, and Soviet writers were already at that
time being enjoined to learn from Tolstoi—Iurii Libedinskii, in fact, used
him as his primary literary model in the platform for the RAPP Plenum
of May .2 On the other hand, other aspects of Tolstoi—his religiosity
and his theory of nonviolence, as well as the Tolstoian movement that
they educed—elicited a great deal of caution, distrust, and, at times, open
hostility. Although it was asserted that the anniversary opened a new era
in the study of Tolstoi that reflected the tremendous social progress of the
previous ten years, there was also a great deal of concern that it would lend
legitimacy to those dangerous elements in his legacy. Worse still, Tolstoi’s
artful writing could obscure the dangers of his backward ideas, requiring
that the novelist be read with heightened ideological vigilance.
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To Tolstoi the writer: peace,
But to Tolstoi the prophet: war!

—Vlast’ truda, 



Thus it was with considerable anxiety that the Soviet authorities acknowl-
edged the national significance of Tolstoi and directed the public to celebrate
his holiday. Even as they promoted Tolstoi’s centennial, they sought to
diminish the adulation that surrounded him and limit his influence on
Soviet readers. An elaborate interpretive apparatus was produced to accom-
pany the anniversary celebration, forming a sort of protective supertext that
would prevent readers from being infected by Tolstoi’s way of thinking. The
public was carefully instructed as to how to read Tolstoi and was provided
with lists of recommended works as well as Marxist critical treatments.3

The editorial board of the jubilee edition was fortified with staunch party
ideologues, and editions of Tolstoi’s works were bracketed with communist
exegeses—introductions and commentary that clarified class contradic-
tions and countered Tolstoian “theses” with Marxist antitheses.4 Antholo-
gies of Marxist Tolstoi criticism were printed in cheap editions, including
separate editions of Lenin’s and Plekhanov’s well-known articles on the
subject.5 Whole guidebooks on the proper observation of the holiday were
also published, offering instructions on setting up displays, organizing
evenings, and lending Tolstoi’s books in libraries (including recommen-
dations for alternative authors).6 A Glaviskusstvo piece called “Theses for
Lecturers at Cultural-Educational Establishments and Schools” appeared
in both Pravda and Izvestiia three days before the anniversary, describing
methods of counteracting the dangers of Tolstoi.7

These precautions added a particularly Soviet flavor to ritual practices
inherited from the pre-revolutionary cult of literature in Russia. Under the
old regime, quarter centuries and even decades were regularly observed
milestones in the afterlives of major Russian writers, with their centenni-
als becoming full-blown national holidays. Already in the late nineteenth
century these events had become richly coded moments of public discourse,
in which the legacy of an author was used to promote cultural ideas and
archetypes. Thus while the Pushkin anniversary of / was a land-
mark in establishing the poet’s cult, it is most vividly remembered for the
way in which Dostoevskii’s rousing panegyric used Pushkin to define Rus-
sia itself. Subsequent Pushkin anniversaries produced new collective iden-
tities as diverse as the times in which they occurred (in keeping with 
Apollon Grigor’ev’s equation “Pushkin is our everything!”).8 Insofar as the
democratic tendencies of nineteenth-century Russian literature gave voice
to political positions that conflicted with the ideologies of the Russian state,
the literary holiday could become a political event, as the Russian public
seized the day of an anniversary or funeral to express their sympathy for
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whatever subversive agendas the author might represent. By the beginning
of the twentieth century this mixture of remembrance and protest had be-
come quite overt: when tsarist authorities attempted to limit commemo-
ration of Tolstoi’s death in , the public responded with widespread
strikes and demonstrations that expressed both sympathy for Tolstoi and
antipathy toward the government.9

The official statement by Nicholas II on Tolstoi’s death had recognized
him only as the author of War and Peace, abdicating considerable rhetor-
ical power to others who could make much more effective identifications
with Tolstoi’s legacy. For Lenin, a Russia that could identify so intensely
with Tolstoi was a nation on the verge of revolution. This approach became
a model for the post-revolutionary period, when the Soviets exploited lit-
erary holidays for their own agitational work. The literary calendar now
provided occasion for the redefinition of pre-revolutionary literary history
and the celebration of new collective identities, but also for the articula-
tion of a new set of political agendas. The  Tolstoi anniversary became
a focal point in the campaign to reorient Soviet literature away from its
avant garde tendencies toward the accessible tradition of the “classics”; it
was also used to illustrate the need for collectivization by characterizing
the peasant population in terms of Tolstoi’s passivity and religiosity. As
Soviet critics asserted their ideological hegemony over Tolstoi, they also
demonstrated a model for cultural revolution: as one critic explained, the
revolution supplied “those essential clarifications that will help the con-
temporary reader gain an understanding of the work of Tolstoi after it has
passed through the prism of Marxist analysis.”10

This refraction was not always precise, however, as those who engineered
it confronted the ambiguities not only of Tolstoi but of early Soviet cultural
practices as well. The months leading up to the Tolstoi anniversary have
been recognized as a period of “confusion and uncertainty in party align-
ments.” Stalin was consolidating power, defeating rivals first on the left and
then on the right. L. D. Trotskii and his political retinue were expelled from
Moscow in January ; N. I. Bukharin also came under attack; a speech
printed in Pravda during the Tolstoi anniversary week has been cited as his
last appearance as major spokesman for the party. The campaign against
Trotskii and his supporters continued throughout the year, and another
round of arrests was made in October, following a September decree by
V. M. Molotov.11 These conflicts caused confusion among rank-and-file
party members, who found it difficult to identify various enemies and their
positions relative to the general line. The censure of former ideological
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authorities for transgressions that were not clearly defined made party
members unsure of their own positions and allegiances.12

The party’s struggle to define itself in relation to these “deviations” had
the net effect of forcing the Tolstoi anniversary toward the ideological 
center represented by Lenin’s writings on Tolstoi. These pieces provided a
reassuring lodestar by which to navigate the anniversary and a means of
orientation toward the course of ideological orthodoxy and political via-
bility. Although many important works of literary criticism on Tolstoi also
appeared during the centennial, including seminal volumes by Formalists
Victor Shklovskii and Boris Eikhenbaum, they were largely overshadowed
in the press by the work of leading Marxists like P. S. Kogan, V. M. Friche,
and F. Raskol’nikov. These latter authorities were themselves superseded
by revolutionary forebears like Luxembourg, Plekhanov, and, ultimately,
Lenin. The discussion below explores the dynamics behind this centrism
and describes more fully the debates that characterized the Soviet celebra-
tion of the Tolstoi centennial. The picture of increasing ideological defer-
ence that it presents not only reflects contemporary developments in the
broader political spectrum but also anticipates the course of Soviet cultural
policy into the s.

�

In an often-cited passage from Gor’kii’s memoirs, Lenin holds up a vol-
ume of Tolstoi’s works and exclaims, “Who in Europe can compare to him?
No one.”13 Lenin’s attitude supported a certain institutional respect toward
Tolstoi on the part of the Soviet establishment, deriving from a cultish
veneration of a national icon that transcended the politics of Soviet cul-
ture. Gor’kii, the anointed godfather of the new Soviet literature, shared
Lenin’s admiration and did much to memorialize it in his reminiscences
of Tolstoi.14 The participation of Soviet elites in the broad currents of mass
enthusiasm for this world-renowned writer made the Tolstoi centennial an
event of great political importance—one that challenged the new Soviet
society to define its attitude toward a powerful cultural figure represent-
ing ideas and beliefs that directly contradicted Marxist and Bolshevik 
ideology.

The conflict of interests around Tolstoi is attested by comparison of his
anniversary celebration with others occurring during that same year. Niko-
lai Chernyshevskii’s centennial, coming just six weeks prior to Tolstoi’s,
offered much more fertile ground for the celebration of Bolshevik values
but proved to be much less momentous than that of his more storied con-
temporary. The relative lack of fanfare for the Chernyshevskii event was
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decried in the Bolshevik press, but efforts to redress this imbalance proved
ineffective, and at the year’s end a rather awkward victory on the ideo-
logical front was conceded to Tolstoi.15 Other important anniversaries were
also marked that year, including the tenth commemoration of Plekhanov’s
death and Gor’kii’s sixtieth birthday celebration. The latter event was per-
haps the closest equivalent in popular appeal to the Tolstoi centennial,
particularly as it occasioned Gor’kii’s triumphal return to Soviet Russia
from Italy, but none of these events attracted the sustained attention and
animated discussion that surrounded the Tolstoi celebration.

The looming presence of Tolstoi was not just a problem of residual affec-
tion for a hero of the past, however. In spite of the Bolsheviks’ rise to
power in , Tolstoian philosophy remained a viable alternative, or threat,
to Bolshevism into the late s. Tolstoian communes still existed, and
their adherents still proselytized the Tolstoian gospel. Many first-generation
Tolstoian disciples were still actively publishing and popularizing his views,
and the anniversary offered them an opportunity to appeal to a larger
audience. There was a particularly active group of Tolstoians in Moscow,
who spent much of the year preparing commemorative publications, speak-
ing at public events, and organizing anniversary celebrations.16

Soviet anxiety about Tolstoianism was undoubtedly heightened by the
latter’s historical contiguity with Bolshevism. It was not uncommon for
aspiring revolutionaries to go through “Tolstoian episodes” in their journey
toward Marxism.17 Nadezhda Krupskaia was a friend of Tolstoian publicist
Ivan Gorbunov-Posadov and published in his journal Svobodnoe vospitanie
before the Revolution. Lenin’s personal secretary, Vladimir Bonch-Bruevich,
was a student of Russian sectarianism and had accompanied a group of
Dukhobors in their Tolstoi-sponsored emigration to Canada in ; he
also worked with Tolstoi’s publishing house, Posrednik. His wife, Vera Velich-
kina, had worked with Tolstoi in the Riazan’ famine relief project of ,
and her memoirs about the experience were published during the anniver-
sary year with an introduction by her husband.18 While her book ridiculed
the dreamy idealism that motivated many who were drawn to the move-
ment, it nonetheless pointed to an uncomfortable ideological proximity
to Bolshevism. The veneration of Tolstoi’s heroic aspect by Bolshevik
god-builders like Gor’kii, Lunacharskii, and even Lenin set an awkward
example for new Bolshevik converts, one that needed to be rigorously quali-
fied by repeated criticism of Tolstoi’s ideological fallacies. Militant orga-
nizations like the Society of Old Bolsheviks and the League of the Godless
mounted a propaganda campaign against Tolstoi’s moral philosophy only
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slightly less strident than the attacks that had been launched by the Ortho-
dox Church some thirty years earlier. And much as Nicholas II had done,
the Bolsheviks rigorously differentiated the writer from the social philoso-
pher. It was generally accepted that Tolstoi could serve as a model for writ-
ers in terms of form, but in terms of content numerous caveats applied:
his critique of Orthodoxy and economic inequality were good, but his
belief in God, nonviolence, and the virtues of poverty were not. Often these
distinctions blurred, however, and Plekhanov’s notion that Tolstoi could
be accepted “only so far” (“otsiuda i dosiuda”) became the operative slogan
describing this ill-defined middle ground.19

The scope of the efforts made to limit Tolstoi’s influence attest to his
abiding appeal among proletarian and peasant readers. Surveys of Red
Army soldiers in  had shown Tolstoi far outpacing other writers in
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Figure . Cartoon by N. Lebedev depicting Tolstoi under the “cross-examination” of

contemporary critics at a public forum. From left to right, A. N. Lunacharskii sheds

light on Tolstoi’s exposure of hypocrisy in War and Peace; L. Ortodoks-Aksel’rod

examines the limits of the author’s concern for the peasantry; and M. Ol’minskii

critically illuminates Tolstoi’s belief in passive resistance in Resurrection. The cap-

tions surrounding Tolstoi’s bust in the center read “Resist not evil” and “I cannot

remain silent.” The forum is “moderated” by F. Raskol’nikov. From Chitatel’ i pisatel’,
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popularity, and throughout the s he continued to top contemporary
Soviet authors in terms of mass readership and library circulation. Some
analysts suggested that this popularity was higher among women and older
(i.e., more “passive, backward”) readers, but other surveys showed that
even among workers he was one of the most widely read authors.20 This
broad circulation among rank-and-file proletarians required that their
reading be informed by an appropriate level of class consciousness. Some
argued that such consciousness would make workers “immune” to the
negative effects of bourgeois literature. Viacheslav Polonskii, a leading
spokesperson for this immunity theory, pointed in particular to Lenin’s
approval of the publication of Tolstoi’s works and said that any danger in
literature could be exposed and neutralized by criticism—not only that of
Marxist theorists, but also that of the masses themselves. The goal of class
struggle in literature was precisely this sort of awakening of the proletar-
ian reader’s critical capacities.21

Others viewed this notion with considerable skepticism. Leopold Aver-
bakh saw the theory of immunity as “fatalistic, thoroughly passivist rub-
bish.”22 This more puritanical view considered the literary text as a point
of potential infiltration for bourgeois values into proletarian conscious-
ness. Tolstoi’s prodigious talent as a writer might enable him to deceive and
seduce the proletarian reader, necessitating extreme vigilance and control
over the publication and presentation of his works. This position was artic-
ulated clearly in a letter of the Society of Old Bolsheviks to Stalin in early
, which listed a series of preemptive measures that should be taken to
protect Soviet readers. Tolstoi’s complete works should be published only
in an academic version and accompanied with appropriate Marxist criti-
cism; popular editions should omit works that the government considered
ideologically inappropriate, while those published were to be accompanied
by commentary “paralyzing” pernicious Tolstoian social philosophy; Marx-
ist brochures on Tolstoi should also be issued, and the editorial staff of the
jubilee edition should be augmented with senior party members.23

This sort of vigilance was believed to be particularly necessary in pro-
tecting the more impressionable Soviet readers to be found among the
youth and peasantry.24 The Komsomol and its newspaper, Komsomol’skaia
pravda, were among the most outspoken critics of the Tolstoi centennial.
The newspaper spoke out against the party’s expenditures on the anni-
versary celebrations and questioned its leniency in dealing with tolstovstvo,
as the categorical embrace of Tolstoian philosophy was known. Bolshe-
vik atheist organizations joined in this attack with particular vehemence,
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producing books and special issues of their journals devoted to the Tol-
stoian “heresy.”25

These various attitudes toward Tolstoi reveal a spectrum of opinions on
the legacy of pre-revolutionary culture—a spectrum that in early  was
still fairly broad but beginning to narrow. The loss of polemical breadth
that characterized the discussion of Tolstoi over the course of that year
reflects changes that would dramatically alter the USSR’s political and cul-
tural landscape. While those changes have been described in greater detail
elsewhere, they will emerge here in a different light, one that draws organ-
izing metaphors of the – Great Break and Cultural Revolution into
particularly sharp focus.

�

With all of these forces allied against the centennial, it is fair to assume
that the anniversary would not have been such a major event in  had
it not been for the particular attention that Lenin had paid to Tolstoi. Tol-
stoi’s eightieth birthday and his death had both been significant political
events in Russia, to which Lenin had responded with seven articles in
pre-revolutionary Bolshevik newspapers that were smuggled into Russia
from abroad.26 Though perhaps motivated on some level by Lenin’s admi-
ration for Tolstoi, these articles were intended to diminish Tolstoi’s influ-
ence as a social and political philosopher, which was heightened at these
moments of focused public attention. To borrow a metaphor from the most
widely known of these pieces, “Lev Tolstoi as a Mirror of the Russian Rev-
olution,” Lenin attempted to cash in on Tolstoi’s political capital by “re-
flecting” attention from the writer onto the revolutionary movement as a
whole. This agenda made Lenin’s articles particularly expedient models
for dealing with the  anniversary, which brought similar dynamics into
play.

Lenin’s “Mirror” article, in fact, became a sort of keynote for the 

anniversary, providing the proper formula for the interpretation of Tol-
stoi. Lenin’s text, marking its own twentieth anniversary at the time, was
probably quoted more frequently than any single work by Tolstoi himself.
Lenin’s Tolstoi was tremendously gifted as a writer, but weak and ineffec-
tual as a political philosopher. He had the ability to discern and express
the unconscious rebellion of the peasants as a class—reflecting like a mir-
ror Russia’s undeveloped revolutionary consciousness. Yet like a mirror he
was passive and lacked the political insight necessary to solve these prob-
lems. The Russian proletariat, Lenin argued, would one day resolve the
contradictions inherent in Tolstoi’s work. They would show the way, not

 Lev Tolstoi



toward Tolstoi’s goal of spiritual enlightenment, but instead toward the
political enlightenment that would truly change their conditions.

Though Lenin often dealt rather harshly with Tolstoi in these articles,
ridiculing his vegetarianism, pacifism, and religiosity, it was nonetheless
clear that he believed Tolstoi had a place in the post-revolutionary canon.
Lenin predicted that Tolstoi’s works would be fully appreciated only when
the yoke of tsarist oppression was lifted, and did his part to see that this
happened after . As the public heard many times during the anniversary
celebration in , Lenin had personally helped to plan the ninety-
volume jubilee edition of Tolstoi’s works, which was to contain all of his
writings, including works that had been censored under the old regime as
well as those that reflected his backward religious and political views.27

Lenin’s encouragement of the jubilee edition, juxtaposed with his cri-
tique of Tolstoi’s social philosophy, struck a tenuous balance that proved
difficult to maintain amidst the ideological tempest of . Political devi-
ations to the left and right were viewed with suspicious scrutiny. In its
directives regarding the  anniversary, we find the party steering critics
to acknowledge both Tolstoi’s ideological shortcomings and his accom-
plishments as an artist and critic. To lose sight of either aspect of Tolstoi,
according to this centrist view, would be to misunderstand his legacy.28 As
Lenin’s interpretation provided the primary model for this approach, the
anniversary became an exercise in reading not only Tolstoi but also Lenin.

A great deal of the discussion of the  anniversary was thus focused
on the correct understanding of Lenin’s interpretation of Tolstoi. Two epi-
sodes from early in the anniversary year illustrate how the debate came to
be centered within the margins of Lenin’s critique. The central figure in the
first of these was M. Ol’minskii, one of the oldest surviving Bolsheviks
and an editor of Na literaturnom postu, who charged onto the anniversary
scene with an editorial entitled “Our Attitude toward Tolstoi,” stating
boldly that Tolstoi’s works held no interest among revolutionaries of his
generation. Ol’minskii had read War and Peace as a teenager, and then Anna
Karenina while in prison, and had come to the conclusion that he had
wasted his time reading such counter-revolutionary works.29 Ol’minskii’s
aversion to Tolstoi found other expression as well. Large ads for Tolstoi
editions that were appearing in newspapers and journals prompted him
to begin a campaign against what he called the “extraordinary advertising
of, and the possible infatuation with, the works of Tolstoi.” The ads in
question, he wrote, had a “purely American character” and were the sort
of thing that one might expect to find in a bourgeois country “in an ad
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for cosmetics or insect repellant.”30 On  February, in a Pravda editorial
entitled “Lenin or Lev Tolstoi?” he complained of the inadequate presen-
tation of Lenin’s works on Tolstoi in an advertisement that had appeared
in Pravda two days earlier. Ol’minskii was glad that Gosizdat was at least
including these texts in its Tolstoi ads but was dismayed to see that the
description of the Lenin texts appeared in the corner of the ad, and in very
small print. The Lenin text was too little, but also too late: the govern-
ment publishing house, Ol’minskii argued, should have published Lenin’s
works about Tolstoi first, and then Tolstoi’s works in their wake.

As odd as this assertion might sound to us, it speaks to an agenda that
was gradually realized over the course of the anniversary year. As one writer
declared, “Our basic aim in connection to the anniversary of L. N. Tolstoi
is to make known, to disseminate widely, and to clarify the views of V. I.
Lenin on Tolstoi.”31 This goal seems to have largely been fulfilled: you
couldn’t spill coffee on a piece about Tolstoi from  without soiling
Lenin’s name or some of his holy words. But Ol’minskii’s comment that
revolutionaries had had no time to read Tolstoi had gone too far, and he
backed down when it was pointed out to him that his antagonism was
itself in disagreement with the Leninist view he so self-righteously sup-
ported.32 In answer to his critics, Ol’minskii explained that he had been
writing in a memoiristic vein—the “our attitude” of his title referred to
himself and his fellow revolutionaries and was not meant to be program-
matic in any way. He clearly understood, judging by his criticism of the
Tolstoi ads, that this program was provided by Lenin, and in spite of his
own errors he was one of the most vocal defenders of Leninist orthodoxy
during the rest of the anniversary year.

Anatolii Lunacharskii, the commissar of education who headed the gov-
ernment’s anniversary committee and the jubilee edition editorial board
and who could be described as the official ideological steward of the Tol-
stoi anniversary, was among those who criticized Ol’minskii’s extremism.33

Lunacharskii, however, provoked a second and even more rancorous epi-
sode illustrating the ideological infighting around Lenin and Tolstoi in
. A twenty-four volume edition of Tolstoi’s collected works, published
by Ogonek, began appearing early in the year and, in a sense, inaugurated
the anniversary celebration. Lunacharskii authored the introduction to the
edition and concluded with the following lines, which were presented as
a paraphrase of Lenin’s view of Tolstoi: “You are the prophet of our peas-
ants, their ideologue, with all of their great positive traits, and all of their
negative ones too.”34
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Figure . Cover art from the collection Lenin i Tolstoi (Moscow, ), illustrating

the superiority of Lenin, aggressively postured and associated with the working

class, to the bucolic Tolstoi and his passive response to rural exploitation.



This description of Tolstoi quickly drew fire, as critics hastened to point
out Lunacharskii’s distortion of Lenin’s position: where Lenin had ascribed
to Tolstoi the passive role of “mouthpiece of the ideas and moods” of the
peasants, Lunacharskii called him an “ideologue” and a “prophet.” Still
worse, Lenin’s sharply defined historical periodization of Tolstoi’s influ-
ence—from  to , was expanded in Lunacharskii’s formulation to
include the peasants of the present day.35 Furthermore, Lunacharskii had
failed to recognize the distinction that Lenin had made between Tolstoi
the artist and Tolstoi the political philosopher and moral educator (prais-
ing the former, but always denouncing the latter). The horror of his error
was in his representation not only of Tolstoi but also of Lenin. “You not
only cannot distort Lenin,” one writer objected, “but you also cannot
‘improve’ his thoughts, add to them or circumscribe them—for this is also
a distortion of Lenin.” And how, the same writer asked, had Lunacharskii
dared to suggest that Tolstoi was just as ingenious as Lenin but had ex-
pressed his genius artistically, rather than politically? He closed by asking
incredulously how this “anti-Leninist” interpretation of Lenin could have
appeared as the preface to the first edition of Tolstoi’s collected works to
be published by a Soviet government press.36

In his response to these attacks, Lunacharskii admitted that communists
should not distort the views of their teachers, but insisted that they have
“the right to certain nuances in relation to the main course of party think-
ing.”37 Suggesting that Lenin’s view of Tolstoi was balanced, and that oth-
ers were excessive in their praise or criticism of Tolstoi (here he cited
Ol’minskii), Lunacharskii did not doubt that, under the influence of Lenin,
they would find the proper tone. If there were slight variations, he argued,
no harm was done.38

But what was the “proper” Leninist tone? In the context of the devel-
oping Cultural Revolution, many felt that it should be decidedly more
confrontational. Na literaturnom postu argued that: “We need the sort of
celebration of the Tolstoi anniversary in which anti-Tolstoianism will con-
quer the masses, and the masses will conquer Tolstoi.”39 Although the polit-
ical center tended to soften this rhetoric, it seconded the call for a critical
reassessment on the mass level of society. An article appearing in Pravda
on the day after the anniversary illustrates this tendency. It concerned a
letter by a group of demobilized soldiers, who had written the paper asking
why the government was spending so much money on Tolstoi’s anniver-
sary when they were forced to live in squalid barracks. The authors of the
Pravda article endorsed the anniversary itself but also hailed the reversal
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in consciousness signaled by the soldiers’ letter: while workers had taken
to the street in  to honor Tolstoi and criticize the government, now
they were criticizing Tolstoi and had a lot that they could teach the pre-
revolutionary author.40

This reversal seems to have been particularly expedient in the coun-
tryside, where ideological deviations were seen as a great danger. Special
guidebooks were produced addressing the concerns and objectives for orga-
nization of anniversary celebrations in local “reading huts.” Displays were
to include data on the exploitation of the peasants and a section devoted
to Lenin’s writings on Tolstoi; it was also suggested that village readers
should exercise their own authority over Tolstoi’s works by putting them
“on trial.” Tolstoi’s play The Power of Darkness, for instance, could be pre-
sented in a version of agitational theater called a “lit-trial,” in which the
audience questioned the characters in order to better understand class con-
flict and the contradictions in Tolstoi’s ideas. Meetings and lectures in the
villages were supposed to show attending peasants how their own every-
day experience revealed Tolstoi’s errors.41

A ceremony at Iasnaia Poliana two days after the anniversary was brought
forth in the pages of Izvestiia to illustrate not only these errors but also
the abiding ideological dangers of Tolstoi’s influence in the countryside.
One of the main events marking the anniversary at the estate had been the
opening of a new school organized according to his pedagogical principles.
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Tolstoian morality to contemporary society. Master and Man serves as a title for a
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It was mentioned during a tour of the school that the students were also
being taught according to Tolstoi’s beliefs, including his teachings about
the existence of God; Lunacharskii, who was presiding over the ceremony,
explained that the government was not worried about this regimen, which
was allowed out of respect for Tolstoi, because experience would show the
children the superiority of the Soviet way. The report on this event in
Izvestiia, however, offered a less sanguine view of the school. Entitled “A
Monument to Tolstoi, or to Tolstoianism?” the article described an evening
concert, at which children from the Iasnaia Poliana school sang a hymn
to Tolstoi (with its own eerie echo of the Lenin cult: “No, he hasn’t died,
he’s alive”). Yet the effects of the continued “life” of a Tolstoian education
were immediately clear to the correspondent: the “quiet, thin, weak little
boys with no light in their eyes, and girls with the timidity of boarding
school girls and the sadness of nuns in their eyes” sang hesitantly, looking
to Tolstoi’s daughter Aleksandra for prompting when they were unsure of
the words. According to Izvestiia, they were so different from the party’s
young pioneers, who were “lively, jolly, full of joy and true faith in the
future.” Was it right, the author asked, that these children were being
deprived of the joys of the typical Soviet school child?42

�

We can only wonder how radiantly many Soviet literary critics looked
toward the future when it came time for them to sing their own paeans
to Tolstoi on the occasion of his anniversary. “It would be a shame,” Luna-
charskii wrote, “if our party, in its relation to such a genius as Tolstoi, were
to sing in monotonous unison.” Lenin had written just a few short articles
on Tolstoi, and “it would be absurd,” he wrote, “if we took those articles
as something . . . limiting the study of Tolstoi, and began to fear—and
there are such people among us—making even one step to the right or to
the left.”43 Despite such an ostensibly tolerant point of view, Lunacharskii
felt compelled to spend much of  attempting to prove that his views
on Tolstoi did, in fact, “correspond absolutely accurately” to those of Lenin.44

Thus Lunacharskii, too, joined a chorus that indeed often sang in one
voice, taking its cues from Lenin and looking hesitatingly to him for reas-
surance.45 Lunacharskii summed up the prospects for any sort of critical
polyphony by expressing his confidence that Marxists would mark the holi-
day “in our own way, in Lenin’s way.”46

Discussion of the anniversary in its aftermath hints that Lunacharskii’s
confidence was not entirely justified. The author of a Chitatel’ i pisatel’
article titled “Do We Know How to Celebrate Anniversaries?” argued that
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the new proletarian culture had failed the “exam” represented by the anni-
versary. On a positive note, the party had succeeded in preventing the Tol-
stoians from making the holiday their own and had widely publicized its
own views on Tolstoi. But although new Marxist writings had generally
followed a line defined by Plekhanov and Lenin, they had not always pro-
duced the proper “tone.” In an obvious rebuke of Lunacharskii, the author
noted that a leading orator’s speech had struck a false note; worse still, he
complained, in the provinces “a whole aria from a completely different
opera” had been performed. As evidence he cited an article from an Orel
newspaper describing the great respect that the Iasnaia Poliana peasants
held for Tolstoi and the religious atmosphere surrounding the celebration
of the holiday at the estate. Chitatel’ i pisatel’ ridiculed the pathetic, rev-
erent tone of the piece and then revealed the most sobering fact of all—
that its author was a member of the Komsomol.47

Throughout the fall of  there were consequences for singing out of
tune with the party line as the literary heterogeneity of the NEP period
hardened into the orthodoxy of RAPP.48 In October Krasnaia nov’ was
attacked for the “eclecticism” of its special Tolstoi issue (for, among other
things, reprinting Lunacharskii’s debate with one of his critics, Raskol’ni-
kov), and a Na literaturnom postu editorial complained that the Tolstoi
anniversary had revealed “an inability to effectively organize resistance
against petty-bourgeois elements.”49 In December, the Central Committee
issued new directives for literature, demanding that it play a larger role in
class warfare; a Pravda editorial on the th of that month declared that
class warfare was just beginning in art and attacked Lunacharskii for being
lax on ideological questions.50 The following year, , saw the arrest of
former Krasnaia nov’ editor Aleksandr Voronskii as a Trotskyite and the
removal of Lunacharskii from his post as commissar of education. It was
around this time that the demographic center of the Tolstoian movement
began to shift radically to the east, as Tolstoian communes were liquidated
and their members deported to special settlements in Siberia.51 In these
circumstances, it is no wonder that we find critics huddled in the Leninist
center.

In , then, we could say that Tolstoi was still a mirror of the Revo-
lution: when Soviet readers looked at Tolstoi, after all, they saw Lenin.
However, readers were enjoined to view Tolstoi through the “corrective
lens” of Lenin, in order to see clearly the contradictions and errors that
riddle the classic author’s works. These reading glasses would correct ide-
ological myopia, the very nearsightedness that had prevented Tolstoi from
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understanding the future. Readers were promised “a new Tolstoi, compre-
hensible to all and free of the contradictions, pacifism and unctuousness”
that had shaded his life and work.52 Thus the passive Tolstoi, who merely
reflected his age and all of its contradictions as a mirror, was to be refracted
through Lenin, who showed the way to actively resolve those contradic-
tions, and through whom Tolstoi’s works could reveal truths that Tolstoi
himself had not foreseen.

This scheme, coupling the passive Tolstoian/peasant/reader with the active
Leninist/worker/critic, resembles the fabled alliance (smychka) of workers
and peasants of the first Five-Year Plan. In the restraining of Tolstoi’s
spontaneous, “reactionary” realism with Lenin’s revolutionary conscious-
ness, we can recognize elements of the master narrative of a Socialist Real-
ist aesthetic that was already beginning to shape Soviet culture, long before
its official articulation in the early s. Lenin emerges in the obvious
role of father figure, first in relation to Tolstoi, whose unconscious, inef-
fectual, and passive “Iasnaia Polianism,” as it was called (we can read
‘Pollyanna-ism), was reshaped by the resolute, sagacious Lenin.53 Soviet
readers were reminded more than once that Tolstoi offered a barren ide-
ology, while Lenin had fathered the Revolution.54 But Lenin also played this
role for the Soviet critics who found themselves uncertain of their own
authority to shape the collective responses to Tolstoi’s works. As the liter-
ary establishment entered an era in which they were called upon to take
a larger role than ever in shaping Soviet collective consciousness, this def-
erence to a single, central authority becomes rather ominous. It resonates
with Stalin’s rise to power and also suggests why RAPP would be short-
lived, to be replaced by a Writers’ Union that was structured around its
own strong father figure, Maksim Gor’kii.

Likewise, the formation of a militant “center” was a strategy in many
ideological confrontations both literary and political in subsequent years,
when accusations of “deviation from the correct Leninist line” became the
operative words of attack. “Knowing how to celebrate jubilees” was a mat-
ter not of literary expertise, after all, but of political savvy. Viacheslav
Polonskii wrote that the discussion of the Tolstoi centennial “couldn’t be
more timely,” because it “allowed Marxist criticism to try its weapons on
first-class material.”55 More often than not, however, these imperious ambi-
tions were frustrated as the critics in question turned their weapons on
each other.56 The intolerant, strident tone of their debate reflects their
inability to navigate the rhetorical narrows that they themselves had cre-
ated. As they attempted to follow a party line that could thin to the point
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of inscrutability, Marxist critics found themselves struggling less with Tol-
stoi’s legacy than with Lenin’s. In demonstrating how to conquer the for-
mer, they surrendered a great deal of their own authority to the latter.
Thus during his centennial year Tolstoi proved to be a mirror of the Rev-
olution as he had been in ; now, however, he reflected a new set of
contradictions, and a new stripe of passivism. Although the  centen-
nial was a rather benign, “vegetarian” affair when compared with what was
to come in the s, it provides a valuable perspective on the way new,
Stalinist identities were shaped around rituals of confrontation, acquies-
cence, and conformity.
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darstvennogo izdatel’stva  (): –. The newspaper archive at the Tolstoi
Museum contains numerous articles entitled “What to Read about Tolstoi” from
provincial newspapers throughout the country. The Czech émigré journal Volia
Rossii pointed out the incompleteness of the Tolstoi who was being presented to
the Russian reading public, noting that, among other things, his writings against
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10. A. Stavrovskii, “Lenin i Tolstoi,” Biulleten’ gosudarstvennogo izdatel’stva 
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–-e gody, ed. T. V. Gromov (Moscow: Kniga, ). For an image of the
anniversary from a more Tolstoian point of view, see K stoletiiu L. N. Tolstogo:
Sbornik komissii po oznamenovaniiu -letiia so dnia rozhdeniia L. N. Tolstogo
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Press Commentary on the
Tolstoi Centenary Celebration

Tolstoi’s jubilee in  suffered from a lack of clear direction from the
party. Indeed, the event revealed profound confusion over precisely how
the great novelist was to be venerated in a revolutionary society. Ten years
of iconoclasm in the arts had left many in the party and cultural elite
yearning for what M. Gor’kii called a “return to the classics.” Yet Tolstoi’s
potential influence as a competing moral and social philosopher com-
plicated his appropriation into Soviet literary culture.

The following article surveys the accomplishments of the  jubilee
celebration, giving the event a decidedly mixed evaluation.1 To be sure,
official involvement in the anniversary had enabled its organizers to stifle
discussion in the press of Tolstoi’s legacy as it related to religious belief
and Tolstoian cultural practices. But the party’s near-total control over
mass culture also forced officials and members of the creative intelli-
gentsia to be more than vigilant censors and to essentially construct a
persuasive case for Tolstoi’s Sovietization. This proved to be an ideo-
logically treacherous process, even with Lenin’s and Plekhanov’s writ-
ings on Tolstoi serving as guidelines. Materialist rhetoric resonated rather
poorly with many of Tolstoi’s readers and Soviet critics found it difficult
to redefine “the great writer of the Russian land” in the context of the
adulation he recieved during the centennial celebration. In the end, they
failed to advance a new Tolstoi who was particularly compelling or
politically expedient from a Soviet viewpoint; critics like the one below
denounced such efforts as a waste of resources that could have been used
to popularize more progressive literary figures.





N, “D W K H  C J?”

Chitatel’ i pisatel’,  November 

The eleventh year [of the Revolution] was spent under the rubric of cul-
tural revolution. Among the big cultural campaigns of the year, the events
surrounding the jubilee of L. N. Tolstoi were among the most prominent.

This jubilee was a test of our proletarian culture. There were great dan-
gers and difficulties, which were, for the most part, resolved satisfactorily.
Among the people, the jubilee had considerable appeal. V. I. Lenin pro-
claimed that “if his great works are really to be made the possession of all,”
the “system of society which condemns millions and scores of millions to
ignorance, benightedness, drudgery and poverty” will have to be destroyed.2

And these words have proven true. Enormous editions of Tolstoi’s artistic
works have for the first time been made available to the general proletarian
reader.

The Tolstoians’ hope to co-opt the anniversary did not come to pass.
From the very beginning an accurate Leninist evaluation of Tolstoi was

taken as the basis of the jubilee. From the very beginning Tolstoi, “the great
artist, the genius who has not only drawn incomparable pictures of Russian
life, but has made first-class contributions to world literature,” Tolstoi,
with his “remarkably powerful, forthright and sincere protest against social
falsehood and hypocrisy,” was sharply distinguished from “the ‘Tolstoian,’
e.g., the jaded, hysterical sniveler,” and from Tolstoianism itself, with its
“crackpot preaching of submission, ‘resist not evil’ with violence.”3

Everyone who was preparing to drag moth-eaten phrases about “the
great seeker after God” out into the light of day was very quickly reminded
that these phrases are “false from beginning to end,” and those who mouth
them don’t “believe in Tolstoi’s God or sympathize with Tolstoi’s criticism
of the existing social order.” Theirs is simply an attempt “with the din and
thunder of claptrap to drown the demand for a straight and clear answer
to the question: what are the glaring contradictions of Tolstoianism?”4

The Communist Academy and State Publishing House republished works
on Tolstoi by Lenin, Plekhanov, and a number of other Marxists.

New Marxist work on Tolstoi has generally proceeded according to the
standards set by Lenin and Plekhanov.

In general a correct orientation has been given.
But it must be said that its implementation has not always been suc-

cessful in every way, that the tone has not always rung true, and that this
has led to some distortions in the general line of the jubilee.
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If a wrong note slipped into the speech of a leading orator during the
celebration of the jubilee days in Moscow,5 in the provinces it was as if a
whole aria from a completely different opera was being performed.

Right here in front of me is a four-column newspaper article entitled
“At Tolstoi’s Estate.” Its author describes the festivities at Iasnaia Poliana
on September .

Here are two or three quotations:
“I sit expectantly with a policeman on the veranda of Tolstoi’s manor

house, on an antique wicker divan.
“‘All sorts of people have been coming here,’ says the policeman. ‘From

America, Italy, from everywhere. They do great honor to Lev Nikolaevich.
There were particularly many last winter. They come to the grave, take off

their hats, and stand there. Our Russians don’t behave this way: they just
turn around and they’re gone. . . .’”

It is clear that not all our Russians lag behind their foreign counterparts
in honoring Tolstoi, however. This is only a sin of those “depraved” by city
culture, a sin displayed by visitors.

In answer to the question: “But what about the Iasnaia Poliana peasants?”
the policeman answers: “Ooh . . . they’re fine. . . . What else would you
expect. . . . After all, he helped them. He gave one woman a hut and even
installed her stove himself. . . . They respect him. But t’day look how
many’ll come,” the policeman finished thoughtfully. “You’ll see!”

And further on the author describes what he saw:
“Tolstoi’s grave is quiet, deserted. Somewhere here his favorite horse is

buried. How pagan and wonderful. . . . A great lover of nature has been
embraced by the hospitable depths of the earth.”

Further on, in just the same “wonderful, pagan” style and tone, is the
pathetic conclusion: “This was an unforgettable September .”

Where was this published? By whom? In an “honorable, democratic”
newspaper, by a member of the “honorably democratic” intelligentsia?

No, it was published in Orel Pravda on September  of this year.
The author of the article is M. Kireev—a member of the Komsomol and

VAPP6 and the head of the “Workers’ Life” section of the newspaper.
Evidently we’re still not rid of people who consider it necessary to love

the whole Tolstoi.
But if Lenin and Plekhanov were dressing down the lovers of the whole

Tolstoi in , now the articles of such people are nauseating proletarian
readers from Orel.

Two readers—V. D. Lebedev, a former student of the Communist 
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University of the West, and V. Tiunin, a worker from Orel, wrote letters to
the editor that, I hear, were not printed because the editors did not want
to undermine their colleague’s authority. V. Tiunin complains that from
his point of view—that of “a novice reader”—Kireev’s article confuses the
socio-class characterization of Tolstoi’s work given by Lenin in his article
“Lev Tolstoi as a Mirror of the Russian Revolution.” The reader correctly
notes that Comrade M. Kireev pays no regard to Lenin’s characterization
“either from ignorance, or because the author needed to shame the Rus-
sian peasants for their lack of respect. Perhaps he wanted to make them
bow and honor Tolstoi for the scythe that some factory owner gave him,
or perhaps he wanted to praise the foreigners because they stand for a long
time with their hats off over Tolstoi’s remains.” The former student of the
Communist University, armed with Lenin and Plekhanov, inveighs against
the author for his glorification of Tolstoi as a life-spirit and wonderful
pagan and is astounded that the author did not notice the Komsomol cells
at Iasnaia Poliana. Indeed, he notes, there is not a single word of a com-
munist evaluation of Tolstoi in the article at all.

This polemic is significant.
Readers are correcting their newspapers in a Leninist fashion.
Were such corrections needed only in Orel? No, they were needed

throughout the whole holiday.
We ought to admit that:
In terms of public attention, the Tolstoi jubilee has eclipsed several of our

anniversaries that could have been celebrated with no qualms whatsoever.
Comrade A. Serafimovich’s jubilee passed by relatively unnoticed.7

Not even the most fanatical champion of proletarian literature would
place Serafimovich on a par with Tolstoi. But Serafimovich is one of our
most significant and dedicated revolutionary writers so far.

In a year that was spent under the rubric of cultural revolution, this
anniversary should have resonated as a more powerful celebration of pro-
letarian culture.

Chernyshevskii’s anniversary, too, is in danger of being overlooked.8 Of
course, Chernyshevskii is not Tolstoi in terms of his artistic or even jour-
nalistic gifts. But Chernyshevskii was a genius of heroic action and was
certainly the genuine revolutionary conscience of his age. He weighed in
on the side of the Russian Revolution while the ideas of Tolstoi—according
to Lenin—played no small role in the defeat of .9

But there’s no talk of any mass edition of Chernyshevskii’s works. Our
publishers republish whomever and whatever they want, but we don’t hear
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anything about a mass edition of the novel What Is to Be Done? Our jour-
nals even offer serialized installments of Conan Doyle, but not a single
journal has thought to popularize Chernyshevskii.

The disparity in scale between the celebrations of Tolstoi and Cherny-
shevskii is unbelievable.

Tolstoi and Chernyshevskii were both born in .
In the minds of our mass readers, the year of  will be associated

only with the Tolstoi centennial. This is our mistake and sin. We must cor-
rect this historical injustice.

Notes

1. Novus, “Umeem li my prazdnovat’ iubilei?” Chitatel’ i pisatel’,  November
.

2. Unattributed Lenin quotation that would have been familiar to many in ,
drawn from “L. N. Tolstoi,” in V. I. Lenin, Works,  vols. (Moscow: Progress,
–), :.

3. V. I. Lenin, “Lev Tolstoi as the Mirror of the Russian Revolution,” in Works,
:.

4. Ibid.
5. A. V. Lunacharskii was accused of distorting Lenin’s appraisal of Tolstoi dur-

ing the celebrations—see chapter  in this volume.
6. The All-Union Association of Proletarian Writers was formed in ; it was

later known as RAPP (the Russian Association of Proletarian Writers). Initially a
militant proletarian movement, VAPP tempered its demands for working-class
hegemony over culture after the mid-s amid growing respect for nineteenth-
century realism.

7. A. Serafimovich (–), Bolshevik journalist best known for the revolu-
tionary romanticism epitomized by his  novel The Iron Flood (Zheleznyi potok).

8. N. G. Chernyshevskii (–), radical journalist, literary critic, and author
known for his  novel What Is to Be Done? (Chto delat’?).

9. Reference to the “first” Russian revolution of .
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Aleksei Nikolaevich Tolstoi considered the literary investigation of history
to be as deeply concerned with the present as with the past. It was this view
that brought the former “fellow-traveler” author to the pinnacle of success
in Soviet public life by the time of his death in . As the contributions
to this volume attest, during the s and s the Soviet political estab-
lishment increasingly sought to mobilize popular support by means of a
novel, largely russocentric vision of the past, in which the legitimacy of the





Rehabilitation and Afterimage
Aleksei Tolstoi’s Many Returns to Peter the Great

� K M. F. P  

Russians [. . .] in the course of fifteen years, having been reborn
primarily through an act of will, have created a gigantic heavy
industry and a mighty defense for the country. They have eliminated
illiteracy and, in plain view before the rest of the world, they are
leaping thousands of years ahead, building socialism. In the Petrine
epoch, although on a different scale, with different goals, and with a
different leading class [. . .], something comparable took place. [. . .]
In this one may see the dialogue of epochs.

—. . , “O tom, kak nuzhno obrashchat’sia
s ideiami,” 

The beginning of work on the novel coincided with the beginning
of the realization of the five-year plan. In the main, my work on
Peter is an entrance into history via the present, understood in a
Marxist fashion.

—. . , “Marksizm obogatil iskusstvo,” 

In every historical phenomenon we must take what is necessary for
us, discard what is archaic, and extract that which resonates with
our epoch.

—. . , “Pisatel’ i teatr,” 



Russian empire translated in mystical fashion into the legitimacy of the
Soviet Union, and in which the defeat of fascism and the eventual triumph
of socialist might in Europe was envisioned as a realization of the epic
destiny of the Russian nation itself. Tolstoi’s success derived from his will-
ingness and even enthusiasm to devote his talents and energies to raising
these new standards “on the cultural front.” In  he was elected to the
Soviet Academy of Sciences precisely for his historical fiction and other
historiographic projects (particularly the publication of Russian folklore,
literary histories, and histories of non-Russian Soviet nationalities). In 

he received a Stalin prize for his historical novel Peter I.
Members of the Soviet establishment, Tolstoi included, presumed that

their new vision of history was objective and authoritative, composed of
fixed, “scientific” truths revealed by Marxist theory. Yet as I argue below,
the rate at which the evaluation of the past evolved during the s worked
ironically to render history a moving target and even to relativize histor-
ical knowledge. The traces of this dynamic of authority and instability in
Tolstoi’s works concerning Peter the Great are the subject of the present
chapter. In the course of his career Tolstoi wrote an impressive number of
works revolving about the person of Russia’s first emperor. These include
several stories, three versions of a play, the screenplay for a two-part film,
a children’s novel, and a monumental, unfinished historical novel, written
intermittently over two decades. Most of these works, particularly those
dating from  on, bear a single title: Peter I. This extension of one title
to many works motivates my own working method, in which I examine
Tolstoi’s vision of Peter as a single “work in progress.” In my view, through-
out his career Tolstoi struggled to creatively extend the earlier installments
of his monumental work on Peter in order to save them from political obso-
lescence. Tolstoi’s successive reevaluations of Peter and the corresponding
revisions of his works present a case study in the mechanics of historical
rehabilitation under Stalin. My investigation of Tolstoi’s creative engage-
ment with his political environment sheds new light on the author’s biog-
raphy, adds to our understanding of the Stalinist perspective on the tsarist
past, and, finally, suggests new methodological propositions concerning the
dynamics of Stalinist historical consciousness.

�

First, consider the “raw data” of Tolstoi’s texts. Over the course of his career
Tolstoi’s vision of Peter the Great changed frequently and radically, as may
be seen from the following passages from the author’s works. For clarity of
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contrast, I have selected comparable moments: depictions of Peter eating
and drinking with his entourage. The passages are of some length, since I
will return to them several times in the course of this chapter. At the start
of the author’s work on the tsar, in the story “Peter’s Day” of  or ,
Peter appears as a brutal, cruel, and drunken despot:

[Peter’s] red face, with its fat, round cheeks, wasn’t gaining anything in lucid-

ity. He had already pushed away his dish and, resting his elbows on the table,

was gnawing on the amber stem of his pipe. As before, the tsar’s bulging eyes

were glassy, unseeing. And fear began to overcome the guests. Had a courier

arrived with bad news from Warsaw? Or was there unrest in Moscow again?

Or had someone seated here committed some offense?

Peter pulled the pipe from his mouth, spat under the table, and spoke,

grimacing from a belch stuck in his throat: “Come ‘ere, Archdeacon. [. . .]

I’m not joking with you [. . .]. You’re trying too hard, somehow. You’ve been

trying too hard, too hard, that’s what! I’m afraid of what they might start

saying about you and me. They might say, ‘the tsar’s fool. . .’”

As often happened, he didn’t finish his thought and clenched his teeth,

grated them, restraining a grimace.

[. . .] “I’m afraid that by your efforts—yes, yes—your excessive efforts, they

might, in an instant, put your cap on my head. . . With its horns. . . They’re

getting ready to. . . I know. . . They’ve been talking, talking, you’ve probably

heard. . . A cap with horns might be more suitable for me than a crown. . .”

And again he turned his head to the left, to the right, staring intensely.

His incoherent, drunken words with their obscure meaning deepened the

sense of fear among the guests.1

In contrast to this grotesque image, the first volumes of Tolstoi’s novel cast
Peter as a complex figure whose progressive aspirations are weighed down
by the burden of tradition and the impossibility of controlling the histor-
ical process. In a passage from volume  of the novel, dating to , Tolstoi
wrote:

At lunch [Peter’s] spirits again seemed to rise. Some noticed a new habit in

him—a dark, steady gaze. In the middle of discussion or jokes he would

suddenly fall silent and begin to stare at someone—impenetrably, inquisi-

tively—with an inhuman gaze. . . . Then he would flare his nostrils, and once

again he would chuckle, drink, laugh woodenly . . .
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Foreigners—soldiers, sailors, engineers—sat merrily and breathed freely.

But for Russians this lunch was a difficult one. Music was playing, and they

were waiting for the ladies to arrive for the dances. Aleksashka Men’shikov

was looking at Peter’s hands lying on the table—they were clenching and

unclenching. [. . .] Suddenly, shrieking at high pitch with his neck extended

like a rooster’s, Peter jumped up, madly leaning across the table to Shein:

“Thief, thief !”

Flinging away his chair, he ran out.2

This vision is displaced in turn by yet another image of Russia’s first
emperor that comes to the fore in the films of  and , and even
more so in the unfinished third volume of the novel dating to –.
Here, Peter appears as a fearless leader, working tirelessly to increase the
military, cultural, and political prestige of Russia. Thus in the third vol-
ume of the novel we read:

Having eaten, Peter Alekseevich rested his large-wristed hands on the table,

their veins enlarged after the bath. He spoke little, listened attentively. His

bulging eyes were stern, almost frightening, but when he lowered them—

filling his pipe or for some other reason—his round-cheeked face with its

small, smiling mouth appeared genial. Go ahead, approach him, clink glasses

with him: “Your health, Sir Bombardier!” And he, depending on the indi-

vidual, of course, would either refrain from answering or would toss his head,

throwing back his thin, dark, curly hair. “In the name of Bacchus,” he would

intone with his bass voice, and he would drink. [. . .]

Peter Alekseevich was feeling satisfied today that [. . .] all his people were

here sitting around the table and arguing and carrying on about the great

matter at hand [the construction of St. Petersburg], not giving a thought to

how dangerous it was or whether it would be crowned with success. In par-

ticular his heart was gladdened that here, where all his distant thoughts and

difficult undertakings came together, everything that he noted down ran-

domly for memory in the fat little writing book that lay in his pocket with

the gnawed end of a pencil, his pipe and his tobacco pouch—all of this had

been realized in fact. The wind tore at the flag on the tower of the fortress,

pilings rose out of the muddy riverbanks, everywhere people were moving

to and fro, consumed by their work and cares, and the city already stood as

a city—still not a large one, but already in all of its everyday life.

Peter Alekseevich, chewing on the amber of his pipe, listened and did not

listen.3
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The implications of these passages are transparent and strikingly diverse.
The first passage presents a revolting caricature of Peter as a despot with
neither political will nor historical foresight: his eyes are “unseeing,” and
his speech is frighteningly incoherent. “Peter’s Day” was published in the
immediate aftermath of the October Revolution, and its representation of
Peter is an outgrowth of late-nineteenth-century views of Russian history,
as exemplified in the influential works of V. O. Kliuchevskii and his pupil
P. N. Miliukov. For much of the nineteenth century, historians, whether
they glorified or denigrated Peter’s accomplishments, attributed to him a
prescient, almost divine historical vision. Kliuchevskii and Miliukov after
him broke with this tradition and declared Peter to have been simply a
product of his times—and a brutal, haphazard, and disorganized one at
that. In their view, Peter’s ruthless methods of rule often undercut the
beneficial effects of his reforms.4

In keeping with this historical vision, Tolstoi’s narrator muses on Peter’s
lack of control over the historical process: “What happened was never
what proud Peter had intended; Russia did not appear, strong and elegant,
at the feast of the great powers. Rather, she appeared before her new rel-
atives in a pitiful and unequal state, dragged along by the hair, bloody and
half-mad from terror and despair—as a slave.”5 The narrator ends the story
with the pathetic summary statement: “And the burden of this day, and
of all days past and future, lay like a leaden weight on the shoulders of the
individual who had assumed a burden beyond the strength of any man:
one for all.”6 The political resonance of Tolstoi’s satire is uncertain. On one
hand, its vilification of the tsar’s despotism capitalizes on new possibilities
for denigration of Russian imperial rulers inaugurated by the Revolution
(far surpassing Kliuchevskii and Miliukov) and anticipates the wave of
historiography and belle lettres of the s that, in the spirit of a revolu-
tionary break with tradition, rejected a priori all representatives of the
Russian imperial state.7 Yet Tolstoi’s satire on the use of political power to
effect radical reform might also be seen as an indictment of the Bolsheviks’
own social transformations as well.8

In the second passage cited above, written about a decade later in ,
Peter appears in more positive light. His undertakings are now the object
of the reader’s sympathy and his motivation is comprehensible (he is angry
at Shein for mishandling the rebellion of the strel’tsy). Yet if he has gained
the reader’s respect, he retains something of the unruliness of the early pas-
sage. Although he is capable of decisive action, such as the punishment of
rebels and the shaving of his boyars (described just prior to the passage
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cited above), his outburst at dinner and his demonic stares demonstrate a
certain impotence and even childishness. Peter is clearly serving progres-
sive ends, but it often appears in this volume of the novel that he is the
unwitting tool of impersonal historical mechanisms—and that the engine
of history moves though the suffering of the lower classes, rather than at
the tsar’s initiative. Following this passage Tolstoi ends the first book of his
novel with a withering deadpan description of Peter’s mass tortures and
executions of the strel’tsy.9 Even so, the author’s antipathy for Peter as a
representative of a hated regime has faded: the eponymous hero of the first
volumes of Peter I is undoubtedly already a sympathetic character.

This view of Peter is very much in step with the vision of Russian his-
tory promulgated by the then-ascendant dean of Soviet Marxist historiog-
raphy, M. N. Pokrovskii. As discussed in the introduction to this volume,
in an attempt to create a materialist science of history, Pokrovskii down-
played the role of individuals, concentrating instead on the economic and
social forces that he saw as the true causes of events.10 In keeping with this
Marxist conception of history, in the first volumes of Tolstoi’s novel Peter
appears to be a product of new institutions rather than their inventor—
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instead of being the mastermind of historical progress, he is a symptomatic
expression of it. Other characters, such as Sophia’s favorite, the unlucky
Vasilii Golitsyn, share Peter’s sense of the necessary direction of Russia’s his-
torical development and the empire’s need to expand. Peter is distinguished
from such rivals not as a unique and exceptional genius of reform but rather
as a skilled leader who accomplishes what the times themselves demand.
This impression is confirmed by the presence of proto-capitalist heroes such
as the fictional peasant Ivan Borovkin in the first two volumes of the novel,
who reflect Pokrovskii’s interpretation of the key role of a rising merchant
capital economy in the transformations of the Petrine era.11

The final passage I cite presents yet a third stage in Tolstoi’s vision of
Peter. Here, the wise and calm emperor muses about grand affairs of state:
the creation of Petersburg and war with envious European enemies. He 
is surrounded by advisers of a similarly lofty character. Here, finally, he
appears to be fully in control of both himself and historical events—lis-
tening attentively but without excess passion, thinking with satisfaction
about the realization of his conceptions. As has often been noted, this last
version of Peter may be read as a eulogistic allegory for Stalin and his
transcendent leadership qualities. Wartime propaganda celebrated Peter 
as an inspirational model of heroism and decisive leadership.12 As Pravda
announced in , the present Bolshevik leaders were “the lawful heirs to
the Russian people’s great and honorable past.”13 As an example of the
place of Peter I in Soviet public life during the s, one may adduce the
following lyrics that were entered in a wartime competition for the Soviet
national anthem:
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Хранят великие страницы

Дела великого Петра.

Наполеона из столицы

Гнала народная метла.

В великом мужестве народа,

В порыве сдохновенных масс—

В огне семнадцатого года

Держава наша поднялась.

Никогда не сдаемся

Мы в жестоком бою,

Клянемся

Клянемся

Отстаивать землю свою!

Great historical pages may be found

In the deeds of Peter the Great.

Napoleon was swept from the capital

By the broom of the people.

In the great courage of the people

In an upsurge of the inspired masses—

In the fires of 

Our state arose.

We shall never surrender

In cruel battle,

We swear

We swear

To defend our lands.14



So in the course of Tolstoi’s career, his conception of Peter I ascended
steadily, from a nadir of ugly and violent despotism to a zenith of inspired,
charismatic leadership.

�

How does one account for this development of the author’s representations
of Peter? The most common explanation is that Tolstoi’s vision changed
in step with dominant Soviet views of the first emperor, in a transparent
example of Tolstoi’s willingness to cater to the Stalinist regime. Typical of
views of Tolstoi as a toady to Soviet officialdom is the article in the Hand-
book of Russian Literature, which begins: “Tolstoi, Aleksei Nikolaevich (–
), a nobleman by birth, has been described as a man ‘who towards 
the end of his life became the most authoritative apologist for the Stalin
regime.’”15 Nicholas Riasanovsky has written that the author’s views on
Peter evolved “as a parody of the rise and fall of Pokrovskii.”16 Robert
Tucker describes Tolstoi’s work on Peter quite simply as the fulfillment of
Stalin’s own literary designs.17 Of course, there is some merit to this view,
as the above summary of Tolstoi’s visions of Peter demonstrates. Clearly,
the author was oriented toward the needs of the Soviet establishment. Lev
Kogan reports that Tolstoi remarked in the early s, “I don’t under-
stand why people are afraid of the word ‘commission’ even in its more lit-
eral meaning.”18 Moreover, the evolution of Tolstoi’s conception of Peter
in the late s appears to correspond to Stalin’s own view (expressed
through an intermediary) after a preview of the  Moscow Art Theater
production of the first version of the play On the Rack (Na dybe): “A splen-
did play. Only it’s a pity that Peter wasn’t depicted heroically enough.”19

Tolstoi tended to test the political waters by whatever means he could, and
he did not hesitate to consult with Gor’kii and more powerful establish-
ment figures, including Stalin himself, whenever the opportunity arose.20

Yet, granting that the overall development of the Petrine theme reflects
Tolstoi’s conscious efforts at ideological accommodation, this does not really
lay to rest the matter of how this development took place. The most glaring
shortcoming of such an explanation is the simplistic presupposition that
public life during the s was sufficiently monolithic and scripted that
one could identify a “party line” and conform to it. In fact, the historical
interpretation of Peter never approached a well-defined official view until
the very late s. As is well known, as a result of the complexity of the
historical-interpretational landscape of the late s and early s, Tol-
stoi suffered at the hands of RAPP for his overly soft depiction of Peter in
the early versions of the play and in the first two volumes of the historical
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novel. Thus, for example, the RAPP critic I. Bachelis assailed the second
version of Tolstoi’s play Peter I in a  review entitled “And This Is for
Whom?”: “This play by Aleksei Nikolaevich Tolstoi—a former count, in past
years a bard of the bankrupt aristocracy, and currently numbering among
the petty bourgeois “fellow travelers”—is the malicious, maddened sortie
of a class enemy, covered over with the artful mask of ‘historicity.’”21 In a
striking illustration of just how dramatically Soviet historical conscious-
ness was changing in these years, Bachelis saw the central mechanism of
Tolstoi’s “camouflaged counterrevolutionary attack” as his evocation of a
historical analogy between the Petrine and Soviet epochs—precisely the
rhetorical device that would govern Stalinist historical discourse by the end
of the decade. The degree to which attacks like this affected Tolstoi may
be judged by the vehemence with which he would publicly attack RAPP
in subsequent years.22

Later in the s, the significance of Russian history in Soviet public life
began to shift rapidly, as the Politburo denounced the Pokrovskii school’s
“vulgar sociological” historiography and organized competitions for the
creation of new elementary school textbooks that would represent a less
abstract view of history, focused on significant names, dates, and events.23

By  early versions of the textbook that was to be published the fol-
lowing year as the official new version of history were taking shape in a
draft co-authored by A. V. Shestakov and a brigade of historians includ-
ing N. G. Tarasov, N. D. Kuznetsov, D. N. Kuznetsov, and others. As David
Brandenberger has observed, this work evolved under A. A. Zhdanov’s
direction into an etatist and russocentric view of history that “conferred
the legitimacy of a thousand-year pedigree upon the Soviet leadership.”24

Peter—described in the textbook as an “intelligent and businesslike young
tsar” who “upon his ascent to the throne [. . .] began to introduce a new
order”—forms an important part of this pedigree.25 Brandenberger con-
cludes that the Shestakov text signified “the completion of the party hier-
archy’s decade-long search for a usable past.”26 Yet as the campaign for a
new vision of history was heating up in the middle s, it was still far
from clear that this particular version would eventually come to dominate.

Records from jury deliberations in the textbook competition dating from
– demonstrate that a variety of historical interpretations were under
consideration until just months before the publication of the Shestakov
text. Some of these interpretations cast Peter in a decidedly negative light,
as an important figure in historical development, but nevertheless as a rep-
resentative of the nobility (dvorianstvo) who achieved social and economic
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progress at the expense of the lower classes. Consider M. V. Nechkina’s
elementary school manuscript, drafted in . In her view, Peter’s diplo-
matic mission abroad—which Tolstoi had celebrated in the first volume
of his novel as a search for enlightenment—was a self-glorifying adven-
ture in the service of imperial expansion, and one that bled the treasury
and therefore cost the Russian peasant dearly. In her concluding para-
graph on Peter, Nechkina states:

Celebrating the formation of the new empire, the serf-owners, naturally,

concealed their true intentions under a facade of false phrases. They assured

all that the creation of the empire was, primarily, a path of glory for the

people, a path leading Russia into the ranks of the great European powers.

[. . .] The central concern of the administration of Peter I was the intensi-

fication of the oppression of serfdom.27

Nechkina’s textbook boasted the fact- and personality-driven narrative that
the party leadership demanded, yet it retained much of the anti-tsarist bent
of earlier Soviet historiography. Several other competition entries, such as
one coauthored by N. N. Vanag, B. G. Grekov, A. M. Pankratova, and S. A.
Piontkovskii, shared this view of history, which broke with Pokrovskian
historiography, albeit less completely than did the Shestakov textbook.28

Yet consideration of still another version of Soviet history that surfaced
in the textbook competition reveals the extent to which historical inter-
pretation was truly in flux in the mid-s. This was an “internationalist”
account of the Soviet Union’s past, which deemphasized the role of Rus-
sia and presented an integrated history of all Soviet nations.29 Although
Nechkina’s and Pankratova’s draft textbooks were far more critical of Rus-
sian imperial figures than the Shestakov work, the proponents of this third
view saw these works as excessively apologetic. For instance, the critic F. D.
Kretov remarked of their portrayal of Peter:

Undoubtedly, Peter was an outstanding personality. Moreover, Marx says

simply that he was a genius. There is much in him that it might even be a

good idea to learn from. But the crux is that he was a tsar, that he was a

genius of landowners and merchants, that he created and strengthened a

national government of exploiters.30

Kretov’s views undoubtedly represent an extreme in the records of the
textbook competition. Yet the presence of such divergent views so close to
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the center of Soviet institutional life calls into question the teleological
notion that a russocentric, etatist vision of history came to dominate Soviet
public life in a planned and controlled development. Interpretation of the
Russian past, and of Peter in particular, was diverse and contested up until
the publication of the Shestakov textbook in September .

How did Tolstoi’s Petrine project fare in this unsettled interpretative
environment? Continuing into the middle s, Tolstoi faced serious crit-
icism and was forced to engage in political infighting, particularly with
regard to the two-part film about Russia’s first emperor. The screenplay
underwent enormous reworking before it finally went into production, and
continued to be revised during the process of shooting. Some characters,
such as Feofan Prokopovich, who delivers the triumphant final speech of
the original screenplay, were nearly written out of the final version of the
films, while the project’s ideological underpinnings shifted from Pokrov-
skian to post-Pokrovskian historiography.31 Tolstoi’s March  press
release regarding the final work on part one of the film illustrates the
author’s “embattled” working conditions:

A pack of various staff “film theoreticians” descended upon us with a mass

of contradictory demands. The wobbly, hysterical Peter which they were

pushing on us did not correspond at all to our conceptions. They demanded

that we show the ultimate futility and defeat of all of Peter’s transforma-

tional activity. These demands would have nullified our attempts to show

the progressive significance of the Petrine epoch for the subsequent devel-

opment of Russian history. [. . .] The central idea of our film was and

remains our intention to show the power of the great Russian nation, the

indomitable nature of its transformational spirit.32

Scattered evidence regarding the reception of this first film indicates the
extent to which it failed to correspond to any well-established interpretive
line, instead confusing its audiences. Its outright celebration of Peter so
disturbed some viewers that they asked Shestakov about the film’s political
correctness in public lectures, while in Magnitogorsk at least one audience
member inferred from the film’s treatment of Peter that it had been made
abroad.33 The second part of the film was also a target of political intrigue.
In May  A. I. Angarov, the deputy director of the Central Committee’s
Department of Cultural and Educational Work, denounced those at work
on the film for criminal negligence with regard to budgetary overruns,
chiefly as a result of the continuous rewriting of the screenplay during
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shooting. Not mentioning Tolstoi by name, Angarov explained that the
“gross historical distortions” of the original screenplay made such rewrites
necessary. He ends with a recommendation to halt production and to bring
those responsible to justice.34 Perhaps only Angarov’s own arrest that sum-
mer saved Tolstoi and his films from scandal and ruin.

Given the fluidity of Soviet visions of Peter current in the s and the
political infighting that surrounded Tolstoi throughout the period, it is
difficult to support the view that the author’s changing interpretive stance
reflected his straightforward catering to a well-defined “party line” on his-
tory. A more accurate view might be that Tolstoi’s rehabilitation of Peter
extended far ahead of the general curve of Soviet historical revisionism—
in short, that he was engaging in a high-stakes political game that he
repeatedly won. Tolstoi’s aggressive position with regard to Peter exposed
him to considerable risk, but he was clever enough (or lucky enough) to
outlast his critics in the stormy cultural politics of the era. In sparring
with RAPP over his play, he had been saved by Stalin’s favor and his ene-
mies’ eventual fall from grace. In later political battles, Tolstoi’s critics were
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swept away by repression before they could effectively undermine party
authorities’ confidence in the “red count.” Rather than being a toady to
official interpretive positions proclaimed from on high, Tolstoi was a skilled
politician who chose allies well and took risks that paid off. In  at a
conference on historical themes in wartime writing A. A. Fadeev explained:

It is to the greatest credit of our historical novelists that many of them

understood these problems [of the importance of historical knowledge in

Soviet public life] and posed them in their works when they were still poorly

comprehended in broader circles of the intelligentsia. And many of these

authors, having created their works, met considerable social resistance and

were slapped down. Peter I, from my point of view, by now constitutes a

classical historical work. But Peter I initially provoked an almost physical

violence. [. . .] Now, however, it is clear why [. . .] it was necessary to raise

the novel Peter I up and to place it in the position of honor that it deserves.35

As Fadeev’s remarks illustrate, Tolstoi’s aggressive stance bore fruit. He
enjoyed prominence in the s not only by virtue of his undoubted
accomplishments in historical belles lettres but also because of the stun-
ning timing of these accomplishments, which anticipated with near pre-
science the unexpected rise of tsarist history to the forefront of Soviet
public life.36

�

This retelling of Tolstoi’s political trajectory leads to a further line of
inquiry. If the political field was contested—leading us to recast the pro-
cess of accommodation into one of deft negotiation of a dynamic and
mobile landscape—one may ask: what strategies did Tolstoi employ in his
engagement of the political scene? Many authors adapted their works to
the USSR’s changing political environment by simply rewriting them. Tol-
stoi was remarkable for the modest degree to which he resorted to this
common practice. He did revise his play several times, improving Peter’s
image with each new version. Yet surprisingly, despite multiple new editions
of the first two volumes of the historical novel, he never made significant
changes in this text.37 So how did Tolstoi engineer the long-term success
of his vision of Peter? How was it that in  a Stalin prize could be
awarded to a novel that was founded on Pokrovskii’s views, which were
by then thoroughly discredited?

In our search for answers to these questions, let us return to the three
passages from Tolstoi’s Petrine works cited above. While my initial reading
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of this material stressed the distinction between successive representations
of Peter, now consider some of the intriguing continuities that link them
together. First of all, the shared imagery that runs like an undercurrent
through all of these passages is striking: the image of Peter’s hands rest-
ing on the table, giving hints as to his interior state, which occurs in all
three citations; the image of his well-chewed pipe stem, which unites the
first with the last; his bulging eyes and penetrating gaze, which are men-
tioned in each citation. These poetic linkages are matched by continuities
in overall architectonics: Peter is characterized by separateness, impene-
trability, and an unnerving tendency to take abrupt action. Note that the
scene from the novel’s third volume, the only one of the three citations
that does not end in conflict, subsequently comes into alignment with the
other two in this regard as well. After leaving the gathering at Men’shikov’s,
Peter visits the laborers’ barracks and is so outraged at their rotten provi-
sions (shades of Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin) that he returns to the
ongoing banquet with a piece of moldy bread and forces the comically
apologetic, infantile Men’shikov to eat it as punishment.38 Thus despite
radical changes in the historical-interpretive implications of Tolstoi’s image
of Peter, some of its features remain constant. These peculiar structural
constants are striking enough to suggest that Tolstoi was, in some manner,
reworking the same episode—the same elements in his creative conception
of Peter—but spinning their historical potential in different directions.
Whereas Peter’s isolation in the initial fragment reads as distance from
servants and advisers—indeed, from reality—in the second it communi-
cates impatience with a historical process that he cannot rush along fast
enough, and in the final scene it projects Peter’s divine ability to direct
events in a superhistorical manner. Similarly the atmosphere of fear around
Peter at first reflects the dread inspired by random and incomprehensible
beatings. This is replaced first by the terror of those who are unable to
fulfill impossible commands, and then by the loving awe inspired by an
all-knowing and omnipotent leader.

These reflections are relevant to a broad range of material that is repeat-
edly deployed in Tolstoi’s Petrine works. The emperor’s military exploits
also appear as successive hypostases of a single compositional vision. For
instance, in volume  of the novel a telescope is shot out of Peter’s hands
when he recklessly exposes himself to enemy fire in the Azov campaign.
He jumps down into the trenches, visibly shaken, smiling a “parched” smile
and cursing “with difficulty.”39 In volume , while inspecting battle prepa-
rations in the disastrous first battle of Narva, the tsar and his generals come
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under fire, and while some flinch, “Peter’s eyes widened and he clenched his
jaws, but he did not bow down to the canonballs.”40 Finally, in volume 
Peter and his generals are again inspecting the field before the second,
ultimately successful siege of the city. Here Peter does not expose himself
to fire but watches as the daredevil Men’shikov rides up to the walls of the
city to taunt the enemy.41 This recurrent motif is just one of many that tie
the battle scenes together, working to delineate the evolution of the tsar
from callow youth to wise leader while retaining a certain peculiar con-
stancy of representation.

Interrogation and torture is yet another recurrent theme, and it also fig-
ures prominently in Tolstoi’s own creative mythology of work on Petrine
history. As he explained in several published discussions, Tolstoi first
grasped the essence of early-eighteenth-century linguistic norms by study-
ing original interrogation transcripts from that era:

Suddenly [. . .] I saw, felt, comprehended—the Russian language. The scribes

and copyists of Muscovite Russia artfully recorded interrogations; their task

was constrained and precise: to communicate the stories of those under tor-

ture, preserving all the peculiarities of their speech—a literary task, in a way.42

Considering Tolstoi’s view of interrogation as a mechanism for discovery of
the “linguistic” truth, it is curious how malleable the presentation of inter-
rogation became in his works. “Peter’s Day” depicts the emperor himself
torturing prisoners charged with “word and deed” offenses, with callous
indifference to their pain.43 In the first two volumes of the novel, Peter’s per-
sonal participation in interrogations, first of the supporters of the Tsaritsa
Sof ’ia and later of the strel’tsy, is portrayed in a somewhat less prejudicial
manner. But now the reader discerns Peter’s discomfort with the barbarity
of the practice by his overt distress and by his efforts to conceal his partic-
ipation in this cruelty from foreign emissaries.44 In the second part of the
film () Tolstoi shows Peter’s complicity in the torture and execution of
the traitorous Tsarevich Aleksei, but also the great pain Peter experiences in
sacrificing “the flesh of his flesh” to the defense of Russia against European
enemies and to continued progressive social transformation. Tolstoi in-
cluded a similar treatment of the interrogation of the tsarevich in the final
version of the play, and he likely intended to depict this episode in the
third volume of the novel as well. Through the evolution of the interroga-
tion scene over the course of Tolstoi’s career, we see a gradual exoneration
of Peter’s bloody methods of rule, as they are minimized, humanized, and
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legitimated in the context of grand historical imperatives. Yet we also wit-
ness once again Tolstoi’s remarkable conservative streak, which time and
again drew him back to the same basic scenes in Petrine mythology.

In addition to Tolstoi’s reliance on recurrent themes and images, one
may note other curious patterns of repetition in his Petrine works. He
returned many times to a specific set of fictional characters: the members
of the boyar Buinosov family and the peasant Borovkin family, who resur-
face in various works and genres. Finally, as I noted at the start of this
chapter, there remains the overriding peculiarity of Tolstoi’s stubborn appli-
cation of a single title, Peter I, to all of his treatments of Peter from the late
s on. The insistence of these elements of Tolstoi’s poetical project flies
in the face his fluid, dynamic historical-interpretative project. If the author
were striving simply to recast his vision of Peter in keeping with (or in
anticipation of) the changing political line, a more obvious approach would
be to strive for distance from all aspects of the earlier Petrine works in the
creation of later, more politically acceptable ones.

In this light, it is clear that Tolstoi’s did not aspire to replace his earlier
conceptions of Peter, so much as he worked to preserve the integrity of
his poetical imagination—in particular to preserve his magnum opus, the
historical novel. Rather than rewrite his novel, erasing his own composi-
tional accomplishments in the service of the Soviet erasure of outworn
historical visions, Tolstoi revised his novel by highly original means. The
release of new works in other genres and media on the same topic, using
the same characters and bearing the same title, acted to cast a new inter-
pretive net over material already in print: viewers of the movie almost cer-
tainly would return to the novel with a very different sense of Peter than
was communicated by the printed text alone. The addition of new episodes
to the novel, both in these other media and through the appearance of
later volumes, afforded an opportunity to recast the interpretive implica-
tions of old episodes, nudging readers’ perceptions incrementally toward
a different understanding of earlier installments in Tolstoi’s Petrine proj-
ect. The most obvious evidence that Tolstoi’s compositions of the s
reflect an intentional strategy in this regard may be the never-ending task
he set for himself and nursed for two decades: that of writing the histor-
ical novel itself. By never actually bringing his work to a close he left it
open for constructive reconfigurations as new material affected the imma-
nent implications of old.

In effect, the novel was an open-ended bildungsroman—and a bildungs-
roman is not over until it’s over. Thus the second description cited above
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of Peter at a banquet, from the novel’s first volume, must certainly be taken
differently in light of the final such description, from the third volume.
Rather than seeing the young Peter as impotent before the forces of his-
tory, the reader of the work as a whole is tempted to see him as immature,
not yet in full control of the historical process that he will eventually mas-
ter. The interpretive reach of later episodes of the novel back toward earlier
ones is perhaps most evident in Tolstoi’s treatment of the second siege of
Narva. As the tsar inspects the terrain around the city, he explicitly reminds
his commanders (and the reader) of the catastrophic losses of the first bat-
tle at Narva and of his own decidedly less heroic stature in that engagement,
when he was forced to flee the battlefield:

“Here is where my army perished,” he said simply. “Hereabouts King Charles

found great glory, but we found strength. Here we learned from which end

to eat the radish, and we buried forever the ossified past, which all but

brought us to final perdition.”45

The final capture of the city is overtly staged as a correction of Peter’s 
earlier missteps. It may also be read as a correction of the author’s earlier
underestimation of Peter’s epic magnitude.

Tolstoi’s strategy in his Petrine project might be formulated as the 
harnessing of interpretive looseness in order to outmaneuver a restrictive
ideological environment. This looseness preserved the political validity of
compositions that changing circumstances would otherwise have rendered
obsolete, ensuring the author’s safety by leaving him rhetorically maneu-
verable, able to spin on a dime and recast his tale as the need arose.
Undoubtedly, Tolstoi’s aim at each stage of his work on the carpenter-tsar
was to realize what he viewed as a “correct” image. Yet his strategy of
“over-writing” rather than simply “rewriting” his text may have had unin-
tended interpretive consequences. After all, the result of Tolstoi’s succes-
sive tinkerings is not a consistent, authoritative vision of Peter, but rather
a multiple and shifting one. As this reading demonstrates, taken as a whole
the novel betrays traces of a range of interpretive options, stacked up like
geological strata in a canyon. Ultimately, the syncretic character of Tolstoi’s
novel—and of the “hypertext” of his many Petrine works taken together—
may have undermined the Soviet rehabilitation of Peter that the author
was ostensibly serving. Indeed, Tolstoi’s own sense of the lingering after-
images of his previous historical conceptions likely motivated his 

decision to correct the text of the first two volumes of the novel. Yet the
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author’s restraint in these corrections just as surely demonstrates his squea-
mishness regarding major revisions of his published works. The novel’s suc-
cess during the s precluded any more extensive revisions of the by then
thoroughly canonized Soviet “classic.” Ultimately, Tolstoi’s relatively minor
revisions did not efface the work’s complex interpretive structure, leaving
Peter’s image rather blurred. He is part young turk, part transcendent
leader—only one thing is certain: Peter is the focal point for the affective
energies of national pride and identity.

The best metaphor for Tolstoi’s syncretic works on Peter is that of the
palimpsest, where a number of old images and new ones, interpretations
and reinterpretations, are accumulated one on top of another, gaining 
in emotional force by virtue of their overinscribed character, foiling any
attempt to retreat to a single interpretive position. By way of conclusion,
I would apply this characterization of Tolstoi’s writings to the Soviet pro-
cess of rehabilitation as a whole. As Soviet elites set out in the s to
revise tsarist history and so reclaim a valuable repository of national iden-
tity, they undoubtedly intended to establish a final, corrected, and “usable”
version of the past. Yet the process of rehabilitation was a complex one,
both politically and historiographically. Rather than simply replacing past
conceptions with fresh ones, the imperfect mechanism of historical revi-
sionism leaves traces of outworn ideas of the past in plain view for those
who wish to see them. Furthermore, as my brief account of the rehabili-
tation of Peter demonstrates, although some have imagined the Soviet reha-
bilitation of tsarist history as a top-down process in which those in power
imposed a new vision of the past in one sweep of revisionist energy, in
actuality it was a complex, heavily contested political enterprise. The strug-
gle between multiple explanations of historical events signaled to all actors
in this process an interpretative openness directly contradicting the imper-
ative of uncovering a single, politically correct version of the past. On the
highest level of abstraction, one might observe that the very mechanism
of revision works against the project of erasure, for when one text is cal-
culated to replace another, it may in fact commemorate what it sets out
to bury. Rehabilitation, I would offer, tends to destabilize knowledge and
interpretive certainty just as much as it works to establish authoritative,
official “truths”—delivering afterimages and palimpsests instead of the
clean, airbrushed portraits sought by party bosses. Indeed, the contradic-
tory nature of so many of the Stalin era’s historical and contemporary
heroes—and the abrupt reversals of fortune that they experienced—may
be yet another indication that Soviet public life was not as monolithic, as
subject to the “total” control of the state, as was once imagined.
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In early September , as moviehouses all across the USSR were
beginning to screen the historical film Peter I, a delegation of worker-
correspondents from the Skorokhod Worker factory newspaper visited
Aleksei Tolstoi at his dacha in Pushkin, an elite Leningrad suburb known
until that year as Detskoe Selo. The interview that they conducted with
Tolstoi illustrates how press releases functioned in Soviet mass culture
and provides an example of the stylistic register developed for the lowest
common denominator of this poorly educated society.1

As in the West, it was standard practice for Soviet authors, directors,
and composers to publish essays or grant interviews in order to advertise
current projects. Such publications also generated advance publicity for
upcoming releases—in this case pointing readers toward the second part
of Peter I, which would be completed only after many delays in .
Yet in the USSR, these publications also functioned to define the prop-
aganda value of the works in question, alerting their audiences to their
“correct” interpretations and indicating how they were to be seen within
the larger context of the official party line.

In this interview, Tolstoi speaks to the “common Soviet man” in
demonstratively simple language, describing the significance of Peter I
in the most straightforward and understandable of terms. He portrays
Peter’s epoch as an epic struggle for the Russian people’s national inde-
pendence—a struggle that demanded cultural and technological change
in order to rebuff foreign aggression. Peter is seen as a visionary leader
who was able to grasp the correct course of action to secure Russia’s
future. Tolstoi also implies an allegorical relationship between the Petrine



Aleksei Tolstoi’s Remarks on the
Film Peter I





epoch and Stalin’s day by means of an understated, yet ingenious, step
from discussion of the “Russian people” in the body of the interview to
evocation of “the great Soviet people” in its conclusion. In short, Tol-
stoi’s account informs readers that the film was about leadership in times
of crisis and the exigencies and sacrifices that national defense demands
of society—a message that could be expected to resonate well within the
larger context of Stalin-era mass culture.

Of course, such publications advanced personal agendas as well. Tol-
stoi’s invectives against various stock enemies of the Soviet historical
establishment—fascist stooges, Trotskyites, and former members of
RAPP2—reveal the extent to which Tolstoi felt that his Petrine project
and his career remained vulnerable to attack. In this connection, his
demonstrative mention of Stalin’s personal involvement in the rehabil-
itation of Peter was clearly designed to send a message to his critics and
rivals about the official sanction that his views enjoyed.

A D, “A A T’”

Skorokhodovskii rabochii,  September 

We were very excited as we stepped into the home of the famous Soviet
writer and talented “engineer of men’s souls,”3 Aleksei Nikolaevich Tolstoi.

His drawing room is striking it its elegance and simplicity. One’s gaze
is drawn to massive bookshelves made of dark wood. Behind beveled glass
doors stand the gold-embossed spines of thousands of books.

Somewhere, a floorboard creaked. A deep male voice could be heard
and then the imposing figure of Aleksei Tolstoi appeared in the doorway.
He entered the room at a slow, confident pace, puffing at a long pipe. His
face was calm and dignified. Aleksei Nikolaevich looks very fit and healthy—
just days ago, he returned from a trip abroad and has now plunged back
into his complicated literary work. Sizing us up with an attentive, pene-
trating glance, Aleksei Nikolaevich shook our hands in a friendly manner.

We explained the purpose of our sudden invasion of his quarters. He
smiled and said, “Why not? Indeed, let’s have a chat.”

We sat down at a round table in comfortable, upholstered chairs. Aleksei
Nikolaevich spoke slowly and calmly, mulling over every word:

“The idea of making the historical film Peter I initially came to me three
years ago. In cooperation with the Distinguished Artist of the Republic
Vladimir Mikhailovich Petrov, I set about writing the screenplay. We wanted
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to create for the screen the entire epoch of Peter I in three feature-length
films: Peter’s Childhood, The Events at Narva, and Peter’s Struggle for the
Transformation of Russia. Our plans and conceptions were expansive indeed.

Not a single truthful film has ever been made about Russian history until
now—neither here nor anywhere else. Several years ago a film called Peter
I was shown abroad, but it was total nonsense, a false film. So we—Direc-
tor Petrov and I—decided to make a truthful, Soviet film about the epoch
of Peter I.

However, we encountered serious obstacles from the very outset. The
Trotskii-Bukharinite scum that had worked its way into the Lenkino4 man-
agement tried to slander and stall our work with every trick in the book.
They intentionally delayed the funds budgeted for the film.5

Fascist stooges raised a terrible hue and cry about Peter I. They attempted
to impose on us their anti-Soviet, anti-historical understanding of Russian
history, in particular regarding the Petrine epoch. Everywhere, the Trotsky-
ites and their RAPP agents tried to defame my novel Peter I. Foaming at
the mouth, they argued that Peter I was a malignancy and that his person-
ality had to be stamped out.
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The Trotskyites and RAPP critics denied the greatness of the Russian
people. Repeating the worst clichés of the Pokrovskii “school,”6 they simply
erased the entirety of the Petrine epoch from history.7

It is only thanks to the personal involvement of Comrade Stalin that
these Trotskyite intrigues met with utter defeat. As is well known, Com-
rade Stalin devotes an enormous amount of attention to questions of art
and history. The recommendations of Comrades Stalin, Kirov, and Zhdanov
on questions of history served as a guiding light for us in our creation of
the image of Peter I, and in the correct interpretation of the Petrine period
of Russian history.8

Iosif Vissarionovich went over our plans very attentively, approved them,
and gave us directions, which became the foundation for our work.

In the course of these three years our draft of the screenplay changed
dramatically. At first, the Lenkino management categorically refused to
make a series of three feature-length films. They suggested that we portray
the entire Petrine epoch in one film. This would have resulted in the com-
plete collapse of our expansive conception for a large-scale historical film.

Comrade Petrov and I reworked the screenplay over and over, elimi-
nating everything that was malignant and un-Soviet—everything that the
RAPP critics and the Trotskyites had tried to force on us. Finally, we were
allowed to make a two-part film. Not without considerable regret, we were
forced to abandon our proposals for the first part of the project, The Youth
of Peter I.9

The epoch of Peter I was one of the greatest pages in the history of the
Russian people. Virtually the whole Petrine epoch was permeated with the
Russian people’s heroic struggle for their existence as a nation and inde-
pendence. Dark, uncultured boyar Rus’, with its backward technology and
patriarchal beards, would have fallen to foreign invaders in no time. A rev-
olution was necessary within the very life of the country in order to lift Rus-
sia up to the level of the cultured European countries. Peter accomplished
this, and the Russian people were able to defend their independence.

Having completed and polished the screenplay, we encountered another,
no less serious problem: selecting the right actors for the film. Casting the
appropriate character type for Peter was especially difficult.

Vladimir Mikhailovich Petrov considered nearly , individuals be-
fore finally selecting the correct actors.10 And I must say that he fulfilled
this task marvelously.

The most difficult role of Peter I was entrusted to N. Simonov; the 
role of Catherine to People’s Artist of the USSR A. Tarasova; the role of
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Men’shikov to Distinguished Artist of the Republic M. Zharov; the role of
Tsarevich Aleksei to Distinguished Artist of the Republic N. Cherkasov; the
role of Sheremet’ev to People’s Artist of the USSR M. Tarkhanov; and so on.

Major credit is due to Vladimir Mikhailovich, who spared neither time
nor energy in portraying personalities that were true to the Petrine epoch.
Individual scenes, episodes, and frames were shot and reshot thirty times
over. It took only the smallest hint of falseness or exaggeration in the facial
expression, movement, or conversational speech of this or that actor, and
Comrade Petrov would order the entire scene to be shot over from the start
without the slightest regret.

The battle scenes comprised the most difficult segments of the pro-
duction, but thanks to the experience of Comrade Petrov, this work was
carried out masterfully.

We are now at work on the second film,  percent of which has already
been shot. A considerably greater number of actors will participate in this
film, and a whole new series of characters will be introduced. Thirty-five
hundred costumes are being sewn for the actors of part two of Peter I. In
Kherson twenty Petrine-era ships are being built in order to film a battle
at sea.

We aim to complete the second film in September of . . . .”
Aleksei Nikolaevich tapped his fingers on the table thoughtfully. His pipe

had gone out. With an unhurried movement, he struck a spark with a
piece of flint and, after exhaling a cloud of aromatic smoke, announced
aloud to no one in particular:

“I think, all the same, that we will secure the completion and release of
the first part of the project, Peter’s Youth.11 Patriarchal Rus’ was radically
transformed during the Petrine era. The great Soviet people should know
the true history of their country.”

Notes

1. A. Danat, “U Alekseia Tolstogo,” Skorokhodovskii rabochii,  September ,
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noe sobranie sochinenii,  vols. (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, –
), :–. This translation is based on the original newspaper publication.

2. Critics associated with RAPP had hounded Tolstoi in the early s. After
RAPP was itself discredited and disbanded during the political realignment sur-
rounding the creation of the Soviet Writers’ Union, Tolstoi delighted in denounc-
ing the organization in print.
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3. Stalin termed Soviet writers the “engineers of men’s souls” in October 

at a meeting of the organizational committee of the newly formed Soviet Writ-
ers’ Union. The term had already become something of an official cliché by the
 writers’ conference, where Central Committee member A. A. Zhdanov invoked
it in his keynote address as part of his definition of the official literary method of
Socialist Realism. Danat’s use of the term to refer specifically to Tolstoi, along with
his general obsequiousness and rapt fascination with Tolstoi’s elegant dacha, testi-
fies to the journalist’s inexperience.

4. The Leningrad Film Studio.
5. This sentence and the one that precedes it were censored in  when the

interview was reprinted in Tolstoi’s collected works.
6. On the denunciation of Pokrovskyian historiography, see chapter  in this

volume.
7. In an earlier interview, Tolstoi gave a somewhat different account of the

opposition they faced during the film’s production: “The most serious and bitter
debates concerned the image of Peter himself. A multitude of various staff ‘film
theoreticians’ descended upon us with a pack of contradictory demands. The
wobbly, hysterical Peter that they were pushing on us did not correspond at all to
our conceptions. They demanded that we show the ultimate futility and defeat of
all of Peter’s transformational activity.” See “Petr i kino,” Literaturnaia gazeta, 

March , .
8. Stalin, Kirov, and Zhdanov’s famous  observations contained little men-

tion of Peter the Great—see I. Stalin, A. Zhdanov, S. Kirov, “Zamechaniia po
povodu konspekta uchebnika po ‘Istorii SSSR,’” and I. Stalin, S. Kirov, A. Zhdanov,
“Zamechaniia o konspekte uchebnika ‘Novoi istorii,’” Pravda,  January , ;
also RGASPI, f. , op. , dd. , . Tolstoi claimed in an earlier interview
that it was actually “the discussion of The Epic Heroes that . . . defined the mis-
sion of the Soviet writer-historian and disarmed all the vulgarizers in this field of
scholarship and art once and for all.” Confirming what he would later tell The
Skorokhod Worker, Tolstoi pointed to the implicit connection between Peter and
his epoch: “The central idea of our film was and remains our intention to show
the power of the great Russian people and the indomitable nature of their trans-
formational spirit. We have no intention of reviving the trivial, schoolbook image
of the ‘carpenter on the throne’ in our picture, but we also do not want to dimin-
ish the significance of a man who towered over his epoch.” “Petr i kino,” .

9. Tolstoi gives a slightly different title here to the first part of the project than
he did in the opening paragraph. This first feature-length part of the proposed
trilogy was never made.

10. Tolstoi’s exaggerated estimate of the number of auditions was apparently
borrowed from Petrov—see Vera Bryzgalova, “Beseda s rezhisserom fil’ma ‘Petr I’
—zasluzhennym artistom respubliki V. M. Petrovym,” Skorokhodovskii rabochii, 

September , .
11. Here, Tolstoi offers a third, slightly different version of the title.
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Lenin’s well-known appraisal of the Russian people as “a nation of Oblo-
movs” epitomized the Bolsheviks’ views of the USSR’s largest ethnic group
during the early years of the Soviet “experiment.”1 Yet as the contributions
to this volume demonstrate, this view began to fade from fashion early in
the s as Stalin gradually freed himself from the weight of the existing
party line and its naïve faith in proletarian internationalism and world
revolution. Instead, he charted a new course toward an ideology valoriz-
ing patriotism and state building, believing that the struggle for socialism
and the interests of the country would be best promoted through the cre-
ation of a mighty superpower.

This major reorientation demanded a correspondingly new view of state
history and the Russian national character. The present chapter examines
some of the earliest evidence of Stalin’s resolve to reverse early Soviet views
on the Russian national past, drawn from the leader’s interactions with the
“official state poet” Dem’ian Bednyi during the early to mid-s. Bednyi’s
repeated errors in regard to this ideological about-face illustrate the sense
of confusion that gripped the creative intelligentsia during these years.2

Analysis of a number of Bednyi’s artistic works, his emotional correspon-
dence with Stalin, and an interview conducted with V. P. Stavskii in 

provides a revealing glimpse of how the revival of the Russian national
past affected veteran radicals within the early Soviet cultural elite.

�

A poet with a gift for both art and politics, Bednyi began his professional
life writing verses in honor of Nicholas II before crossing over to the social
democratic movement and ending up on the side of the victors in . A
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good relationship with those in power even led Bednyi to live in the Krem-
lin for a time—an ironically appropriate turn of events for someone born
with the last name Pridvorov (lit.: “of the court”). Widespread recognition
soon followed, due to Bednyi’s distinctive approach to poetry that combined
wry wit with a colloquial style borrowed from the fables of I. A. Krylov.
Lenin repeatedly extolled the poet’s talents, and L. D. Trotskii praised him
as no less than “a Bolshevik armed with poetry”3—endorsements that made
Bednyi one of the leading members of the creative intelligentsia during
the early Soviet years. Always ready to blur the line between art and prop-
aganda, he played a prominent role in anti-religious campaigns during the
mid-s and obediently attacked Trotskii, G. E. Zinov’ev, and their sup-
porters when the time came.4 It would be an understatement to say that
Bednyi was just well-known during the s and early s—he was
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art of D. Bednyi’s book 

O pisatel’skom trude
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famous. In the eyes of his readership, he was the proletarian poet par excel-
lence, and his work was seen as the party line set to verse.

In a series of newspaper feuilletons during the fall of , Bednyi trained
his sights on the Russian national character, which he viewed as a legacy
of the “accursed” imperial past. Such a theme was in keeping with the 
agitational propaganda of the s, and Pravda willingly granted Bednyi
dozens of column inches in which to pillory the ancien régime. In one
piece, provocatively entitled “Get Down Off the Hearth,”5 he wrote:
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Уклон зтот жуток,

С ним—совсем не до шуток:

Он—наш кровный, прилипчивый

свой!

Он—наследие всей дооктябрьской

культуры!

У нас расслабление всей волевой

Мускулатуры!

Мы—рванчи:

Мы, рванувши, с надрыва

шатаемся,

За брюхо хватаемся.

—И соломенные силачи,—

Отпарившись в баньке, храпим на

печке.

Храпим и сердито бормочем:

—Прорывы на фронте рабочем?

Текучесть . . . ? Нельзя без утечки . . .

Не тяните нас с печки . . . !

Ничего, что в истории русской

гнилой

Бесконечные рюхи, сплошные

провалы,—

А на нас посмотрим:

На весь свет самохвалы!

Чудо—богатыри!

This deviation is bruising,

And not at all amusing:

An inheritance passed down the family

tree!

A pre-revolutionary cultural legacy!

Our will-power is utterly spent

As are our physiques!

We’re such creeps:

We teeter at the edge, having gone way

too far,

Clutching at our guts, as we are.

—Each of us a mighty straw man—

A snooze on the hearth—such is the

plan.

Loud snoring followed by an angry

grunt:

—a break-through on the workers’

front?

Labor turnover . . . ? It’s such a 

waste . . .

Don’t pull us off the hearth—no need

for haste . . . !

It’s understandable with Russia’s 

history of rot

To have endless rips, gaping chasms,

and whatnot—

Just take a look at us:

Praising ourselves, making such fuss!

Epic heroes—so miraculous!6



Bednyi’s pieces met with initial fanfare, especially his denigration of Old
Russian traditions and his celebration of the Revolution’s break with the
past. According to the poet, V. M. Molotov8 praised his work “to the skies”
and urged him to publish “Get Down Off the Hearth” as a pamphlet
designed for shock workers.9 In an elated mood, Bednyi met with Stalin,
expecting further compliments, but instead came away from the meeting
upset and confused. Later, he described the incident in a letter to the gen-
eral secretary in the following way: “I expected praise from the man to
whom I had always related with the most personal affection. . . . I expected
to be scratched behind the ears. But I got them boxed instead: there’s no
way in hell ‘Get Down Off the Hearth’ will do! [ni k chertu ‘Slezai s pechki’
ne goditsia]. . . . I’d been doused with cold water. Worse: I’d been derailed.
I was paralyzed. I couldn’t write. I was only barely able to scratch some-
thing out for November th.”10

Caught off guard by Stalin’s reaction, Bednyi struggled to make sense
of it. Guessing that “Get Down Off the Hearth” and “Pererva” must have
implied too much continuity between the pre- and post-revolutionary eras,
he attempted to correct things with a new feuilleton—“Without Mercy”—
that would be more explicit about the differences between the Russian past
and Soviet present. As Bednyi would later confess to Stalin, he was unsure
about the proper tone to take in this historical discussion and was dismayed
that the editors at Pravda failed to offer anything but contradictory advice
regarding “Without Mercy”:

I worked as if in a labor camp. It was difficult to write with such self-doubt,

compounded as it was by the flu. But I finished it. I turned it in to the press.
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Работяги—мигали расейского типа

Липа!

Липа!

Зто липа взросла на расейском

болоте

У нее есть своя родовая черта:

Недобросовестность в каждой

работе

Испокон сердцевине ее привита.

Menial workers, Russia’s darlings of old

Mold!

Mold!

This mold was nurtured in Old 

Russia’s murk

Passing on a trait that we’ve retained:

Irresponsibility regarding work

Turns out to be deeply ingrained.7

In another column, he developed these themes further while reproaching
workers who were apparently responsible for a train accident near the town
of Pererva:



At about  midnight, a hitch came up at the editorial offices: Iaroslavskii11

felt that the introductory portion was too historical and weakened the sec-

ond, agitational section. Couldn’t we get rid of the introductory section? I

didn’t object, but Iaroslavskii, sensing my disappointed expression and real-

izing that this would pain me, said, “Oh well, let it go as it is. After all, it is

already laid out in type.” Iaroslavskii departed [for home]. I was left with

mixed emotions. I knew something that Iaroslavskii didn’t know: I would

have you as my meticulous reader. And what if I would not be able to win

over this reader? Having thought it over, I categorically announced to Mekhlis

and Savel’ev12 that I was going to cut the first section out! There was great

commotion due to the late hour—now it’d have to be laid out again. Iaro-

slavskii was informed. He summoned me to the telephone and forcefully

told me to “stop being so capricious,” as he put it. Let the whole feuilleton

run. It wasn’t hard to talk me into it. And that was that.13

Bednyi’s letter reveals his sense of complete confusion concerning the
proper line to take in this poem. Even more importantly, this passage reveals
the poet’s attempt to shirk responsibility for its publication—particularly
the historical section—knowing that it was this new excursus into the
national past that had again succeeded in angering Stalin.

Appearing in print on  December ,“Without Mercy” elaborated upon
“Get Down Off the Hearth” and “Pererva,” assailing the pre-revolutionary
Russian past with thunder and lightning. Among other things, Bednyi dis-
puted the traditional characterization of Kuz’ma Minin and Dmitrii Pozhar-
skii as defenders of the fatherland during the early seventeenth century.
Describing them instead as bribe takers and embezzlers, he wrote: “Patriots
for all of eternity / Have been a failure when it comes to the treasury: /
Patriotism is inseparable from thievery.” Condemning Minin and Pozharskii
as the butchers of the Time of Troubles, Bednyi suggested that they had
been as reactionary and misguided as the modern White émigré movement
abroad or wreckers at home. More generally, “Without Mercy” assailed the
widespread misery of the pre-revolutionary era and ridiculed the notion
of patriotism through the use of the comical neologism “patri-autism”
(patrevoticheskii).14

Incensed by the content of the column, Stalin subjected the proletarian
poet to blistering criticism the next day in a Central Committee Secretariat
resolution drafted with Molotov and L. M. Kaganovich. Deeming Bednyi’s
work provocative and divisive, this censure focused on the poet’s claim
that “laziness” and “sitting on the hearth” were “Russian national charac-
teristics” and reprimanded him for his failure to understand that “in the
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past, there had been two Russias: a revolutionary Russia and a counter-
revolutionary Russia”15 and for his inability to realize that Soviet power
“depends, first and foremost, upon the Russian working class, the most
active and revolutionary segment of the worldwide working class.”16

Such an official, bureaucratic denunciation left the normally savvy Bed-
nyi paralyzed with frustration and fear. Stalin’s rebuke seemed arbitrary
and undeserved—there had been no mention in the press of a change in
the party’s view of the tsarist past, and Bednyi had no reason to suspect that
such a turnabout was imminent. Unable to grasp the nature of his political
error, he concluded that he was the victim of an innocent misunderstand-
ing that had somehow acquired a life of its own. Picking up a pen and
paper, he complained bitterly to Stalin:

a living voice either ought to have complimented my work or, in a friendly

and convincing way, pointed out my “distortions” [krivizna]. Instead, I re-

ceived a memo from the Secretariat. This memo highlighted with Bengal fire

my isolation and [sense of impending] doom. I was also given a dressing

down at Pravda and then at Izvestiia. I am a failure. After this, I will not be

able to publish, not only in these two papers, but everywhere, so the threat

goes. . . . For twenty years I’ve been a cricket in the Bolshevik hearth, but

now I’m to get down off of it. My time has come, I guess. [. . .] Perhaps it’s

not possible to be a major Russian poet without having one’s career end in

catastrophe?17

As noted above, amid this melodrama Bednyi attempted to avoid blame
for the fiasco by noting that his work had received the approval of party
hierarchs such as Molotov and Iaroslavskii. He also invoked Lenin’s author-
ity, recounting that when he had inadvertently made a political mistake in
the early s, Lenin had forgiven him and allowed him to correct the
error.18 Lapsing back into hyperbole toward the conclusion of the letter,
Bednyi begged not to be blacklisted. He even quoted a passage from the
Bible in his final request for deliverance, prefacing the line “O my Father,
if it be possible, let this cup pass from me” with a hesitant apology, and
then ending the letter with the rest of this prayer of supplication: “Nev-
ertheless, let it be not as I, but as thou wilt.”19

Sent to Stalin on  December , Bednyi’s letter angered Stalin enough
for him to personally respond to the poet just four days later. Eventually
published in the general secretary’s Works, this letter appeared in print
only after the removal of a significant portion of the introduction, which
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chastised Bednyi for a variety of errors and misdeeds. According to the
archival originals, Stalin’s rebuke was expressed in the harshest of terms:

You set C[omrade] Iaroslavskii against me . . . Further on, you set C[omrade]

Molotov against me, with assurances that he did not find anything erroneous

in your “Get Down Off the Hearth” column. . . . What’s the point of setting

C[omrade] Molotov against me?20 There can be only one point: to suggest

that the Central Committee Secretariat’s decision is in fact not really that

body’s decision, but the personal opinion of Stalin, who is apparently giv-

ing out his own opinions as if they were the decisions of the Central Com-

mittee Secretariat. This is too much, C[omrade] Dem’ian. This is simply dirty

trickery [nechistoplotno] . . . I remember now how several months ago you

told me by telephone that “it seems like there is some disagreement between

Stalin and Molotov, Molotov is undercutting Stalin’s position,” etc. You ought

to remember that I rudely interrupted you at that time and asked you not

to indulge in gossip. I interpreted this “joke” of yours at the time as an un-

pleasant episode. Now I see that it was a gamble of yours, designed to play

on our apparent differences and squeeze out some sort of profit. Try to play

more fairly [pobol’she chistoplotnosti], C[omrade] Dem’ian.21

Having assailed the poet for his attempt to deflect blame for the affair, Stalin
then turned to Bednyi’s provocative use of the word policy in expressing
his fears about being blacklisted. Ridiculing the poet’s panic with a strong
dose of sarcasm, Stalin pointed out to him the essence of his political error:

So there exists, it seems, some sort of special policy “in relation to Dem’ian

Bednyi.” What is this policy—what does it consist of ? This policy, it turns

out, consists of measures to force “major Russian poets”“to end their careers

in catastrophe”. . . So this is the level of your faith in the Central Commit-

tee. I did not think that you were capable, even in a hysterical condition, of

voicing such anti-party rot. . . .

You have developed a precise and effective critique of the deficiencies of

everyday life and existence in the USSR, criticism that is mandatory and nec-

essary, but you have become obsessed with it. This obsession has begun to

transform your works into slander against the USSR. . . . The revolutionary

workers of all countries unanimously hail the Soviet working class and, most

of all, the Russian working class, which is in the avant garde of the Soviet

workers. . . . The leaders of the revolutionary workers of the world thirst to

study the instructive history of the Russian working class, its past and the
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Russian past, knowing that besides the reactionary Russia, there was a revo-

lutionary Russia as well. . . . All of this sows in the hearts of the Russian

workers a feeling of revolutionary national pride (and how could it not!) that

is capable of moving mountains and performing miracles.22

In other words, Stalin equated the history of the USSR with the history of
Russia and indicated that disrespect in regard to the latter was no longer
to be permitted. Bednyi’s transgression was that he had “announced to the
whole world that in the past, Russia had served as a vessel of rottenness
and neglect.”23

Stalin’s letter to Bednyi reveals that as early as , he had already lost
interest in characterizing the old regime as backward and chauvinist. To
underscore the importance of this turnabout in the party line, Stalin quoted
to Bednyi an extended passage from Lenin’s little-known  article “On
the National Pride of the Great Russians” in order to emphasize that Rus-
sian national interests were not only vital but also coincided with prole-
tarian interests, both Russian and non-Russian. Declaring that “this means
that you must turn back to the old, Leninist path, no matter what,” he then
ended the letter rather roughly. “There is no other way. . . . Is that clear?
You demanded a clarification from me. I trust that I have given you an
adequately clear answer.”24

Attempting to save a desperate situation, Bednyi tried to correct his error
in the same way that he had in the early s—by writing a poetic apol-
ogy to his readers. Devoted to the twenty-fifth anniversary of the  up-
rising in Moscow, the poem was entitled “On the Heroic:”
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Друзьями мне было резонно

замечено,

что много мною добра

искалечено,—

что я с манерой самой

беззастенчивою

Родную старину развенчиваю . . .

—Россия гнила на корню—

И давай, и давай разносить ее

хульно.

Ошибка не в том, что я ее черню

А в том, что черню—всю, огульно.

My friends have resolutely observed,

That what I’ve spoiled ought to be

preserved—

It’s the Motherland’s history that I

defame

And all this without a hint of shame . . .

—Russia’s rotten on the vine!—

Let’s leave her to her sorry fate.

My mistake wasn’t just my critical line

But that I didn’t try to discriminate.
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Ведь Расея нам все-таки мать,

Нас, детей, надо как понимать?

От хульного, мол, семени

Не жди доброго племени?

Откуда ж тогда

от какой мамаши

Пролетарии наши . . . ?

After all, isn’t Old Russia still our

mother?

What about us, her children, my

brother?

Is it, as they say, that from a bad seed

It’s hopeless to expect a decent breed?

From where—pray tell—then

From which mother hen

Do we get our proletarian . . . ?

Such was Bednyi’s attempt to embrace the line articulated in the general
secretary’s letter. Also evident in this new work was a series of images
designed to ward off further accusations of political deviancy. For instance:

Я в прошлое вспомню—в глазах

чернота!

И ругань моя неумеренна!

Но зто не значит, что глаз острота

Мною утеряна.

Зто значит: в них есть кривизна,

Вот та, что в стеклах

увеличительных,

Не правизна,

Не левизна,

А художественная кривизна

(Она доходит до размеров

значительных).

When I remember the past, before me

it grows dark!

And my abuse is without compare!

But this doesn’t meant that my once

sharp

Eyes are now beyond repair.

Instead, there must be a distortion.

One that in the magnifying glass,

Is not rightism,

Nor leftism,

But an artistic distortion

(Which sometimes assumes 

considerable proportions).

Wary of the risk he was taking with “On the Heroic,” Bednyi reminded his
readers of other famous cultural figures who had been punished for unin-
tentional political errors:

Через глаз художника проходят

явления

С каким-то углом преломления.

(У сатириков угол “уродства,”

“изьяна”)

Through the eyes of an artist, all

action

Comes at a certain angle of refraction.

(The satirists’ angle is “ugliness” and

“flaw.”)



Although the archival evidence indicates that the party hierarchy seriously
considered allowing this mea culpa to be published in Pravda, lingering
doubts apparently stymied its appearance at the last moment.26

Bednyi appears to have become something of a social pariah after this
series of scandals and found himself virtually excluded from the party press.
But as luck would have it, this enforced silence would last less than six
months: as the Cultural Revolution in the arts climaxed and then began
to wane, the radicalized atmosphere of  gave way to greater artistic
toleration. May  marked Bednyi’s twentieth year of service to the Bol-
shevik cause, and Pravda decided to mark the anniversary with an article
about the poet. Alongside this fairly routine piece, Bednyi was allowed to
append a new composition entitled “Let’s Straighten It Out!!” Another
attempt to apologize for his previous mistakes, this piece displayed none
of Bednyi’s earlier efforts to excuse his apparent lack of patriotism. Instead,
it focused exclusively on the celebration of the Russian national past, indi-
cating that Bednyi had finally grasped the nature of the authorities’ objec-
tions to his recent work:
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Так было во все времена—

От Аристофана

И Лукиана

До Гоголя и Щедрина,

От Щедрина—до меня, до Демьяна.

У Щедрина ведь картина былого

Не верна слово в слово,

Но—с учетом уклона—верна.

It’s always been like this, as if by

law—25

First Aristophanes, then

Lukian

then Gogol’ and Shchedrin,

And then from Shchedrin on to me,

Bednyi.

Perhaps Shchedrin’s view of the past,

Isn’t great from first page to last,

But it’s correct if you look past his

artistry.

Что в былом есть и то, чем мы

вправе гордиться:

Не убог он, тот край, где могла

народиться

Вот такая, как ныне ведущая нас

Революционная партия масс,—

Не бездарный народ дал—не

только отечеству,

If there is anything from the past that

ought to have worth:

It’s that our land is fertile and able to

give birth

To those who now lead us—that is,

The revolutionary party of the

masses,—

These are talented people who’ve now

defined



In this contrite composition, Bednyi attempted to set certain key citations
from Lenin’s article on Russian national pride into poetic form, specifically
his pronouncement that “the Great Russian nation . . . has shown itself
capable of giving mankind great role models to follow in the struggle for
freedom and socialism.” Explaining his past mistakes, Bednyi confessed:
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А всему человечеству—

Славный ряд образцов,

Беззаветных борцов

За свободу, за творчество

социализма,—

Беззаветных борцов

Против банков, против дворцов,

Против гнета царизма

Против хищно-разгульного

капитализма . . .

Not just for our fatherland, but for all

of mankind—

An array of role models, all glory and

light—

Selflessly committed to the fight

In the name of freedom and the 

creativity of socialism—

Selflessly committed to the fight

Against the banks and mansions of

the Right,

Against the oppression of tsarism

Against predatory capitalism.

Я—злой.

Я крестьянски ушиблен Россией

былой.

Когда я выхожу против старой

кувалды,

То порою держать меня надо за

фалды,

Чтобы я, разойдясь, не хватил

сгоряча

Мимо слов Ильича . . .

I’m fuming mad.

Old Russia hurt my peasant soul bad.

But when I sally forth against the

hammer and nails,

Be sure to grab me by the coattails,

So that in my passion, I do not 

overreach

And neglect the words of Il’ich . . .27

Thus Bednyi finally acknowledged that he had misjudged the party line
and had failed to grasp the true meaning of Lenin’s words. Humbled by
this experience, he announced that in the future, he would rely on his
readership to help keep him true “to the Leninist path.” More than just an
allusion to Stalin’s letter, these lines indicate that Bednyi had lost con-
fidence in his ability to judge the direction in which Bolshevik ideology
was headed. Subsequent events would confirm these misgivings.

�

Three years passed. During this time period, the party hierarchy made a
number of policy decisions that may be seen in retrospect as signaling the



imminent rehabilitation of a patriotic, etatist understanding of Russian his-
tory. Efforts were made to improve the teaching of history in the public
schools and promote the creation of a single, standardized history text-
book.28 Official support was also afforded to literary figures like Aleksei
Tolstoi who were embracing this new focus in their creative endeavors. Aside
from this, however, neither historians nor writers received any concrete
directives on how to go about rehabilitating Russian historical themes. Sub-
stantial questions remained about how Russian history was to be approached
and who was to be valorized as its heroes.29 Such circumstances guaranteed
that ideological mistakes and misunderstandings would continue to mar the
emerging party line. Among the first to err in this regard was none other
than Dem’ian Bednyi.

In approximately the middle of , the director of Moscow’s Kamernyi
Theater, A. Ia. Tairov, turned to Bednyi with a proposal to revive The Epic
Heroes, a comic opera that had been composed by A. P. Borodin in the
mid-nineteenth century. At some point in , this opera had been staged
in the Bolshoi Theater and then promptly forgotten, to be recovered only
after the Revolution.30 Tairov, however, was sold on the brilliance of the
production’s musical accompaniment (with elements from A. Serov, Zh.
Offenbakh, D. Rossini, and others), as well as the genius and talent of Boro-
din himself. As Bednyi would later explain to the secretary of the Soviet
Writers’ Union, V. P. Stavskii, after The Epic Heroes exploded into scandal, it
was Tairov who had approached him with the idea of reviving the opera.31

“Efim Alekseevich,” Tairov said to Bednyi, according to the latter’s
account, “it’s a world-class event—some epic music has been found and it
absolutely must be brought to realization. Who, besides you, could provide
us with a text[?]’” To be sure, Tairov did not actually ask Bednyi to write
a new libretto, so much as he asked the poet to update what had origi-
nally been written in the nineteenth century by the St. Petersburg littera-
teur V. A. Krylov.32 As A. Koonen would later recall, Tairov “was obsessed
with the notion of bringing this forgotten opera into the light. . . . The Epic
Heroes was an amusing, silly tale about four foolish, lazy, and cowardly
faux-epic heroes—Avos’ka, Nebos’ka, Chudilo, and Kupilo—who masquer-
aded as genuine epic heroes.” In her memoirs, Koonen notes one other
very important aspect of the affair. Tairov had commissioned Bednyi to
rewrite the libretto at the request of P. M. Kerzhentsev, the chair of Sov-
narkom’s All-Union Committee for Artistic Affairs.33

This, of course, was not the first time that pre-revolutionary histori-
cal themes had been the subject of satire on the Soviet stage. During the 
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waning days of the Cultural Revolution in , the Theater of Satire and
Comedy in Leningrad had staged The Baptism of Rus’, a burlesque of Kievan
Prince Vladimir’s selection of a state religion in the year . The piece
focused on the prince’s difficulty in choosing between Eastern Orthodoxy,
Roman Catholicism, Islam, and Judaism. According to the reviews, The Bap-
tism of Rus’ was “musical buffoonery” that wasn’t actually very satirical at
all, being “predicated on the grotesque” instead. Critics wrote approvingly,
however, about its

array of bold projections into contemporary times, which raise the political

relevance of the play. Epic heroes of yore are cast in the role of the tsarist

gendarme Okhranka, [while] Nightingale-the-Brigand34 becomes the per-

sonification of the landed merchantry and Byzantium acts as a stand-in for

the fascist West. Prince Vladimir himself is cast as a general representative

of the autocracy and not surprisingly assumed the features of the second-

to-last tsar-gendarme35 toward the end of the show. Mikula Selianinovich,

the personification of “Orthodox Rus’,” is portrayed as if physically weak and

“downtrodden,” as well as completely intoxicated, pronouncing mixed-up,

incomprehensible words.

According to its critics, this dark play’s only major shortcoming was its
“insufficient social and anti-religious content.”36 It is possible that it was
with thoughts of this earlier show that Kerzhentsev decided that the libretto
of The Epic Heroes might benefit from the aid of a veteran atheist agitator
like Bednyi.

At first, Bednyi seems not to have been interested in the project. As he
would later recount to Stavskii, the opera was weak and clichéd:

[T]he text was hopeless. There was some sort of theme about epic heroes,

juxtaposed against a peasant named Foma. This simpleton was a foolish half-

wit, the sort of simpleton you find in fairy tales, and—as in the fables—even

though he does foolish things, they [always] seem to work out. This simple-

ton even walks around with a fly-swatter and when he hits the epic heroes

with it, they all fall over. In a word, it was nonsense. I said to Tairov: “I can’t

freshen up this text—it’s rubbish,” and I refused to take part in it. A few

months passed. He was calling me constantly, but I stubbornly refused. Finally,

he summoned me to his office in the theater and Litovskii37 was there and

he began to tell me that it was a work of genius and that it was necessary

to take it to the people. Again I refused. Well, I decided to think about it. I
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invited the critic Braude over and asked him whether it would be possible

to do something new with the subject. He answered no, it wouldn’t.38

Whether Bednyi really refused to participate as stubbornly as he indicated
to Stavskii, or whether—as one of the most prominent scholars of Bed-
nyi’s work has written—he “eagerly signed on to the affair,”39 is somewhat
hard to say. In any case, according to Bednyi himself, he eventually agreed
to work with Tairov on the show:

I thought about it a little bit more. . . . I thought to myself, perhaps I’ll take

up Prince Vladimir’s drunken debauch following his baptism.40 There they

were, indulging themselves, as it were, after the baptism and then they became

frightened. I wanted the farce to be farcical, but at the same time [I also

wanted] it to resemble history. I therefore read the-devil-only-knows how

many books in order to master fairy tale exposition! Then it seemed to me

that I had found a brilliant way out: they weren’t [really] epic heroes, but

degenerate epic heroes. Back to the chronicles—I based [my interpretation]

on the chronicles. And it seemed to me like this was the way it was in folk-

tales, too. Again, I looked over all the folktales. In the folktales, Prince Vladi-

mir crawls on all fours, Nightingale-the-Brigand whistles, and everyone falls

over. Thus from my point of view at that time, it had to be highlighted that

these were not epic heroes, but nonsense—“Kupilos” and “Chudilos,” not epic

heroes. But it was also necessary to have an element of heroism. I looked to

folklore for that. There I got mixed up in folktales and brigands’ songs. I

thought that this is where I’d insert the heroism [into the opera]. It seemed

to me that heroism was everywhere—in all the folktales, in Russian litera-

ture, and in the theater, brigands were always marked by an artistic, heroic

presentation.41

So with his interpretation now revolving around the brigands, Bednyi
returned to Tairov and got to work in earnest. “After we came to an agree-
ment, I spun about and wrote and wrote and then gave it to Tairov. I told
him that this thing was still a work-in-progress and that it should be left
to sit for a while. But he hurried it into production as fast as possible.
They snuck it over to Litovskii. Litovskii sanctioned it and called me to
tell me what a marvelous thing I had created.”42

Koonen remembered things somewhat differently: “Dem’ian Bednyi
inserted an array of innovations into the plot that did not all appeal to
Aleksandr Iakovlevich [Tairov]. He thought that they vulgarized the play,
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removing the fairy tale atmosphere that he had liked so much. But it was
too late to redo anything.”43 Perhaps Tairov reconciled himself to the anti-
religious, agitational note that Bednyi had interpolated into the Krylov-
Borodin creation by assuming that this was what Kerzhentsev had wanted
in the first place.

Unaware of Tairov’s misgivings, the poet cautiously circulated the text
of the libretto among a number of authoritative people. He would later
claim that everyone had seen the manuscript and had signed-off on it: “it
[even] made it to Litovskii, Kerzhentsev, and Boiarskii.44 In general, the
wretched creature crawled all over the place. And the only thing that I ever
overheard was that Kerzhentsev had said that it was ‘frightfully boring and
vulgar.’ I fixed the text along those lines while working with the actors. I
took into account Kerzhentsev’s comment, although I was furious. ‘How is
it possible that I could have written something boring[?]’ And I thought
about how I could make it more amusing.”45

On  October , Bednyi published an article in the press entitled
“The Epic Heroes (On its Première in the Kamernyi Theater).”46 As he
revealed later to Stavskii, “I was so sure that the play was flawless and had
no potential problems of any sort that I wrote an article and printed it in
Pravda. I went and explained the whole concept of the play.”47 The article
was intended to draw attention to the upcoming première and went on at
considerable length about the intentions that underlay the work:

The subject develops along three lines: the heroic, the lyric and the comic.

The heroic line is expressed by the “honest brigands and epic heroes of the

forest.” The lyrical expression is supplied by the epic hero, Nightingale Budi-

mirovich, who leads a successful struggle with brigandage, but loses the fight

because of his affairs of the heart—the brigands are able to catch him in the

confusion of his wedding banquet. The comic line is fulfilled by the well-

known but cowardly Prince Vladimir and his group of “epic heroes,” who

are brave enough while drinking around a table or at banquets, but are seized

with panic when danger appears.

All the action of this opera is concentrated around two interconnected

issues. First, the brigand Ugar, if it is the last thing he ever does, has to get

his comrades away from “Nightingale-the-Epic-Hero,” who has captured

them. Second, Prince Vladimir has to deal with the inescapable fact that “the

Russians have a great love of drink.”48 In connection with the baptism of Rus’,

the prince throws such a party that this solemn event takes on the appearance

of a “drunken debauch”—the prince and the drunken epic heroes throw
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themselves in the waters [of the Dniepr], drown many people in the river

and even try to drown Perun. Sobering up and frightened by the wrath of

Perun, Vladimir makes a sacrifice in order to determine whether Perun is

still a god or not. And then there are the Greeks as well, who foist upon the

prince a questionable Greek princess with an entourage of questionable

maidens.

Bednyi concluded the article with the optimistic statement that “if this
staging will in any way make even a minor step toward the creation and
confirmation of a popular comic opera [tradition] here [in the USSR], it
will be the sort of cultural success that all the participants of this extremely
difficult affair have aimed for.”49

Yet in the last days before the première, all was not as routine and by
the book as this article suggests. As Bednyi later told Stavskii:

The next day, they received the play at Glaviskusstvo.50 I took a look at it

too. Something about it seemed boring to me. I thought about what I might

do with it, as it was somewhat boring. They told me: “Don’t you see that in

the theatrical production, what you’ve written will change a bit in form and

a somewhat different contour will become apparent[?] For instance, the epic

heroes are so caricatured that it is almost excessive. But the brigands—they

are just brigands, nothing more. They ought to be made somewhat more

noble.” Right there, in the theater, I wrote fifteen lines, as it was necessary to

emphasize that one should feel sorry for the honest brigands and that these

epic heroes weren’t the famous ones. I then added a line as an apotheosis:

“. . . Where are they, the epic heroes? Can these fellows really be the epic

heroes? No, we must cultivate our epic heroes from among the people.”51

Aside from such nuances, Bednyi remained confident in The Epic Heroes
and expected the Soviet public to respond to it with great enthusiasm.
Success was important because it would signal an end to the creative slump
in which the poet had found himself since the early s.

Something else, however, lay in store for the poet. According to Tairov,
Molotov came to the première but stormed out after only one act, cursing:
“Utter nonsense! The epic heroes were extraordinary people, after all!”52

As Bednyi narrated it:

When Molotov came and watched the play and then boiled over, only then

did I realize: “Good gracious! [Mat’ chestnaia!] We’ve valorized a bunch of
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brigands!” . . .[I]n relation to the baptism, I didn’t think that anything was

amiss. Looking at the epic heroes as a farcical caricature, I also portrayed the

baptism as a farce—I didn’t see that it couldn’t be approached as a farce.

First of all, this was the old spirit of an anti-religious agitator inside of me

talking, and then it was also true that my interpretation was backed up by

some serious knowledge, as I had been guided by none other than the work

of Professor Golubinskii. He writes of the baptism and the choice of faiths

with aspersion: “I can’t help but conclude that it is just a legend. Such leg-

ends about the acceptance and choosing of faiths are found in other coun-

tries.”53 Thus I approached it as if it were just a legend. . . . In a word, I only

now realize that the baptism slipped past me.54

The play was banned within days. On  November , Sovnarkom’s All-
Union Committee for Artistic Affairs drafted a resolution entitled “On the
Play The Epic Heroes, by Dem’ian Bednyi,” which was confirmed by the
Politburo on the following day. These resolutions indicted Bednyi for cast-
ing brigands as “positive revolutionary elements;” for wantonly blackening
an epic whose characters “are, in the popular mind, the incarnation of the
Russian people’s heroic qualities;” and for producing “an anti-historical
and insulting treatment of the baptism of Rus’, which was a genuinely pos-
itive stage in the history of the Russian people.” The Epic Heroes was sum-
marily purged from official repertoire lists as a work “alien to Soviet art.”55

One day later, Pravda published an article by Kerzhentsev entitled “The
Falsification of the People’s Past (On The Epic Heroes, by Dem’ian Bednyi).”
Lashing out viciously at the poet—and at his own deputy, Litovskii—
Kerzhentsev essentially paraphrased the devastating terms of the above-
mentioned resolutions. The fact that Kerzhentsev had been on vacation in
Paris and London while the opera was being readied for the stage and had
been sorely embarrassed by the scandal went unmentioned.56

These two resolutions, complemented by the broadside in Pravda, marked
the start of a major ideological campaign during November  that res-
onated until late .57 Bednyi’s “brigand-like theory of Russian history”
and his deprecation of the people’s past were savaged both in print and
at public gatherings, ranging from an expanded session of the Theater
Workers’ Committee at the All-Union Committee for Artistic Affairs to a
meeting of the Central Committee of the Artistic Workers’ Union. Bednyi’s
name even came up at a session of the Supreme Soviet, where A. A. Zhdanov
accused him of behaving like a double-dealer and “insulting the history
of the Russian people.”58
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Then came the Soviet Writers’ Union, a body in which Bednyi had played
a prominent role since its founding in . Clearly, this institution had to
react to the incident involving its ideologically wayward member. Speaking
at a  November  meeting of the Poets’ Section, A. A. Surkov announced
that “Bednyi’s play is infused throughout with a vulgar relationship toward
historical issues. Fascist literature says that Russia has neither nationhood
nor statehood. In connection with such a reading, Dem’ian Bednyi’s entire
conceptualization takes on a politically harmful direction, essentializing
and vulgarizing the entire Russian historical process.”59 Surkov did not
mention the questionable taste or the biting humor with which Bednyi
had infused his libretto, nor the forced nature of the subject, its primi-
tiveness, or the inexpressiveness of the language in which it was written.
Such issues were no longer important. The question had become purely
ideological.

Aftershocks continued to be felt for years. Even after Bednyi’s subse-
quent expulsion from the party, A. A. Fadeev felt further measures were
necessary and declared at a meeting of the presidium of the Soviet Writers’
Union that Bednyi “had either intentionally or unintentionally followed
the fascists’ ideology by attempting to sully the people’s heroes of the past
and by [painting] an untrue picture of Russian history.”60 It was at this
meeting that Bednyi received the ultimate coup de grâce: formal expulsion
from the Soviet Writers’ Union.

Surveying the campaign against The Epic Heroes in the press and in tran-
scripts like those quoted above, it seems necessary to credit the “engineers
of men’s souls,” the masters of the creative word, with the most serious
attacks against Bednyi. That said, the campaign itself was precipitated from
above. Stalin and the party hierarchy had decided that it was necessary to
promote a newly patriotic, etatist version of the official line—an ideolog-
ical position that derived its legitimacy and authority from the imperial
Russian past. They made an example of Bednyi because his literary work
had lagged dangerously behind the times, remaining heavily influenced by
the radicalism of the s.

Excluded from the party, the Soviet Writers’ Union, the press, and the
public school curriculum after , Bednyi lapsed into obscurity. Attempts
on his part to at least partially restore his reputation came to naught, and
in  he died.61 The poet’s ideological error had, in other words, proven
to be fatal, and his farce had turned into a tragedy. Bednyi, a participant
in no few ideological campaigns, had now become the victim of one him-
self, and the hounding that he was forced to endure after  justified with
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great irony the literary pseudonym he had adopted decades earlier: poor
fellow.
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The Reaction of Writers and
Artists to the Banning of
D. Bednyi’s Comic Opera

Public opinion was of considerable concern to the Stalinist regime, and
both party and secret police officials were tasked with assessing what
prominent social groups (e.g., the creative intelligentsia) thought about
specific issues. Typically, informers would either eavesdrop on indiscrete
conversations or directly engage people in provocative exchanges. Excerpts
from these discussions were then compiled into summary reports called
svodki that circulated within the party and secret police hierarchy.

In November , concern about how members of the Soviet artis-
tic elite were reacting to the fall of Dem’ian Bednyi led the secret police
to compile a major report on public opinion within the Moscow theat-
rical world. Published in Russian in , this report is remarkable for
the variety of views that it encompasses regarding the scandal.1 Only a
fraction of those quoted seem to have realized that the affair revolved
around the regime’s newfound historical priorities; others seem to have
assumed—with sympathy or schadenfreude, depending on their profes-
sional affiliations—that it was personal, and that Bednyi and Tairov had
merely fallen out of favor. Only with time would the cultural elite realize
that The Epic Heroes had been banned for its disrespectful treatment of
the Russian national past.

We publish this piece here in full in order to capture the entire breadth
of the NKVD’s survey, insofar as it reveals much about the creative intel-
ligentsia during these years. Acutely aware of the politically sensitive
nature of their work, artists and writers spent a considerable amount
of time attempting to gauge the evolution of official priorities. Unsatis-
fied with what was published in the party press, they routinely swapped





gossip and rumors, reading between the lines of official communiqués
in a desperate effort to avoid subjects and themes that threatened to
contradict the party line. The NKVD’s snapshot of public opinion among
the Soviet elite reveals the surprising significance of information passed
via “informal relationships”—professional alliances and intimate friend-
ships—and the extent to which the Soviet state attempted to monitor
this gossip and rumor-mongering.

I R   S P D 

  NKVD M D  S S: “O 

 R  W  A   B 

 D. B’ P The Epic Heroes”

A. Tairov2 has been shaken by the [All-Union Committee for Artistic Affairs]
resolution banning The Epic Heroes3 and says that he is now suffering from
heart problems. Members of the art world have come to visit him in order
to express their sympathy. According to A. Koonen [his wife], many have
come as if he were on his deathbed:

“I made a major mistake. I will take responsibility for it, despite the fact
that even the Committee for Artistic Affairs, which reviewed the show, gave
its approval. As an artist, I should have foreseen all eventualities—that is
the essence of my error.

It pains me that this mistake is being treated in the press as an intentional
provocation.4

This mistake came about because I placed great trust in Dem’ian Bednyi
as an old communist. How could I have even imagined that Bednyi’s text
represented a dangerous deviation? How could I have acted as Bednyi’s
commissar?5 I didn’t make such a mistake with Optimistic Tragedy and
Motherland because the authors were less authoritative and because I was
able to subject their plays to the critique of experienced professionals.6

I’ll go to the Central Committee and I hope they will receive me. I’ll
suggest to them that new shows should be reviewed not just by the Com-
mittee for Artistic Affairs, but by the Central Committee as well.

This is the only way to be certain.
But what really scares me is whether I’ll be allowed to continue to work.

It upsets me that some people want to make me out to be a heretic. This
is so horrible that I can’t even think about it calmly.”

�
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A. Koonen [Tairov’s wife], actress at the Kamernyi Theater:
“This is a lesson for Tairov. You can’t rely just on yourself. If he hadn’t,

it wouldn’t have cost us so dearly.”
�

Tsenin, Distinguished Artist at the Kamernyi Theater:
“The theater will be haunted by political failures until it ceases to be a

monarchy, until Tairov stops making all decisions unilaterally without con-
sulting with the theater’s leading lights.”

�

Gersht, director at the Kamernyi Theater:
“In its essence, the resolution is correct. We are to stage Evgenyi Onegin

and I expect to have precisely the same experience with this show as with
The Epic Heroes.”

�

Dem’ian Bednyi: The Committee for Artistic Affairs’ resolution has left
Dem’ian Bednyi completely in shock. For three days, he didn’t leave his
apartment and didn’t see anyone; he summoned Stavskii,7 the secretary of
the Soviet Writers’ Union, for a private conversation only yesterday. It has
become clear that Dem’ian Bednyi has decided not to appeal directly to
the secretaries of the Central Committee and wants to use Stavskii to con-
vey his explanations and justifications. Finding Dem’ian Bednyi in a state
of absolute crisis, Stavskii had a stenographer join him so that there would
be a documentary account of the meeting.8

The general point of Dem’ian Bednyi’s explanations concerning The Epic
Heroes, as recorded in the stenogram, is as follows. The farsical tone and
the interpretation of The Epic Heroes stem from the nature of the music—
[Borodin had] the epic heroes sing arias from popular operettas, for in-
stance. The farsical presentation of the Christening of Rus’ and the incor-
rect interpretation of it stem from Dem’ian Bednyi’s tendency toward
anti-religious propaganda in his work. In addition, Bednyi was misled by
historical works in his possession that are far from Marxist in character.

Admitting that he has made an enormous mistake, Dem’ian Bednyi
explained that it came about because of his poor understanding of the
material and his general foolishness. However, in the discussion, he returned
again and again to the role of the [theater’s] controlling organs. He noted
that from the very start of work on The Epic Heroes a year and a half ago,
he had been dissatisfied with the first draft, which had seemed simple-
minded and silly. But Tairov and Litovskii9 encouraged him to continue,
assuring him that the text would work out brilliantly as a theatrical piece.
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Not long before the piece was staged, a fairly polished version of the text
was given to the Committee for Artistic Affairs, where Kerzhentsev, Boiar-
skii, and Orlovskii10 familiarized themselves with it. When it was returned
to Bednyi, it was accompanied by the single comment that Kerzhentsev
thought that it was boring and a bit vulgar. Therefore, subsequent correc-
tions of the text focused on condensing and revising individual phrases.

Dem’ian Bednyi also notes that his conceptualization of The Epic Heroes
was laid out in an article that he published in Pravda, which at the time
elicited no criticism whatsoever.11 As a result, he considered the text of
The Epic Heroes to have received complete approval.

Having said all of this, Dem’ian Bednyi added that “I have an artist’s
noggin, not a leader’s.”

Dem’ian noted that his diabetes has worsened. He said that he doesn’t
want to die as an enemy of the party and hopes that after this, if he is no
longer to be allowed to publish, perhaps he’ll at least be put to good use
as a literary specialist—at the Knizhnaia Palata,12 for instance.

Later on, after asking that it not be entered into the stenogram, Dem’ian
said that it was his library that was his real enemy. This had been pointed
out to him, but he hadn’t understood it before. He announced that he was
going to burn his library. Then he emphasized that he was most afraid
that he would be condemned as an enemy of the party, working for foes
of communism abroad, in spite of his earlier professional activities. He
announced that he was afraid that if such a view of him became common,
he’d be exiled from Moscow.

Dem’ian Bednyi remained in a deeply demoralized state even after his
meeting with Stavskii, which apparently hadn’t helped to calm him down
at all.

�

Stanislavskii,13 People’s Artist of the USSR:
“The Bolsheviks are geniuses. Nothing that the Kamernyi Theater does

is art. It’s formalism. It’s theater-for-profit. It’s Koonen’s theater.”
�

Leonidov,14 People’s Artist of the USSR:
“After I read the committee’s resolution, I lay down on a couch and

kicked my legs up into the air. I jumped for joy: they’ve given Litovskii,
Tairov and Dem’ian Bednyi a good slap. This is scarier than [what hap-
pened at] the Second Moscow Art Theater.”15

�
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Iashin, Distinguished Artist of the Moscow Art Theater:
“The play was very bad. I am quite satisfied with the resolution. Noth-

ing so ineffective should be allowed to continue for so long. Now the total
inadequacy of Tairov’s useless system has been exposed. The faster they
close the theater, the better. If it was necessary to close the Second Moscow
Art Theater, then this one should have been closed a long time ago.”

�

Khmelev,16 Distinguished Artist of the Moscow Art Theater:
“The decision is entirely correct. The leadership sees where the real art is

and where there is only profanity. This decision should be followed by the
liquidation of the entire theater. There’s nothing left for the theater to do.”

�

Kedrov,17 Distinguished Artist of the Moscow Art Theater:
“If they close the Kamernyi Theater, then there’ll just be one less bad

theater.”
�

Stanitsyn,18 Distinguished Artist of the Moscow Art Theater:
“This is a theater in which they act badly, sing badly and dance badly.

It should be closed.”
�

Markov,19 director of the literary section of the Moscow Art Theater:
“They made a rotten gamble on Borodin’s and Palekh’s good names.20

A disgustingly awful show. The resolution is entirely justified.”
�

Izrailevskii, director of the music section of the Moscow Art Theater, Dis-
tinguished Artist:

“The Kamernyi Theater’s shows are formalism, through and through.
There’s nowhere else for such individuals to apply their talents. Through-
out its entire existence, this theater has never given any satisfaction.”

�

Samosud,21 artistic director of the Bolshoi Theater:
“The resolution is absolutely correct. The Kamernyi is not a theater.

Tairov is a trickster. The idea behind the production of The Epic Heroes
was corrupt. Dem’ian Bednyi proposed this piece to me back when I was
at the Mikhailovskii Theater and I turned it down.”

�

Meyerhold,22 People’s Artist of the Republic:
“Finally, Tairov has been given the sort of slap he deserves. I keep a 
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list of Tairov’s plays that have been banned and The Epic Heroes is a real
gem. Dem’ian got what he deserved, too. But most important is that the
committee, and Boiarskii in particular, are all to blame. He persecutes me.
The arts will not develop as long as the committee has such leadership.”

�

Natal’ia Sats,23 Distinguished Artist of the Republic, artistic director of the
Central Children’s Theater:

“Tairov made a mistake. He used an incomplete musical score by Boro-
din. He shouldn’t have depended on Dem’ian Bednyi, since he’s a bad
playwright. Inviting the Palekh masters was a gamble on form without the
content to justify it. The theater is unable to say anything to its viewers.”

�

Sadovskii,24 People’s Artist of the RSFSR, at the Malyi Theater:
“The resolution makes sense. It was correct to rap Tairov and Bednyi

across the knuckles. It’s not acceptable to distort the history of the great
Russian people.”

�

Trenev,25 playwright, author of Spring Love:
“I am very pleased with the resolution. As a Russian person, it makes

me proud. It’s not acceptable to spit in our faces. I wasn’t able to go to the
show myself, but I sent my wife and daughter. They couldn’t sit through
it and got up and left, spitting as they went. The impression it produces
is that revolting.”

�

Grigorii Sannikov,26 poet:
“Well, I welcome the resolution and Kerzhentsev’s article. It’s helpful,

not only for Dem’ian, but for all of us in our general approach to Russian
history. For a long time, the Central Committee didn’t have time for such
things. But now, they’ve taken a serious look at the situation and have cor-
rected it. We should have put an end to the vulgarization of history a long
time ago.”

�

P. Romanov,27 writer:
“It’s good that they were given a hard kick. Dem’ian has been resting on

his laurels, his connections and his vulgarity. This time he didn’t get away
with it. Not only that, but it is very good that they interceded on behalf
of Russian folklore and the Russian epic heroes. We ought to be looking
for Russian heroes.”

�
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Gorodetskii,28 poet:
“I cannot sympathize with any sort of suppression, but I am glad that

they’re not punishing those who make use of folklore—just those who
ridicule it. It’s not acceptable to relate to the people’s history in that way;
that the blow has been against Tairov is even more pleasant, since he’s a
swindler.”

�

Vsev[olod] Vishnevskii,29 playwright:
“It serves Dem’ian right—he shouldn’t be such an amateur. Let this be

a history lesson: ‘Don’t mess with us.’ History will come in handy yet, all
too soon. The opera Minin and Pozharskii—Salvation from the Interven-
tionists is already in preparation.”30

�

V. Lugovskoi,31 poet:
“The resolution is correct in general, but what lies behind it is especially

valuable. It will put a stop to the philistines who dare to mock the Russian
people and their history. Until now, it has been considered good form to
be ashamed of our history.”

�

I. Trauberg,32 director of the film Counterplan:
“The Soviet government is becoming more and more national and even

nationalistic. In this connection, the most unlikely things are being sup-
ported by the party leadership. It is becoming more difficult to work,
especially when so many of those supervising things—both the theatrical
censors and those in the Committee for Artistic Affairs—cannot correctly
assess the plays, which then end up being banned after they’ve received
official approval.”

�

S. Klychkov, writer:
“But then again, perhaps anything is possible. The great Russian people

are one-hundred million strong and in terms of art they have the right,
of course, to something more than pictures on tins of powder and kiosks
a la russe. Perhaps some day the people will even dare to call me a Russian
writer. Russian art should not be made to suffer out of deference to some
sort of Vogul’33 epic.

So who has been allowed to abuse the Russian epic? The kike Tairov and
the wimp Bednyi. What else do you expect besides satire from Bednyi,
who’s basically a feuilletoniste. But some smart person, some discerning per-
son, will grab them by the ass and shake out all of their stinking excesses.
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Dem’ian Bednyi got himself into trouble again and has gotten what he
deserves. This resolution rehabilitates Russian history, so they’ll stop calling
everything of ours shit. And it’s about time. Now the progressive meaning
that lies behind many things will be recognized; people will understand,
if you please, that even a little bird [lit., a snipe] can be useful. Further-
more, the resolution also seems to rehabilitate Christianity; perhaps they’ll
finally understand that even now, believers won’t steal and shouldn’t be
considered scoundrels.

I hope that it will become easier for writers to write the truth, and that
critics will admit to their errors.”

�

Vs. Ivanov,34 writer:
“I haven’t fully grasped this affair yet. I think that there are some inter-

nal matters at work here, which are, of course, not mentioned in Kerzhen-
tsev’s article.”

�

Iu. Olesha,35 writer:
“The major role here wasn’t performed by the play. Dem’ian got too

capricious and was punched right in the mouth. Today it’s him, but to-
morrow it’ll be someone else. One can’t be especially pleased about this.
Dem’ian is paying for his sins.”

�

Ol’ga Forsh,36 [writer]:
“Can a writer really be of two opinions? It’s wonderful—marvelous that

Dem’ian has been taught a lesson. Only now, perhaps, it will be more dif-
ficult for the rest of us who are currently writing plays. Litovskii, they say,
has utterly lost his head and isn’t certain about anything. Even without all
of this, the theatrical censors have been making me cut down and revise
my play about Kamo.”37

�

P. Antokol’skii,38 poet:
“The fellows from the Kamernyi Theater are unlucky and I feel sorry for

Bednyi. He could do a lot for the theater. In general, work in the theater
is becoming more difficult, as there are desperate cowards all around. That
is why all Moscow theaters without exception are so notable for their
bureaucratism [kazenshchina] and total lack of ideas. They only stage what
is commanded from above, like we did, for instance, with that mediocre
play by Kirshon39 at the Vakhtangovskii Theater.”

�
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Lebedev-Kumach,40 writer, satirist:
“If conclusions are drawn from this affair, then very good. It is necessary

to rid the stage and poetry of the obscenity that Dem’ian has been culti-
vating and making into the official language of Soviet poetry. But now,
having applied the stick to him, they’ll probably give him the carrot, and
pounce on someone else instead. You can’t go about beating up your friends,
after all.”

�

Kozlovskii,41 vocalist at the Bolshoi Theater:
“There’s no doubt that the play was read earlier by the leadership, so why

didn’t they ban it before it was staged? Tairov is a major talent and this
resolution won’t be the death of him.”

�

Kaverin, director at the Theater of the Russian Youth:
“The resolution is correct and everyone knows it; if many people refrain

from harshly criticizing Tairov, it is only because every theater, if you please,
has its own ‘little epic heroes.’”

�

Eisenstein,42 Distinguished Figure in the Arts, film director:
“I did not see the show, but am tremendously satisfied that at last they

have finally given Dem’ian a good what-for. He had it coming—he’s too
full of himself. It’s also good that that sycophant Litovskii got his for trum-
peting out that celebratory article.43 In all of this, I just wonder where they
were before, when they let a counter-revolutionary play onto the stage?”

�

Leonid Sobolev,44 author of Capital Renovation:
“I was just over at Tairov’s. People have been going over since this morn-

ing. Just as I was arriving at Tairov’s, Vs. Vishnevskii was leaving. Alisa
[Koonen] is frightfully upset and depressed and says that everyone is com-
ing to pay their respects like it’s a funeral. I feel sorry for Tairov, although
I consider the resolution to be correct. After all, when a book is published
that distorts history, reality and so on, we don’t release it to the reader—
and the theater plays an educational role for thousands of audience mem-
bers. It’s odd—where was Kerzhentsev earlier? If the play was rehearsed
and then staged for the audience as a finished show, that means that the
Committee for Artistic Affairs had already sanctioned the play and given
its approval. Even in the press, both the play and its staging were praised.
They say that Molotov and Voroshilov saw The Epic Heroes. It’s clear that
they were the ones to expose the distortions in the play.”
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�

Barnet,45 film director:
“Unfortunately, I didn’t go to see the show in time. All I know is that

it’s high time they shut down rotten theaters like the Kamernyi.”
�

Berenshtein, head of the theatrical department of the newspaper Vecher-
niaia Moskva:

“Litovskii was completely compromised by that article. It’s clear that
they’ll remove him, but the Kamernyi Theater won’t be closed. First, it is
famous abroad, and besides, they’ve already closed ten theaters. This is an
awful loss. When I was asked to write a column about premières this sea-
son, I couldn’t find any theaters in Moscow, since literally all of them have
been closed down.”

�

Isidor Kleiner, theater critic:
“The affair with the staging of The Epic Heroes is instructive and useful

for dramaturgy and the theatrical arts. True, Tairov had gotten written
approval from the theatrical censor to stage the play. Everything was ‘in
order.’ So Litovskii is no less responsible than Tairov. Today, there was 
an emergency meeting at Angarov’s office in connection with this affair.
Another ‘battle of Kerzhentsev’ [secha pri Kerzhentseve]46 took place.

The fate of the Kamernyi Theater is not clear. Perhaps they will be dis-
patched to the provinces, if you please, to be ‘reforged.’ That would be help-
ful. After all, Zavadskii47 is flourishing in Rostov. His audience is good and,
more importantly, fashionable: the Don Cossacks.48

As for Dem’ian, if you please, he’s now truly poor.49 He had already cal-
culated that he’d receive  rubles a performance, and there were only –

performances in all.”
�

G. Bravin,50 vocalist at the Operetta:
“I really like this tough line. There’s no favoritism. Dem’ian got what

he deserved—he’s uncommonly cynical. He had everything—talent and a
library, and he threw it all away.”

�

Svobodin, vocalist at the Operetta:
“The decision of the committee is correct. Tairov’s theater is hanging by

a thread. It would have been shut down ages ago, if it weren’t for Litvinov’s51

patronage.”
�
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Simonov,52 Distinguished Artist of the Vakhtangov Theater:
“In our theater, we are very satisfied with the resolution. Tairov is not

much loved for his eclectic theater, nor is Bednyi for being a ‘vulgar’ author.
The resolution is spectacular. If the decision regarding the Second Mos-

cow Art Theater was quite unclear (why was it that they closed that the-
ater?), this document is remarkably smart and clear.”

�

Gorchakov,53 director, Distinguished Artist at the Moscow Art Theater:
“The play was just a bunch of words. Nothing interesting. The resolu-

tion is correct.”
�

Dzerzhinskii,54 composer of the opera And Quiet Flows the Don:
“I am preparing to write an opera called Pugachev. After the committee’s

resolution, I am not sure what to do. I would like to speak to someone from
among the leading comrades. It’s now going to be necessary to approach
historical themes with a maximum of caution.”

�

Okhlopkov,55 artistic director of the Realist Theater:
“Now you have to be on guard. This is a sign. You ought to have your

play read by the collective. It is necessary to relate with care to the reper-
toire. This was a big lesson for everyone.”

�

Pol’,56 actor at the Satire Theater:
“I am very glad that they’ve dealt a blow to Dem’ian: he was so full of

himself that he wouldn’t shake your hand properly. I pity Tairov, though.
True, he also ought to have watched out, but while he was in Dem’ian’s
shadow, he let his guard down.”

�

Orbeli,57 academician and director of the Hermitage (after a meeting in
the Committee for the Arts [sic, Artistic Affairs]):

“What sort of conclusions have I drawn? The resolution is wonderful.
It’s less necessary to punish Tairov than it is to punish Dem’ian Bednyi.
There’s no need to finish off Tairov. Meyerhold annoyed me with his hooli-
ganistic speech. It’s grandstanding.”58

�

Roshal’,59 Distinguished Figure in the Arts, film director:
“I don’t understand a thing. I don’t know what to work on now. It turns

out now that it is not acceptable in general to stage any satire at all.”
�
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Ptushko,60 Distinguished Figure in the Arts, film director:
“In general, [this affair] has made me very upset. They tried to have fun

with the Christening of Rus’ and that turned out to be unacceptable. It’s
terrifying to work and my hands have gone limp.”

�

Lenin, actor, Distinguished Artist at the Malyi Theater:
“The show has been banned. Good job. Under Tsar Nicholas, there was

a single censor, who was able to make all the decisions unilaterally, but
now our censors were intimidated by Dem’ian Bednyi and let the play slip
past.”

�

Iaron,61 vocalist at the Operetta:
“I am in despair. I feel defenseless again. If Kerzhentsev can write such

an article now, having seen The Epic Heroes, having sanctioned it, and
even having given it his approval, that means that if someone from above
doesn’t like our show, it can be banned and harshly criticized for what was
considered praiseworthy only yesterday.

This hopeless double-dealing and cowardice is very demoralizing.”
�

D. N. Morozov, playwright:
“Tairov wanted to earn political capital by means of D. Bednyi’s play and

has ‘come up short.’ Incidentally, could you really expect a high-quality
artistic production from D. Bednyi? Composing propaganda posters is far
from genuine dramaturgy. As for the fact that the play was banned, here
Kerzhentsev is also to blame. The play was banned, of course, by order of
the boss. And that’s correct. It’s about time we talked about culture with-
out whispering.”

�

V. A. Aver’ianov, playwright:
“This sleight of hand is striking. The artistic authorities, specifically

Kerzhentsev, sanctioned the staging of The Epic Heroes. I don’t believe that
Kerzhentsev didn’t know about Dem’ian’s play and didn’t give it a politi-
cal evaluation. After all, the Kamernyi Theater isn’t some sort of third-rate
amateur theater. Tairov’s theater is one of the leading Moscow theaters
and Kerzhentsev, who is responsible for theatrical policy, could not have
not known what was going on. But now—and you have to see it to believe
it—this same Kerzhentsev is punishing Dem’ian and Tairov and, inciden-
tally, his own toady Litovskii, as well. How many people can you fool by
such a sleight of hand?”
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�

Mikhail Romm,62 film director:
“In essence, the article is of course correct, and everyone got what they

deserved. But where was the Committee for the Arts [sic] earlier? It is clear
that one of the higher ups in the government saw the play and suggested
to Kerzhentsev that he engage in some self-flagellation.”

�

Arkadin, Distinguished Artist at the Kamernyi Theater:
“The Committee for Artistic Affairs is to blame for The Epic Heroes

affair. After all, the committee could have refused to allow the play to be
staged, as they had read the play and, in the end, they even saw the dress
rehearsal. The committee, in this case, intended to embarrass the theater.”

�

Golubov,63 theater critic for Izvestiia and Vecherniaia Moskva:
“People who are far removed from the committee believe that this res-

olution is a victory for the committee; people who are closer to the events
consider it to be a major blow to the committee.”

�

Litovskii, chair of the Main Repertory Committee:
“I will say nothing at the [upcoming] nonparty meeting. At the party

meeting, I will say that we shouldn’t blame Litovskii alone for all of this,
but the committee too: Kerzhentsev, Boiarskii, and also Gorodinskii, who
sanctioned the show.”

�

M. Bulgakov,64 author of The Days of the Turbins:
“Given his personality, it’s a rare day when Dem’ian cannot gloat; this

time, he himself is the victim and will not be snickering at others. Let him
see how it feels.”

�

[Signed: G.] Molchanov, Commissar of State Security, nd Class, Head of
the Secret Political Department of the NKVD Main Directorate on State
Security

Notes

1. “Spravka Sekretno-politicheskogo otdela GUGB NKVD SSSR ‘Ob otklikakh
literatorov i rabotnikov iskusstv na sniatie s repertuara p’esy D. Bednogo ‘Boga-
tyri,’” TsA FSB, f. , op. , d. , . –, published in Vlast’ i khudozhestvennaia
intelligentsiia: Dokumenty TsK RKP(b)-VKP(b), ChK-OGPU-NKVD o kul’turnoi
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politike, – gg., ed. A. N. Iakovlev, A. Artizov, and O. Naumov (Moscow:
Demokratiia, ), –. For a similar survey of public opinion within the intel-
ligentsia regarding the banning of D. D. Shostakovich’s Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk Dis-
trict, see –, –.

2. A. Ia. Tairov (–), long-time director of the Kamernyi Theater.
3. For the text of the resolution, see “O p’ese ‘Bogatyri’ Dem’iana Bednogo,”

Pravda,  November , .
4. See, for instance, P. M. Kerzhentsev, “Fal’sifikatsiia narodnogo proshlogo (o

‘Bogatyriakh’ Dem’iana Bednogo), Pravda,  November , .
5. A reference to the Red Army practice of having a commanding officer serve

in tandem with a political commissar in order to ensure that battlefield decisions
were both tactically and ideologically correct.

6. Vs. Vishnevskii’s Optimistic Tragedy was staged in ; B. Levin’s Motherland
was staged in .

7. V. P. Stavskii (Kirpichnikov, –).
8. This stenogram serves as the basis for portions of chapter  in this volume.
9. O. S. Litovskii, chair of the Main Repertory Committee and editor of Sovet-

skoe iskusstvo.
10. P. M. Kerzhentsev (Lebedev, –), chair of the All-Union Committee

for Artistic Affairs; Ia. I. Boiarskii, deputy chief of All-Union Committee for Artis-
tic Affairs; Orlovskii, deputy chief of Glavisskustvo’s theatrical division.

11. D. Bednyi, “Bogatyri (k prem’ere v Kamernom teatre),” Pravda,  October
, .

12. The Knizhnaia Palata was an institution that monitored aspects of state
publishing.

13. K. S. Stanislavskii (Alekseev, –), the founder and director of the
Moscow Art Theater and originator of the influential Stanislavskii acting method.
At the time of this document, he was the director of the Opera Studio of the Bol-
shoi Theater, which he founded and which was subsequently known as the Stanis-
lavskii Musical Theater.

14. L. M. Leonidov (–), classical actor at the Moscow Art Theater.
15. I. N. Bersenev’s Second Moscow Art Theater was disbanded by official decree

in late February , ostensibly because of the weakness of its repertoire. This
occurred in the wake of the denunciation of D. D. Shostakovich’s Lady Macbeth
of Mtsensk District and anticipated the banning of M. A. Bulgakov’s Molière. See
“O Vtorom Moskovskom khudozhestvennom teatre,” Pravda,  February , .

16. N. P. Khmelev (–), starred in M. A. Bulgakov’s The Days of the
Turbins.

17. M. N. Kedrov (–).
18. V. Ia. Stanitsyn (–).
19. P. A. Markov (–).
20. The set design for The Epic Heroes was modeled on folk designs made famous

by the Palekh artisan commune’s black lacquer boxes.
21. S. A. Samosud (–).
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22. V. E. Meyerhold (Meierkhol’d, –), avant-garde director, arrested in
.

23. N. I. Sats (b. ).
24. P. M. Sadovskii (–), acted in K. A. Trenev’s Spring Love.
25. K. A. Trenev (–), author of historical plays such as The Pugachev-

shchina () and On the Banks of the Neva (). Spring Love () focuses on
heroism during the Civil War.

26. G. A. Sannikov (–).
27. P. S. Romanov (–), best known for Rus’ (–).
28. S. M. Gorodetskii (–), known for his folkloric Iar’ (). He adapted

M. I. Glinka’s Life for the Tsar for the Soviet stage—see chapter  in this volume.
29. Vs. Vishnevskii (–), wrote The First Cavalry Army () and We

Are from Kronshtadt (). He was known for his Russian nativist sentiments.
30. The NKVD informant added after the quotation the barb that “This judg-

ment did not prevent Vishnevskii from going to Tairov to express his sympathy.”
31. V. A. Lugovskoi (–), wrote romantic works about the Civil War.
32. I. Z. Trauberg (b. ), director of the cinematic Maksim trilogy (–).
33. Vogul’ is an archaic term for the Mansi ethnic group.
34. Vs. V. Ivanov (–), author of Partisans () and Armored Train

– ().
35. Iu. K. Olesha (–), author of Envy ().
36. O. D. Forsh (–), author of historical novels like Radishchev (–

).
37. Kamo was a revolutionary-era hero from the Caucasus.
38. P. G. Antokol’skii (–), poet often occupied with historical themes.
39. V. M. Kirshon (–), playwright, executed during the terror.
40. V. I. Lebedev-Kumach (–), prominent poet and lyricist, remembered

for his lyrics to Grigorii Aleksandrov’s musical comedies The Jolly Fellows (),
Circus (), and Volga Volga () and for his wartime anti-fascist hymns “Song
of the Motherland” and “Holy War.”

41. I. S. Kozlovskii (b. ), classical tenor.
42. S. M. Eisenstein (–), directed Aleksandr Nevskii (), Ivan the Ter-

rible, pts. – (–). See chapters  and  in this volume.
43. O. S. Litovskii, “Bogatyri: novaia postanovka Kamernogo teatra,” Sovetskoe

iskusstvo,  October .
44. L. S. Sobolev (–). His Capital Renovation (–) concerned the

pre-revolutionary Russian fleet.
45. B. V. Barnet (–).
46. Pun styling the scandal as an epic battle from the medieval chronicles.
47. Iu. A. Zavadskii (b. ), prominent actor and director associated during

the mid-s with the Central Red Army Theater. Banished to Rostov-on-Don
in , he returned to Moscow in  to a leading role at the Mossovet Theater.

48. After more than a decade of stigma in the wake of the Russian civil war,
the Cossacks returned to official favor during the mid- to late s.
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49. Pun on Bednyi’s last name (lit. “the poor one”).
50. N. M. Bravin (N. M. Vasiatkin, –).
51. M. M. Litvinov (M. Vallakh, –), Old Bolshevik, commissar for for-

eign affairs.
52. R. N. Simonov (–).
53. N. M. Gorchakov (–), artistic director of the Satire Theater who

attempted to stage M. A. Bulgakov’s Ivan Vasil’evich in early —see chapter 

in this volume.
54. I. I. Dzerzhinskii (–). His opera And Quiet Flows the Don debuted

in .
55. N. P. Okhlopkov (–), an associate of Meyerhold’s theater and an

actor in films including Lenin in October () and Aleksandr Nevskii ().
56. P. N. Pol’, actor who was to play in Bulgakov’s Ivan Vasil’evich—see chapter

 in this volume.
57. I. A. Orbeli (–), prominent orientalist.
58. Orbeli makes reference to comments Meyerhold apparently made at a meet-

ing of the All-Union Committee for Artistic Affairs. Meyerhold had been scape-
goated for the Soviet theater’s incomplete break with the avant-garde since January
 and seems to have attempted to place some of the blame on his rival, Tairov.

59. G. L. Roshal’ (–), director of films including the anti-fascist Oppen-
heim Family ().

60. A. L. Ptushko (–), specialist in animation, folkloric themes.
61. G. M. Iaron (–).
62. M. I. Romm (–), director of Lenin in October () and Lenin in

 ().
63. Possibly S. N. Golubov (–), author of the historical novels From the

Sparks of the Flame () and Bagration ().
64. M. A. Bulgakov (–)—see chapter  in this volume.
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The broad question to be considered in this essay is how authors, works,
or even whole traditions of one period are assimilated into the culture of
another, particularly after moments of cataclysmic change. I am concerned
here with the reception of nineteenth-century Russian literature in early
Soviet culture, but the general problem is by no means confined to Russia
in the twentieth century.1 To adduce only one example, in fourth-century
Rome after conversion to Christianity a generation that had been educated
according to the best principles of pagan rhetoric and literature had to
reconceive their previous cultural canon in a new ideological context. One
method they chose was the cento, a patchwork literary genre that, in its
most celebrated exemplar, used nothing but whole poetic lines taken out
of context from the works of Virgil in order to retell the stories of the Old
and New Testaments.2

By the late s members of the Soviet creative intelligentsia found
themselves in an analogous position. They were heirs to a vigorous literary
tradition, one they knew practically by heart and could not easily jettison,
yet the ideological changes introduced in the wake of the Octorber Rev-
olution ensured that the nineteenth-century canon could not be folded
unproblematically into the new culture. To be sure, some urged the whole-
sale abandonment of pre-revolutionary Russian culture, but the advocates
of a complete purge of the “steamship of modernity” were in the minority
and eventually lost out. Instead, in tandem with the development of Soviet
culture, a slow process of assimilation and, necessarily, reinterpretation of
the classics began. In the case of some authors, the process went fairly
smoothly, either because, like N. G. Chernyshevskii, they had been on the
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right side (or, more accurately, the left) in the tsarist days, or because, like
L. N. Tolstoi, they had received the stamp of approval from on high. On
the other end of the spectrum were writers like K. N. Leont’ev, whose reli-
gious and aesthetic views were simply incompatible with those of the Soviet
state and who could not be assimilated at all. For most nineteenth-century
writers, however, the situation was not clear cut. Active mediation was
needed, either by critics who could contextualize the work of an author
in terms needed for acceptance, or by writers and artists who could revise,
borrow from, adapt, or otherwise integrate a given work for the new cul-
tural scene.

Nikolai Leskov was one of those nineteenth-century figures who did
not easily fit into the new interpretive schema. For one thing, his political
qualifications were decidedly questionable: he had written novels vilifying
the left (No Way Out, , and At Daggers Drawn, –). And although
in later years he had mostly avoided politics, his extravagant writing style
and fondness for folk religiosity did not endear him to those who would
soon come to see writers as “engineers of men’s souls.” The problematic
nature of Leskov for Soviet culture is reflected in post-revolutionary pub-
lishing history and criticism. According to Hugh McLean’s authoritative
study, the first collected edition of Leskov in the Soviet period did not
appear until –, and “apart from a few scattered articles, no new
full-length study of Leskov was published until .”3 But if the Soviet
publishing industry and the critics were uninterested in packaging Leskov
for the new culture (with the exception of a few innocent tales like “Lefty”),
the same cannot be said of Soviet artists. Their efforts to Sovietize Leskov
are the focus of my discussion here. In particular, I concentrate on the
adventures of a single Leskov story, “Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District,”
in the artistic maelstrom of the first decades of Soviet culture.4

“Lady Macbeth” is by no means a typical Leskov story. It describes how
the wife of a provincial merchant (Katerina L’vovna Izmailova) murders
her father-in-law, her husband, and her nephew in concert with her lover
(Sergei). The murders are discovered, however, and she and Sergei are 
sentenced to Siberian exile. On the way there, enraged by Sergei’s unfaith-
fulness, Katerina hurls his new lover and herself to their deaths by drown-
ing. This tale does not employ skaz, the colloquial narrative style present
in most of Leskov’s more famous works, nor at first glance does it fore-
ground the peasant, folkloric aspects of Russian culture.5 On the other
hand, it makes a fine candidate for transposition into other genres, adap-
tation, or stylization, because it is itself a transposition, a Russification of
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Shakespeare’s tragedy. As such it is by no means unique in Russian 
nineteenth-century realism, joining Turgenev’s “Hamlet of Shchigrov Dis-
trict” and “King Lear of the Steppes,” among others.6

Remaking Leskov’s story into a work that would be acceptable within
the artistic canons of incipient Socialist Realism was the intent of the
twenty-three-year-old composer Dmitrii Shostakovich when he began work
on his opera Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk District in .7 This becomes appar-
ent as soon as we read the statements he made concerning the piece in
the early s. For example, in the program book that accompanied the
first production, Shostakovich claimed that “no work of Russian literature
. . . more vividly or expressively characterizes the position of women in the
old pre-revolutionary times than Leskov’s.” But, he continued, “Leskov, as
a brilliant representative of pre-revolutionary literature, could not correctly
interpret the events that unfold in his story.”8 Statements of this kind were
standard fare in the rehabilitation of classic Russian writers. As the mes-
sage of the story in question could not be approved, it was imperative to
attribute that message to the ideological constraints of the author’s time,
constraints against which he was seen to have been struggling. This method
could be called Soviet deconstructionist criticism, and its initiator was the
great deconstructor himself—Lenin—in his influential articles on Tolstoi.9

Shostakovich, however, felt it necessary to do more than explicate those
moments of Leskov’s story that could be seen as “politically correct” in
. In order to be elevated from the merely acceptable into the pantheon
of classics, Leskov’s story needed further interpretation. It had to be under-
stood as a harbinger of the most progressive trends; it had to contain pos-
itive elements, as opposed to being merely an implicit criticism of its own
time. Shostakovich found these positive elements through a clever rein-
terpretation, or more accurately, revision of the main character Katerina
L’vovna Izmailova. According to the composer: “N. Leskov depicts the main
heroine of his story . . . as a demonic figure. He finds no reasons either for
a moral or even a psychological justification of her. . . . I interpreted Kater-
ina L’vovna as an energetic, talented, beautiful woman, who is destroyed
by the gloomy, cruel family surroundings of serf-holding-merchant Rus-
sia.” Katerina is thus transformed from a voluptuously lustful and crazed
murderess into a victim of nineteenth-century society, while her lover
Sergei is dubbed “a future kulak.” Leskov’s story is lauded as “a depiction
of one of the gloomiest epochs of pre-revolutionary Russia,” a hymn to
the “suffering people of that epoch—an epoch built on the humiliation of
the exploited by the exploiters.”10 The loaded words Shostakovich employs
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to describe the world depicted by Leskov betray the kind of anachronistic
and revisionist thinking about history that was typical among the Soviet
creative intelligentsia.

It is the revision of Katerina, however, that reveals Shostakovich’s basic
sympathy for the thrust of early Socialist Realist art, particularly its obses-
sion with the creation of a positive hero.11 As Shostakovich put it: “My task
was to justify Katerina L’vovna in every way possible, so that that the lis-
tener and viewer would be left with the impression that she is a positive
character.” This was, as the composer was aware, a tall order. As he noted
immediately: “it is not very easy to elicit sympathy: Katerina L’vovna com-
mits a series of acts which are not in accord with morals or ethics—two
murders.”12 Here, of course, anyone who has read Leskov’s story recog-
nizes that one way in which the composer tries to rehabilitate Katerina is
by eliminating the third, most disturbing murder in the story—that of her
young nephew and co-heir Fedor Liamkin—a murder that cannot be ex-
plained away by reference to the cruel domination of patriarchal Russia.

Shostakovich’s attempt to rehabilitate Katerina was not confined to
omitting uncomfortable material. He used the full range of resources avail-
able to an operatic composer. Indeed, as Richard Taruskin observes, the
effort to raise Katerina to the level of heroine is even more pronounced
in the music than in the libretto: “Evoking a wealth of familiar musical
genres and invoking a bewilderingly eclectic range of styles, the composer
makes sure that only one character is perceived by the audience as a human
being. From the very first pages of the score, Katerina’s music is rhapsodic,
soaring, and—most telling of all—endowed with the lyric intonations of
the Russian folk song. . . . In total contrast, every other member of the cast
is portrayed as sub-human.”13 Katerina’s lyrical laments, distinguished from
the more dissonant vocal lines of the other characters, draw a sharp bound-
ary between positive and negative figures.

Furthermore, there is evidence that had Shostakovich’s plans not been
interrupted, Katerina would have come to be seen as still more heroic
through her association with a trio of further operas devoted to the “posi-
tion of women in Russia.” In a  interview Shostakovich said: “I want to
write a Soviet Ring of the Nibelungen. This will be an operatic tetralogy in
which Lady Macbeth will be a kind of Rheingold. The main image of the
following opera will be a heroine of the ‘People’s Will’ Movement. Then a
woman of our century. And finally, I will describe our Soviet heroine who
combines in herself the qualities of the women of today and tomorrow,
from Larissa Reisner to the best concrete pourer at Dneprostroi, Zhenia
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Roman’ko.”14 Katerina would thus have become a progenitor of female
heroism, and Shostakovich’s operatic reinterpretation of Leskov would have
placed both the twentieth-century composer and the nineteenth-century
author firmly within the Socialist Realist canon.

Yet here the question arises: if Shostakovich composed an opera that
was meant to be a politically correct statement and if he did so in keep-
ing with what would be the main lines of Socialist Realist aesthetics, why
did his opera fail (ideologically speaking, that is)? For fail it certainly did,
and in the most spectacular of fashions. The story of the disaster has been
told frequently. Lady Macbeth premièred almost simultaneously in Lenin-
grad and Moscow in January . It ran for almost two years, until Stalin
went to a performance in early . Unfortunately for Shostakovich, the
Soviet leader and arbiter of good taste hated the work, which was banned
almost immediately afterward. The new attitude toward Lady Macbeth
was expressed in a notorious Pravda editorial entitled “Muddle Instead of
Music.”15 “The music wheezes, hoots, puffs, and pants in order to depict
love scenes with a maximum of naturalism,” accused Pravda. “‘Love’ is
smeared all over the entire opera in the most vulgar manner. The mer-
chant’s double bed takes center stage in the set. . . . The composer has
merely tried to use all the means at his disposal in order to win public
sympathy for the coarse and vulgar aspirations of the merchant woman
Katerina Izmailova.”16

The problem, as the above excerpt makes clear, was that Shostakovich
failed to realize that overt eroticism was no longer acceptable in the Soviet
arts. All his efforts at creating a model Soviet opera foundered on the explicit
sexuality that was, first and foremost, a property of the music, although
it was evident in the staging and the libretto as well. Interestingly enough,
in this area, too, Shostakovich took considerable liberties with his source
text, for Leskov’s story, while built around Katerina’s passion, is nowhere
near as blatantly sexual as Shostakovich’s transposition. Various theses have
been advanced to account for the increased eroticism of Shostakovich’s
opera, but to appreciate fully the reasons behind his foregrounding of sex-
uality we need to know how Shostakovich became interested in the story.
Furthermore, an excursus into the origins of Shostakovich’s interest in the
story may also help us to understand why the young composer chose Leskov
to rehabilitate, for, given Leskov’s absence from the Soviet pantheon, this
was hardly inevitable. Shostakovich’s opera was not, in fact, the first Soviet-
era transposition of “Lady Macbeth.” Indeed, it is my contention that the
operatic transposition was made not directly from Leskov, but rather from
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an intermediary transposition dating from the early s. This version
comes from a surprising source: not literature or music but rather visual
art. Moreover, the transposition in question introduced an entirely new
cultural layer to Leskov’s nineteenth-century realism: a layer of high mod-
ernist culture in its Russian incarnation.

In –, the celebrated artist Boris Kustodiev painted a series of
“Russian types.”17 When he contracted with the Akvilon publishing house
to issue them in book form, they asked the young writer Evgenii Zamiatin
to contribute an accompanying text. The result was the story Rus’, pub-
lished together with the images in .18 This collaboration is unusual,
particularly because it represents a rare example of a writer working in
response to illustrations rather than the other way around. For our pur-
poses, however, it is more important to note, on the one hand, the erotic
nature of some of Kustodiev’s images and, on the other, the links between
Zamiatin’s text and Leskov’s “Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk District.” The for-
mer is clearest in two of Kustodiev’s pictures—the well-known A Beauty
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Figure . B. M. Kustodiev, A Beauty (Krasavitsa, ). Russian State Tret’iakov

Gallery, Moscow.



Figure . B. M. Kustodiev, Au Bain (Vénus russe) (V bane, –). In Rus’:

Russkie tipy B. M. Kustodieva, slovo Evg. Zamiatina (St. Petersburg, ).



(Krasavitsa, ) and a picture from Rus’ entitled Au Bain (Vénus russe,
–)—both of which depict voluptuous nudes with the same face, a
general feature of many of Kustodiev’s paintings featuring merchant-class
women (see Figures , ).

Rus’ is a minor masterpiece, a tour de force that incorporates most of
the “types” depicted in Kustodiev’s drawings into a narrative derived from
Leskov’s “Lady Macbeth.” The story concerns a young, well-endowed (in
all senses of the word) orphan, Marfa, who is encouraged by her aunt to
choose a husband from among the rich merchants in her provincial town.
She marries Vakhrameev, an older man who treats her well but who is
clearly unable to satisfy her desires. The story hints that she takes a lover,
probably from among her husband’s employees. One day her husband dies:
“after dinner he lay himself down to sleep—and he never got up. It seems
that the cook had fed him some toadstools at dinner together with the
morels, that’s what did him in, supposedly. Others said something differ-
ent—well, what don’t people say.”19 Marfa then remarries (her young lover,
evidently), but in contrast to Leskov’s tale, this story ends happily.

A wealth of circumstantial evidence leads to the conclusion that the
connection between Leskov’s story and Zamiatin’s is not, as at least one
critic believes, merely coincidental.20 First, it is well known that Zamiatin
was a great admirer of Leskov. In particular, one might recall his wildly
spectacular “people’s theater” piece The Flea (), a loose adaptation of
Leskov’s story “Lefty.” The sets and costumes for that work’s Leningrad
and Moscow productions were, by the way, executed by Kustodiev.21 More
important, in both of these stories folkloric material is used in the same
way, not on the level of language, but rather as a structuring element in
the narrative.22 Further evidence that Rus’ and “Lady Macbeth” were related,
at least in Kustodiev’s eyes, can be found by comparing his drawings of
“Russian types” with the illustrations he produced in  for an edition
of “Lady Macbeth.”23 The latter drawings, like the previous set, are in many
cases unabashedly erotic (see Figures –). But the most compelling evi-
dence is the drawing that accompanies the opening of chapter , which is
nothing more than a revision of the first drawing in the book edition of
Rus’ (see Figures , ).

But what does this sequence of visual artworks have to do with Shosta-
kovich and his opera? After all, the Soviet Union of the mid-s was
worlds apart culturally from that of the early s. It turns out, however,
that although Shostakovich should have been far too young to have been
actively aware of the cultural climate of the immediate post-revolutionary
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Figures –. Title page and Kustodiev’s illustrations from the  edition of

N. S. Leskov’s Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk District.



Figures –. Kustodiev’s illustrations from the  edition of N. S. Leskov’s 

Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk District.



Figure . Katherine Izmailova, from Kustodiev’s illustrations to the  edition of

N. S. Leskov’s Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk District.

Figure . Kustodiev, untitled depiction of a merchant’s wife. In Rus’: Russkie tipy 

B. M. Kustodieva, slovo Evg. Zamiatina (St. Petersburg, ).
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years (he was born in September, ), he had been a frequent visitor in
the Kustodiev household as early as , when as a child prodigy he had
been asked by his schoolmate, Irina Kustodieva, to play for her wheelchair-
bound father. Kustodiev took a liking to the young pianist and his family,
who even spent part of the summer of  at the painter’s Crimean dacha.
At the time Kustodiev was working to complete his illustrations for “Lady
Macbeth.”

In Testimony, Solomon Volkov recounts the following remarks of Shosta-
kovich concerning Kustodiev:

I was deeply impressed by Kustodiev’s passion for voluptuous women. Kus-

todiev’s painting is thoroughly erotic, something that is not discussed nowa-

days. Kustodiev made no secret of it. He did blatantly erotic illustrations for

one of Zamyatin’s books. If you dig deeper into my operas The Nose and

Lady Macbeth, you can find the Kustodiev influence in that sense. Actually,

I had never thought about it, but recently in conversation I remembered a

few things. For instance, Leskov’s story “Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk District”

was illustrated by Kustodiev, and I looked through the drawings at the time

I decided to write the opera.24

At this point it might be of interest to see, in turn, the origins of Kus-
todiev’s voluptuous women, for this was his main legacy to the young Sho-
stakovich. Although Kustodiev could hardly be called the most avant-garde
of early-twentieth-century Russian artists, his Russian beauty had an excel-
lent modernist pedigree. Her immediate predecessor can be found in two
works from  by Mikhail Larionov. The first, quite realistic for Larionov,
depicts a voluptuous, although somewhat awkward and grotesque, woman
lying on a bed in practically the same position as Kustodiev’s Beauty (Fig-
ure ). By her feet is a large red cat, a detail absent from Kustodiev’s Venus
painting but present in his illustrations for “Lady Macbeth.” While Kus-
todiev’s woman is clearly meant to tempt the prurient gaze, it is not clear
whether the woman in Larionov’s painting has any sexual allure to speak
of. The other painting, more typical of Larionov’s naif work of this period,
has the word “Venera” (Venus) written boldly on the painting and depicts
a highly stylized woman oriented in a similar fashion to Kustodiev’s (Fig-
ure ). The vase with a single flower echoes the floral wallpaper and
painted bedframe in Kustodiev’s work.

Tracing the origins of these works in turn, we can guess that the Lari-
onov paintings are Russified versions of an original French work that itself



Figure . M. F. Larionov, Katsap Venus (). Nizhnii-Novgorod State Art

Museum, Nizhnii-Novgorod.

Figure . M. F. Larionov, Venus (Venera, ). The Russian Museum,

St. Petersburg.
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marked a melding of modern French art with a primitive and, to European
eyes, highly erotic culture. I have in mind Paul Gauguin’s  canvas The
King’s Wife (Figure ). This painting now hangs in Moscow’s Pushkin
Museum, which means that it was in Sergei Shchukin’s private collection
in Moscow and would have been known to Larionov. What we can deduce
from this progression is that Larionov borrowed from Gauguin’s work,
simultaneously further primitivizing and rendering grotesque his exotic
South Sea’s beauty. Kustodiev domesticated Larionov’s work, making his
Venus incontestably Russian and undoubtedly sexually tempting.

With all of this information at our disposal, we can now trace the path
that Leskov’s story traveled on its way toward Shostakovich’s opera. In our
reconstruction, the initial impulse was provided by Zamiatin, who fashioned
Rus’ as an adaptation of Leskov’s “Lady Macbeth.” Kustodiev evidently 
recognized the underlying plot connection, and this probably inclined
him to illustrate “Lady Macbeth” in . In his mind, the temptress Kate-
rina was connected to the archetype of the Russian beauty, the primitive

Figure . Paul Gauguin, The King’s Wife (Te arii vahine, ). The Pushkin

Museum of Fine Arts, Moscow.
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Venus as she had been portrayed by Larionov and before him by Gauguin.
The young Shostakovich did not, then, come to Leskov by accident, but
rather through the mediation of Kustodiev, who gets credit for the hyper-
sexualization of Leskov’s tale.25 By the time Shostakovich started work on
the opera he may well have forgotten the intermediate steps, but they re-
mained present in the heightened eroticism of the opera, the very thing
that got the composer in trouble despite all his conscious efforts at remak-
ing Leskov’s story for the Socialist Realist canon. Thus, although most crit-
ics have seen Shostakovich’s work as a transposition of Leskov’s story, it
was in fact a double transposition. The intermediate layer, provided by high
modernist culture, proved decisive for its ultimate failure as a Socialist Real-
ist work despite the composer’s intentions. By the mid-s, sex in public
was unacceptable. So although it might have been possible to bring Leskov’s
story into the Soviet canon in the mid-s, it proved impossible to do so
for a Lady Macbeth seen through the mediation of Kustodiev and Larionov.

The case of Shostakovich’s opera forces us to recognize that in at least
some instances, it is incorrect to assume that the connection between a
classic work and a later reinterpretation/adaptation is direct. Rather, such
rehabilitations tend to occur as an accumulative and semi-continuous
process. A new interpretation is often mediated by and to some extent
dependent on previous reinterpretations, and it may even be the case that
an intermediate transposition can have a decisive impact on what a newer
version looks like, sometimes despite the desires of an author. That was
certainly the case with Lady Macbeth, as the mediation of Russian mod-
ernism interfered with Shostakovich’s desire to recanonize a classic work.

From our contemporary standpoint, it is of little concern whether or
not Leskov and his story succeeded in entering the Soviet canon in the
s. Rather, the fact that Shostakovich’s opera has outlasted much of the
rest of the cultural production of this period suggests that the most pow-
erful art works created in the Soviet Union in the s resulted from
attempts to work within the system that failed—spectacularly. To Shosta-
kovich’s opera we can add Kazimir Malevich’s faceless peasant paintings
from  to  and Andrei Platonov’s Foundation Pit.26 In each of these
cases, we find a productive tension when cultural paradigms typical of
Russian high modernism collided with those of incipient Socialist Real-
ism. Unlike the destructive collision of matter and anti-matter, however,
this interaction of seemingly opposite forces was at times capable of gen-
erating genuine works of art.
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The Official Denunciation of
Shostakovich’s Lady Macbeth
of Mtsensk District

The unsigned editorial below appeared in Pravda on January , ,
two days after Stalin attended a performance of D. D. Shostakovich’s
opera Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk District.1 It is significant both as an illus-
tration of the character and rhythm of Soviet cultural life and as an
important episode in the biography of one of the most prominent com-
posers in Soviet history. Readers at the time concluded that the article
reflected Stalin’s own appraisal of Shostakovich’s work; recently, even the
phrase “muddle instead of music” has been attributed to the general
secretary.2 Although performances of the opera in leading Soviet theaters
had enjoyed critical success for some two years by January , the pub-
lication of “Muddle Instead of Music” quickly purged Lady Macbeth from
the official repertoire, where it was not to reappear until after Stalin’s
death.

The editorial epitomizes in many ways the relationship of the state
to Soviet cultural life during the s. In addition to the official bureau-
cratic mechanisms that exercised daily oversight over the arts, the party
elite, including Stalin himself, hovered over the cultural scene as well,
often intervening without warning according to an ill-defined set of
norms and protocols. Bureaucrats and cultural agents treated these peri-
odic emanations from above as a form of bellwether, dictating the gen-
eral path that future artistic activity and cultural policy were to take. In
this regard, “Muddle Instead of Music” may be seen as one of the first
signs of an impending crackdown on works judged to deviate from the
officially prescribed (but poorly defined) Socialist Realist mainstream.
In the wake of this article and another, condemning Shostakovich’s The





Bright Stream, virtually all remaining vestiges of the avant-garde élan of
the early Soviet period were violently eliminated in a campaign that ran
parallel to the infamous Great Terror.

“Muddle Instead of Music” is of profound importance to Shostako-
vich’s individual biography as well. Hissing that the composer was play-
ing “a game which can end very badly,” the article hinted that there was
more at stake in  than just the composer’s career. The director V. E.
Meyerhold had just fallen from favor for his stubborn refusal to break
with the avant-garde; Shostakovich could easily have shared that direc-
tor’s fate, insofar as he was also accused of “Meyerholdism” in “Muddle
Instead of Music.” That he avoided stigma and arrest during these years
attests to the young composer’s willingness to compromise with the pow-
ers that governed Soviet cultural life. Indeed, Shostakovich’s next major
work, his Fifth Symphony (), won instant and enduring acclaim for
its melodic appeal and classical form—characteristics that were to form
the core of the Socialist Realist canon. Echoes of the “Muddle Instead
of Music” scandal continued to resonate in Shostakovich’s professional
life for the rest of his career, however. In much of his later work the com-
poser observed a fine balance between accessibility and innovation—and
never returned to the genre of opera again.

[P. M. K], M I  M: C 

O Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk District

Pravda,  January 

Along with the overall rise in the cultural life of our country, demands for
good music have also risen. Never before and in no other place have com-
posers faced a more appreciative audience. The popular masses want good
songs, but they also want good instrumental compositions and good operas.

A number of theaters have offered Shostakovich’s opera Lady Macbeth
of Mtsensk District to the culturally maturing Soviet public, presenting it
as a novelty and as an artistic achievement. Overly deferential music critics
have praised this opera to the skies, granting it extraordinary fame. Thus,
in place of serious, professional criticism that could aid a young composer
in his future work, he has heard nothing but compliments.

From the first minute of the opera, the listener is flabbergasted by an
intentionally dissonant, confused stream of noise. Fragments of melody
and the bare beginnings of musical phrases seem to submerge, then burst
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forth, then disappear again amidst crashes, scrapings and squeals. It is dif-
ficult to follow this “music” and impossible to commit it to memory.

And so it goes for practically the entire opera. Screaming takes the place
of singing on stage. Whenever the composer happens to stumble upon a
simple and comprehensible melody, he immediately—as if frightened by
this unfortunate turn of events—plunges back into the debris of his musi-
cal muddle, which turns into a simple cacophony in places. The expressive-
ness demanded by listeners been replaced by a maniacal rhythm. Musical
noise is called upon to represent passion.

Yet this is not a result of the composer’s lack of talent or of his inabil-
ity to express simple, strong feelings in music. This is music that has been
composed in an intentionally “inside-out” manner in order to have no
resemblance to classical operatic music or symphonic tonality—the simple,
commonly accessible language of music. This is music that has been com-
posed in order to negate opera, just as “leftist” art in the theater generally
negates simplicity, realism, the intelligibility of images and the natural
intonations of words themselves. It transplants into opera and music the
most flawed features of “Meyerholdism” in an exaggerated form.3 This is a
leftist muddle in place of natural, human music. The ability of good music
to captivate the masses has been sacrificed to petty bourgeois, formalist4

etudes in a vain attempt to achieve originality by means of cheap novelty.
This is simply a nonsensical game—a game that can end very badly.5

The danger of such a movement in Soviet music is clear. Leftist ugliness
in music springs from the same source as leftist ugliness in painting, poetry,
pedagogy and science. Petty bourgeois “innovation” leads to a break with
genuine art, genuine science and genuine literature.

The composer of Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk District even turned to jazz
for nervous, convulsive, epileptic music in order to endow his protagonists
with “passion.”6

At a time when our critics, music critics included, are hailing Socialist
Realism, the stage has presented us with the most vulgar naturalism via
Shostakovich’s opera.7 Everyone, both the merchants and the people, is pre-
sented in the same animalistic mode. A predatory merchant woman who
has murderously clawed her way to wealth and power is presented as some
kind of “victim” of bourgeois society. New meaning, which is absent from
Leskov’s tale of daily life, has been foisted upon the story.

And it’s all just coarse, primitive and vulgar. The music wheezes, hoots,
puffs and pants in order to depict love scenes with a maximum of natural-
ism. “Love” is smeared over the entire opera in the most vulgar manner.
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The merchant’s double bed takes center stage in the set. It is here where
all “problems” are resolved. Death from poisoning and whipping are shown
in this same coarsely naturalistic style on stage—virtually in front of our
very eyes.

Apparently, the composer did not take the trouble to consider what the
Soviet audience is looking for and expecting in music. It’s as if he inten-
tionally encoded his music and confused all of its resonances, in order to
appeal to only those aesthete formalists who have lost a healthy sense of
taste. He has overlooked the demands of Soviet culture that have expunged
barbarity from all aspects of Soviet life. Certain critics have called this
tribute to merchant lasciviousness a satire. But there can be no serious
discussion of satire here. The composer merely tried to use all the means
at his disposal in order to win public sympathy for the coarse and vulgar
aspirations of the merchant woman Katerina Izmailova.

Lady Macbeth enjoys success among the bourgeois public abroad. Could
it be that the bourgeois public praises this opera precisely because it is so
confused and absolutely apolitical? Could it be that it tickles the bourgeois
audience’s perverted tastes with its convulsive, clamorous, neurasthenic
music?

Our theaters have expended no small effort in order to stage Shostako-
vich’s opera. The actors have exhibited significant talent in overcoming
the noise, clamor and squealing of the orchestra. They have attempted to
compensate for the opera’s melodic poverty. Unfortunately, this has ren-
dered the coarsely naturalistic features of the work even more apparent.
Their talented acting deserves our recognition, yet their wasted efforts
deserve only our pity.

Notes

1. “Sumbur vmesto muzyki: Ob opere ‘Ledi Makbet Mtsenskogo uezda,’” Pravda,
 January , .
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(Moscow: Nezavisimaia gazeta, ), ; Elizabeth Wilson, Shostakovich—A Life
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3. The word used in the original is meierkhol’dovshchina.
4. “Formalism” was the derogatory label applied in the cultural politics of the

early s to much of the avant-garde movement in art.
5. “Nonsense” in the original Russian is zaumnye veshchi. This refers to the term

zaum, sometimes translated as “trans-sense,” coined by certain Futurists of the
s–s to describe their version of a utopian, futuristic poetry.

6. Jazz was described in Soviet critical discourse as a degenerate form of bour-
geois music.

7. “Naturalism” here describes the opera’s indulgent focus on vulgarity and the
erotic, contrasted against the propriety and modesty of Socialist Realism.
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Ivan the Terrible





The “idealization” of Ivan IV in the Soviet Union was primarily a phe-
nomenon of the s. That decade saw the appearance of V. I. Kostylev’s
three-part novel, Ivan the Terrible, A. N. Tolstoi’s two-part play of the same
title, I. L. Sel’vinskii’s play, The Livonian War, and V. A. Solov’ev’s play, The
Great Sovereign, as well as Sergei Eisenstein’s famous film. In historical
scholarship, the “rehabilitation” of Ivan reached its apogee with the war-
time publication of popular biographies by S. V. Bakhrushin, R. Iu. Vipper,
and I. I. Smirnov. Artistic representations of the tsar, however, turned out
to be problematic. The best known case involved the criticism and with-
drawal of part  of Eisenstein’s film in . A. N. Tolstoi also encountered
difficulties when his first play about Ivan was proscribed in .1 But the
earliest controversy involving the depiction of Ivan Groznyi on the Soviet
stage took place some ten years before the Eisenstein scandal and involved
M. A. Bulgakov’s comedy Ivan Vasil’evich, which was banned in May .

Various commentators have discussed Bulgakov’s play. Some have sug-
gested that it was a harmless lightweight piece that became an accidental
victim of the campaign against formalism; others have argued that it was
intended by its author as a subversive allegory that compared the despot-
ism of sixteenth-century Muscovy with that of Stalin’s Russia.2 In this
chapter I propose to reexamine the context within which the banning of
Ivan Vasil’evich took place. I consider the possibility that it was thought
to draw an unflattering parallel between Groznyi and Stalin, and I explore
the way in which Bulgakov presents the figure of Ivan the Terrible in his
play. But I go on to argue that the episode should properly be viewed not
only in the narrow context of Soviet representations of Ivan IV, but also





The Terrible Tsar as Comic Hero
Mikhail Bulgakov’s Ivan Vasil’evich

� M P



in the broader context of the overall rehabilitation of tsarist history that
was under way at the time that Bulgakov’s play came under official fire.
An examination of the circumstances surrounding the play may thus cast
some light on the development of official Soviet attitudes toward the pre-
revolutionary Russian past in the mid-s.

The most generally accepted explanation for the banning of Ivan
Vasil’evich places it in the context of the attack on Bulgakov’s play Molière,
which fell victim to the campaign against formalism that was unleashed
in early . This is indeed the most obvious reason for the ban, and I
therefore begin by reviewing the events that culminated in the prohibition
of the play.

Bulgakov’s works were regarded as controversial throughout the s,
and by the summer of  all of his plays had been banned. In  he had
been working on The Cabal of Hypocrites (Kabala sviatosh), a play about
Molière. The prohibition of this new play by Glavrepertkom3 provoked the
author to write a letter “To the Government of the USSR” on  March .
This elicited Stalin’s intervention, and after a telephone call from the gen-
eral secretary in April , Bulgakov was allowed to work as a director at
the Moscow Art Theater (MKhAT). Nevertheless, his plays were still not per-
formed.4 A year later, however, however, his fortunes improved: The Cabal
of Hypocrites was approved by Glavrepertkom on  October , under the
title of Molière, and soon afterward MKhAT agreed to stage it.5 In early ,
as a result of Stalin’s personal intervention, The Days of the Turbins, which
had been banned along with Bulgakov’s other works in , was allowed
to return to the stage at MKhAT.6 But the Molière project encountered fur-
ther difficulties. A biography of Molière that Bulgakov had written in –
 for the series “Lives of Remarkable People” was rejected in April ,
apparently because it was thought to contain Aesopian commentary about
contemporary Soviet reality.7 The same fate was subsequently to befall the
Molière play, as well as another play about Pushkin (The Last Days). Indeed,
both were banned for similar reasons: Bulgakov’s depiction of famous writ-
ers’ troubled relationships with rulers who sought to control them provided
too close an analogy to the Soviet situation.8 In connection with Molière,
P. M. Kerzhentsev, the chairman of the All-Union Committee for Artistic
Affairs, complained to Stalin that Bulgakov “wants to evoke for the spec-
tator an analogy between the position of the writer under the dictatorship
of the proletariat and under the ‘arbitrary tyranny’ of Louis XIV.”9

In – Bulgakov wrote a science fiction play entitled Bliss (Bla-
zhenstvo), which dealt with the theme of time travel. When the play was

 Ivan the Terrible



completed, however, the scenes set in the future were considered unsuc-
cessful and even dangerous (for obvious reasons, anti-Utopian visions of
the future were unwelcome during the Stalinist s). That said, it was
felt that the episodes set in the past, in the reign of Ivan the Terrible, were
not only quite harmless but also held considerable promise as the seed of
a comedy for the Satire Theater.10 “They’ve all . . . fallen in love with Ivan
Groznyi,” Bulgakov noted wryly.11 The play, now entitled Ivan Vasil’evich,
was completed by October , and when Bulgakov read it to colleagues,
the theme provoked great merriment.12

The hero of Ivan Vasil’evich is an inventor, Timofeev, who is found at
the beginning of the first act working in his apartment on a powerful new
radio receiver. The communal radio loudspeaker in the hallway suddenly
breaks into crackly life with the strains of Rimskii-Korsakov’s opera The
Maid of Pskov, which is set in the reign of Ivan the Terrible. Unable to con-
centrate (“I’m fed up with Ioann and his bells!”), Timofeev falls asleep. The
rest of the play subsequently turns out to be a dream sequence.13

As a result of a mishap with a time machine designed by Timofeev in
his dream, Ivan the Terrible arrives in the inventor’s apartment, while two
figures from the present day are transported to Ivan IV’s palace. One of
these Soviet time travelers is Ivan Vasil’evich Bunsha, the manager of Timo-
feev’s apartment block and a self-important minor official whose name
and patronymic are, of course, identical with those of the Terrible Tsar;
the other is Zhorzh Miloslavskii, a clever thief who has broken into the
apartment of Timofeev’s next-door neighbor, Shpak. The plot subsequently
develops as a comedy of imposture and mistaken identity. Bunsha plays
the part of the tsar—very badly at first, the situation being saved thanks
only to Miloslavskii’s quick wits. But Bunsha soon grows into his royal role,
shouting at the tsar’s secretary and flirting outrageously with the tsaritsa.14

Back in the twentieth century, Timofeev’s actress wife, Zinaida, initially
mistakes the real tsar for an actor in costume, but after realizing her mis-
take she persuades Ivan to change out of his royal attire into a modern
suit. This leaves him looking uncommonly like Bunsha, for whom he is
subsequently mistaken by the residents of the apartment block.15

Glavrepertkom was worried about possible subversion in Bulgakov’s play
but reported to the Satire Theater’s management that their five-person
commission had been unable to find anything suspicious in it. Minor sug-
gestions—“would it be possible for Ivan Groznyi to say that things are bet-
ter now than they were then?”—belied less tangible misgivings about the
play and playwright.16 Glavrepertkom remained unhappy. Bulgakov’s wife,
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Elena Sergeevna, noted sardonically that one member of the committee,
V. M. Mlechin, had been unable to decide whether to approve the work:
“At first he had looked for a harmful idea in the play. Having failed to find
one, he was disturbed by the thought that it had no ideas in it at all.”17

In spite of continuing reservations on the part of the authorities, Ivan
Vasil’evich was judged to require only minor amendments, and it went into
rehearsal in November .18

At the beginning of , however, an official attack on formalism was
launched with an onslaught against Shostakovich’s opera Lady Macbeth of
Mtsensk District on  January and his ballet The Bright Stream on  Feb-
ruary.19 Soon it was Bulgakov’s turn, with Pravda’s denunciation of Molière
on  March.20 “When he read it,” Elena Sergeevna noted in her diary,
“M[ikhail] A[fanas’evich] said, ‘That’s the end of Molière, and the end of
Ivan Vasil’evich.’”21 Surprisingly, though, while Molière was removed from
the MKhAT repertoire that very day, rehearsals of Ivan Vasil’evich con-
tinued. True, the Satire Theater suggested some new amendments to the
play, with the director, N. M. Gorchakov, even proposing the introduc-
tion of a Young Pioneer into the cast. But Bulgakov “categorically refused,”
Elena noted indignantly; “how could he take such a cheap step!”22 A dress
rehearsal was held on May , but Bulgakova was dissatisfied with the pro-
duction: “Gorchakov for some reason was afraid that the role of Miloslav-
skii (a brilliant thief, as [Bulgakov] had conceived him) was too attractive,
and had asked [the actor P. N.] Pol’ to be made up as a kind of pink piglet
with funny ears . . . Yes, Gorchakov is weak, a weak director. And a cow-
ard into the bargain.”23 Two days later, the main dress rehearsal was held.
Elena Sergeevna recorded that apart from immediate members of the Bul-
gakov family, the only people present were Ia. I. Boiarskii, the deputy direc-
tor of the Committee for Artistic Affairs, and A. I. Angarov, the deputy head
of the culture and enlightenment section of the party’s Central Committee:

at the end of the play, Furer came into the auditorium, still in his overcoat

and holding his cap and briefcase—it seems he’s from the Moscow Party

Committee.

Immediately after the performance the play was banned. Gorchakov

reported that Furer had said straight away, “I don’t advise you to put it on.”24

Elena Bulgakova’s account of the fate of Bliss/Ivan Vasil’evich in –
 suggests that the suppression of the play was a by-product of the
developing campaign against formalism, as well as a renewed campaign
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against “bourgeois” intellectuals. She also indicates, however, that the cen-
sors suspected it of subversive intent. In the following section, I examine
the view that the play drew an unflattering parallel between Ivan IV and
Stalin and consider the possibility that this may have been the focus of the
censors’ suspicions.

Bulgakov’s Ivan Vasil’evich is a fairly light-hearted piece,25 which prima-
rily satirizes aspects of contemporary Soviet life. Nevertheless, its depiction
of Ivan the Terrible may have provided grounds for official concern. In light
of Kerzhentsev’s suspicion that Molière was intended as a political allegory,
it is likely that the authorities feared that Ivan Vasil’evich involved a sub-
versive analogy between Ivan IV and Stalin. Derogatory parallels between
Stalin and historical figures represented on the stage were already a peren-
nial concern of the censor. A. N. Tolstoi’s “insufficiently heroic” depiction
of Peter the Great in his On the Rack had aroused suspicion in ,26 and
at the end of  Dem’ian Bednyi’s comic opera The Epic Heroes (Bogatyri)
was to be seen by some to contain disrespectful allusions to the party sec-
retary and his entourage.27 Certainly Bulgakov’s Ivan Vasil’evich has been
interpreted as a political parable. Peter Doyle has argued that it is “a skil-
ful political satire on dictatorial rulers in general, and, by implication, on
Stalin in particular;”28 and a Russian writer has recently referred to “the
equals-sign placed by M. A. Bulgakov between the ‘house-managers’ of Rus-
sia in the sixteenth and twentieth centuries.”29 The medievalist Ia. S. Lur’e
also found elements of allegory in the play, observing that its depiction of
the oprichnina terror “could have evoked very unpleasant associations.”30

To illustrate his point, Lur’e cites an episode in which Miloslavskii intro-
duces himself to Ivan’s secretary as “Prince Miloslavskii” and is told that he
had been hanged three days earlier, on the tsar’s orders. The quick-witted
thief explains that he is a cousin of the executed man, a fellow from whom
he had in any case dissociated himself (otmezhevalsia). This was a provoca-
tive use of vocabulary employed by relatives of “socially alien elements,”
such as kulaks and priests, in the early s, as they attempted to escape
social stigma.31 Ivan the Terrible’s tyranny “also affected officials of the dip-
lomatic service,” Lur’e comments, quoting a scene in which Miloslavskii
learns that the only German interpreter at court had been boiled alive in
a cauldron.32 Although Lur’e is unwilling to attribute the play’s ban to this
seemingly Aesopian use of allegory, he asserts that if the play had appeared
with the references to these victims of the oprichnina terror, “it would prob-
ably have brought the author no less unpleasantness than The Days of the
Turbins and Molière.”33
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It would not be surprising if the censor had suspected that Bulgakov’s
Ivan was intended as a surrogate for the Soviet leader. There is evidence
that some of Stalin’s critics compared him to Ivan the Terrible in the s.
According to Isaac Deutscher, oppositionists referred to Stalin “as the
Genghiz Khan of the Politbureau, the Asiatic, the new Ivan the Terrible.”34

Sarah Davies cites a letter to Zhdanov from workers of the Kirov plant in
Leningrad in , which criticized the Bolsheviks as “oppressors of every-
one except their oprichniki [the tsar’s fierce bodyguard].”35 And the writer
Iu. I. Iurkin is known to have denounced Stalin as a new Ivan the Terrible
in .36

The critical significance of these analogies derived, of course, from the
persistence of a negative perception of the tsar as a tyrant and of the opri-
chnina as an arbitrary instrument of state terror. Such an evaluation of
Ivan and his oprichniki had been common in pre-revolutionary historical,
literary, and artistic works. But Ivan had also found a number of nineteenth-
century defenders, such as K. D. Kavelin and S. M. Solov’ev; and two highly
positive assessments of the tsar—by R. Iu. Vipper and S. F. Platonov—
were published in the early s.37 At the time when Bulgakov began to
write Ivan Vasil’evich, however, the dominant voice in Soviet historiogra-
phy was still that of the Marxist historian M. N. Pokrovskii. Although he
had downplayed the influence of the tsar’s personality in line with his
“materialist” ideological stance, which attributed minimal significance to
the role of the individual in history, Pokrovskii had nevertheless described
Ivan as a “hysterical blockhead” and egomaniac.38 Hostile assessments of
Ivan persisted well into the s,39 and in the article on the tsar that was
published in the Great Soviet Encyclopedia in , Pokrovskii’s pupil M. V.
Nechkina criticized the favorable view of Ivan IV provided by Vipper and
Platonov as counter-revolutionary monarchist apologetics.40 The official
“rehabilitation” of Ivan began only in the later s, with the publication
of new textbooks on Russian history for secondary schools and higher edu-
cational establishments; as I have argued elsewhere, it may have been their
concern to avoid suspicion of subversive analogies between Ivan’s oprichnina
and Stalin’s Great Terror of – that led historians to provide justifi-

cations for the tsar.41

Bulgakov’s image of the Terrible Tsar in Ivan Vasil’evich is in many
respects consistent with the negative depiction of the tsar that had pre-
dominated in the pre-revolutionary period, although the author tailors it
to the comedic genre of his play by describing some of Ivan IV’s cruelly
humorous methods of execution. For example, Ivan tells Timofeev that he
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had once punished the inventor of a set of wings by sitting him on a barrel
of gunpowder, “to make him fly.”42 Sixteenth-century Russia turns out to
be a harsh environment (the tsar predicts, to Timofeev’s horror, that Bun-
sha and Miloslavskii will be beheaded there),43 and Bulgakov derives black
humor from his twentieth-century characters’ expressions of indignation
on hearing about its cruel practices. (“That is a typical excess,” Miloslavskii
exclaims, when told that thieves are hanged by the rib in Muscovy.)44 But
the writer does not depict the full horror of the oprichnina, and the oprich-
niki appear only briefly in the play, when Miloslavskii sends them off to
fight the Crimean khan.45

In fact Bulgakov—like some nineteenth-century writers—depicts Ivan
not as a stereotypical tyrant, but as a complex and contradictory character.
On the one hand, he is hot-tempered and willing to resort to harsh and vio-
lent punishments: he threatens to impale Zinaida’s lover, the film director
Iakin, for cuckolding Timofeev and beats Iakin up when the director tries
to hire him for a production. But the tsar is also shown to be impulsively
generous: he offers to compensate Shpak for being robbed and eventually
grants Iakin an estate when he agrees to marry Zinaida.46 Thus Bulgakov’s
depiction of Ivan contains elements of the broadly positive folklore image
of the tsar to which Maksim Gor’kii had drawn attention at the First Con-
gress of the Soviet Writers’ Union in .47 Lur’e notes that, “In accordance
with the folksongs about Ivan IV, the tsar in Bulgakov’s play is not only
terrible (groznyi) but also at times benevolent (milostiv).” And Lur’e hints
that the writer may have seen an analogy between Groznyi and Stalin in
this respect: Ivan rewards Iakin, just as Stalin had acted as Bulgakov’s bene-
factor in  and . Even after  Bulgakov continued to hope for fur-
ther favors from Stalin, as Lur’e points out, but his hopes turned out to be
illusory. In using the term illusion in relation to Bulgakov’s expectations of
Stalin’s benevolence,48 Lur’e is—no doubt consciously—evoking a favorite
cliché of Soviet scholars about the “naïve monarchist illusions” cherished
by the peasants in relation to the “good tsar.” Ironically, in the Soviet period
it was the creative intelligentsia, rather than the peasants, who believed in
Stalin’s benevolence.49 Thus if Bulgakov did intend to suggest a parallel
between Ivan and Stalin, the analogy was a complex and subtle one. It was
apparently undetected by the censor in , when the authorities were
unable to find anything in the play to justify its prohibition.

Nor is there any evidence that the censors were concerned that Bulgakov’s
depiction of Ivan Groznyi was too negative. As we have already noted, the
rehabilitation of the tsar did not get under way until the publication of
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the new history textbooks in the later s. But the Ivan Vasil’evich episode
coincided not only with the onslaught against formalism in the arts but
also with a new stage in the campaign for the reform of history teaching
in Soviet schools.50 In the final section of this chapter, I examine this cam-
paign and its significance for the fate of Bulgakov’s play.

In May  the approach to history associated with Pokrovskii was
publicly criticized for its “abstract, schematic character,” and new school
textbooks were commissioned that were to stress dates and facts and to
present pupils with information about important historical events and indi-
viduals.51 At the beginning of , criticism of the draft textbooks on
USSR history focused on their negative depiction of the Russian past: arti-
cles in the central press stressed the “positive” and “progressive” character
of many aspects of tsarist history, such as the formation of the centralized
Russian state, Minin and Pozharskii’s liberation of Moscow from the Poles,
and the reforms of Peter the Great.52

The adoption of this revised approach to history was connected with a
new stress on “Soviet patriotism” in the mid-s. Emerging in the con-
text of the threatening international situation created by Hitler’s advent
to power, the patriotism campaign linked love for the Soviet present with
knowledge of the tsarist past and pride in its achievements.53 A related con-
cern was the refutation of “fascist falsifiers” of Russian history who, like
the “Pokrovskyites,” presented a distortedly negative picture of the Rus-
sian past that threatened to undermine popular morale.54 Although stress 
continued to be placed on class struggle and on the role of the ordinary
people as the makers of history, the need for heroic exemplars in the field
of national defense was soon to involve the glorification of grand princes,
tsars, and generals who had served as the leaders of successful military
campaigns (the “mobilization” of Aleksandr Nevskii in – was an
early and strikingly effective example of this policy). These priorities mil-
itated against the depiction of major “progressive” figures and events of the
Russian past in a comedic mode. Although this was to famously precipitate
the banning of Dem’ian Bednyi’s farcical opera The Epic Heroes in Novem-
ber , Bulgakov’s Ivan Vasil’evich is best seen as the first casualty of this
campaign.55

Bulgakov’s Ivan is depicted in a distinctly unheroic mode. He is terrified
by the unexpected appearance in his palace of the time travelers, whom he
identifies as demons.56 He gratefully accepts a shot of vodka that Timofeev
offers him to calm his panic at finding himself in the twentieth century.57

Left alone in Timofeev’s apartment, he first is fascinated by the gramophone
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and the telephone,58 and then is scolded for his drunkenness by Bunsha’s
nagging wife and Shpak, both of whom mistake him for the house man-
ager.59 Ivan’s court is also presented in an unflattering light. The oprichniki
are easily fooled by Miloslavskii into accepting Bunsha as the tsar, while
the secretary—a fawning, kowtowing lackey—fails to prevent Miloslavskii
from ceding Russian territory to the Swedes. The situation at court rapidly
degenerates into farce when Bunsha and Miloslavskii dance a rumba with
the tsaritsa and the secretary.60 Such a disrespectful depiction of the Rus-
sian past was clearly out of line with the stridently patriotic sensibilities of
the emerging new official approach to history.

Although attempts were subsequently made to resurrect Bulgakov’s plays
about Molière and Pushkin, Ivan Vasil’evich was permanently abandoned.61

The reason for this probably lies in its fundamental approach to its his-
torical theme, and in its comedic genre in particular. Bulgakov seems to
have drawn the appropriate conclusion from the episode. He continued to
work on themes from early Russian history but played it safe by focusing
on figures who had already been rehabilitated and by dealing with them
in conventionally heroic artistic modes. He even considered entering a com-
petition to author a new primary school textbook on Russian history. On
reading the press announcement of the competition in March ,62 he
underlined the words “prize” and “, roubles” as well as the adjectives
“clear, interesting, artistic,” which were used to describe the desired stylistic
qualities of the textbook. He began work on it the very next day and pro-
duced several chapters, including one on Pugachev, before eventually aban-
doning the project.63

Later, when working at the Bolshoi Theater, Bulgakov proposed an opera
on Pugachev.64 Still later, while secretly devoting himself to The Master
and Margarita, Bulgakov was to work on the librettos of operas about patri-
otic figures from early-modern Russian history: Peter the Great, and Minin
and Pozharskii.65 But the Petrine project ran into difficulties, and Minin
and Pozharskii was scrapped when the Bolshoi decided to put on S. M.
Gorodetskii’s version of Glinka’s A Life for the Tsar.66 That said, Bulgakov
played an important (and unacknowledged) role assisting Gorodetskii in
the reworking of the libretto of Glinka’s opera while working on more
recent historical topics.67 In – he returned to the period of the
Civil War that had inspired his Days of the Turbins, with an opera libretto
entitled The Black Sea; and in – he wrote Batum, a play about the
young Stalin’s role as a revolutionary leader in the Caucasus.

This chapter has suggested several possible reasons for the banning of
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Bulgakov’s Ivan Vasil’evich. Long described as an accidental victim of the
prohibition of Molière, in the context of the anti-formalism campaign of
early , it seems likely that two other factors have been overlooked that
may have played a substantial role in the play’s demise. First, with its dis-
cussions of cruelty and “excesses,” Ivan Vasil’evich may have been read 
by the censor as an allegorical criticism of the brutality of the Stalin era.
Second, the play’s comedic mode may have been judged inappropriate for
the depiction of the architect of the “expansion of the Russian state” at a
time of patriotic mobilization, when so many figures and events of pre-
revolutionary Russian history were being recognized as “progressive.”

But although either of these considerations could have contributed to
the prohibition of the play, the latter is the more plausible of the two. The
fact that attempts were subsequently made to resurrect Bulgakov’s plays
about Molière and Pushkin, but not Ivan Vasil’evich, suggests that the prob-
lem lay in its fundamental approach, rather than in its allegorical potential
(which could, after all, have been eliminated by relatively minor editing).
Such reasoning certainly explains the banning of Bednyi’s The Epic Heroes.
This at least seems to be the conclusion that Bulgakov drew: as visible
from his subsequent work on themes from early Russian history, Bulgakov
focused after  on figures who had already been “rehabilitated,” deal-
ing with them in only conventional, “realistic” artistic modes. Whatever
the specific reasons for the banning of Ivan Vasil’evich in March ,
there was no possibility, after Bednyi’s fiasco later that year, that Bulgakov’s
comedic representation of sixteenth-century Muscovy would ever be allowed
to appear on the Stalinist stage.
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Terribly Pragmatic
Rewriting the History of Ivan IV’s Reign, –

� D B  K M. F. P  

The idiosyncratic valorization of Ivan the Terrible in Stalinist public life has
long intrigued scholars concerned with Soviet historical mythology. Their
work has illustrated how the first Russian tsar and his Muscovite domain
were represented as glorious antecedents to Stalin and Soviet society.1

Indeed, this historical parallel is emphasized so frequently that ascribing
to Stalin some sort of perverse fascination with the sixteenth-century tsar
has become something of a sine qua non for commentary on Soviet high
politics.2

Perhaps because of the audacity of Ivan IV’s rehabilitation, its contex-
tualization within the ideological currents of the time has often been neg-
lected.3 Disputing the facile reduction of Ivan the Terrible’s rehabilitation
to a mere symptom of Stalin’s cult of personality,4 this chapter examines
the campaign from the perspective of the period’s russocentric etatist ide-
ological line. In so doing, our investigation into the agenda behind the
campaign uncovers the pragmatic rationale behind Stalin’s rehabilitation
of the Terrible Tsar.

�

If the notoriety surrounding Ivan IV made him a problematic hero at best
for Russian historians before , he—like most other tsarist-era political
figures—was thoroughly marginalized by early Soviet materialist historians
who were committed to a conception of the historical process in which
individual actors had limited significance.5 As this understanding of history
gave way to a broad rehabilitation of the role of the state, individual, and
the Russian people as a whole during the early to mid-s, official views
on prominent pre-revolutionary personalities began to change markedly.





In line with the party hierarchy’s emerging preoccupation with state-
building and legitimacy, a number of figures previously denigrated as rep-
resentatives of the old regime were even popularized as models of decisive
leadership. Along with Peter the Great and Aleksandr Nevskii, Ivan IV was
discussed as a possible candidate for rehabilitation in light of his status as
one of the most recognizable figures within the USSR’s potential Muscovite
political lineage. M. Gor’kii speculated in  at the First Conference of
the Soviet Writers’ Union that folkloric investigations of Ivan the Terrible
might temper tsarist historiography’s disdainful treatment of the leader.6

In the following year, A. N. Tolstoi considered a reappraisal of the sixteenth-
century tsar as an outgrowth of his work on Peter.7 In , historians par-
ticipating in the editing of new elementary school history texts voiced a
variety of views on Ivan, some of which assessed his policies and historical
legacy quite positively.8 Yet official statements during the early stages of
the Stalinist rehabilitation of the tsarist past indicate that the line con-
cerning Ivan’s historical legacy remained primarily negative.9

Although the cancellation of Bulgakov’s sixteenth-century satire Ivan
Vasil’evich may have hinted at a change of policy in regard to Ivan, the
initiative necessary for a profound revision of the official interpretation
appears to have arisen somewhat later under rather peculiar circumstances.
While leafing through a manuscript of A. V. Shestakov’s Short Course on
the History of the USSR in early , Stalin struck out a reproduction of
I. E. Repin’s classic painting Ivan the Terrible and His Son Ivan, apparently
believing it to be prejudicial.10 Following Stalin’s cue, another passage was
quickly cut from the draft textbook:

As a child, Ivan grew up among despotic boyars, who insulted him and fos-

tered all his character flaws. As a youth, Ivan would ride through Moscow

on horseback, scaring and running down peaceful residents for amusement;

he sentenced one of his closest boyars, Andrei Shuiskii, to be torn apart by

dogs.

In , at the age of seventeen, Ivan proclaimed himself “tsar-autocrat.”

He was the first of all Muscovite rulers to do so. From this time on he began

to rule the state by himself, not consulting with the boyars.11

Shortly thereafter, A. A. Zhdanov picked up his red pencil and rewrote other
portions of the same textbook in an explicit endorsement of Ivan IV.
Zhdanov made the following cuts in an intermediate copy of the textbook’s
page proofs concerning the  siege of Kazan’:
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But [then] Kazan’s defenders became exhausted. Ivan IV’s troops—some

, of them—overwhelmed the Tatars. Kazan’ was sacked and burned 

; on his orders, they killed all the residents of Kazan’.12

Commentary on the oprichnina was also revised:

For the battle [with the boyars], Ivan IV formed a special detachment of sev-

eral thousand men from the landowners and called them “oprichniki.”

The oprichniki had their own special uniform. The oprichnik, clad in black

from head to toe, rode on a black horse with a black harness. On the oprich-

nik’s saddle was affixed a dog’s head and broom. These were symbols of his

duties: to sniff out and track down the enemies of the tsar and sweep out

the traitorous boyars.13

In addition to the removal of unflattering details concerning Ivan’s sacking
of Kazan’ and his oprichnina guard, Zhdanov also interpolated a new con-
clusion into the text that defined in no uncertain terms the tsar’s chief
accomplishment: “With this, [Ivan IV] essentially completed the gathering
of the various principalities into a single strong state that had been initiated
by Kalita.”14 This casting of Ivan as the quintessential Muscovite state-
builder was reflected soon thereafter in the Great Soviet Encyclopedia and
other textbooks.15 Following the lead of these authoritative texts, in the late
s the history curricula for public schools and party study circles char-
acterized the tsar as a skilled politician, diplomat, and military strategist
who employed every means at his disposal, including political terror, to
centralize a disorganized cluster of fiefdoms into a powerful state.16 Already
at this early stage of the rehabilitation campaign, it is evident that the Stal-
inist establishment viewed Ivan as part of its historical lineage and as a
positive model for political practice.

Yet despite the flurry of activity, the rehabilitation of Ivan the Terrible
was still by no means a fait accompli, especially when it came to detailed
descriptions of his reign. The rehabilitation of figures associated with the
tsarist regime was a delicate matter under any circumstances, and the spin
control necessary to popularize someone as unsympathetic as Ivan was
extremely complicated. S. V. Bakhrushin skirted the issue of the tsar’s bloody
reputation in a  article in Propagandist by focusing instead on the socio-
economic history of Ivan’s reign. K. V. Bazilevich adopted a similar approach
to analysis of Ivan shortly thereafter.17 B. G. Verkhoven’ proved more ambi-
tious with the publication later that year of his popularized pamphlet 
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Russia during the Reign of Ivan the Terrible. While he praised Ivan’s con-
solidation of state power and his “completely necessary and correct” use
of terror to punish treason, Verkhoven’ also diagnosed the tsar as a “psy-
chologically unbalanced person.” Presenting the oprichnina in a similarly
nuanced manner, Verkhoven’ characterized it as a generally progressive insti-
tution, yet one which was also responsible for “ravaging” the peasantry.18

Tellingly, Verkhoven’s work elicited a decidedly negative reaction at the
hands of the academic establishment.19 While the party elites had already
signaled a new course on Ivan in the late s, it appears that historians—
with the exception of Verkhoven’—hesitated to comment directly on the
ruler’s personality or his personal contributions to Muscovite history.20

Such unusual reticence on the part of the Stalinist historians was not
to last for long, however. At some point in  or , the Central Com-
mittee pronounced the accomplishments of the rehabilitation campaign
unsatisfactory and issued specific instructions on future representations
of Ivan IV. It seems likely that this intervention resulted in part from the
perceived failure of Verkhoven’s book, which had been too equivocal.21

Maureen Perrie adds that official interest in Ivan may have related to the
tsar’s territorial claims to “historic Russian patrimony” in the Baltics, as
the signing of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact in the fall of  had just
facilitated the Soviet annexation of the Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia.22

While the actual wording and circumstances surrounding the instruc-
tions remain elusive, their later paraphrasing by Central Committee ide-
ology chief A. S. Shcherbakov in a  memorandum can be used to
reconstruct the Stalinist party hierarchy’s “official” position on Ivan the
Terrible. (This memo, criticizing A. N. Tolstoi’s drama concerning Ivan IV,
is published for the first time in this volume.) According to Shcherbakov,
the Central Committee had had to intervene in the rehabilitation cam-
paign between  and  because “the image of Ivan IV in historical
science and artistic literature has been seriously distorted both by reac-
tionary gentry and bourgeois historiography and related publicistic and
artistic literature.”23 Noting that “a historically-sound understanding of Ivan
IV in the history of the Russian state has enormous significance for our
times,” Shcherbakov then proceeded to summarize the prevailing view of
Ivan the Terrible within the party hierarchy. In his account, the sixteenth-
century tsar was “an outstanding political figure” who “completed the estab-
lishment of a centralized Russian state, a progressive endeavor initiated by
Ivan III.” This last phrase, which appears repeatedly in the memorandum,
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clearly indicates that the party hierarchy’s primary interest in Ivan IV’s
historical legacy was his role as a state-builder.

Turning to the details of Shcherbakov’s assessment, one is struck by its
unapologetically positive valence. Among the accomplishments of the tsar,
Shcherbakov listed Ivan IV’s efforts to reform the Muscovite court, the cen-
tral administration, finance, the military, and the rural church. Moreover,
the tsar had been a “champion of the broad dissemination of knowledge,”
insofar as Muscovy’s first printing press was established during his reign.
Ivan’s military accomplishments received a similarly eulogistic treatment,
the tsar having “personally led the conquests of Kazan’ and Astrakhan’.”
With regard to the ultimately inconclusive Livonian War, this Stalinist
insider’s evaluation focused on Ivan’s “stunning diplomatic skills.” Finally,
after elevating Ivan IV to the status of one of Russia’s greatest statesmen,
Shcherbakov condemned the tsar’s political opponents as “hardened pat-
rimonial landowners,” whose “tenacious insistence on the preservation of
the feudal order” had forced Ivan to “resort to harsh measures.” Little more
was said about the excesses of the era. Shcherbakov’s memorandum serves
as clear evidence that by –, the party hierarchy viewed Ivan the
Terrible as one of the chief architects of the Russian state and as a ruler
whose ambitions anticipated the state-building designs of the Soviet era.24

Stalin confirmed this emphasis two years later in the fall of  while edit-
ing a document Zhdanov was drafting on the party’s historical line. Repeat-
edly urging Zhdanov to emphasize the oprichnina’s positive dimensions,
he altered the wording of a critical passage in order to reiterate Ivan’s state-
building priorities:

the Terrible Tsar was an undoubtedly progressive and enlightened man of his

time who was able to find support among the petty gentry against the feu-

dal lords, and with the gentry’s help he was able to strengthen his the state’s

absolute power [ukrepit’ svoiu absolutnuiu gosudarstvennuiu vlast’].25

Such changes clearly indicate that Ivan’s rehabilitation was designed to focus
on his service to the state rather than the personal aspects of his notorious
rule.

The party’s intervention in the rehabilitation campaign was not, however,
just limited to questions of historical interpretation. Expanding the reha-
bilitation of Ivan beyond the scholarly realm, attempts were made to intro-
duce the subject into truly mass-appeal forums ranging from drama and
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literature to film and even opera. Between  and early  Tolstoi and
S. M. Eisenstein were recruited to produce major works on the sixteenth-
century tsar.26 Shortly thereafter, Shcherbakov approached T. M. Khren-
nikov—the future chair of the Soviet Composers’ Union—with a proposal
for a full-scale historical opera about Ivan. As Khrennikov recounts in his
memoirs, Shcherbakov turned to him one evening during an intermission
at the Stanislavskii Theater with the following proposition:

You know, Comrade Khrennikov, you ought to write an opera entitled Ivan

the Terrible. I’ve just been at Iosif Vissarionovich’s. We were talking about the

Terrible Tsar. Comrade Stalin attributes a lot of significance to this theme.

He sees it differently than it has been seen to up until now: despite the fact

that Ivan was considered terrible [and despite the fact] that this reputation

has been strengthened since [his reign], Comrade Stalin believes that he

wasn’t terrible enough. This was because if on one hand he got even with

his opponents, on the other, he then would then repent and beg for forgive-

ness from God. And while he was repenting, his opponents would again gather

their forces against him and attack all over again. The Terrible Tsar had to

do battle with them, etc. In other words, one has to wage an unceasing and

merciless battle against one’s enemies to eliminate them if they are interfer-

ing with the development of the state. That is Stalin’s position.27

The scope and direction of the new campaign was signaled by an article in
Izvestiia in March  by V. I. Kostylev, an author of rather modest talent
who had been researching Ivan the Terrible’s life and times since the success
of his popularized novel about Minin and Pozharskii two years earlier.28

Although Khrennikov managed to demur on the proposed opera (as did
D. D. Shostakovich shortly thereafter29), the list of authors, playwrights,
and directors recruited to develop Ivan as a symbol of contemporary Soviet
state-building is nevertheless impressive. Of particular note are the projects
by Kostylev, Tolstoi, and Eisenstein, who aspired to provide a definitive
vision of Ivan IV on the printed page, stage, and screen, respectively. Kosty-
lev serialized the first novel of an eventual trilogy in the literary journal
Oktiabr’ in , publishing it as a separate edition in . The two remain-
ing volumes were released in  and , with the entire trilogy being
republished in two separate mass editions in  and .30 Tolstoi pub-
lished a segment of the first of his two plays about Ivan in Literatura i
iskusstvo in  as well.31 This pair of plays—or, as the author called it,
a “dramatic novella in two parts”—was published in its entirety in the
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November–December  issue of Oktiabr’ and republished in a revised
edition in  and . The first play debuted in the Moscow Malyi 
Theater in the fall of  and was immediately reworked for restaging dur-
ing the following spring. The second premièred in the Moscow Art Theater
in . Eisenstein’s participation in the campaign is even more complex.
After writing preliminary articles for Izvestiia in April  and Literatura
i iskusstvo in August , Eisenstein published his initial screenplay in the
journal Novyi mir in late , after first winning Stalin’s sanction, ex-
pressed in the following note to the head of the State Film Committee that
September:

Comrade Bol’shakov: The screenplay hasn’t turned out badly. C[omrade]

Eisenstein has coped well with the task. Ivan the Terrible as the progressive

force of his time and the oprichnina as his expedient instrument haven’t

turned out badly. The screen play ought to be sent into production.32
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The first part of what quickly evolved into a cinematic trilogy hit the screens
after much delay only in January . This same year also saw the appear-
ance of other lesser-known works about the first Russian tsar. V. A. Solov’ev
published his verse tragedy The Great Sovereign, which was staged during
that same year in Moscow, Leningrad, and Tbilisi. I. L. Sel’vinskii’s play The
Livonian War rolled off the presses and onto the stage in  as well.

If the Central Committee’s intervention had shifted the initiative for the
Ivan rehabilitation from historians to the creative intelligentsia, work on
the “historical front” resumed with renewed fervor following the German
invasion of June , . Tsarist-era heroes—including Ivan the Terrible—
were mobilized to demonstrate age-old Russian martial prowess and to
offset widespread fears of German invincibility.33 The most prominent con-
tribution to the historiography on Ivan was the  publication of a revised
edition of a little-known apologetic biography first published in  by
R. Iu. Vipper. Bakhrushin released a fresh account shortly thereafter that
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was only slightly more materialist in its approach.34 At about the same time,
a conference was convened in Tashkent concerning Ivan, which brought
together the most prominent Soviet scholars in Central Asian evacuation
to hear addresses by Tolstoi, Vipper, and others.35 At this event, a new vol-
ume of scholarly articles on Ivan was discussed that would further refine
the dominant line.36 While little came of this scholarly project, a steady flow
of popularized treatments concerning the sixteenth-century tsar continued
to appear regularly in the press for the duration of the war, with  see-
ing the publication of a third original historical biography.37

Visible between the lines of all of these works is an implicit symmetry
between Ivan’s epoch and the Stalin era. Vipper makes this connection most
transparently when he proclaims in the conclusion to the  edition of
his monograph that Heinrich Staden’s plan for the conquest of Russia, pre-
sented to Habsburg emperor Rudolph II in , was no less than a “proph-
ecy and a plan for the future” that would later inspire Nazi Germany to
conquer and enslave the Slavs.38 Bakhrushin’s  article on the era of
Ivan IV in Bol’shevik employed anachronistic rhetoric to suggest a similar
parallel between past and present. For instance, Muscovy at the start of
Ivan IV’s reign is described as “pressed upon from all sides, as if in a vice,
by states hostile to her”—an image reminiscent of the “encirclement” of
the Soviet Union by hostile capitalist powers following the  Revolution.
This conflation of ancient conflicts with the – Civil War was rein-
forced by descriptions of the Baltic Teutonic Order’s “blockade” of the
region during the thirteenth century and the Poles’ “intervention” during
the seventeenth-century Time of Troubles. Echoes of the political rheto-
ric of the s are also present in Bakhrushin’s choice of words when he
describes Ivan’s “construction [stroitel’stvo] of a national state.” Other exam-
ples include Bakhrushin’s reference to Ivan’s favorite servants and fighting
men as his “cadres” and his description of Ivan’s opponents as the “hold-
overs” [perezhitki] of the appanage estate system.39

Yet beyond these oblique equations of the tsarist past and the Soviet pres-
ent, more direct comparisons seem to have been avoided. While the ideo-
logical climate of the late s and s encouraged the allegorical linking
of the present with the past, it did not tolerate more explicit associations.
This awkwardness stemmed from a massive contradiction embedded in
Stalin-era historical propaganda that required committed Marxists to traffic
in tsarist heroes and imagery. A pragmatic, instrumentalist affair, this style
of agitation was designed to harness the most emotionally charged polit-
ical iconography available. That said, there could be no question of a more
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thoroughgoing rehabilitation of the tsarist political experience and cultural
values, much less any attempt to emulate the sensibilities of the old regime.40

Indeed, it is one of the great ironies of Soviet history that at the same time
that the party’s propaganda machine was engaged in the rehabilitation of
the tsarist past, most of the living representatives of tsarist cultural and polit-
ical traditions—“fellow travelers,” “bourgeois specialists,” and so forth—
were fading from the scene, their attrition accelerated by the purges and
the advancement of promotees (vydvizhentsy) trained to replace them.
Soviet historians and cultural agents were thus faced with the difficult task
of foregrounding certain mythical (if not mystical) Russian antecedents to
contemporary Soviet heroism, while somehow sidestepping any blurring
of the distinction between the evils of the ancien régime and the wonders
of the post-revolutionary epoch.41 The Central Committee’s – con-
textualization of the Ivan rehabilitation indicates that the campaign was
to be limited to a rousing narrative concerning the trials and tribulations
of a Muscovite state-builder who could epitomize the region’s long history
of charismatic, decisive leaders. Ivan was repeatedly described as “progres-
sive for his time” in order to emphasize the differences between the six-
teenth and twentieth centuries. The direction of the campaign makes it clear
that a more apologetic stance (i.e., using Ivan’s bloody rule as a legitimat-
ing precedent for the Stalin era’s excesses) was not to be part of the offi-

cially sanctioned line.
But despite the campaign’s official endorsement—or perhaps because

of it—the implications of Ivan’s reign for Soviet political culture compli-
cated the completion of the commissioned works. Those trying to dram-
atize the subject were placed in a particularly awkward position: as David
Bordwell has noted, “drama thrives on imperfections in character,” which
could not be acceptably ascribed to such epic figures.”42 According to M. Iu.
Bleiman, cultural agents like Eisenstein searched and searched for palatable
themes that would not require an imperfect dramatis personae before 
settling on the motif of “the tragedy of power and retribution,”43 only to
realize later that such an interpretation caused as many problems as it
resolved. Eisenstein was forced to distance himself from his Novyi mir
screenplay after it drew fire for historical inaccuracies that stemmed from
such thematic compromises.44 Although the first part of his cinematic 
trilogy would ultimately be considered a success, it provoked considerable
disagreement during its pre-release screening on account of its excessively
sober and bleak cinematography.45 Tolstoi’s plays were subjected to an even
more withering assault by Shcherbakov and others for their inadequately

 Ivan the Terrible



triumphalist tone.46 The playwright managed to deflect this assault only by
means of massive rewrites and repeated appeals to Stalin.47 Kostylev, too,
was forced to defend his work again and again.48 Discouraged from emplot-
ting their work with dramatic complexity and tension, all three ended up
producing material that was both uneven and highly eccentric.

The struggle over the rehabilitation campaign reached a crescendo in early
, when only weeks after awarding Stalin prizes to Tolstoi, Eisenstein,
and Solov’ev for their works on Ivan,49 the party hierarchy banned the
release of the second part of Eisenstein’s film trilogy.50 In essence, a single
complaint united much of the controversy: the party hierarchy had com-
missioned rousing patriotic treatments concerning the history of sixteenth-
century Muscovy and found their eventual dramatization as psychological
tragedies inappropriate.51 Tellingly, in the Central Committee’s September
,  resolution “Concerning the Film ‘The Great Life,’” Eisenstein was
accused of:

ignorance in his depiction of historical facts, presenting Ivan the Terri-

ble’s oprichniki as a band of degenerates along the lines of the American 
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Ku-Klux-Klan, and Ivan the Terrible, a man of strong will and character, as

weak and irresolute, like some sort of a Hamlet.52

The phrasing of the resolution follows almost word for word comments that
Stalin had made a month earlier to a select audience at his dacha. Eisen-
stein’s confidant Vs. Vishnevskii, who was present at this informal discus-
sion, later shared his notes with the director. Apparently, Stalin declared
that:

[Eisenstein] got distracted from the history and inserted something “of his

own.” He depicted not a progressive oprichnina, but something else entirely—

degenerates. He didn’t understand. . . . He didn’t understand the Terrible Tsar’s

repressions either [—] Russia had been plundered and wanted to unite to-

gether. . . . She was justified in punishing her enemies. . . . Ivan the Terrible,

as we know, was a willful man, a difficult man. . . . But that’s not what’s been

given here. . . . He’s a Hamlet or something like that.53

Stalin’s repeated references to Hamlet confirm the party hierarchy’s objec-
tions to any sort of tragic interpretation of Ivan the Terrible.

Stunned by the rejection of his portrayal of Ivan, Eisenstein petitioned
for an audience with Stalin in order to clarify the nature of the official line.
Somewhat later, on  February , the director was summoned to the
Kremlin with N. K. Cherkasov, the actor who had played the film’s title
role. There, in the presence of Molotov and Zhdanov, Stalin gave the most
articulate explanation of his view of Ivan’s life and times:

: Have you studied history?

: More or less.

: More or less? I also know a bit of history. You have depicted the

oprichnina incorrectly. The oprichnina was the soldiery of the crown [koro-

levskoe voisko]. In contrast to the feudal army, which could roll up its ban-

ners and withdraw from battle at any time, a regular army was formed,

a progressive army. You have depicted the oprichnina as the Ku Klux

Klan. . . .

Your tsar has turned out as an indecisive character, resembling Hamlet.

Everyone tells him what to do and he is unable to make a decision himself.

Tsar Ivan was a great and wise ruler, and if one compares him to Louis

XI (you have read about Louis XI, who set the stage for Louis XIV’s 

absolutism), then Ivan is seventh heaven [na desiatom nebe]. . . . Ivan the
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Terrible was very cruel. It is fine to show that he was cruel. But it is nec-

essary to show why he was cruel.54

As these statements make clear, Stalin saw Ivan as the quintessential medi-
eval etatist, the founder of a powerful kingdom described obediently by
Vipper as “the prototype of the great multinational state of the USSR.”55

Heroic rather than tragic and Hamlet-like, Ivan was nevertheless not to
be understood as a transcendent figure, insofar as his cruelty was patently
medieval in nature. That said, Stalin made it clear that such excesses had
to be viewed as exigencies of the time that did not negate the progressive-
ness of Ivan’s reign.

By late  the Ivan campaign was in crisis. Its most prominent artis-
tic statements had proven to be fatally flawed. Moreover, the question of
further work on the project by the two titans of Soviet propaganda “on
the historical front” had been rendered moot by Tolstoi’s death in 

and by Eisenstein’s mistakes and failing health. At least as frustrated with
the line on Ivan in the early postwar years as it had been in , the party
hierarchy withdrew the initiative for the rehabilitation campaign from the
creative intelligentsia56 and returned a much-diminished mandate to the
court historians. While existing works in the Stalinist canon on Ivan would
be republished, restaged, and rescreened during the late s and early
s, the only new works to make it into print after  were pieces of
exceedingly conservative historical scholarship.57 The line on Ivan would
lie dormant until several years after Stalin’s death, when in  it would
be denounced—ironically enough—for its alleged links to Stalin’s person-
ality cult rather than for its inappropriateness as a model for Soviet state-
building.58

�

In the introduction to this volume, we argue that during the early to mid-
s, the Soviet party hierarchy decided to create a historical “myth of
origins.” This was done in order to generate popular support and histor-
ical legitimacy for the regime and involved the interpolation of traditional
Russian heroes, myths, and symbols into the Marxist narrative of revolu-
tionary history that had until then held sway. The details surrounding the
attempt to rehabilitate Ivan IV indicate that the cooptation of such figures
to serve as Stalinist propaganda forced Soviet historians, authors, and play-
wrights into uncharted ideological waters that required them to plot a
cautious course between tsarist apologetics and outdated Soviet materi-
alism. Although some commentators have concluded that the pervasive 
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tension “on the historical front” stemmed from Stalin’s manic need for self-
aggrandizement and his ostensibly nationalist sympathies, there is little
direct evidence to support this interpretation. In our view, the tension was
instead symptomatic of the fundamental irreconcilability of efforts to ad-
vance the cause of Soviet state-building through positive references to the
tsarist past.

To be sure, the problematic nature of the party hierarchy’s decision to
delve into tsarist history for mythical predecessors may not have been clear
at the time. Stalin, Shcherbakov, and many others considered Ivan to be
the perfect vehicle to express their vision of a glorious state led by a vig-
orous, powerful ruler. To loyal members of the Stalinist establishment, it
was clear that societies were best led by strong personalities who possessed
the vision and determination necessary to defend their interests. In this
vein, they contended that Ivan had been systematically misunderstood by
tsarist historians, who had overlooked his services to the Russian state in
their determination to criticize his cruel excesses. Indeed, in Stalin’s mind,
Ivan actually hadn’t been “terrible enough”59 in his suppression of Russia’s
enemies.

Yet the architects of the rehabilitation campaign proved overconfident
in their attempt to co-opt Ivan. Although the textbooks, histories, plays,
novels, and films that they commissioned were not supposed to examine
the tsar’s psychological complexities, this side of Ivan ultimately proved
to be inseparable from his overall legacy. In a sense, the equivocal nature
of Ivan’s notorious personality and his potential for tragic melodrama “bled
through” the triumphalist fabric of the propaganda campaign, despite one
of the most active cases of political “management” of culture ever attempted.
The resulting political infighting and confusion brought the campaign to
a standstill in .

Although the party hierarchs do not seem to have recognized the con-
tradiction at the heart of their campaign, a statement penned by Zhdanov
in  reveals that he was at least aware that something was amiss. This
document, with its curious insistence that the Ivan story was, in essence,
a simple and didactic one, provides a suitable conclusion to our analysis.
Attempting to explain how propagandists were to navigate the perilous
waters between old-regime apologia and radical, imprudent rejections of
the lessons of Russian history, Zhdanov counseled:

It is imperative to note the concrete historical conditions of Ivan the Terri-

ble’s reign. Demands for economic growth, on one hand, and defense of the
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Russian state from its numerous enemies, on the other, required the strength-

ening of centralized state power. Feudal fragmentation was a source of state

weakness. The feudal grandee did not want to give up any of his privileges

in the interests of the state. The Terrible Tsar’s attempts to restrain the feudal

grandees met with sharp resistance and treachery on the part of the boyars

that threatened the state with destruction. In such conditions, the Terrible

Tsar—who was for his time without doubt an advanced and educated per-

son—was able to find support in the minor service gentry against the major

feudal notables and with the help of the gentry managed to strengthen his

absolute power.

. . . However appalling the Terrible Tsar’s methods and means and his

numerous excesses and executions may seem to us and our contemporaries,

Ivan’s role was progressive, as he administered a blow to feudal reaction, facil-

itated the acceleration of the historical process, and transformed Russia into

a powerful, centralized ‘Great Power.’

. . . Some of our historians apparently do not understand that there is a

principle difference between recognizing the progressiveness of one or another

historical phenomenon and endorsing it, as such.60

For Zhdanov, Stalin, and the other members of the Stalinist party hierar-
chy, then, Ivan’s consolidation of state power justified the exigencies of his
reign. Viewing Ivan as “the progressive force of his time and the oprichnina
as his expedient instrument,” Stalin had authored a vision of the sixteenth-
century tsar that was noble and triumphalist, but also overdetermined and
rather one-dimensional. Indeed, it was probably the sterility and pragma-
tism of this vision that ultimately doomed Ivan’s rehabilitation to failure.
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She didn’t even have pity on her cousin Mary Stuart. But the English people are not
foolish—they respect her and call her ‘Great.’” Mar’iamov, Kremlevskii tsenzor, .

60. RGASPI, f. , op. , d. , . –, .
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Internal Debate within the
Party Hierarchy about the
Rehabilitation of Ivan the Terrible

The following is a draft of the only known official record testifying to
the direct involvement of the party hierarchy in the campaign to reha-
bilitate Ivan the Terrible. This internal memorandum, written by A. S.
Shcherbakov, the party’s ideology chief, assails A. N. Tolstoi’s play about
the sixteenth-century tsar, which had been commissioned by the All-
Union Committee for Artistic Affairs in late  or early . Its crit-
icism of the play’s dramatic dimensions and failure to focus on Ivan’s
qualities as a strong leader and state-builder clarify the priorities under-
lying the campaign.1 Shcherbakov’s memorandum exists in three drafts:
a concise, signed version, dating to  April , which is stored at the
Archive of the President of the Russian Federation;2 a somewhat longer,
unsigned version, located in the former Central Party Archive;3 and the
longest, most detailed redaction, also from the Central Party Archive,
which is presented here in print for the first time.4

Only a month after the first draft of the memorandum was completed,
the head of the Committee for Artistic Affairs, M. B. Khrapchenko, pub-
lished an article in the newspaper Literatura i isskustvo lambasting Tol-
stoi’s play in almost precisely the same terms used in Shcherbakov’s
memorandum, indicating a broad unanimity of views regarding the
play within the party hierarchy.5 Later versions of the document attest
to Shcherbakov’s continued opposition to Tolstoi’s plays. Shcherbakov’s
intermediate draft was submitted to the Central Committee archive on
 December . The final draft was filed at the same archive on 

May , although it is clear from the language of this version that it
too was written in  or early in . Indeed, Tolstoi seems to have





referred to it in  as he rewrote the play to accommodate some of
Shcherbakov’s objections. Premièring later that year, the play ultimately
won Stalin prizes for dramaturgy and performance after the war.6 The
delay in consigning the memorandum to the archive speaks to the con-
tinuing controversy that surrounded the play throughout its composition
and various performances.

A. S. S, “M  S c 

A. N. T’ P Ivan the Terrible”

–

A. N. Tolstoi’s play “Ivan the Terrible” was nominated by the Stalin Prize
Committee for a prize for the year .

Yet upon analysis of the play, it was decided not to act on the nomina-
tion, both out of formal considerations (the play had not been printed or
staged in a single theater, it was unknown to the Soviet public, the critical
establishment had not expressed any opinions concerning it, etc.), and out
of material considerations, as the play distorts the historical image of one
of the greatest representatives of the Russian state—Ivan IV (–).

Yet it is hardly sufficient to simply withdraw A. N. Tolstoi’s Ivan the Ter-
rible from consideration for a Stalin Prize.

The fact of the matter is that this play was written by a special order of
the [All-Union] Committee for Artistic Affairs, following the decision of
the Central Committee of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks)
establishing the necessity of rehabilitating the authentic image of Ivan IV
in Russian history—an image that has been distorted by aristocratic and
bourgeois historiography.

Ivan IV was an outstanding political figure of sixteenth-century Russia.
He completed the establishment of a centralized Russian state, a progres-
sive endeavor initiated by Ivan III. Ivan IV fundamentally eliminated the
country’s feudal fragmentation, successfully crushing the resistance of rep-
resentatives of the feudal order. There is literally not a single aspect of
domestic policy, beginning with finance and ending with the army, that did
not undergo revision or reorganization during this period (court reforms,
rural church reforms, the restructuring of the central administration, the
creation of a new army, the introduction of new forms of weaponry, etc.).
Ivan IV himself was one of the most educated men of the day and a cham-
pion of the broad dissemination of knowledge. He passionately supported
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such progressive endeavors as the introduction of the printing press in
Russia. All of these reforms met with vigorous resistance on the part of
representatives of the feudal order—entrenched patrimonial estate-holders,
tenaciously insisting on the preservation of the feudal order. Ivan the Ter-
rible was forced to resort to harsh measures in order to strike at the feudal,
patrimonial privileges of the boyars.

Ivan was the bearer of the most progressive ideas on governance of his
time. He saw Russia’s salvation in the formation of a mighty centralized
Russian state.

Ivan IV was an outstanding military leader. He personally led the con-
quests of Kazan’ and Astrakhan’. In foreign policy he demonstrated his
brilliant diplomatic skills. Only his mighty will and outstanding politi-
cal abilities allowed him to overcome the great difficulties of the almost
quarter-century-long Livonian War. Despite the resistance and treason of
representatives of the feudal order and an enormous expenditure of re-
sources, the Russian state came to occupy a prominent place among the
mightiest European powers under the leadership of Ivan the Terrible.
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Ivan’s conquest of the Baltic

region in the Livonian war:
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It must be said, with regard to historical consequences, that the actions
of Ivan IV helped Russia to overcome the dangers of the Time of Troubles7

and to withstand the mad attack of the Polish interventionists. Further-
more, it is quite possible that if Ivan IV had been able to fully implement
his reforms, there would have been no Time of Troubles at all.

Aristocratic and bourgeois historians have been unable to grasp in a
historically correct manner the energetic and multifaceted activity of Ivan
the Terrible in the creation and strengthening of the centralized Russian
state, in overcoming the antiquated past and in raising the international
prestige of Russia. Moreover, aristocratic and bourgeois historians have dili-
gently avoided mention of the progressive deeds of Ivan IV in their works.
In their characterizations of Ivan IV, a significant number of historians have
unfairly emphasized only the cruelty and severity of his measures against
the boyars.

As unbelievable as it sounds, the polemical letters of Ivan IV’s enemy
Kurbskii,8 a traitor to the fatherland, have exerted a strong influence on
the subsequent development of bourgeois and aristocratic historiography
(everyone from Karamzin to Vipper).9 Karamzin, an ideologist of the con-
servative aristocracy, divides the history of Ivan the Terrible’s reign into
such periods as “the epoch of executions;” “the epoch of murders;” “the
epoch of the most terrible torments” and the final era—the “epoch of
slaughter.” In his final analysis, Karamzin equates the reign of Ivan IV with
the Tatar Yoke.10

Ilovaiskii,11 characterizing Tsar Ivan as a short-sighted and hapless politi-
cian, concludes that Ivan’s deeds precipitated the Time of Troubles and,
in this way, brought the state to the brink of annihilation.

Kliuchevskii12 and Solov’ev13 offer little new insight into the deeds of the
Terrible Tsar when compared to Karamzin. In his Course on Russian History
Kliuchevskii analyzes in great detail Ivan’s political, diplomatic and mili-
tary accomplishments. He compares Ivan to “the blind knight in the Old
Testament who collapses a building on top of himself in order to destroy
the enemies who are sitting on the roof.”14 Kliuchevskii seeks out all the
shortcomings of Ivan’s biography in order to diminish the significance of
his accomplishments in the history of the Russian state.

In his historical works, Plekhanov describes the significance of the Ter-
rible Tsar’s accomplishments as the final phase of the transformation of
“the Muscovite state . . . into an Oriental despotism.”15

A similar sort of distortion of the image of Ivan the Terrible has been
expressed in Russian literature. A. K. Tolstoi’s broadly disseminated early
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historical novel, Prince Serebrianyi, and the same author’s play, The Death
of Ivan the Terrible, can serve as salient examples.16

It seems that every possible insult has been hurled against Ivan IV by
historians and authors—despot, bloody tyrant, madman, coward, deserter,
“marauder,” murderer, etc.—in a repetition of the slander that was first
concocted by the most nefarious of Ivan’s internal enemies and, second,
by foreign enemies who feared the strengthening of the Russian state under
Tsar Ivan’s leadership.

Only epic folktales, the byliny,17 offer a more colorful and historically
accurate evaluation of Ivan the Terrible, especially concerning his reprisals
against the “long-bearded” boyars. In the folk epics, Ivan the Terrible is rep-
resented as the champion of truth and a fair judge.

O, you mountains, steep mountains!

O, you golden spires of Orthodox churches!

O, you shuttered windows of the Tsar’s palace!

It’s as if the Orthodox Tsar lives in seclusion.

The Orthodox Tsar Ivan Vasil’evich:

He is terrible, O father, terrible and merciful,

He rewards the truth, but for falsehood he grants only death.18

Thus the task of reestablishing the historical truth about Ivan IV and
rehabilitating him as a political figure has long been a priority and remains
so to the present day. It is for this reason that the Committee for Artistic
Affairs, on the basis of specific instructions, issued an official order for the
creation of plays and a film script about Ivan the Terrible.

Yet despite the fact that nearly a year has passed since writers and his-
torians took up the task of the historical rehabilitation of the Terrible Tsar,
the results of their work remain unsatisfactory thus far. A. N. Tolstoi’s play
Ivan the Terrible exemplifies this situation, for it not only fails to represent
Ivan the Terrible correctly, but it actually distorts his image.

The main flaw of A. N. Tolstoi’s play about the Terrible Tsar is that Ivan
is not shown as a major, talented political actor, the gatherer of the Rus-
sian state,19 and an implacable foe of the feudal fragmentation of Rus’ and
the reactionary boyars. The play portrays the struggle between Ivan and the
boyars as an internal conflict at court. Ivan’s disagreement with the boyars
appears to be primarily personal in nature, and his repression of the boyars
seems to have been provoked by their personal offenses against him. In
actual fact, Ivan’s struggle with the boyars was a conflict between the two
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fundamental tendencies of the day: the progressive determination of Tsar
Ivan to create a unified Russian state, and the reactionary drive of the boyars,
who insisted on their patrimonial mestnichestvo20 interests and the feudal
order.

The Terrible Tsar’s intense, energetic governmental service is expressed
in the play only rhetorically. Over the course of the entire play no trans-
formative, progressive activity is visible. One may assess the political ideas
of the tsar only on the basis of his statements in intimate discussions with
the Tsaritsa Mariia Temriukovna (in acts three and five). In this A. N. Tol-
stoi directly follows bourgeois historians who have sought by any and all
means to diminish Ivan IV’s role and significance. Thus, Kliuchevskii writes:
“the positive significance of Tsar Ivan in the history of our state is not
nearly as great as one might have thought, were one to judge by his plans
and undertakings or by the noise that his activity produced. The Terrible
Tsar planned more than he accomplished, and had a greater effect on his
contemporaries’ imagination and nerves than on the contemporary state
order.”21

The Terrible Tsars’s measures against the boyars, which were necessary
in order to break the boyars’ stubborn resistance against Ivan’s governmen-
tal reforms, are not shown in the play. If one were to judge Ivan the Terri-
ble by A. N. Tolstoi’s play, then one might think that these measures were
limited to verbal threats against the boyars. In conversation with Princess
Efrosin’ia Staritskaia (act five) Ivan says: “Just wait—you will all experi-
ence a much greater dishonor. You will vanish like cabbage worms.” Or:
“Soon, soon I will grant the people’s will in Moscow. Then you will scream
for real.” Or: “Why have I visited my retribution upon them? I have not
yet visited true retribution upon them—but I will. May children be fright-
ened by the mere mention of my name!” Ivan tells Maliuta (in act seven):
“Don’t you dare smirk when I write letters to my enemies . . . I have a pas-
sion for the literary arts . . .” “I write letters to my enemies when what is
needed is the axe and the scaffold.”

The relationship between the people and the Terrible Tsar is shown in
a simplified and primitive manner in Tolstoi’s play. The people are repre-
sented by the figure of the holy fool, Vasilii the Blessed, who gives the tsar
a “coin” in the name of the people to support his war against Livonia, and
who sacrifices his own life by shielding Ivan the Terrible from a traitorous
boyar arrow.

A. N. Tolstoi attempts to show that Ivan IV is engaged in a struggle with
a powerful and numerous caste—the boyars. Ivan must defeat them. But
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why? The answer is not clear from what the play has to offer, as Ivan the
Terrible is shown acting alone, without the support of any other force that
potentially might be more powerful than the boyars.

Ivan tells Maria: “I have no friends. Andrei Kurbskii was a friend, but he
no longer will look me in the eye. There are to be no friends for me. What-
ever friends I might have become frightened and are left behind.” It is pre-
cisely at this point that the oprichnina should have been shown as a serious
force for Ivan to rely upon. Tolstoi, however, sidestepped the whole question.

Ivan the Terrible’s wars for control of Kazan’ and Astrakhan’, which played
a significant and positive role in the development of trade contacts and the
strengthening of the Russian state, are not shown in the play at all. And
Ivan’s war with Livonia is depicted in a historically inaccurate manner. There
is not a single word in the play about the the Russian troops’ rout of the
Livonians. The war ends with Kurbskii’s treason and the Russian forces’
retreat. In this way, the play distorts historical events.

The conclusion of the play is entirely unacceptable. Instead of a portrayal
of triumphant victory over the Livonians and the realization of Ivan’s plans
for the creation of a unified Russian state, the play ends with a scene at
the grave of the tsaritsa, murdered by the boyars, and Ivan’s ambiguous
command: “Oprichniki, we march on Moscow!”

The following is also worthy of note: events in Tolstoi’s play that took
place many years apart are rearranged to appear as if they occurred at the
same time. Here is a chronology of specific events shown in the play:

. Conquest of Kazan’ 

. Conquest of Astrakhan’ 

. Ivan IV’s illness 

. Start of the Livonian War 

. Death of Ivan’s first wife Anastasiia 

. Sil’vestr’s fall from favor 

. Marriage to Maria Temriukovna 

. Kurbskii’s flight 

. Ivan’s departure for Aleksandrovskaia Sloboda 

. Elevation of Filipp Kolychev to Metropolitan 

. Death of Filipp and execution of Ivan’s cousin 
Vladimir Andreevich 

. Death of Maria Temriukovna 

. Simeon Bekbulatovich crowned as “Lord” of
Moscow by Ivan etc., etc. 22
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A. N. Tolstoi has many of these events coincide with the illness of Ivan
IV in  [when contemporaries thought the tsar lay on his deathbed].
The Boyar Repin exclaims, for instance: “Wash his body, and put it in its
coffin. But they have forgotten to make the coffin! Oh, mortal glory! He
conquered Kazan’ and conquered Astrakhan’, but in his hour of death there
is no one to make a coffin for him.” Ivan fell ill in , but the conquest
of Astrakhan’, to which Repin refers, did not take place until .

Further, Ivan was married to Maria Temriukovna in , but in the play
this event is dated to .

Filipp Kolychev was made Metropolitan in , but in the play it appears
that Ivan appointed him to this post in , shortly after he recovered from
his illness.

Tsar Ivan’s dispatch of Hans Schlichte to bring scholars, armorers and
architects from Western Europe occurred in . Schlichte’s second attempt
to bring specialists to Moscow took place in . Both attempts ended in
failure, as a result of intrigues on the part of the Magistrate of the Livonian
Order. These events, which took place in  and , are referred to in
the play as the immediate cause of the Livonian War, which began in .

Incidentally, the Livonian War, which began in , is also described as
following immediately after the events of  in the play.

Ivan’s departure for Aleksandrovskaia Sloboda took place in , and
Ivan crowned Simeon Bekbulatovich as the “Lord” of Moscow in , but
these events are, once again, depicted as following just after . And so
on . . .

To a certain extent, one must recognize the playwright’s right to depart
from the strict chronology of events and to unite or separate them in time
if this does not distort historical and political tendencies, and if instead it
serves to emphasize the most important and essential historical issues. But
A. N. Tolstoi’s numerous historical inaccuracies do not emphasize the most
important and essential issue in the play: the progressive deeds of Ivan IV.
On the contrary, they distort the political and historical tendencies of the
period. I am referring, first and foremost, to A. N. Tolstoi’s depiction of
the Shuiskiis. As is well known, the Shuiskiis played an extremely negative
and despicable role in Ivan’s life and the history of the Russian state at that
time.

Ivan IV, recalling his childhood, wrote with indignation that: “I would
be playing as a boy, and Prince I. V. Shuiskii would be sitting nearby, lean-
ing on his elbow, with his leg resting on my father’s bed, not even bow-
ing to me!” The Shuiskiis were brazen enough not to fear insulting Ivan,
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breaking into his residence at night to settle scores with people close to
Ivan. In subsequent years the Shuiskiis betrayed him and participated in
many conspiracies against Ivan. At the time of Ivan’s serious illness, when
he demanded that the boyars swear an oath of fealty to his minor son, a
significant portion of the boyars, led by Ivan Mikhailovich Shuiskii, refused
to swear fealty to the tsarevich and selected their own obedient little tsar
in the person of Ivan’s cousin Vladimir Andreevich Staritskii.

Later, the pathologically traitorous, fair-weather friend and classic 
double-dealer Vasilii Shuiskii emerged from the Shuiskii clan.23 Such was
the nature of the Shuiskiis and such was their role. And if one must dis-
cuss Tsar Ivan’s mistakes and miscalculations, then one such mistake was
his failure to eliminate the Shuiskiis.

Nevertheless, A. N. Tolstoi eulogizes the Shuiskiis in his play. He depicts
Petr Ivanovich Shuiskii as devoted to Tsar Ivan, and relies on an unproven
hypothesis (perhaps devised by A. N. Tolstoi himself) that this Petr Ivano-
vich Shuiskii swore fealty to Ivan’s son, while completely ignoring the his-
torical fact that Ivan Mikhailovich Shuiskii was the ringleader of those
who refused to swear the oath of fealty.

For all the aforementioned reasons, A. N. Tolstoi’s confused play about
Ivan the Terrible cannot be considered acceptable for performance or pub-
lication by virtue of its failure to rehabilitate the image of Ivan IV. The
Soviet public would mistake the performance or publication of this play as
an acceptable response to the demand that Soviet literature and historical
science reestablish the authentic image of this great Russian political figure.
The performance or publication of this play would also deepen the con-
fusion that historians and writers are finding themselves in concerning
sixteenth-century Russian history and Ivan IV.

In conclusion, it is necessary to ban the performance of A. N. Tolstoi’s
play Ivan the Terrible in Soviet theaters and also to prohibit the publication
of the play in the press.

Notes

1. A. N. Tolstoi had been considering taking up Ivan the Terrible since the late
s—see chapter  in this volume.

2. Part of this draft was published along with several of Tolstoi’s letters to Stalin
in Iu. Murin, “Istoriia—oruzhie bor’by,” Glasnost’,  November , .

3. RGASPI, f. , op. , d. , . –.
4. RGASPI, f. , op. , d. , . –.
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5. M. B. Khrapchenko, “Sovremennaia sovetskaia dramaturgiia,” Literatura i
isskustvo,  May , .

6. This last draft of the memorandum is unsigned, but it is located in a Com-
mittee for Artistic Affairs folder in close proximity to another memorandum from
Shcherbakov to Stalin. In this latter memorandum, dated  October , Shcher-
bakov passed on to the general secretary an article critiquing the  Malyi 
Theater production of the play, which was ultimately shut down. It seems likely
that Shcherbakov recirculated his  memorandum lambasting the play in con-
nection with his objection to its subsequent performance.

7. The term “Time of Troubles” refers to civil and political disorders during
Muscovy’s early-seventeenth-century interregnum.

8. A. M. Kurbskii (–) was a prominent member of Ivan IV’s court who
defected to the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in , from which he sup-
posedly conducted a famous polemical correspondence with Ivan IV. Significant
doubt has been cast on the attribution of these documents—see Edward Keenan,
The Kurbskii-Groznyi Apocrypha: The Seventeenth-Century Genesis of the “Corre-
spondence” Attributed to Prince A. M. Kurbskii and Tsar Ivan IV (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, ); idem, “Putting Kurbskii in His Place, or: Obser-
vations and Suggestions Concerning the Place of the History of the Grand Prince
of Muscovy in the History of Muscovite Literary Culture,” Forshungen zur osteuro-
paischen Geschichte  (): –.

9. N. M. Karamzin (–), Russia’s first official historiographer and author
of the History of the Russian State (–). R. Iu. Vipper (–), a special-
ist in the history of antiquity and Christianity, authored the apologetic mono-
graph Ivan the Terrible (; nd ed., ; rd ed., ), which served as one of
the key texts in the Stalinist rehabilitation of Ivan IV.

10. The “Tatar Yoke” refers to the period of Mongol-Tatar domination over
Muscovy from the thirteenth to the fifteenth centuries.

11. D. I. Ilovaiskii (–), monarchist historian and author of popular
conservative textbooks on Russian history.

12. V. O. Kliuchevskii (–), historian of the late imperial period and
author of the most famous pre-revolutionary history of Russia.

13. S. M. Solov’ev (–), prominent historian and public figure of the
mid-nineteenth century and author of a standard multivolume history of Russia.
Despite Shcherbakov’s remarks, Solov’ev championed a fundamentally new inter-
pretation of Ivan IV and his reign.

14. The reference is to the story of Samson’s repentance, faith, and death, from
book , chapter  of the Old Testament. See V. O. Kliuchevskii, Kurs russkoi istorii,
 vols. (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe sotsial’no-ekonomicheskoe izdatel’stvo, ),
:.

15. G. V. Plekhanov (–), founder and leading theorist of Russian Marx-
ism. See G. V. Plekhanov, Istoriia russkoi obshchestvennoi mysli, ed. D. Riazanov
(Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stvo, ), .

16. A. K. Tolstoi (–), conservative author, remembered for his lyric poetry,
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his novel Prince Serebrianyi (), and his trilogy of historical plays, the first of
which is The Death of Ivan the Terrible ().

17. On the Soviet revival of epic folklore, see chapter  in this volume.
18. Moskovskaia politicheskaia literatura XVI veka: izbornik, ed. M. N. Kovalen-

skii (St. Petersburg: Energiia, ), .
19. Shcherbakov’s phrase “the gatherer of the Russian state” is related to the

traditional formulation “the gathering of the Russian lands,” commonly applied
to Muscovite expansionism during the fourteenth through the sixteenth centuries,
reflecting his fascination with Ivan’s role as a state-builder.

20. Mestnichestvo refers to the customary hierarchy of prominent families in
Muscovy, derived from genealogical rankings.

21. Kliuchevskii, Kurs russkoi istorii, :.
22. An undated draft of this chronology is found in one of Shcherbakov’s pri-

vate notebooks—see RGASPI, f. , op. , d. , . –.
23. Vasilii Ivanovich Shuiskii (–), boyar and tsar (–) during the

Time of Troubles.
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One of the more bizarre proposals to commemorate the  bicentennial
of Pushkin’s birth was to replace the obelisk at Chernaia Rechka, the site
of his fatal duel, with a chapel. A letter signed by the head of the Union of
Russian Writers, V. Ganichev, repeated an old Petersburg rumor that the
obelisk placed at Chernaia Rechka in  had been illicitly taken from
someone else’s grave.1 Few moments in the commemoration so perfectly
represented contemporary views about the hidden reality of : as this
urban legend has it, the monumental essence of that awful jubilee required
that a ritual marker of death be disturbed. In order that Pushkin be
mourned, someone else had to be forgotten, their memory defaced. This
false tale of substitution and concealment preserves the essential compo-
nents of public discourse from the  commemoration. I, too, focus on
death, concealment, substitution, and trauma as I consider several literary
works of . Mikhail Zoshchenko, Mikhail Bulgakov, and Daniil Kharms
were masters in mixing horror with hilarity, and their rereadings of the
Pushkin story encode the strange  amalgamation of death with celebra-
tion, of feast in a time of plague. They draw out the symptomatic features
of the official commemoration discourse but in an exaggerated manner,
something akin to what the Formalists called “baring the device” (obna-
zhenie priema). I begin by commenting on the nature of the jubilee itself
and on what the public events of January  signify about emerging Soviet
culture.

More than other rituals celebrating the consolidation of Soviet power,
several of them well studied by Karen Petrone,2 the  jubilee was sig-
nificant for its forceful recuperation of an episode from the imperial past.





The  Pushkin Jubilee
as Epic Trauma
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The revisionism that is the broader subject of the present volume was clearly
at work in the Pushkin jubilee: the national poet was seen anew, trans-
formed into a hero to be admired and emulated. David Brandenberger has
rightly noted that the impulse behind the grand commemoration of the
s was the realization that “Pushkin was more useful alive than dead”;
and a poet who had seemed an aristocrat with European sensibilities in
the aftermath of the Revolution now provided the first test for a new style
of “mobilizational politics.”3 As another scholar, Arlen Blium, has put it,
“the regime needed a certain legitimization, and the great ghosts of the past
were perfectly suited to this task.”4 A “mythologized, heroic view of the
past” was created, and the  anniversary provided the perfect occasion
to elevate Pushkin, his “‘shining image’ . . . singled out as a model for ‘the
new Soviet man.’”5 Pushkin’s ability to see himself as Russian above all, and
to envision a different future for his nation, was crucial.6 He was well-
suited to this new role, despite his elite background, which was always
described in such a way as to show that his love for Russia’s language and
people (narod) overcame the inherently weak interests of the aristocratic
class.7 And his writings were consonant with the spirit of vitality, energy,
and optimism required of the new Soviet hero.8 In particular, they were
praised for their simplicity and clarity.9 The new slogan of realism was
stretched to fit the emerging canon of Pushkin’s writings. Censors and party
officials kept a tight watch on references to Pushkin’s political writings,
ensuring that short quotations could not be misread as anti-revolutionary
and that inferences about Pushkin’s changing political views could not be
easily drawn.10 More easily available and readily cited in academic and
journalistic publications were his historical writings and lyrics with social
content, such as “My ruddy-faced critic” (“Rumianyi kritik moi,” ),
with its understated description of rural poverty.11

Yet it was not a grim Pushkin whom the Soviets emphasized, far from
it. Among his most widely reprinted poems was “Bacchic Song” (“Vakkhi-
cheskaia pesnia,” ), with its rousing last line, “Long live the sun; let
darkness be hidden!” (“Da zdravstvuet solntse, da skroetsia t’ma!”).12 Such
praise for the light of reason as against the darkness of excessive emotion
accorded with official discourse in the mid-s; eliding references to
women and wine in the opening lines, many journalists and critics used
the last lines of this enthusiastic lyric poem to express the urgent gaiety
that filled public life. For a glimpse of celebration in a time of hidden ter-
ror, one has to look no farther than the newsreels of the s: a revealing
set became newly available in  in Pavel Gromov’s Three Songs of Pushkin

 Aleksandr Pushkin



(Tri pesni o Pushkine), which relied on documentary footage much like its
model, the Dziga Vertov film Three Songs of Lenin (Tri pesni o Lenine, ).
Three Songs of Pushkin is didactic in the extreme, as was Vertov’s film.
Gromov adds relentless voice-over to hammer home its message of the
excesses and evils of Stalin’s regime. Its first “song,” about the Stalin period,
bears a Pushkinian title, Feast in a Time of Plague (Pir vo vremia chumy,
), and interprets the  jubilee as a false celebration in a desperate
time. Pushkin may indeed remain, as one observer put it in , a writer
who could withstand any jubilee,13 but the celebrations of  put him
to a strenuous test. Pushkin’s good humor, his spirited identification with
the Russian people, and the appealing clarity and simplicity of his writing
(all much praised) made Pushkin’s life a model for Soviet citizenship. More
important, his persecution by tsarist officials could be invoked for a com-
pletely different purpose—to point to the oppression of the new Soviet
state. For some, then, Pushkin stood as an example of how to withstand
the pressures of a new but no less diminishing idea of citizenship.

A historical experience of collective trauma lay just beneath the public
performance of happiness and achievement required by the Pushkin jubilee
in February . The Pushkin jubilee provided a blanket cover of opti-
mism beneath which individual citizens suffered terrifying injustices. The
cover, however, painfully repeated patterns observed in the hidden traumas
of millions. The grim humor that could link overt happiness to private
pain produced some remarkable jokes from the late s, one of which
has Stalin observing that if Pushkin had lived in the twentieth century he
still would have died in a year ending in “.”14 Repetition is the key to
this joke,  turning into , the tragedy of the poet’s death in a duel
re-imagined as an execution at the hands of the Soviet state.

The only rhetorical trope more prominent than repetition in  was
hyperbole, perhaps because the experience of loss was as heightened as
the rhetoric designed to cover it. The grand, puffed-up rhetoric of the cel-
ebration is not lost in translation:  February  was one hundred years
“after the day of death of the great Russian poet, creator of the Russian
literary language, and founder of the new Russian literature—Aleksandr
Sergeevich Pushkin, who enriched humankind with his immortal creations
in artistic language,” announced the party’s Central Committee in .15

The word great (velikii) resounded constantly: it described Pushkin, ele-
vating him to heroic status,16 but also the new Soviet state, the jubilee, and
Stalin himself. Lest anyone miss the association of greatness between the
political leader and the literary hero, any number of public places and 
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ceremonies provided reminders: in the vestibule of the restored Moika 
apartment in Leningrad, for example, busts of Stalin and Pushkin were
placed alongside one another.17

The commemoration also emphasized unity. Unity of perception—
claims that everywhere in the Soviet Union everyone would turn their
attention to Pushkin—suggested that all of culture could be signified by a
single symbol, Pushkin.18 Unity was realized as ideological conformity; the
Central Committee of the Soviet Writers’ Union forbade organizations to
use Pushkin material without its permission.19 This emphasis on unity was
not entirely new, but no commemoration had attempted to unify so many
events across such a span of time.20 It is difficult to grasp the extent and
scope of events leading up to February , . An editorial in Pravda could
proclaim that Pushkin had never been so loved as he was in  because
there had never been so many literate people in Russian-speaking society.21

A staggering number of people were involved in the vast preparations.
During the four months before February , there were , paid lec-
tures and , presentations by artists in Leningrad alone, heard by some
, people.22 Similar preparations occurred in thousands of cities,
towns, farm villages, schools, factories, and political institutions across the
vast territory of the Soviet Union.23 Pushkin’s writings were republished
in huge print runs. One émigré newspaper reported that every fifth book
in Soviet libraries was by Pushkin.24 The total volume of jubilee Pushkin
editions was set at . million copies.25 In , every major journal and
newspaper and every minor publication, no matter what its official subject
matter (agriculture, statistics, film, or steel working), covered the jubilee
with enthusiasm and even abandon, especially in January and February.26

The first issues of literary journals in  were given over entirely to Push-
kin. Articles on Lenin’s love for Pushkin were common, and the emerging
canon of Russian literature typically placed Pushkin alongside Tolstoi, Maia-
kovskii, and Gor’kii. On  February , official gatherings were held in
the Bolshoi Theater in Moscow, in the recently renamed Kirov Theater in
Leningrad, and in similarly prestigious forums in every major city across
the Soviet Union. The Central Committee ordered theaters throughout
the USSR to organize concerts or dramatic spectacles based on Pushkinian
themes.27 The official Bolshoi commemoration was recorded for radio trans-
mission across the country.28 Commemorative speeches were reprinted in
newspapers, as were relevant decrees of the Central Committee.

The experience of rereading these newspapers decades later is a revela-
tion, not just because the context for commemorative events changed over
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the years – in ways that we can now track, but also because in the
very dailiness and repetitiveness of newspaper rhythms one begins to sense
how large Pushkin must have loomed in daily life by .29 You didn’t just
read about him on the front page of every paper, you went to Pushkin
reading groups in your place of work, you organized Pushkin plays in your
apartment building, you criticized new Pushkin-related art in your regional
party gatherings. In a brilliant series of feuilletons published in Krokodil
in , Mikhail Zoshchenko recorded the confusion and hilarity of poorly
educated Soviet men trying to speak at Pushkin gatherings.30 Two speeches
are attributed to the fictional M. M. Konopliannikov-Zuev, a minor offi-

cial who boasts that a  ruble  kopeck volume of Pushkin has been pur-
chased for all his apartment building dwellers to share; a bust of the poet
now adorns the building supervisor’s office; a portrait graces the building’s
exterior. These objects are meant by the speaker to evidence the building’s
superior participation in the Pushkin festivities, although Zoshchenko
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undercuts his sense of achievement by making each acquisition seem
shabby. In this and another speech on the same topic, Konopliannikov-
Zuev then descends into an unfortunate mix of misquotation and mis-
guided commentary about those who live in the building with him, and
suffers the interruptions and corrections of an audience impatient with his
digressions. The audience members who prod him to return to the sub-
ject at hand, that is, to speak about Pushkin, themselves repeat the command
of the culture. Konopliannikov-Zuev wanders from the topic, speaks of
himself and his neighbors as much as of Pushkin, confuses Pushkin with
Lermontov and Eugene Onegin with “The Queen of Spades,” all the while
reflecting the confusion of a public on whom the requirement to speak
about Pushkin had been imposed. Zoshchenko, always quick to note speech
patterns and narrative devices that reveal hidden anxieties, here presents
the performance of adulation for Pushkin at its most theatrical.31 Weariness
and ignorance about Pushkin show through, as does a wish to use any
public gathering to air petty grievances against one’s neighbors (the satirist
misses no opportunity to record what people were allowed to squabble
about in those troubled times).

When the jubilee finally took place, it was less a culmination than a sig-
nificant event in an apparently endless series. Most journals continued their
special coverage through the year. The name Pushkin multiplied before the
eyes, appearing in new and unlikely spaces: seven sites were renamed by the
Central Committee during the jubilee, including Moscow’s old Bol’shaia
Dmitrovka Street, the town of Detskoe Selo (formerly Tsarskoe Selo), and
the Leningrad Academic Theater.32 Dramatic and musical spectacles that
premièred during the “Pushkin Days” continued in repertoire during the
year (except those that were closed for ideological reasons), and exhibits
in various museums extended well into .33

The jubilee seemed to have no end, and the beginning was difficult to
pinpoint.34 In this sense it lived up to its epic proportions in temporal as
well as spatial terms. Preparations were extensive, lengthy, and public. The
public quality of these preparations (and the critical reactions to planned
events) allowed for greater self-consciousness than in earlier commemora-
tions in , , or , and the long lead time meant that the experi-
ence of the commemoration itself was prolonged. Discussion of the jubilee
was to be found in nearly every issue of the literary newspapers in , and
not infrequently in . Some references were mere reports of planned
events or publications, and some were pro forma criticisms of inadequate
preparation.35 Other initiatives were more tangible. Responding to general



pressures surrounding industrialization and intensified economic pro-
duction, the Pushkin jubilee put more books in schools in order to help
teachers, fight illiteracy, and spread an ideological message.36 That is, some
preparations used Pushkin as motivation for needed social change. The
Pushkin theme filled large spaces in the domains of culture, education,
politics, and ideological struggle. Many scholars, writers, and poets pub-
lished Pushkin-related work in advance of the actual jubilee, and com-
memorative events had plenty of “rehearsals”: a June  gathering in
Mikhailovskoe, for example, was huge (officially, , people, but an eye-
witness put the crowd closer to ,).37 By the time February  rolled
around, speakers were recycling their best ideas, and anyone who had read
a newspaper or listened to a radio would have heard it all before.

No less mind-numbing, but much more fraught with danger for Soviet
citizens, were the ever-increasing reports of arrest and sabotage. Newspa-
pers in January and February  featured two stories that received equally
intense coverage: the trial, sentencing, and execution of Karl Radek, Iurii
Piatakov, and fifteen others; and the Pushkin celebration. Side-by-side front-
page treatment was common.38 Blium cites an example of this parallelism
at its most paradoxical, from Literaturnaia gazeta: a quotation from Push-
kin’s famous monument poem that says he will be remembered for having
urged mercy toward the fallen appears across from a banner headline
insisting that “Trotskyite traitors and murderers be wiped from the face
of the earth.”39 The purges invoked Pushkin’s legacy to justify cultural and
political reforms, including purges within literary organizations. As a report
from the Soviet Writers’ Union Plenum put it:

Particularly in light of the political events during the last year, an orienta-

tion toward the Pushkinian heritage helped the plenum define more precisely

the watershed dividing the basic core of Soviet literature [. . .] from the

small number of little groups and individuals who are trying to separate

themselves from the basic questions of reality with their nonsensical, mum-

bling lies or to hide their confusion and ruin beneath a mask of false inno-

vation (which in fact is nothing more than concealed formalism).40

We note here all the hallmarks of the pejorative labeling used against writ-
ers who did not share the state’s view of “the basic questions of reality”
or who dared to value “innovation,” false or otherwise. Purges within orga-
nizations, including the Writers’ Union and the newspapers and journals
covering the purges, meant that accounts of the Pushkin commemorations
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were repeatedly contextualized by criticism, self-criticism, and news of the
replacement of writers, journalists, and theater workers. The social pro-
cesses of a cultural commemoration and a society undergoing violent trans-
formation were inevitably fused. As the celebration began, demands for
critical vigilance did not subside, and virtually no speech, publication, film,
play, exhibit, ballet, or musical performance, even when positively reviewed,
escaped critical commentary.

Despite this watchfulness, the  commemoration was surprisingly
varied.41 This unevenly textured intellectual life during the terror was well
described by Lydia Ginzburg:

People wrongly imagine the disastrous epochs of the past as occupied only

with their disasters. These periods consisted of a great deal else—chiefly, that

which generally makes up life itself, although against a certain, unmistak-

able background. The thirties were not just labor and fear, but also many

talented people with a will to realize their talents.42

Ginzburg’s comments invite us to imagine educated Soviet men and women
seeking to go about their business in the s. She herself exemplified this
behavior, as we can tell from her lively notes from this period and from
her published contribution to the Pushkin celebrations—a fine discussion
of Pushkin’s lyrics under the innocuous title “Pushkin’s Path to Realism,”
in which she lucidly showed that his poems moved away from “poetical”
epithets toward ordinary, prosaic words.43

Yet it would be false to imagine that the version of Pushkin’s life and
legacy produced in  was entirely immune to the pressures that made
up daily life during the Terror. The discourse of death and punishment,
deviously renamed in the show trials, was transferred onto the narrative
of Pushkin’s death as a form of martyrdom. Trotskii’s “hirelings” (naimity),
who deserve death for their treason, are little different from the foreign
“hireling” (D’Anthès) who murdered Russia’s national poet. Xenophobia
linked the two stories as much as did the choice of words, and both told
tales of death. Many texts from the  jubilee, in fact, retell Pushkin’s
death, often in ways that refer indirectly to the tragic fate of ordinary Soviet
citizens that year.

Mikhail Bulgakov’s controversial play The Last Days (Poslednie dni) well
exemplifies the fascination with Pushkin’s death. Written in – and
intended for performance in  in Moscow’s Vakhtangov Theater, the
production was halted and the play was not seen until , several years
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after Bulgakov’s death. The delay attests to the jubilee’s atmosphere of ner-
vousness and unpredictability. The stakes were especially high in the theater,
and calls for successful dramatic work on Pushkinian themes were shrill,
frequent, and apparently futile. Bulgakov does not interpret Pushkin’s death
much differently from most writers at the time, in part because all were
influenced by Pavel Shchegolev’s  book Pushkin’s Duel and Death (Duel’
i smert’ Pushkina), even though the playwright had engaged in his own
research and had the collaboration, at least for a time, of V. V. Veresaev,
who had researched Pushkin’s life. Like others, Bulgakov presents Pushkin’s
death as a near-conspiracy among his enemies, the secret police, and to
some extent even his ineffectual friends (Bulgakov especially derides the
poet Vasilii Zhukovskii, who had long protected Pushkin). The death is a
tragedy, although contemporary critics found Bulgakov’s play insufficiently
tragic.44

It is an open question whether The Last Days succeeds as drama. Crit-
ics are divided, some extolling its subtle and precise re-creation of Push-
kin’s era, others finding a number of historical inaccuracies.45 As one scholar
rightly notes, the play is structured by citations from Pushkin’s poetry
rather than by his biography;46 the result risks obscurity. Even admirers
have seemed uncomfortable with the play’s virtual exclusion of Pushkin
from the action (he fleetingly appears twice and is mentioned often, but
he does not figure actively in the unfolding drama of his death). Bulgakov
apparently believed that including Pushkin would be vulgar; thus the poet’s
energy is sensed in the play by the effect he has on others.47 Such trans-
ference means that attention shifts away from Pushkin, who becomes the
passive victim of others’ intrigues. This reading of Pushkin, while contin-
uing a tradition of emphasizing the poet’s passivity (for example, in Alek-
sandr Blok’s  speech),48 is made paradoxical by the fact that this play
was intended to be staged during the  jubilee, and by Bulgakov’s pre-
ferred name for the drama, Aleksandr Pushkin.

There is a different explanation for Bulgakov’s wish to keep Pushkin off

the stage in The Last Days, however. Bulgakov, I believe, excluded Pushkin
as if he were trying to keep him out of the picture, by which I mean the
picture of . His play becomes a mirror held up to his own historical era,
which shows an image that he cannot bear for Pushkin to see. Whereas
others tried to suppress their horror at what their culture was doing to
the image of Pushkin, Bulgakov turns that sense of revulsion around. His
play displays an acute sense of shame in regard to the world within which
it was to be performed; the allegory of that world that his play presents
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yearns for a possible alternative in which Pushkin, at least, would not have
to know the nightmare of Stalin’s Terror. This is a large and perhaps largely
intuitive claim, but let me buttress it by showing how the Terror finds its
way into the play.

The violence and fear of the s, in my view, permeate the play at all
levels of its action—its combinations of players, its language, its atmos-
phere of heightened anxiety and impending doom. It begins in Pushkin’s
apartment, where his sister-in-law Aleksandra Nikolaevna Goncharova
contends with money lenders. We see social settings, like a salon and a
ballroom, then a dark government office and the apartment that Baron
Louis Heeckeren shared with D’Anthès, with whom Pushkin dueled. The
scenes rush forward to the site of the duel, Pushkin’s apartment, and even-
tually a station master’s house on the road to Sviatogorsk Monastery, where
Pushkin was buried. The action is furiously paced, as if it cannot move
fast enough toward the terrible, inevitable ending. Aleksandra Nikolaevna
says to Zhukovskii that she feels as if she is standing over an abyss; Push-
kin’s dark poem “Winter Evening” (“Zimnii vecher,” ) is a leitmotif in
the play, echoed in several references to winter storms.49

Nature’s violence seems almost calm, however, in comparison to the sug-
gestions of human force. An example occurs in the most bizarre scene in
the play, one that seems an almost incomprehensible aside. In his salon,
Sergei Saltykov tells two disturbing tales, one familiar from Pushkin lore
(that Pushkin was whipped by the gendarmes), the other utterly idiosyn-
cratic (that Saltykov had shot a horse rather than sell it to the tsar). Both
are told with uncanny calm. Saltykov speaks to two writers, Nestor Kukol’nik
and Vladimir Benediktov, in the company of others, telling them that a fel-
low writer, Pushkin, was recently flogged in the Third Section. Saltykova,
his wife, finds this outrageous:

: Please, my friends, keep eating. (to Saltykova) A pity that you react

to this so indifferently, you too could be flogged.

: Well, they say it’s true. I heard the same thing, although long

ago.

: No, I have just heard it. I was riding past the Chain Bridge and I

heard someone yelling. I asked what was going on? Oh, my Lord, that’s

Pushkin being thrashed.

: Oh, Sergei Vasil’evich, this is Petersburg folklore!

: Why folklore? Once I, too, was very nearly flogged. The Emperor

Alexander wanted to buy my horse and offered a good price, , rubles.
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But in order not to sell him the horse I shot it with a pistol. I put the

pistol up to its ear and shot it.50

Saltykov rides around the city and hears the cries of Pushkin being flogged;
when the story is dismissed as an invention, he tops himself, now telling
of a horse of his that he shot through the head. The passing rebuke to his
wife that she, too, could be whipped, like the claim that he was almost
thrashed over the horse incident, makes this strange violence pervasive and
unpredictable.51

The moment of overhearing the cries of a man being beaten betrays a
fascination with what goes on behind the walls of official institutions.
Moreover, the play is obsessed with the workings of the secret police: their
conversations and decisions occupy one long scene, and individual agents
appear in Pushkin’s apartment several times. We watch a spy, Bitkov, at work
(impersonating a clockmaker, insinuating himself into Pushkin’s house-
hold, observing at an alarmingly intimate proximity the sufferings, death,
and removal of the dead poet). We see others confer and make decisions
about how much to reward one spy versus another and about whether to
intervene to stop Pushkin’s duel. The investigation of those who control
the fates of others reveals an ugly sense of their self-importance (from the
tsar and Aleksandr Benkendorf down to Leontii Dubel’t and the invented
Bitkov). In a play written during a time of tyranny, we watch a tsar lash
out at a courtier who speaks with insufficient deference about the tsarina;
we hear Dubel’t effectively cut off any argument about the police’s pres-
ence in Pushkin’s apartment by making Zhukovskii’s protestations sound
unpatriotic. We watch a policeman penetrate Pushkin’s apartment while
he is alive, then others swarm in once he has died. The sense that the state
can invade a family’s scene of grief has a special sting in a play written in
– (when, for example, Bulgakov had learned of Mandel’shtam’s
exile in  and had just survived a period of immense fear of going out
in public himself).52

The play is also strangely fascinated by the character of D’Anthès, but
with flat results.53 With Pushkin absent from the action, our attention turns
inevitably to the perpetrator of the crime, but the fascination is also a sign
of Bulgakov’s general interest in evil.54 He was working intensely on The
Master and Margarita at this time, and The Last Days shares some concerns
with Bulgakov’s great novel: who is to be held responsible for the demise
of a truly heroic individual, one who will not act in his own behalf ? Can
one apprehend the inner qualities of someone who has committed a great
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sin, a sin not just against an individual, but against an entire culture? Unlike
the novel, Bulgakov’s play does not try to answer the latter question. He
does not explore D’Anthès’s affections, leaving viewers uncertain whether
he loves Natal’ia Nikolaevna, whether his loyalty to Heeckeren is genuine
and perhaps based on an erotic bond, or whether he cares only for his own
career. The longest speech D’Anthès gives is about Petersburg’s dismal
weather. Bulgakov shows a banal side of evil, a man who commits an act
he cannot comprehend nor, as a result, much intend.

This portrayal is complemented by the police spies in The Last Days since
they, too, commit acts of evil—indeed, their responsibility in the tragedy
is greater. Bitkov, Dubel’t, and Benkendorf have privileged knowledge (it
is their business to collect information), including prior warning about the
duel. When they talk of stopping it but do not, they become the real mur-
derers. Bulgakov spreads responsibility for Pushkin’s demise far beyond
D’Anthès, then, and in doing so he follows the script first set forth by
Mikhail Lermontov in “The Poet’s Death” (“Smert’ poeta,” ).55 Bul-
gakov has Lermontov’s poem recited outside the Moika apartment where
Pushkin has died, in a scene of utter pandemonium. The poem was stan-
dard fare in the  jubilee; it was among the most reprinted texts about
Pushkin, and its moral outrage resonated successfully with the angry rhet-
oric of . Bulgakov turns the poem in a different direction, however, not
by diminishing the anger, but by using its recitation to reveal a popular
response to Pushkin’s death and to the state’s control of its citizens. The
lines of the poem transfix the policemen who are supposed to arrest the
student who recites it. An officer rises above the crowd and shouts, “My
fellow citizens! What we have heard just now is all too true. Pushkin was
killed deliberately, intentionally. And our entire people is insulted by this
loathsome murder. [. . .] A great citizen has perished because unlimited
power has been given over to the unworthy. They treat the people as pris-
oners [nevol’niki].”56 These words, while they safely repeat Soviet views of
the tsarist autocracy as responsible for Pushkin’s death and as indifferent to
the fate of its people, also more dangerously suggest a contemporary world
in which citizens are prisoners and where the state’s power is unlimited.

It may seem as if I am suggesting that Bulgakov’s play was a completely
rational allegory for the insane world of the Terror. His world was obsessed
with evil, crowded with police spies, and built upon forms of violence that
were unmentionable but horribly pervasive. But, in his decision to exclude
Pushkin from the play’s action, I believe that Bulgakov also goes beyond
such a rational or allegorical model of drama. On February , , the
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New York Times wrote that “All Moscow was Pushkin-mad today on the
hundredth anniversary of the poet’s death.”57 It is the “Pushkin madness”
that Bulgakov’s play manages to reproduce. For in addition to conveying
the insane conditions of daily life in the s, Bulgakov reveals a lunatic
reality about the jubilee itself. Like his play, it is a performance from which
Pushkin was virtually absent. The events whirled around other interests
and different obsessions.

The jubilee required a hardening of soul and spirit to its violence, dis-
tortions, and genuine dishonesties. One cannot overestimate the irony that
a commemoration (which is after all a public experience that has the poten-
tial to heal trauma, to be a positive moment of national self-definition)
became an occasion for further injury and pain.58 But traumatic it was, a
seemingly endless experience that defied absorption, thinking, reaction,
and action. The automatized behaviors and benumbed survival strategies
of the Stalin period were institutionalized in events like this commemora-
tion, and the remaining Pushkin commemorations of the twentieth cen-
tury, even those that occurred after the Stalin period, have had the burden
of overcoming this trauma. Put another way, no later commemoration
could fully put the nation in touch with the loss of Pushkin himself, so
powerfully did this trauma stand in its way. It did not help matters that
the next Pushkin commemoration came in , still a period of recovery
from World War II, which gave a nationalist tone to all celebrations. The
late s was a time of great Russian chauvinism, and new purges were
gearing up a campaign against “cosmopolitanism.”

These commemorations of Pushkin were also divisive, even as they
preached unity. They did an enormous amount of nation-building work
in the middle of the twentieth century, but at the expense of building a
sense of citizenship and national identity among the Soviet people. They
showed the now consolidated Soviet state how to re-create the heroes of
the nineteenth century for twentieth-century purposes, and they gave the
populace opportunities to fashion themselves as interested citizens in this
new era, but they did this within a Russian-dominated framework. There
were many ways to express this sense of belonging, and even at the height
of Stalin’s purges, grim humor was a response of some, as the Zoshchenko
feuilleton well demonstrates. It also showed that self-fashioning could occur
by resisting the command to celebrate Pushkin. To conclude, I look at one
other such example, by Daniil Kharms.

The short anecdotes about Pushkin included by Kharms in his “Inci-
dents” (“Sluchai,” ) recall Zoshchenko in their mix of humor with
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strangely revealing truths. Rather than the jubilee’s grand claims about
Pushkin’s greatness, Kharms’s deflated rhetoric creates the opening for wry
witticisms such as “Pushkin was a poet and he was always writing some-
thing.” Kharms offers not a Pushkin of heroic exploits, but one with defi-

ciencies (he cannot grow a beard). His Pushkin sleeps, throws stones, and
breaks his legs. He doesn’t thrill to the culture of simple peasants and 
signals to them that they smell foul. Rejecting the long-winded discourse
of anniversary commemorations, Kharms created Pushkin stories of a sin-
gle paragraph or a few sentences with sparse dialogue. His minimalist re-
creations satirize the project of commemorating Pushkin, rather than
attacking Pushkin himself. The last of his seven stories tells of Pushkin’s
four sons, all of them idiots falling off their chairs, one after another. Per-
haps here Kharms allows himself not just his usual absurd non sequiturs
but also a bit of allegory, where it is the generations that came after Push-
kin who are fallen.59

Kharms implicitly asks what it meant to listen to Pushkin. He gave a
tentative answer to this question in a Pushkin story he did not finish, one
that takes up the scene in which Pushkin read his verse to Gavriil Derzha-
vin at the Tsarskoe Selo Lyceum.

Words flew into Derzhavin’s ears, into his eyes and his nostrils. One word

even flew by the scruff of his neck and hit hard against the old man’s back.

Derzhavin put his hand under his shirt and caught the word and tried to

smash it with his nails against the table. But the word tore out of Derzha-

vin’s old fingers and skipped away. Derzhavin listened. His eyes filled with

tears. Every word seemed wonderful.60

Anthony Anemone is right in emphasizing that, for Kharms, signifier could
wander very far from signified (and thus, when we read of Pushkin’s four
idiot sons, the name Pushkin points well beyond the biography of a poet
who had two entirely sane sons).61 In the Lyceum reading scene with Der-
zhavin, names and details recall Pushkin’s written version of the recitation
of “Remembrances in Tsarskoe Selo” (“Vospominaniia v Tsarskom sele,”
), including his observation that an errant word “skipped away” (in
Pushkin’s record of the reading, it is the poet who slips away at the end).62

But the attack of words on the listener is pure fantasy, a Kharmsian delight
in showing us the futile attempts of any listener or reader to capture a
poet’s words, to make of them what he or she will. When the word escapes,
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Derzhavin listens. And then his eyes fill with tears, and he listens on with
pleasure. The pleasure intensifies precisely because the words cannot be
captured, because the meanings cannot be grabbed and held.

This unfinished text, not destined for publication and found only when
scholars ferreted it out of the archives some fifty years later, would seem
the very opposite of the traumatic artistic texts that, I have argued, best con-
vey the lived experience of a jubilee observed in a time of Terror. Kharms
offers instead the scene of one poet listening to another, with pleasure. We
might read that opposition as fantasy, as Kharms’s escape from the grim-
mer realities of Soviet life in the late s, as a retreat to an other world
in which the critical audience for an artistic work would be someone of
the stature of Gavriil Derzhavin, and one in which assaults on the body
were performed by words, not blows. One has only to read Kharms’s diary
for the late s to see how dreadfully he suffered the deprivations and
constraints of Soviet life ( January : “I am dying. I am dying as mat-
ter, and I am dying as a creative artist”),63 and thus how strong might have
been the desire to imagine some magical alternative. But even fantasies 
of escape are marked by the world they flee. We might also read this tale,
like the other “Incidents,” as a bit of narrative that has been fractured by
trauma.64 Coherent, meaningful, sequential narratives can no longer hold
(or, if they can, they are flattened into self-parody, as in Kharms’s chil-
dren’s tale “Pushkin,” to which the Derzhavin scene has a connection). The
bits of story fly off, like the words Derzhavin tries to capture, and there is
no holding them together. And where there is no story, there is also no
narrating subject. As Mikhail Iampol’skii has put it, referring to “Incidents,”
“the disappearance of the word is a sign of the disappearance of subjec-
tivity.”65 Kharms substitutes the disappearance of the word for Pushkin’s
tale of the poet’s flight from the word (“they looked for me, but I was
nowhere to be found”), but the result is to make the tale of disappearance
all the more compelling. Nothing holds against such centrifugal force. Soviet
officials may have succeeded in their wish to rehabilitate Pushkin for mod-
ern use by means of public commemoration, but Kharms shows how futile
was the aim to construct a new Soviet subjectivity in this process. Rather
than a new hero with whom to identify, Pushkin as sign and symbol is
nearly overwhelmed by repetition and hyperbole. His idiot sons fall down,
we might foresee, only to rise up with every new Pushkin anniversary and
announce that the rites of celebration have not completely covered over
the pain and disaffection of the seemingly joyous public.
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Editorial Eulogy of A. S. Pushkin

Lead editorials in Pravda traditionally signaled the nature and dimen-
sions of the “general line” and were therefore closely read by everyone
in Soviet society from rank-and-file officials to members of the creative
intelligentsia. This piece, published at the height of the  Pushkin
commemoration, outlines the official Stalinist interpretation of Pushkin’s
legacy, explaining the Golden Age poet’s relevance to Soviet modernity
in unmistakably clear terms.1

According to Pravda, Pushkin was a “people’s poet,” a populist who
despised elite society and dreamed of a future in which the entire coun-
try might be able to enjoy the fruits of Russian high culture. Sympathiz-
ing with the Decembrists’ Revolt in , Pushkin apparently yearned
for full-fledged social revolution, believing that it would take only a
“single, frightening blow” to overturn the existing political order. These
sentiments, according to Pushkin’s Stalinist “publicists,” led both to his
murder at the hands of a foreign agent in  and also to his posthu-
mous character assassination during the Soviet period at the hands of
Trotskyites and restorationists abroad. According to Pravda, Pushkin’s
exposure of the oppression, ignorance, and arbitrariness of Nicholas I’s
reign provoked these attacks, since the poet had not only indicted the
tsarist system but established a convenient benchmark for assessing the
accomplishments of Soviet power as well. Of course, the invocation of
the poet’s name in such contexts was rather opportunistic, as the USSR’s
achievements in  would have seemed considerably more modest if
evaluated according to more contemporary standards.

The editorial’s strident emphasis on Pushkin’s ethnic Russian identity





was, if anything, an even more opportunistic manipulation of the poet’s
legacy. A new development in Soviet public life during the mid-to-late
s, this rhetoric described Pushkin and the October Revolution as
the Russian people’s “gifts” to the world. Within the USSR, Pushkin was
also styled as a role model for the non-Russian peoples to admire and
emulate, his influence facilitating the spread of literacy and the devel-
opment of modern literary traditions. Pronouncements like these sup-
ported claims that the Russian people were “the first among equals” and
the “elder brother” within the USSR’s family of peoples, signaling the
emergence of an ethnic hierarchy within Soviet society while undermin-
ing nearly twenty years of agitation against Russian ethnocentrism.

“T G   R P”

Pravda,  February 

A hundred years have passed since the greatest of all Russian poets, Alek-
sandr Sergeevich Pushkin, was killed by the hand of a foreign aristocratic
scoundrel and tsarist hireling.

But Pushkin belongs entirely to us and to our times; he is still alive and
will live on in future generations. Pushkin, the glory and pride of the great
Russian people, will never die.

Pushkin’s influence on the development of our country’s culture is
boundless. His immortal creations have become the basis of our literacy.
Hundreds of millions of people have been given a voice for the first time
through Pushkin’s great utterances. Pushkin elevated our language, which
is by nature rich and flexible, to unheard of heights, making it the most
expressive language in the world.

Pushkin has never been as popular and beloved as he is now. This is due
first of all to the simple fact that there have never been so many literate,
reading people in our country. But that is not the only reason. Now, for
the first time, readers have become acquainted with the real Pushkin, with-
out the selfish meddling of countless distorters, without the reactionary cen-
sor, and without the petty, small-minded commentators who have tried
to brush and neatly part this unruly Pushkin with their bourgeois combs.
Pushkin has been revealed to the people in his true form as a poet and a
citizen. And the people have come to love him as their best friend.

Pushkin foresaw this time. He was always thinking of the people and
created his works in their name. In many of the poet’s works, it is possible
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to see his appeal to future generations. Simply recall, for instance, the strik-
ing poem “Monument.” Pushkin also addresses the reader of the future in
the second chapter of Eugene Onegin, where he imagines with a touch of
irony, but also with profound feeling, how the future reader might gaze

Upon my much-regaled portrait,

and think: he was a Poet.2

To such a reader he sends his “gratitude.” And the poet’s words have cer-
tainly found their mark. His voice rings out like a powerful rallying cry for
creativity and struggle. Reading the famous line “Young and unknown tribe,
I greet you!”3 the Soviet reader can rightfully reply: “Greetings, my dear
Pushkin!”

Pushkin is entirely ours, entirely Soviet, insofar as it is Soviet power that
has inherited all of the best in our people and that is, itself, the realization
of the people’s best hopes. Now, on the hundredth anniversary of the poet’s
death, there is no more pressing subject than Pushkin and modernity. Push-
kin’s creativity has, in the final analysis, merged with the October Socialist
Revolution as a river empties into the ocean.

In the poem “The Countryside” (), Pushkin wrote:

Oh, if only my voice were able to stir people’s hearts!

Why does this fire burn without issue in my breast

When fate has not granted me the terrible gift of Poesy?

Will I live to see, my friends, a people freed from oppression

And an end to slavery, by the will of the tsar;

And, above the fatherland of enlightened freedom,

Will a magnificent dawn come at last?4

At that time, Pushkin still pinned his hopes on the appearance of an
“enlightened monarch.” But only two years later, musing over the fate and
history of his motherland, Pushkin cried out: “Only a single frightening
blow can eliminate the entrenched slavery in Russia.”5 And we know that
this was not just a dream of his. Pushkin himself yearned for a rebellion
and was very disappointed that he was not able to take part in planning
it [with the Decembrists].

In our country, the exploiting classes have now been liquidated. This is
a fact that can undoubtedly be counted among the greatest accomplish-
ments in the history of humanity. This fact has given rise to a great deal
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of anxiety, cursing and slander in our enemies’ camp! The despicable crimes
of the Trotskyite bandits are, of course, the counter-revolutionary bour-
geoisie’s direct response to our liquidation of the exploiters in this coun-
try. But across the span of a century, Pushkin offers us a friendly hand in
a sign of solidarity. Vivid testimony of Pushkin’s attitude toward exploiters
has come down to us in the diary of one of Pushkin’s contemporaries,
Prince P. Dolgorukov:

Smirnov eagerly challenged him (Pushkin) to an argument, and the more

he refuted him, the more Pushkin became incensed, enraged, and failed to

control his temper. Ultimately, curses were hurled at all the estates in soci-

ety. State bureaucrats are scoundrels and thieves; generals are, for the most

part, beasts. Only those who work the land are worthy of respect. Pushkin

particularly attacked the Russian landed gentry. They should all be hanged,

and if that ever were to come to pass, he said he would string them up him-

self with pleasure.6

Of course, all this was said in the heat of an argument, but Pushkin’s
temperament is immediately recognizable. He would have applauded the
downfall of the exploitative classes with great joy. His comment that Prince
Dolgorukov found so offensive—“Only those who work the land are wor-
thy of respect”—indicates how Pushkin regarded the oppressed peasantry
and the people. Pushkin considered the emancipation of the peasantry 
to be the main condition for the continued development of his beloved
motherland.

Pushkin was a member of the gentry. This has given foolish vulgarizers
the excuse to label all of his work as characteristic of the gentry.7 What vile
slander! Pushkin was fundamentally a man of the people in both his works
and his political views. M. Gor’kii expressed this well: Pushkin said that
“‘My form of thinking does not depend in any way upon my ancestry.’
These are the words of a man,” adds Gor’kii:

who sensed that for him, the interests of the nation [natsiia] as a whole were

more important than the interests of the gentry alone. He said this because

his personal experience was broader and more profound than that of the

gentry as a class.8

Pushkin’s revolutionary views do not require exaggeration. His greatness
is evident in his immortal works that will never be surpassed. But Pushkin
would not have been a poet of genius if he had not been a great citizen
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and if he had not expressed in one way or another the revolutionary hopes
of his people. He understood this himself. Summing up his creative work
a few months before his fateful duel, Pushkin saw as his main achieve-
ment that “in my cruel age I hailed freedom.” Precisely for this reason, the
poet wrote: “Rumor of my fame will sweep across great Rus’ / And my
name will resound in every language that they speak.”9

And his dreams have been realized! No longer are there ethnic groups
in our vast country that do not have a written language. And with liter-
acy, this multitude of peoples has come to know Pushkin’s brilliant poetry.
Pushkin is equally dear to the hearts of the Russian and the Ukrainian, the
Georgian and the Kalmyk; he is dear to the hearts of all the ethnicities of
the Soviet Union.

United in their national diversity, the Soviet people solemnly consider
Pushkin to be a major milestone in their history, having enormous signi-
ficance in the present day.

Pushkin long ago outgrew the borders of this country. Nowadays, pro-
gressive, cultured humanity as a whole bows down before his genius.
Pushkin was profoundly connected with his nation [natsionalen]. For this
reason, he has also become an international poet. All the peoples of the
world find in the treasure house of his poetry an inexhaustible source of
profound thought and noble feelings.10

The threatening clouds of Armageddon are now gathering over the
world. This war is being prepared by fascist heretics and barbarians who
would run roughshod over all the cultural values of humanity. The fascists
are oppressing reason, science, and culture. The warmongers look to the
darkness of the Middle Ages and the cannibalism of antediluvian times,
finding there their “ideas” and morality. The works of the great humanist
Pushkin serve as an indictment of these outcasts who would strangle free-
dom. All of those who have an interest in resisting the fascists repeat with
us Pushkin’s words, so full of optimism and humanity: “Long live the muse!
Long live reason! / . . . Long live the sun; let the darkness be hidden!”11

The Russian people have given the world the genius of Pushkin. Under
the leadership of the great party of Lenin and Stalin, the Russian people
brought about the Socialist Revolution and will follow it through to its
conclusion. The Russian people have a right to take pride in their role in
history as well as their writers and poets.12

Pushkin is the glory of our people, and, with their actions, the people
multiply this glory.
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1. “Slava russkogo naroda,” Pravda,  February , .
2. “Na moi proslavlennyi portret, / I molvit: to-to byl Poet.” See Evgenii One-

gin (–), chap. .
3. “Zdravstvui, plemia mladoe, neznakomoe!” See “ . . . Vnov’ ia posetil . . .”

().
4. “O esli b golos moi umel serdtsa trevozhit’! / Pochto v grudi moei gorit

besplodnyi zhar / I ne dan mne v udel vitiistva groznyi dar? / Uvizhu l’, o druz’ia,
narod neugnetennyi / I rabstvo, padshee po maniiu tsaria, / I nad otechestvom
svobody prosveshchennoi / Vzoidet li nakonets prekrasnaia zaria?” See “Derevnia”
().

5. “Tol’ko odno strashnoe potriasenie moglo by unichtozhit’ v Rossii za-
koreneloe rabstvo.” See “O russkoi istorii XVIII veka” ().

6. Diary entry from  July , in P. I. Dolgorukov, “-i god moei zhizni, ili
dva dni vedra na  nenast’ia,” in A. S. Pushkin v vospominaniiakh sovremennikov,
ed. V. V. Grigorenko et al.,  vols. (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, ),
:.

7. Reference to “vulgar sociological” literary criticism, which was defined after
 as “a system of views stemming from a one-sided interpretation of the Marx-
ist position regarding the class determination of ideology and leading to a sim-
plification and schematization of the historico-literary process.” V. V. Kozhinov,
“Vul’garnyi sotsiologizm,” in Kratkaia literaturnaia entsiklopediia, ed. A. A. Surkov,
 vols. (Moscow: Sovetskaia entsiklopediia, –), :–.

8. M. Gor’kii, [“A. S. Pushkin”], in Sobranie sochinenii v tridtsati tomakh, 

vols. (Moscow: Gos. Izd-vo khudozhestvennoi literatury, –), :.
9. “Chto v moi zhestokii vek vosslavil ia svobodu”; “Slukh obo mne proidet

po vsei Rusi velikoi / I nazovet menia vsiak sushchii v nei iazyk.” See “Ia pamiat-
nik sebe vozdvig nerukotvornyi” ().

10. This messianic conception of Pushkin’s significance for all humanity was
first propounded by F. M. Dostoevskii in his famous  Pushkin speech.

11. “Da zdravstvuiut muzy, da zdravstvuet razum! / . . . Da zdravstvuet solntse,
da skroetsia t’ma!” See “Vakkhicheskaia pesnia” ().

12. Although Stalin was known to credit the Russian people with the October
Revolution in private as early as the s, it was not until the mid-s that this
connection began to appear in the press. See G. Vasil’kovskii, “Vysshii zakon zhizni,”
Pravda,  May , ; “RSFSR,” Pravda,  February , ; “Velikii russkii narod,”
Pravda,  January , ; “Konstitutsiia geroicheskogo naroda,” Pravda,  Janu-
ary , ; M. N. Kalinin, “O proekte konstitutsii RSFSR: Nasha prekrasnaia rod-
ina,” Pravda,  January , .
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The Pushkin Jubilee as Farce

There is probably no better illustration of popular ambivalence regard-
ing the Pushkin commemoration of  than the two pieces by Mikhail
Zoshchenko that we offer below. A satirist specializing in short stories,
Zoshchenko was by some reports the second most widely read author
in the Soviet Union during the s.1 Most of his works are written in
a style known as skaz—a highly stylized deadpan imitating oral speech
patterns that can be traced back to nineteenth-century authors such as
Gogol’ and Leskov.2 Equally characteristic of Zoshchenko’s stories was
the fact that they tended to be narrated by ignorant laymen, bumbling
scholars, amateur wordsmiths, semi-literate correspondents, and folksy,
poorly educated essayists. Hugh McLean explains that these oddball sto-
rytellers were the secret to Zoshchenko’s “ruse,” since they tended to be

sharply distinguished in some way—origin, status, education or sex—from

the author himself. The author then ostensibly figures merely as a trans-

mitting agent and presumably cannot be held responsible for the narra-

tor’s statements. If the narrator expresses heretical ideas or reprehensible

attitudes, they cannot be charged to the author; indeed, if the narrator is

presented in a negative or satirical manner, the author may well maintain

that his own position is diametrically opposed.3

It is perhaps on account of this distancing of author from narrator that
Zoshchenko was able to comment in often bitingly ironic and irrever-
ent terms about the marginal results of the Soviet “experiment” during
the s and s without provoking the ire of the state censor.4





Zoshchenko associated during these years with a group of writers
known as the Serapion Brotherhood, who, despite their pro-Soviet sym-
pathies, believed that art should be independent of state and party ideol-
ogy. Even after the relatively permissive s gave way to the increasingly
restrictive s, Zoshchenko attempted to maintain an apolitical, ironic
stance in much of his writing. Disgusted by the atmosphere surround-
ing the Pushkin commemoration, he poked fun at the pomp and cir-
cumstance by publishing two speeches in the humor magazine Krokodil
attributed to one Matvei Mitrofanovich Konopliannikov-Zuev, chair of
a housing cooperative. Rambling statements choked with glaring errors,
non sequiturs, irrelevant aphorisms, and humorous references to the
era’s official Pushkin mythology, these speeches lampoon the banality
of public discussions devoted to the great poet in .5

M. M. K-Z, “W I W L  S 

  L P”

Krokodil  ()

My dear comrades, I am, of course, not a literary historian. Thus I shall
allow myself to approach this great date simply, as the saying goes, as a
fellow human being.

Such a heartfelt approach, I think, will bring us even closer to the image
of the great poet.

And so, a hundred years separate us from him! Time really does fly by!
The German war, as you all know, began  years ago. That is, when it

began, Pushkin hadn’t been gone a hundred years, but only .
And imagine—I was born in . So it seems I am even closer to the

great poet. Not close enough so as to have seen him, but, as the saying goes,
only about forty years separated the two of us.

And here’s an even more striking case: my grandmother was born in
. So Pushkin could have seen her and even picked her up in his arms.
He could have rocked her, and she, God forbid, could have burst into tears,
not realizing who it was who had picked her up.

Of course, it’s doubtful that Pushkin ever rocked her, particularly since
she was from Kaluga, and Pushkin doesn’t seem to have spent any time
there. But all the same, we can still allow for this exciting possibility, espe-
cially since he very well could have dropped by Kaluga to see friends.

Now my father was born in . Sadly, Pushkin was already gone by
then, or else he might have rocked my father too.
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But he could definitely have taken my great-grandmother into his arms.
Just imagine—she was born in , so it is very possible that the great poet
could have gone to her parents and demanded that they let him hold and
rock her. . . . Although, incidentally, she was, if you please, sixty-some years
old in , so to tell you the truth, I don’t know quite how things would
have worked themselves out and how they would have managed it. . . .
Perhaps it was she who would have rocked him. . . . But these matters,
which are hidden from us by the mists of time, probably didn’t trouble
them at all, and they must have easily figured out who should be rocked
and who should do the rocking. And if the old woman was really over sixty
at the time, it’s funny even to think that someone might have rocked her.
She must have been the one doing the rocking.

Perhaps she awoke poetic emotions within him without even knowing
it as she sang him little songs while she rocked him, and perhaps she,
together with his famous nanny, Arina,6 inspired him to write several of
those poems of his.

As for Gogol’ and Turgenev,7 they could have been rocked by almost any
of my relatives, since an even shorter time separated them from one another.
I’d say in general that children are the light of our lives and a happy child-
hood is, as the saying goes, a matter of no small importance that has only
been resolved in our present age. Creches, nursery schools, mothers’ and
children’s rooms at train stations—they’re all significant aspects of the
same effort. . . . Hmm, where was I?

(VOICE FROM THE AUDIENCE: The subject of Pushkin . . . )
Oh yes . . . So I was saying, Pushkin. A hundred years have gone by.

And look, soon other famous jubilees will come to pass—Turgenev, Ler-
montov, Tolstoi, Maikov,8 and so on and so forth. They drag on and on.

In general, though, between you and me, I sometimes wonder why we
have such an exceptional attitude toward poets. Singers, for example—I
wouldn’t say that we have a bad opinion of singers, but we don’t carry on
as much about them as we do about these other guys. Yet they, as the say-
ing goes, are also talents. They tug at your heartstrings. And they stir up
emotions. And many other things. . . .

Of course, I won’t question the fact the Pushkin is a great genius and
that every one of his lines are of great interest to us. Some even respect
Pushkin for his minor poems. I wouldn’t go so far myself, however. Minor
poems—they are, as the saying goes, minor and not really major works.
Not to such an extent that just anybody could have composed them, but,
as the saying goes, you look at them, and there’s really nothing there that
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is all that original or artistic. For instance, take this collection of what I
would say are simple and not-too-high-cultured words:

A neighborhood boy is running ahead,

Pulling his dog on a sledge. . . .

Fooling around, his hands are frozen and red . . . 9

(VOICE FROM THE AUDIENCE: That’s Eugene Onegin. . . . That’s not
minor poetry.)

Really? When we were children, we learned it in school as a separate piece.
Well, all the more then, that’s fine with me. Eugene Onegin is a brilliant
epic. . . . But of course every epic has its artistic shortcomings. In general,
I would say this poet is very interesting for children. Indeed, in those days,
they may have thought of him simply as a children’s poet. But he has come
down to us in a slightly different form, perhaps. All the more because our
children have grown up so. Children’s poetry is already so unsatisfying for
them:

Choo-choo-choo, steam engines sigh,

Click-clack-click, the wheels reply.

Hurrah for the state publisher!

That’s the author’s bread and butter . . .10

I recall, you know, that once when I was a child, they gave my class a
minor, worthless poem by Pushkin to memorize. Something about a lit-
tle broom, or a bird—no, I think it was a branch. It was as if the branch
was growing by itself, and the poet addresses it artistically: “Tell me, branch
of Palestine . . .”11

(VOICE FROM THE AUDIENCE: That’s from Lermontov.)
Really? You know, I often mix the two up. . . . Pushkin and Lermontov—

for me, they’re part of a greater whole. I don’t differentiate between the two
of them.

(NOISE IN THE HALL. A VOICE FROM THE AUDIENCE: Why don’t
you talk about Pushkin’s creative works?)

I am getting to that, comrades. Pushkin’s creative works evoke great won-
der. Moreover, he was paid a chervonets12 per line of poetry. And it was
republished over and over. And in spite of that, he wrote and wrote and
wrote. Just no restraint at all.

Of course, life at court seriously interfered with the composition of
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his poetry. There were balls, and other things as well. As the poet himself
put it:

Whence that noise, those wild cries?

To whom are the tambourines and timpani calling . . .13

Of course, we won’t dwell on the poet’s biography here—everyone
already knows it. On one hand, as the saying goes, there was his private
life, his seven-room apartment, and his carriage, and on the other, the tsar
himself, Nikolai Palkin,14 court life, the Lyceum, D’Anthès, and so on. And,
just between us, Tamara of course cheated on him . . .

(NOISE IN THE HALL. SOMEONE SHOUTS: Natal’ia, not Tamara.)
Really? Oh yes, Natal’ia. That’s what I meant. Nikolai Palkin, of course,

didn’t write poetry himself. And against his will, he agonized over this and
envied the poet . . .

(NOISE IN THE HALL. VOICES, SHOUTING. SEVERAL STAND UP
AND CRY OUT: Enough! Remove the speaker!)

But I’m just concluding, comrades . . . Pushkin has had an enormous
influence on us. He was an ingenious and great poet. Ultimately, we must
regret that he is not alive to be here together with us today. We would carry
the poet in our arms and arrange a fairy-tale life for him, if, of course, we
knew that he would turn out to be Pushkin. Otherwise, it sometimes hap-
pens that some of our contemporaries look upon one of our own with high
hopes and arrange a decent life for him, giving him cars and apartments,
and then it turns out that he isn’t all that great after all.15 But then, as the
saying goes, such is life [vziatki gladki] . . .

Well, to conclude my talk on this poetic genius, I would like to point out
that after this portion of the ceremony, there will be an artistic concert.

(LOUD APPLAUSE)

M. M. K-Z, “A S G  

P D   M   T’ C 

 M P, No. ”

Krokodil  ()

It is with a feeling of pride that I would like to point out that our apart-
ment building is not lagging behind recent events.

We have, for one, obtained a one-volume edition of Pushkin for general
use for  r[ubles] and  k[opeks]. Second, a plaster-of-Paris bust of the
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great poet has been placed in the office of the tenants’ cooperative where
it will, in its own way, serve to remind irresponsible bill-payers about their
delinquent rent payments.

Aside from that, we have hung an artistic portrait of Pushkin under the
front gate, wreathed with pine branches.

And finally, this gathering speaks for itself.
Of course, perhaps this isn’t all that much, but to tell you the truth, our

tenants’ cooperative never expected that there would be such goings-on.
We thought that, as always, they’ll point out in the press that he was an
ingenious poet who lived in the cruel Nicholaevan epoch. And then there’ll
be all sorts of artistic readings at the theater or someone will sing some-
thing or other from Eugene Onegin.

But to tell you the truth, all the things going on at the present time have
forced our tenants’ cooperative to be a bit more cautious and to review
our position on the belle-lettres, so that no one will be able to accuse us
later on of undervaluing poetry, etc.

And you know what else? We’re lucky that in terms of poets, our build-
ing has been, as the saying goes, spared by God’s good graces. True, we do
have one tenant, Tsaplin, who writes poems, but aside from the fact that he’s
really a bookkeeper and an ass to boot, I just don’t know what I could say
about him during these Pushkin Days. Just the day before yesterday, he
comes into the cooperative office to threaten me. “You long-shanked devil,”
he yells, “I’ll send you to your grave if you don’t move my stove before the
Pushkin Days.”“It’s burning me up,” he says, “and ‘cause of that, I can’t write
my poetry.” “With all due respect to poets,” I replied, “I can’t move your
stove at this time because our stove man has gone on a drinking binge.”
And so he just kept on yelling—he really went after me. The drunken runt!

Let’s just be thankful that among our tenants we don’t have other sorts
of various—you know—literary cadres, and so on. Or else they’d definitely
have gotten under my skin, like this Tsaplin.

And so what if he can write poetry! Pardon me, but then my seven-
year-old boy Koliunka should also make demands at the cooperative office,
because he also can write. He’s got some little ditties that aren’t half bad:

Us kids love it when a bird’s properly in its cage.

And hate those who call the five-year plan an outrage.

The little guy is just seven years old, and look how boldly he writes. But
that doesn’t mean that I want to compare him to Pushkin. Pushkin is one
thing, and a burnt-up tenant Tsaplin is quite another. What a slacker! The
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main thing is, my wife was coming up to me, and he just went after me.
“I’ll stick your head into my stove right now, you long-shanked scarecrow,”
he yells. Well, what sort of a thing is that? The Pushkin Days are going on
right now, and he’s left me so bothered that my hands are shaking.

Pushkin writes so that each of his lines is the height of perfection. If we
had such a genius as a tenant, we’d have already offered to move his stove
last fall. But to move Tsaplin’s—that’s too much.

A hundred years have passed, and Pushkin’s verses still produce such
wonder. Pardon me, but what will Tsaplin be in a hundred years? That ass!
Or what if the same Tsaplin had lived a hundred years ago—I can only
imagine what would have become of him and in what form he would have
come down to us!

To tell you the truth, if I had been in D’Anthès’s shoes, I would have
shot Tsaplin full of holes right there myself. My second would have said,
“Take a single shot,” and I would have unloaded all five bullets into him,
because I don’t like such asses.

Great poetic geniuses always die before their time,16 but this ass Tsaplin
just hangs around and yanks on our chains.

(VOICE FROM THE AUDIENCE: Say something about Pushkin.)
I am talking about Pushkin. Did you think I was going on about Ler-

montov? As I was saying, Pushkin’s poetry evokes such wonder. Every line
is popular. Even those who haven’t read anything know him. I personally
like his lyrics from Eugene Onegin like “Hey, Lenskii, you don’t dance?”17

and this other heavenly verse:

Let me perish, but first

I will savor the magical poison of desire,

I will delight in my unrealizable dream . . .18

When an actor sings this just right, tears just well up in your eyes. That’s
how brilliantly he writes.

(VOICE FROM THE AUDIENCE: But that’s not Pushkin.)
What do you mean? How can Eugene Onegin not be Pushkin? Whose

would you say it was, then? Lermontov’s? The backwardness of this tenants’
cooperative sometimes surprises me . . .

(VOICE FROM THE AUDIENCE—That’s an aria from the opera and
isn’t in Pushkin’s work.)

Really? And I thought they were singing Pushkin’s lyrics. Well, isn’t that
something. You know, sometimes I’ve thought to myself that this or that
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aria vulgarizes reality. A tenor will sing “Where, where are you off to?”19 and
I’ve thought to myself that it was a bit weak. You know, it just doesn’t
sound like Pushkin.

(VOICE FROM THE AUDIENCE: Actually, that is Pushkin.)
Really? Well then, I guess that means it’s the actor’s fault. Naturally, he’ll

croak out something mediocre in his bad baritone and mislead the whole
audience. What an ass! As far as The Queen of Spades is concerned, I don’t
know what to think anymore. Before, I thought that the words they were
singing were Pushkin’s. But now, I’m quickly paging through this one-
volume collection of Pushkin, and I see that “The Queen of Spades” is
prose! Isn’t that something! To be honest, this is really too bad because what
tugs at my heart strings the most from Pushkin is this quatrain:

If only every good girl,

Could, like a bird, fly and whirl. . . .20

If this wasn’t written by Pushkin, and if it was added to his Queen of
Spades only later, then I don’t know what to think about this jubilee.

True, Pushkin is known for more than just his poetry. I also appreciate
his plot twists. Take, for example, the same Queen of Spades. There are lots
of great moments that are valuable even without the lyrics. Like when Her-
man from Queen of Spades comes up to the old baroness with a pistol in
his hands and sings: “Forgive me, heavenly creature, for disturbing your
peace.”21 This of course upsets the old woman, and she tragically dies. The
fact that Pushkin didn’t write the lyrics doesn’t change a thing. This bril-
liant work remains tip-top in terms of its scenes.

Pushkin was an ingenious poet, of course, but to be honest, each time
I think about our Tsaplin, the holiday ceases to be a holiday. And I am not
going to worry much about moving his stove. With all due respect to poetry,
I must say that if Tsaplin is burned to a crisp, I won’t shed a tear.

On that note, I’ll allow myself to conclude this speech about the ingen-
ious poet.

Notes

The editors would like to thank E. S. Dianina for research assistance in the prepa-
ration of these pieces.

1. Maksim Gor’kii was the most popular author. See the introduction to
Mikhail Zoshchenko, Nervous People and Other Satires, ed. Hugh McLean (New
York: Pantheon, ), ix.
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2. On skaz, see Boris Eikhenbaum, “Illiuziia skaza,” in Skvoz’ literaturu: Sbornik
statei (Leningrad: Academia, ), –; V. V. Vinogradov, “Problema skaza v
stilistike,” in Poetika: Vremennik slovesnogo otdela Gosudarstvennogo instituta istorii
iskusstv I (Leningrad: Academia, ), –; Mikhail M. Bakhtin, Problems of
Dostoevsky’s Poetics, ed. and trans. Caryl Emerson (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, ), –.

3. Zoshchenko, Nervous People and Other Satires, xi.
4. Only in the context of harsh postwar conservatism would Zoshchenko be

rebuked for his irreverent sense of humor. In , Politburo ideology chief A. A.
Zhdanov publicly assailed Zoshchenko for his lack of respect for Soviet accom-
plishments at the outset of the so-called Zhdanovshchina.

5. These pieces originally appeared as M. M. Konopliannikov-Zuev, “Chto mne
khotelos’ by skazat’ o pokoinom poete,” Krokodil  (): –; idem, “Na Maloi
Perinnoi,  (Rech’, proiznesennaia na sobranii v zhakte po Maloi Perinnoi ulitse,
no. , v dni pushkinskogo iubilei),” Krokodil  (): –. They were reedited sev-
eral times before inclusion in Zoshchenko’s various collected works—see, for
instance, “V pushkinskie dni,” in M. A. Zoshchenko, Sobranie sochinenii,  vols.
(Leningrad: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, ), :–. This translation is
derived from the original Krokodil publication.

6. Arina Rodionovna, Pushkin’s peasant nanny who is credited by the poet’s
Soviet biographers with introducing him to Russian folklore.

7. N. V. Gogol’ (–), writer; I. S. Turgenev (–), realist writer.
8. Apparently an inappropriate reference to A. N. Maikov (–), a poet

remembered for his refusal to mobilize art and aesthetics in service of society.
9. A misquotation of “Vot begaet dvorovoi mal’chik, / V salazki Zhuchku posa-

div . . . / sebia v konia preobraziv / Shalun uzh zamorozil palchik,” from chap. ,
stanza , of Evgenii Onegin.

10. “Paravozik chuk-chuk-chuk, / Kolesiki tuk-tuk-tuk. / Gosizdatu gip-ura /
Peti-meti avtora.”

11. “Skazhi mne, vetka Palestiny,” from M. Iu. Lermontov’s “Vetka Palestiny”
().

12. A three-ruble coin, usually cast in gold.
13. A mistaken invocation of “Otkuda [chudesnyi] shum, neistovye kliki? / Kogo,

kuda zovut i bubny i timpan,” from Pushkin’s “Torzhestvo Vakkha” ().
14. A popular reference to Nicholas I, from palka, or rod.
15. A reference to the growing inequalities of Soviet society in the s, in

which leading members of professions, Stakhanovite workers, popular authors, etc.,
gained material rewards far in excess of the norm. The phrase puns on the pop-
ular refrain from P. German and Iu. Khait’s “Ever Higher” (): “We were born
to make fairy tales come true.”

16. Note Bednyi’s invocation of this same cultural myth—see chapter  in this
volume.

17. A misquotation of “Ty ne tantsuesh’, Lenskii?” from the first scene of the
second act of P. I. Tchaikovskii’s  opera Evgenii Onegin.
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18. “Pushchai pogibnu ia, no prezhde / Vkushu volshebnyi iad zhelanii, / Up’ius’
nesbytochnoi mechtoi,” an aria from Evgenii Onegin.

19. A distortion of “Kuda, kuda, kuda vy udalilis’,” from the second scene of
the second act of Evgenii Onegin.

20. “Esli by milye devitsy / Vse by mogli letat’ kak ptitsy,” actually by G. R.
Derzhavin.

21. “Prosti, nebesnoe sozdan’e, chto ia narushal tvoi pokoi,” from Evgenii 
Onegin.

The Pushkin Jubilee as Farce 





Aleksandr Nevskii





The authors of this volume argue that as Soviet ideology came to empha-
size a more pragmatic, populist agenda in the mid- to late s, seemingly
innocent celebrations of Russian history and culture like the centennial of
Pushkin’s death in early  quickly matured into more explicitly russo-
centric propaganda. That fall’s publication of A. V. Shestakov’s new text-
book, The Short Course on the History of the USSR,1 and the release of
V. M. Petrov’s cinematic blockbuster Peter I were quickly followed in 
by a well-advertized exhibition of Russian historical art in the Tret’iakov
Gallery2 and the première of S. M. Eisenstein’s Aleksandr Nevskii. These
ideologically charged events played an important role in developing a new
vocabulary of imagery and iconography that would be used to mobilize
Soviet citizens during the coming war.

But it would be incautious to automatically equate the production of
ideology with its consumption.3 Audiences, after all, rarely accept patently
ideological pronouncements at face value. This chapter, therefore, examines
the resonance that this turn-about elicited among Soviet citizens during
the last years of the interwar period by focusing specifically on Eisenstein’s
Aleksandr Nevskii. Although much is known about the production of the
film, its popular reception is much less well understood.4 Taking advan-
tage of an array of fragmentary accounts that provide glimpses of popular
opinion under Stalin,5 this piece examines how members of Soviet soci-
ety responded to the film. Such an approach not only allows for a greater
appreciation of the significance of Eisenstein’s epic for its contemporary
audiences, but it also illustrates in clear terms the distinction between the
production of the official line and its mass reception during these years.





The Popular Reception of
S. M. Eisenstein’s Aleksandr Nevskii
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Aleksandr Nevskii’s intellectual origins are properly situated in  at the
height of the Stalinist purges. The debacle surrounding the banning of
Eisenstein’s collectivization drama Bezhin Meadow, combined with rumors
about incautious social contacts abroad during the shooting of Viva Mex-
ico, forced the director to seek political rehabilitation at the same time that
the party hierarchy was searching for a more successful way to rally social
support. Eisenstein considered a number of different projects that could
serve as vehicles for a simple patriotic message before ultimately settling
on the idea of a medieval epic—a project that was suggested to him by his
friend and confidante, the Stalinist insider Vs. Vishnevskii.6

The nature of Eisenstein’s own interest in this project remains contro-
versial to the present day. In print, the director referred to Aleksandr Nev-
skii as a film that would stimulate a sense of patriotic loyalty to the USSR
while using historical allegory to graphically illustrate the nature of the
contemporary Nazi threat.7 More recently, commentators have drawn atten-
tion to Eisenstein’s representation of Nevskii himself, arguing that the film
played into Stalin’s burgeoning cult of personality or functioned as a sort
of a cinematographic exercise in character study.8 Although a variety of
motivations likely fueled the director’s work on the epic film, Eisenstein
certainly understood that his professional future depended on the creation
of an inspiring tale of valor and heroism that was neither ambiguous nor
equivocal. And he delivered precisely such a film.

Initially entitled Rus’, the narrative focused on one of the most famous
events in the history of Old Russia: Prince Aleksandr Iaroslavich Nevskii’s
 defeat of the Teutonic knights. At first glance, this was an odd sub-
ject to receive official sanction during the year of the October Revolution’s
twentieth anniversary, but Eisenstein knew that the party hierarchy was
interested in themes that would lend a sense of legitimacy and pedigree
to the Soviet state.9 Apparently enjoying the confidence of Stalin, V. M.
Molotov, and A. A. Zhdanov despite the Bezhin Meadow debacle, he joined
forces with P. A. Pavlenko, a loyal Stalinist who had been working on sim-
ilar subject matter for quite some time.10

Substantial public interest in the film was generated almost a year before
its release by the publication of Eisenstein and Pavlenko’s screenplay and
related articles in late  and early .11 Although some of this attention
surely stemmed from the director’s previous successes (Battleship Potem-
kin, October, etc.), the screenplay itself must have been equally intriguing,
as this was one of the first Soviet propaganda films to promote a positive
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treatment of the tsarist past. In response to the pre-publicity surrounding
the film, some were even moved to suggest to Eisenstein ways in which he
might improve the script. A teacher in Khar’kov named A. T. Miakshin,
for instance, wrote to the director to say that there wasn’t enough action
in the screenplay—a superior plot line would stretch from the prince’s clash
with the Swedes in  to his descendant Dmitrii Donskoi’s defeat of the
Tatars on the Kulikovo Field in .12 A missive from a third grader in
Krapivensk named Boris Novikov was even more prescriptive:

My grandmother often used to tell me stories about the battle on Lake Chud’.

In her account, I especially liked the description of the battle’s last moments

when, with his spear, Aleksandr Nevskii inflicts a wound on the face of Birger,

the chief of the German knights who dared to attack the Russian lands. This

facial wound was considered most shameful and the bastard-invader got what

he deserved [tak emu mertsavtsu-zakhvatchiku i nado].

If it is possible, please capture this brilliant moment in the film for the

edification of Hitler and Co. Please, I beg of you—after all, it was in a his-

tory textbook and Istoricheskii vestnik.13

If many such suggestions ended up being simply filed away in Eisenstein’s
personal archive, a series of articles in the press demanded more serious
attention, as they criticized the screenplay for its numerous historical in-
accuracies and excessive artistic license.14 More damning still was a com-
munist idealist’s public indictment of Eisenstein and Pavlenko for “faux
patriotism” [susal’nyi patriotizm], a charge that betrayed the critic’s mis-
givings about the film’s non-Marxist populism.15 Eisenstein also faced major
challenges behind the scenes from several historians serving as consultants
to the project who assailed the screenplay for its tendency to essentialize
historical events and interpolate overtly anti-German and anti-Japanese
imagery into the medieval tale.16 Even Stalin himself intervened to make the
ending more triumphant.17 The intensity of this scrutiny took a heavy toll
on Eisenstein. Vishnevskii wrote in his diary in mid- that “Eisen[stein]
is anxious and worried. Either [he] will again return to the fore or. . . .”
Continuing, Vishnevskii noted suggestively that “the film is historical. Every-
thing concerning this category is incredibly strict for us these days,” a state-
ment that reflects the difficulties that members of the creative intelligentsia
experienced during the mid- to late s as they attempted to navigate the
era’s shifting ideological currents with regard to the tsarist past.18

Further work on the screenplay—now retitled Aleksandr Nevskii—and
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success during its shooting later that summer dispelled the air of uncer-
tainty that had dogged the project early on. Two months after Vishnevskii
recounted Eisenstein’s fear and nervousness, he described the director’s
renewed sense of confidence: “the film’s style is legendary and a bit over-
the-top. . . . It will be exot[ic].”19 This was certainly true, especially by the
standards of Soviet cinema. Emplotted in epic fashion with hyperbolic two-
dimensional characters, a rousing musical score, and deliberately ungainly
props and segues between scenes, the film opens with a panoramic view
of an ancient battlefield littered with the corpses of warriors clad in ste-
reotypically Russian armor. Intertitles inform the viewer that much of Old
Russia had been defeated and subjugated by the Tatar-Mongol armies of
Chingiz Khan. Already bowed under the burden of the Mongol Yoke, north-
western Rus’ is then attacked from the direction of the Baltic sea by the
opportunistic Teutonic knights, who sack the major city of Pskov. Senseless
sadism during the city’s capture illustrates in graphic terms the Teutonic
knights’ contempt for the local Slavic population. As word of atrocities
spreads throughout the surrounding lands, the citizenry of nearby Novgo-
rod assemble to discuss the new threat. Although the latter town’s officials,
merchant guilds, and Russian Orthodox clergy are prepared to capitulate
in the face of the Teutonic Order, the simple Novgorodian citizenry recruits
Prince Aleksandr Iaroslavich (known as “Nevskii” due to his  victory
over the Swedes on the River Neva) to repulse the invaders. After raising
a peasant army and engaging in a series of inconclusive skirmishes, Nev-
skii’s forces meet the Teutonic knights on the frozen surface of Lake Chud’.
Outnumbered and lightly armed, Nevskii’s forces are nevertheless able to
deal the enemy a resounding defeat by making use of a pincer-like attack
inspired by a bawdy campfire story. Reclaiming Pskov in the wake of the
Battle on the Ice, Nevskii presides over the veneration of his fallen war-
riors and the punishment of the German prisoners and local collaborators,
issuing the triumphant proclamation: “Whosoever comes to us with the
sword shall perish by the sword. Such is the law of the Russian land and
such shall it always be.”20

In limited release in time for the twenty-first anniversary of the Revo-
lution on November , , Aleksandr Nevskii was hailed in the press as
a cinematic tour de force.21 Apparently resonating well with the Soviet
public, Nevskii drew record audiences. V. S. Ivanov, the director of Mos-
cow’s Art Cinema, told a newspaper reporter that “not since the days of
Chapaev has there been such an enormous flood of viewers.”22 Far away in
the town of Shakhty, an amateur correspondent wrote that long lines were
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forming every day outside the local movie theater’s ticket office some two
hours before the window would even open. Apparently, some twenty-one
thousand people had seen the film during the first seven days of its run
in this provincial town.23 Elsewhere, people were reported to be queuing
up to see the film two or even three times in order to relive the experi-
ence.24 In Moscow, tickets remained virtually impossible to obtain for weeks
after the film’s première.25

Vecherniaia Moskva ran stories regarding the film almost daily in late
November and early December of . One such piece asked audience
members what they had thought of the film. Among their responses were
the following:

The film touched me to the depths of my soul. It is a genuine masterpiece

of Soviet cinematography. The unforgettable “Battle on the Ice” episode char-

acterizes the patriotism of the Russian people, their unwavering bravery and

their deep love for their motherland. [Comrade Shliakhov, Red Army officer]
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A spectacular film has been created that tells in a simple and beautiful way

of the power and heroism of the Russian people. This film fills [you] with

a sense of pride for our great motherland. [V. Vagdasarov, schoolboy from

School No. ]

The greatness of the ideas and the grandiose nature of their staging make

the film one of the best means of mobilizing our people in the struggle with

those who in  have forgotten about the “subtle” lessons of the year .

May the contemporary “mongrel knights”26 remember the tragic and shame-

ful role played by their forefathers, the “crusader-scum!” [P. Lunin, engineer]

“Whosoever comes to us with the sword shall perish by the sword.” These

words of Aleksandr Nevskii’s, pronounced seven hundred years ago, are rel-

evant even now. We will answer every blow of the enemy with a triple-blow.

The Russian people have [always] beaten their enemies, are beating them

[now] and will continue to beat them. [Comrade Galotov, metal worker in

the Gorbunov factory]27

The enduring impact of Aleksandr Nevskii can be gauged by the extent to
which clichés from the film were assimilated into the mentalité of the era.28

Particularly striking in these contemporary reactions is the blurring together
of the Russian and Soviet past. In one case, after Leningrad school teacher
E. E. Kozlova finished describing Nevskii’s  defeat of the Teutonic
knights, children from her class announced with confidence that if any
enemies “are brave enough to attack our Union, we’ll give them a Battle
on the Ice or even worse.”29 Similar sentiments were voiced by three stu-
dents named Vasil’ev, Golant, and Gamynin outside of a Moscow movie
theater: “Aleksandr Nevskii is an awesome [groznoe] warning to the fascist
aggressors whose forefathers were so thoroughly beaten by the Russian
people. If the enemy attacks, he’ll be even more devastatingly rebuffed
than the ‘mongrel knights’ were on the ice of Lake Chud’.”30 Maya Turov-
skaya probably only slightly overstates the case when she asserts that the
film’s “costumed fairy-tale heroes” Vas’ka Buslai and Gavrilo Oleksich even
replaced Chapaev late in the decade at the center of children’s playground
games!31

It would, of course, be problematic to rely on official sources to map
popular opinion in Soviet society. Private letters drawn from Eisenstein’s
personal archive, however, echo the enthusiasm that resounded through-
out the Soviet mass media. They also reflect the popular tendency to con-
flate the Russian and Soviet historical experiences. Fifth and six graders 
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V. Chulkova, Z. Kiseleva, P. Ladokhina, and P. Sokolinskaia, for instance,
wrote to Eisenstein and the Aleksandr Nevskii cast that “the historical film
A. Nevskii is playing right now in Morshansk. We like it so much. The Rus-
sians fought so hard for their independence  years ago.”32 An older cor-
respondent waxed rhapsodic about characters like Vas’ka Buslai and noted
in regard to the film’s lead role that “You have depicted the image of Alek-
sandr Nevskii very well. It even anticipates what was to be  years later.
It speaks to us in contemporary terms that ‘Whosoever comes to us with
the sword shall perish by the sword,’ ‘Where go the Russian lands,’ etc.”33

Addressing Eisenstein with the ancient Slavic word for an epic folk hero—
bogatyr’—a sailor named V. Bunits wrote: “I learned from Pravda about
your victory over the ‘mongrel knights.’ I am very glad. I send you my con-
gratulations and my Red Army man’s greeting from the harsh shores of
the Pacific Ocean. . . .”34
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sovetskogo aktera, ed. E. Kuznetsov (Moscow, ).



The director’s archive also preserves amateur manuscript reviews of the
film—perhaps written by worker or peasant correspondents—that were
apparently forwarded to Eisenstein by newspaper editors. In one, Elena
Shishko narrates the film’s entire plot, emphasizing the “Russian” identity
of the drama’s principle figures. Her last paragraph declares defiantly: “If
Rus’ was able to defend herself in the XIII cent[ury], then in the XX cen-
tury the great Soviet people in tight cooperation with the brotherly peo-
ple[s] of the socialist republics should deliver a decisive and devastating
blow to the enemy.”35 Another, by the sailor I. G. Shilov, is entitled “A Vic-
tory of Soviet Cinematography” and is slightly more sophisticated. Com-
paring Aleksandr Nevskii to the more orthodox Lenin in October and Man
with a Gun, Shilov wrote that

These motion pictures will go down in the history of Soviet art depicting

the great strength of the Soviet Russian people. For millions of honest toilers

in this Soviet country, these films will serve as a brilliant document in their

study of the history of the peoples of the USSR and a historical document

in the history of the All-Union Communist Party.

Aleksandr Nevskii is one of the first successful films that has shown the

Russian people’s patriotism in the struggle for independence and freedom,

heroically fighting on Lake Chud’ with the German invaders.36

A long piece by the coal miner G. I. Dovbnia also found its way into Eisen-
stein’s archive. Stating the obvious, Dovbnia notes that the depiction of the
Tatars could be said to prefigure the “Eastern menace” [vostochnaia opas-
nost’] of imperial Japan and that the conduct of the Teutonic knights in
Pskov presents a similar precedent for the anti-semitic pogroms in Germany
in . Deserving particular note, according to Dovbnia, was the film’s
depiction of “the working people of Novgorod who wished to give their
lives for the motherland and peaceful labor.” Returning to this theme sev-
eral pages later, he applauded the film’s treatment of how the “heroic Rus-
sian people . . . repulsed the attack of the German invaders and cracked them
‘over the head’ [na golovu]. . . . The image of the field, strewn with the dead
and wounded, shows what the Russian people are capable of, loving their
motherland and free labor.”37 Both Shilov’s and Dovbnia’s comments make
it clear that the rehabilitation of the distant Russian past directly affected
the way that they thought about their fellow Russians in the late s.

Of course, it would be incorrect to conclude that the Soviet public’s
reaction to Aleksandr Nevskii was universally positive. Some disliked the

 Aleksandr Nevskii



film’s emplotment, its clumsy special effects, and its deliberate playing down
of popular religiosity among the medieval Novgorodians.38 An editorialist
for Literaturnaia gazeta complained that Nevskii’s character was under-
developed and rather two-dimensional.39 Others objected to the film’s de-
ployment of Nevskii as a positive hero at all—chapter  in this collection
focuses on the literary critic V. I. Blium, who denounced the film for pre-
cisely this reason at a January  meeting of the All-Union Theatrical
Society. But the film also seems to have confused people as often as it irri-
tated them. The valorization of a medieval lord in Soviet mass culture was
iconoclastic enough to prompt a number of uneasy audience members to
ask one of the leading historians of the day, A. V. Shestakov, for his author-
itative appraisal of the film.40 Similar sentiments led others to address their
questions directly to Eisenstein himself at public lectures. At one such talk,
for instance, the following diplomatically worded question was scribbled
onto a piece of paper and passed up to the podium:

How did Com[rade] Eisenstein and the other creative members of the team

arrive at the image of Aleksandr Nevskii and where did they get the historical

material for the creation of the film?41

Others were more straightforward, asking Eisenstein bluntly: “who
prompted you with the idea for the film?”42 Underlying such queries was
the unspoken question on many people’s minds: Which of the party hier-
archs had authorized Eisenstein to shoot such a positive portrayal of the
old Russian nobility? Had the film won official party endorsement? Was
it to be treated as an isolated case, or did it signal a larger transformation
in the thematic focus of Soviet mass culture?

But if Nevskii was provocative, it was also quite memorable. Much of
the admittedly fragmentary evidence characterizing the film’s popular recep-
tion suggests widespread interest and enthusiasm. Many opinions resem-
bled the sentiments expressed by V. Rogach, a middle school teacher from
Kriukovsk. He observed that the image of “the Russian warriors’ readiness
to sacrifice themselves in the defense of their motherland evokes great love.
One develops a burning hatred for the German occupiers who dared to
[tread on] the Russian land.” His conclusion? Rogach declared that “We
need more films which will stimulate the viewer’s patriotic sentiments!”43

Seconding this view was a Russian worker from Central Asia named I. A.
Sudnikov, whose semi-literate manuscript nevertheless deserves to be
quoted at length:
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There are lines at the ticket windows. . . . Many have gone to the movie sev-

eral times in order to watch this notable cinematic page from the history of

our motherland’s distant past again and again.

This is not coincidental. Our country’s best directors have created an

unusually brilliant, truthful image of the Russian people, defending their

right to independence against the middle ages’ mongrel knight feudal lords,

the relatives of today’s fascists.

This profoundly well thought-out historical film opens up before us the

pages of the history of what was and awakens within us a feeling of pride

which strengthens [our resolve] to defend our independence forever.

. . . We need such films. I, for one, as an audience member, consider it

impermissible to stop with Aleksandr Nevskii. It would not hurt to move

toward the production of films on the subject of “The  Invasion of

Napoleon Boneparte,” “The Sevastopol’ Campaign of ,” “The Battle of

Kulikovo Field,”“The Battle on the Kal’ka,”“The Invasion of Batyi,”“Tamer-

lane’s March,” etc.44

Sudnikov’s wish list for Soviet cinema—a repertoire of subjects drawn ex-
clusively from the Russian national past—serves to indicate the extent to
which Eisenstein’s film blurred the distinction between Russian and Soviet
history in audience members’ minds. Soviet cinematographers responded
to such calls for pre-revolutionary, russocentric subjects in surprisingly
short order. The year  saw the release of Ruslan and Liudmila and Minin
and Pozharskii, with Bogdan Khmel’nitskii and Suvorov following two years
later. Dmitrii Donskoi, Field Marshal Kutuzov, Ivan the Terrible (pt. ), Nakhi-
mov, Admiral Ushakov, and many others would appear before the death
of Stalin.45 Apparently, the party hierarchy was not only aware of the effect
that the film had on its viewers but found the upswell of interest in the
Russian national past to be compatible with Soviet state interests as well.
Although many commentators on interwar cinema have argued that films
with everyday subject matter such as G. V. Aleksandrov’s Circus and Volga-
Volga eclipsed more explicitly propagandistic pieces in the mid-s,46

the return of the Russian historical hero epitomized by Aleksandr Nevskii
clearly gave new life to the Soviet political cinema after .

But the film did not just contribute to the formation of a new genre of
historical cinema. Nevskii also affected the way Soviet audiences viewed
more contemporary subjects shot according to the aesthetics and conven-
tions of Socialist Realism. Schoolboy Iurii Baranov’s  description of
the film Chkalov, for instance, suggests that he responded to this film about
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a famous Soviet flyer because it reminded him of the Russian folkloric
tropes popularized in Aleksandr Nevskii:

From the first frame it was possible to sense a certain uniqueness to the film—

finally it became clear: in the picture Chkalov was cast as an Old Russian epic

folk hero [bogatyr’]. The picture was filled with that fairy-tale romanticism.

There are a multitude of examples, but it was especially visible in the farewell

scene with the “Little Father” [Bat’ka] after the crash (“The Comrades’ Fare-

well”). The tone was convincing and the picture unforced. I liked it.47

Complementing other sorts of official propaganda already in circulation
during the mid- to late s, the Nevskii genre of patriotic historical cin-
ema clearly captured the public’s imagination.

A good index of the potency of Aleksandr Nevskii’s message is the fact
that it acquired its reputation as one of the most memorable and influ-
ential films of the decade in under a year’s time. Indeed, it was removed
from circulation only ten months after its release when the August 
signing of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Treaty put a halt to the further screen-
ing of anti-German material. Re-released roughly a year and a half later
in the wake of the  June  Nazi invasion,48 Aleksandr Nevskii quickly
returned to the fore. Not only were military medals and partisan brigades
named after the medieval prince,49 but the film again proved relevant
enough to people’s lives to receive prominent mention in diaries and pri-
vate correspondence. At the front with a detachment of troops a month
after the outset of hostilities, Vishnevskii noted in his diary that music from
the film’s climatic Battle on the Ice scene had been played at a Baltic Fleet
rally.50 A week later, he contextualized the struggle to stem the German
advance by noting that clashes were occurring at “the historic Lake Chud’.”51

Two lieutenants named Ovdin and Subochev similarly allowed the film to
script their impressions of the war when they wrote home to Tambov some-
what later that:

Seven hundred years ago, the great Russian military commander Aleksandr

Nevskii said: “Whosoever comes to us with the sword shall perish by the

sword. Such is the law of the Russian land and such shall it always be.” The

German fascist invaders came to us with the sword. And by the sword they

shall perish. They shall be eliminated by fire and bayonet; they will be

crushed and destroyed by tanks and planes built by the hands of the Soviet

people.52
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A collective letter written by a group of officers from a guards’ regiment
revealed a similar identification with Nevskii’s famous rallying call, albeit
without Ovdin’s and Subochev’s attempt to apply it to the Soviet people
as a whole. According to the guards, Russians were “a people who have
always beaten all of those who have raised the sword against the Russian
state.” Senior lieutenant A. M. Lukankin expressed similar russocentric sen-
timents, couched in humorous bravado: “The German dogs came to enslave
our Russian people and capture our land. And we’ll give each of them some
land—six feet under [na kazhdogo po tri arshina].” Apparently in need of
an authoritative citation to emphasize his point, Lukankin concluded with
what was already almost a ritualized declaration: “He who comes to the
Russian lands with the sword shall perish by the Russian sword.”53

In the wake of Nevskii’s official rehabilitation between  and , it
should come as no surprise that Stalin included the medieval prince in his
invocation of an array of great Russian military leaders from the distant
past during his  November  Red Square speech.54 The power of Nev-
skii’s name as a touchstone for popular patriotic sentiments is visible in the
public reaction to the speech. Underscoring the success of prewar invest-
ments in historical agitation, a professor at Leningrad State University
noted, “in his speech, Stalin was able to find precisely those words that
awaken hope and stimulate a Russian’s best feelings, his love for the Moth-
erland, and, what is especially important, [the words that] connect us with
Russia’s past.” Meanwhile, P. S. Barkov of the Moscow Svarz plant noted
simply that “Com[rade] Stalin reminded us of the names of the great Rus-
sian military leaders. They sounded like a rallying call, a battle cry for the
annihilation of the occupiers.”55

Of course, Nevskii’s peculiar ability to inform the Soviet-German war
was not limited to workers, soldiers, and intellectuals. Far away in Irkutsk,
seventh-grader Volodia Fel’dman wrote in a school essay: “May the fascists
know and remember the words of Aleksandr Nevskii: ‘Whosoever comes
to us with the sword shall perish by the sword.’”56 Transcripts of an exchange
between a teacher named I. A. Portsevskii and his student Rozhkova in a
classroom outside Moscow indicate the enormous attention that the epic
of  commanded among Soviet school children during the war:

: The theme of the last lesson was “Novgorod’s and Pskov’s strug-

gle with the Swedish and German feudal lords.”

[. . .]

: The Germans and Swedes long wished to seize the Finnish lands.
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But no sooner had the Swedes landed at the mouth of the river Neva than

Aleksandr, Prince of Novgorod, fell upon them. The Novgorodians fought

bravely. . . . Aleksandr began to be known as “Nevskii” for this battle. But

the prince didn’t get along with the boyars. The boyars had extensive power

and didn’t want to share with anyone. Aleksandr wanted to concentrate

it in his hands because the Swedes and Germans were threatening Rus-

sia. Soon, the Germans attacked Rus’. Novgorod summoned Aleksandr

Nevskii. Then the battle on Lake Chud’ took place. The Germans were

forced to conclude a peace.

: What does the Soviet government appreciate Aleksandr Nevskii for?

: Because he defended Rus’ from seizure by the Germans.

: How are soldiers distinguished?

: Soldiers and officers are distinguished by the Order of Aleksandr

Nevskii.

: And what do the German knights, who lived  years ago, have

in common with today’s fascists?

: They too were engaged in the physical destruction of the Slavic

population.

: What great person referred to them as “mongrel-knights?”

: Karl Marx called them the “mongrel-knights.”

Intentionally connecting Nevskii with the Soviet war effort and even the
authority of Karl Marx, Portsevskii’s pedagogical approach was calculated
to maximize the epic hero’s propaganda value. Another excerpt from the
same transcript helps to confirm this analysis. Portsevskii directed the fol-
lowing question to an unidentified female student:

: What sort of preparation did Aleksandr conduct in order to achieve

such success? His greatness consisted of the fact that he dismissed the

personal insults which the boyars had inflicted upon him and returned

[to Novgorod] to command the troops and defend his motherland. What

else?

: His army was well-armed. Aleksandr carried out a maneuver.

: Aleksandr Nevskii greeted them with a trick [piatakom]. When

the Germans came at them in their “pig” formation [poshli ‘svin’ei’, a tri-

angular wedge-like style of attack], he weakened the center of his lines

but strengthened the flanks. Driving them inward, he destroyed them.

Stalin’s armies similarly surrounded and destroyed the German fascists

at Stalingrad.57
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As is visible from these examples, Nevskii was mobilized not only to bolster
the legitimacy of the state, but to inform Stalin’s personality cult as well.

Although the public invocation of Nevskii’s name is quite instructive,
perhaps most telling—and certainly most tragic—is a personal letter that
Vasilii Romashin sent home from the front before being killed in combat
late in the spring of . Searching for the right words with which to re-
assure his father about the struggle with the Germans, the soldier wrote:
“sooner or later, Hitler’s band will be exterminated, as it is possible to force
the Russian people back, but not to beat them: ‘whosoever comes to us with
the sword shall perish by the sword; such is the law of the Russian land and
such shall it always be’ (A. Nevskii).”58 Better than anything else, Romashin’s
quotation of Aleksandr Nevskii’s concluding lines some four years after the
film’s release testifies to its enduring presence in the popular Soviet men-
talité of the late s and early s.

�

By triangulating letters from Eisenstein’s personal archive with official ac-
counts and selections from personal diaries, this chapter provides glimpses
of the way in which Soviet citizens responded both to the film and to the
party hierarchy’s ideological about-face during the mid- to late s. If
Marxism-Leninism had been too arcane for this poorly educated society
to grasp during the first twenty years of the Soviet “experiment,” funda-
mental changes in the party hierarchy’s patriotic sloganeering, epitomized
by the grand historical vision of Eisenstein’s Aleksandr Nevskii, had a more
tangible effect on Soviet social mentalité. Rousing and inspirational, the film
not only stimulated a sense of popular patriotism among its audiences,
but also allegorically informed the increasingly strained relations between
the USSR and its neighbors on the eve of the Second World War.

This chapter also speaks, however, to the importance of differentiating
between the production and reception of ideological propaganda. If Eisen-
stein had intended to shoot a patriotic, anti-German film designed to 
bolster the authority of the Soviet state and its leaders,59 ordinary Soviet
citizens seem to have understood the film to be a statement about the pri-
macy of the Russian people as well. Probably only dimly recognized by
party ideologists, this misunderstanding did not affect the mobilizational
potential of Aleksandr Nevskii in the near term. That said, this deployment
of ethnic particularism tended to undermine the internationalist ethic of
the Revolution’s first twenty years and would encourage an ever greater
reliance on nativist and populist sloganeering within the party hierarchy
in the years to come.
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Aleksander Nevskii as
Russian Patriot

In the s, Mikhail Kol’tsov was a leading film critic for Pravda with
strong ties to members of the “Left Front” of the Russian avant-garde
visual arts movement like Dziga Vertov. Kol’tsov’s association with Eisen-
stein dates to his favorable review of the director’s first feature film, Strike.
Yet by the mid-s Kol’tsov was increasingly known as a newspaper
correspondent covering ideologically complex, front-page issues like the
Spanish Civil War. This background made him the ideal candidate to
write a celebratory piece on Eisenstein’s return to the forefront of ide-
ologically correct film in  after a decade of false starts and political
errors.1 In this review of Eisenstein’s Aleksandr Nevskii, Kol’tsov offers
a deceptively simple, enthusiastic discussion of the film, promoting it
for mass audiences as a lesson from the past with direct bearing on the
Soviet present.2

More than just a tale of a bygone age, Aleksandr Nevskii appears in
Kol’tsov’s account as a timeless narrative about state-building and
national defense. The critic seamlessly segues from a discussion of medi-
eval valor to a description of the growing standoff in Europe between the
Soviet Union and fascist Germany, which culminates in a clear and un-
equivocal statement on the allegorical significance of the film. The past,
as Kol’tsov puts it, is no “dusty museum,” but a vital, engaging dimen-
sion of the contemporary world.

Worthy of note is the critic’s rather awkward and unconvincing
attempt to distance Soviet historical propaganda from the use of the same
historical mythology under the old regime. Specifically, Kol’tsov asserts
that the Soviet revival of heroes from Russian history for mobilizational
purposes rings much more true than the tsarist elite’s invocation of the





same figures and myths because “only the people” can really love their
motherland. This rather vacuous argument reveals a certain nervous-
ness on the part of the Soviet propaganda establishment concerning the
rehabilitation of semi-mythical figures like Nevskii. What if the people
remembered that this rhetoric had been used before  to sell the Great
War? After all, for many Soviet men and women, the last decade of the
Romanovs’ reign was still within living memory. Ultimately, however,
there was little need for concern: despite the glaring ironies of epic revi-
sionist films like Aleksandr Nevskii, few voiced any objections.3

M K’, “A E H-P”

Pravda,  November 

Just before the holiday,4 we saw an impressive new work of Soviet art: the
film Aleksandr Nevskii. This masterwork inspires a profound intellectual
and emotional response.

A product of Sergei Eisenstein’s superior talent, temperament and sense
of culture—in collaboration with the writer Pavlenko,5 the composer Pro-
kof ’ev,6 the artist Cherkasov,7 the cameraman Tisse,8 the director Vasil’ev9

and a large collective of inspired Soviet individuals—this picture depicts
the struggle of the Russian people at the dawn of their history against Ger-
man invaders, the Livonian Teutonic knights.

The outcome of their efforts is historically very accurate—as close to the
real events as possible, given the documents and artifacts that survive from
thirteenth-century Rus’.

That said, we are not sitting in some museum, nor are we contemplating
documents that have yellowed with age, nor are we listening to a schol-
arly presentation. We are sitting in a moviehouse, watching actors—living
people, our contemporaries—and we are listening to music composed this
year, in .

This is no chronicle, but rather a screen drama—it could almost be
called a theatrical presentation, or even a play with a substantial operatic
dimension. Yet it doesn’t come across as deficient or staged; instead, this
is lyrical operatic pageantry in the best of all possible senses. Before us is
a play, a contemporary work of art, a labor of love on the part of the con-
temporary Soviet director Eisenstein and his colleagues. The role of “Saint”
Aleksandr Nevskii is played engagingly by the actor Cherkasov, an atheist
and a Bolshevik.
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And in the moviehouse, the Soviet audience—Komsomol members,
communists, workers and the intelligentsia—sits watching the victorious
campaign of the Novgorodian forces in rapture.

These people watch and cheer for Aleksandr Nevskii, his militia and his
followers—a family that is centuries removed from us and long since turned
to dust: Vas’ka Buslai, Gavrilo Oleksich, and Amelfa Timofeevna. The audi-
ence applauds their valor, their depth, their brilliance and their devotion
to the motherland.

Why is it that a picture portraying such a far-removed epoch is received
with such enthusiasm and interest? Why is it that in  audiences clap
so loudly for thirteenth-century events?

It’s because these events are not depicted on the screen through museum-
like naturalism or with stylized conventions,10 but instead through the
Socialist Realist method—by communicating the fundamental, inner truth
of the events. This truth has not grown old in over seven centuries. It re-
mains fresh and new—as if it took shape only yesterday. It quivers and
stirs with life.

This truth is the enormous sense of self-respect and patriotism that our
people have been granted. Centuries old, this characteristic has been with
us for our entire independent existence, and it gains a special intensity now,
in Soviet times, in the wake of our victory in the Patriotic War11 against
foreign invaders and a plague of bourgeois White Guard landowners, as
well as today, when we face a possible new war with fascist aggressors and
invaders.

In capitalist Russia, the landowners, industrialists, priests and aristocrats
attempted to monopolize the notion of patriotism as they did with all fine
human emotions. Everywhere and in every way, they denigrated the child-
like soul of the “god-bearing people.” Yet only the people truly love the
motherland, which they’ve built with their own hands, irrigated with their
own sweat, and defended against enemies with their own blood.

When the Bolshevik party appealed to the people to put an end to rapa-
cious imperialist conflict,12 calling upon the working class and peasantry
to transform it into a civil war, the bourgeoisie attempted to drown out
the Bolsheviks with ersatz-patriotic hypocrisy.13 And after the October
Revolution, when the toilers became the country’s masters, this same bour-
geoisie moved to sell off or simply cede enormous swathes of the coun-
try’s territory to foreign interventionists—to the Germans and Japanese in
particular.

In this we see the nature and character of a dying class. They ceased to
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be patriotic defenders of their motherland. Instead, they become the moth-
erland’s greatest traitors—its worst enemies.

Before leaving Prague,14 I had a conversation that at any other time would
have seemed monstrous, unbelievable, and fantastic. In the wake of Czecho-
slovakia’s punishment after the Munich accords,15 however, it appears com-
pletely understandable and even the norm. A director said to me: “I am
not sure what to do now. What sort of play should I put on? Perhaps
Maeterlinck or Hauptmann?”16

“Why Maeterlinck or Hauptmann?” I replied. “Stage something Czech,
something uplifting and patriotic. The people are demoralized by the Ger-
man intervention, and you ought to boost their spirits. Do something from
the Czech classics. What are the old patriotic classics?”

Waving his hands, the director replied: “What’s wrong with you? How
can we have patriotic plays? They’ll take me for a communist! They’ll close
the theater! I could be put in prison!”

Of course, he was right. In crippled, haggard, frightened Europe, only the
communists are working to lift the people’s spirits and sense of national
dignity (in those countries where it is still possible for communists to speak
out loud), encouraging resistance to the fascist invaders and the defense
of their native lands.

The bourgeoisie, in league with fascism, downplay their countries’ capac-
ity to defend themselves, spreading—in state decrees even—demoralization,
panic, defeatism, disbelief and fear in the face of “all-powerful” fascism.
They proclaim that resistance is futile and that capitulation is inevitable—
even beneficial.

The film Aleksandr Nevskii is excellent in that it shows the enemy in all
his frightening and demonic strength. While not downplaying the diffi-
culties of the struggle, the film convincingly depicts the victorious potency
of the people’s organizational skills, persistence and bravery.

The mongrel knights’17 bonfires and executions are as ominous as the
bloody amusements of the fascists of the twentieth century. The struggle
against them is not as simple and quick as the impatient might have it. In
this regard, the scene of the Battle on the Ice is not at all drawn out, as
some hasty critics may judge it to be. In this scene, there is a moment in
which it seems as if victory is already assured. The fiercest are already singing
joyously, and a relaxed Vasia Buslai takes a drink from a jug of mead. But
the main column of knights still remains intact, bristling with spears. The
Novgorodians are unable to break through this wall of blades. Once again,
with new intensity, the battle heats up, to last for a considerable period

 Aleksandr Nevskii



until, as it is said in the chronicles, the ice reddens with blood. . . . Only
then comes the true joy of victory.

Aleksandr Nevskii comes down to us in the history of the Russian peo-
ple as a great military and political leader. He was not a usurer or a slave
trader like the majority of the Novgorodian princes. He was a military strate-
gist who defeated the Swedes and Germans. He strengthened our country’s
northwestern borders. His descendants understand and treasure this, and
that is why in , Komsomol members applaud with such gratitude.

What devilishly interesting times these are! Never before have our peo-
ple stood before the whole world with such strength and calm as we do
today, in the present. Our strength, self-confidence, ability and art have
been magnified tenfold by the great Revolution, socialist construction, the
Bolshevik party, and by Lenin and Stalin. The people’s sense of sight and
sound has grown more acute, and our consciousness has been raised. Crim-
son clouds hang low over every part of the world. New “mongrel knights”
and other ordinary mongrels have broken free of their chains and threaten
to tear humanity apart. But we as a people, armed but calm, standing firm
at our full, gigantic height, look to the West and East without fear or doubt.
Ours is an immortal, invincible, epic-hero people.

Notes

1. M. E. Kol’tsov’s efforts on Eisenstein’s behalf are significant, not least because
he himself was consumed by the purges shortly after writing this piece. It remains
unclear whether his fate was related to errors in his Spanish reportage or his ties
to members of the leftist intelligentsia, the Red Army high command, and N. I.
Ezhov. See B. Sopel’nik, “Pulia dlia Mikhaila Efimovicha,” Rodina  (): –.

2. Mikhail Kol’tsov, “Narod-bogatyr’,” Pravda,  November , .
3. Or at least few voiced objections openly—see chapter  in this volume.
4.  November , the twenty-first anniversary of the revolution.
5. P. A. Pavlenko (–), trusted “court” playwright.
6. S. S. Prokof ’ev (–), famous Soviet composer, pianist, and conductor.
7. N. K. Cherkasov (–), one of the best-known actors of the Soviet

stage and screen specializing in historical epics. He played the role of Ivan IV in
Eisenstein’s scandalous wartime trilogy Ivan the Terrible. See his memoirs, Zapiski
sovetskogo aktera (Moscow: Iskusstvo, ).

8. E. K. Tisse (–), Eisenstein’s longstanding cinematographer.
9. D. M. Vasil’ev, little-known co-director of Aleksandr Nevskii.

10. Perhaps a veiled reference to Bednyi’s Epic Heroes—see chapter  in this
volume.

Aleksander Nevskii as Russian Patriot 



11. An unusual reference to the – Civil War using a term until then
reserved for the War of . In , the term Patriotic War would be appropri-
ated by Soviet propagandists to describe the struggle with Nazi Germany.

12. The First World War, –.
13. On Russian “hurrah-patriotism” [ura-patriotizm] during the First World

War, see Hubertus Jahn, Patriotic Culture in Russia during World War I (Ithaca,
N.Y.: Cornell University Press, ), –. See V. I. Blium’s criticism of this style
of agitation in chapter  in this volume.

14. Kol’tsov was returning from assignment in Europe covering the Spanish Civil
war.

15. Appeasement at Munich in  paved the way for the Nazi annexation of
Czech territory in several stages between the fall of  and the spring of .

16. Morris Maeterlinck (–) and Gerhard Hauptmann (–),
Dutch and German naturalist playwrights, respectively.

17. See chapter  in this volume, note .

 Aleksandr Nevskii



Ivan Susanin





In February  the Bolshoi Theater in Moscow staged Mikhail Ivanovich
Glinka’s opera Ivan Susanin for the first time in the Soviet era. Contem-
porary critics lavishly praised the work, and during its first season the Bol-
shoi performed the opera no less than twenty-six times.1 Ivan Susanin went
on to enjoy widespread acclaim throughout the Soviet period and beyond.
Yet such fame was not new: Russian music lovers had thrilled to the sounds
and sights of the composition known as “the first Russian opera” for gen-
erations before . Originally entitled A Life for the Tsar, the work pre-
mièred at St. Petersburg’s Bolshoi Theater in November  before an
enthusiastic audience that included such notable cultural figures as A. S.
Pushkin and N. V. Gogol’ in addition to Tsar Nicholas I and the royal fam-
ily. Henceforth, it became a mainstay of the repertoire of the Russian
imperial theater, opening every season for the next eight decades until the
revolutions of  rendered it “ideologically obsolete.”2

The opera’s nineteenth-century librettist, a courtier of German descent
named G. F. Rozen, colored the text of Glinka’s masterpiece in undeniably
monarchical tones.3 As a result, A Life for the Tsar required substantial
revision before its Soviet debut in  as Ivan Susanin. While Glinka and
his musical compositions have been the subject of numerous studies, the
details of S. M. Gorodetskii’s transformation of A Life for the Tsar have
received scant attention. On occasions when Soviet musicologists discussed
the rewriting of the libretto, they took great pains to justify the changes by
attempting to prove that Rozen, influenced by imperial courtiers or the tsar
himself, perverted Glinka’s original intentions by forcing the composer to
glorify the autocracy. While “disrespect for libretti and accusations against
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librettists have a long and respectable history,”4 this attack on Rozen
assumed a particularly opportunistic character because it justified the Soviet
rewriting of the libretto and the appropriation of Glinka’s music, which
before the Revolution had been regarded as a Russian national treasure.5

Indeed, it is ironic that Soviet musicologists attempted to defend the revi-
sions to Glinka’s opera by blaming the libretto’s “shortcomings” on the
political atmosphere of the s even as they avoided mention of the social
realities and political exigencies that gave shape to the Stalinist version of
the opera. As a social-historical document, the text of the libretto can serve
as an avenue for studying the political and cultural climate of the society
that produced and received it.6 This chapter provides a new perspective on
the study of Glinka’s opera by examining a key feature of the revision, the
depiction of the Polish villains, in light of these historical circumstances.

�

While the creators of the Soviet version of Glinka’s opera supplied the work
with a heavily revised libretto, the basic contours of the legend remained
intact. According to the story, which was first popularized in the late eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries, a Russian peasant named Ivan
Susanin sacrificed his life during the winter of – in order to save the
newly elected tsar, Mikhail Fedorovich Romanov.7 Taking advantage of the
political confusion of the interregnum known as the Time of Troubles,
Polish armies invade Muscovy, scheming to place a Polish prince on the
Russian throne. At a village near Kostroma, the Poles look for a guide from
among the local peasants who would help them capture Mikhail Fedoro-
vich. Pressed into Polish service, Susanin feigns cooperation with the Poles,
all the while secretly intending to lead them astray and send a warning to
the young Romanov. Ultimately, Susanin guides the invaders deep into a
dense, snowy forest. When the Poles realize that the faithful peasant has
deceived them and has no intention of disclosing to them the whereabouts
of the tsar, they torture him to death before they themselves perish from
exposure.

In the years following the Bolshevik Revolution, A Life for the Tsar van-
ished from the stage due to its overtly monarchist character. In the mid-
to late s, however, a dramatic shift in party ideology linked to the
development of more effective mobilizational propaganda led the Stalinist
party hierarchy to selectively reinterpret aspects of the tsarist past.8 As other
contributions to this volume detail, historical figures such as Peter the Great,
Aleksandr Nevskii, and even Ivan the Terrible came to be seen in a more
favorable light. But Mikhail Fedorovich Romanov was no Peter the Great.

 Ivan Susanin



Indeed, the founder of the Romanov dynasty has traditionally been depicted
as a sickly, weak-willed puppet of the Muscovite boyars.9 This could explain
why Gorodetskii chose to retitle the opera after the peasant hero and to
remove all mention of the tsar from the libretto: the Soviet text depicts
Susanin’s sacrifice as a heroic act made in the name of the motherland
rather than the future Romanov tsar. In this new version of the opera, lines
from the epilogue’s well-known “Slav’sia” chorus, “Glory, glory to our Rus-
sian tsar! To our God-sent tsar and lord!” became “Glory, glory to you, my
Russia! Glory to you, our Russian land!”10

As such changes indicate, once the most offensive elements had been
purged from the tsarist libretto, Glinka’s opera offered the Soviet state a
marvelous opportunity to educate the public about the patriotic duty that
citizens owe their motherland. Bolshevik ideologists had long recognized
the arts as a powerful weapon of propaganda and believed that music, lit-
erature, and the visual representation could be used to promote the val-
ues and cultural mores of the “new Soviet person.”11 By rehabilitating Ivan
Susanin, the Soviet leaders co-opted a model for self-sacrifice that res-
onated with the imperatives of the Soviet state in the s and would be
evoked frequently during the coming war. Susanin’s ability to mobilize
patriotic sentiment made Glinka’s opera a mainstay of the Soviet stage,
just as it had been during the imperial period.

�

While the removal of the tsar from A Life for the Tsar may be the most
obvious alteration in the making of Ivan Susanin, Soviet revisions went
far beyond the mere elimination of Mikhail Fedorovich. One of the most
extensive areas of revisionist attention was the depiction of the Poles, who
pose the critical threat to Muscovy in the opera.12 The original version of
the second act of Glinka’s opera, known as the Polish act, contains no
glaringly objectionable material from a Soviet perspective—there are no
references to the glory of the Russian tsar, nor even mention of his name.
And yet the text was thoroughly rewritten, presenting a riddle that is well
worth resolving: how did the revised representation of the Poles serve Soviet
propaganda interests?

The Polish acts in A Life for the Tsar and Ivan Susanin share superficial
similarities. In both libretti, Polish noblemen and women enjoy a glitter-
ing ball while hungrily anticipating their “inevitable” victory over Muscovy.
The scene opens with a chorus of Polish nobles singing about their battle
with the Russians. After the Polish noblewomen echo their kinsmen, the act
turns to dancing. Glinka chose dances such as the krakowiak (cracovienne),
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the polonaise, and the mazurka, explaining in his memoirs that these tra-
ditional Polish dances were to draw a contrast between Russian and Polish
music. Later critics proclaimed this to be one of the most successful aspects
of his work.13 After the festivities are interrupted by an announcement that
the Muscovite forces have rallied, the Poles return to talk of future victories
and resume their dancing.

The similarities between the two versions end there: the setting, the
language, and even the main characters all differ in the revised text of the
scene. In the nineteenth-century libretto, the action takes place in what
the Poles describe as the “wastes of Muscovy,” in the quarters of the Polish
detachment’s field commander. The Soviet version replaces the commander
with King Sigismund III and sets the scene, not in Muscovy, but in his
ancient castle in Poland. Yet although these changes are hardly minor, per-
haps most striking of all is the difference in the overall tone of the act, for
Gorodetskii recast Rozen’s fairly generic Polish adversaries as bloodthirsty
aggressors, intoxicated by greed, wine, and a desire to exploit the Russian
people.

One of the most remarkable features of the transformed libretto is Goro-
detskii’s preoccupation with the socioeconomic differences between the
Polish nobles and the Russian peasants. This theme does not appear at all
in the libretto of A Life for the Tsar, which only hints at the Poles’ social
status in a stage direction for the scene: “A splendid ball. Along the sides
of the stage are seated Polish gentlemen and ladies at a feast; at the back
of the stage is a brass band; dancers are in the middle.” Instead, the original
version of the opera revolves around a seventeenth-century dynastic rivalry,
in which the Poles seek to gain control over Muscovy by placing Sigis-
mund’s son on the Russian throne. In the words of the Polish noblemen:
“We shall bring to Poland everlasting glory / We shall bring Wladislaw to
Moscow in victory! / We shall place Poland high above Rus’, / Muscovy shall
be Poland with a Polish tsar.” This political ambition is a recurring theme
of the Poles’ festivities, and they sing continuously of crushing the obstinate
Muscovites, subjugating Muscovy to Poland, and celebrating the glory of
their military feats.

In the Soviet version of the libretto, the Poles’ dynastic pretensions are
replaced by concerns only for exploitation and plunder. From the opening
lines of the scene, the Polish noblemen describe the Muscovites as serfs
(kholopy), as the “chorus of knights” sings, “Pour out the wine! Drink it
down! / War brings us booty! / We will soon finish with the Moscow serfs.”
The Polish warriors and noblewomen revel in their plans to subjugate the
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slaves (raby) and collect tribute, in marked contrast to Rozen’s text, where
terms like “serfs” and “slaves” are not applied to the Russians at all. Goro-
detskii depicts seventeenth-century Muscovy as a land rich in livestock,
precious metals, and jewels, where the people dress in furs and silk. The
Soviet librettist thus creates a veritable “workers’ paradise” in which Rus-
sian serfs enjoy lives of luxury, while also demoting the Poles from dynas-
tic political rivals to little more than a gang of brigands.14

This new socioeconomic focus was reflected in the Soviet public dis-
cussion of the revised opera as well. In his reviews of Ivan Susanin, pub-
lished at the time of the opera’s Soviet première, the critic G. N. Khubov
asserts that according to the composer’s original conception, Glinka’s opera
depicted the Polish nobility rather than Poland in general, and that in this
sharp contrast between the Russian people and the Polish nobility, the
genius of Glinka’s work was most visible.15 Khubov claims that through the
Polish dances, the composer symbolized the outward brilliance, affected
splendor, and boastful arrogance of aristocratic Poland.16 In a similar vein,
the opera’s producer, B. A. Mordvinov, published an essay in which he con-
tended that the Polish dances reveal the Poles’ “superficial brilliance and
inner corruption.”17 Another critic, V. M. Gorodinskii, described the pre-
tentious behavior of the Polish nobles, with their “clatter of spurs, knightly
genuflections, and dancing.”18 Thus while Glinka never explicitly attributed
any significance to socioeconomic differences dividing the Russians and
the Poles, Soviet critics claimed that this was his intent and made class one
of the defining aspects of Glinka’s opera.19

Of course, party ideology gave good reason to amplify the negative char-
acteristics attributed to the Polish nobles, making socioeconomic tensions
a primary feature of the revised text. At the Seventeenth Party Congress
in  Stalin reminded his audience that although a “classless, socialist
society” was within reach, the goal could be attained only by means of ex-
panding class struggle. After the February-March plenum of , Stalin’s
doctrine of “sharpening class struggle” became one of the justifications for
the Great Terror, which culminated just six months before the première of
Ivan Susanin in February .20 As is well known, Stalin’s theory argued
that the closer the Soviet Union came to true socialism, the more intense
class struggle would become:

The further we move forward, the more success we have, the more embit-

tered will the remnants of the destroyed exploiter classes become, the sooner

they will resort to extreme forms of struggle, the more they will blacken the
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Soviet state, the more they will seize on the most desperate means as the last

resort of the doomed.21

Gorodetskii’s portrayal of the Poles answered Stalin’s call for a sharpening
of class struggle through an intriguing projection of contemporary poli-
tics into a canonical work of art. Nonetheless, despite Gorodetskii’s empha-
sis on class struggle between the Polish aristocracy and the Russian people,
he cast remarkably little attention on socioeconomic differences between
the Russian nobles and their peasants. In fact, there is only one suggestion
of domestic discord in the Soviet libretto: in the first act, the Russian peas-
ants contemptuously place the blame for the loss of Moscow on the Rus-
sian nobility: “The boyars have surrendered / Our capital city to the Polish
nobles.” Apart from this parenthetical remark, the Soviet librettist depicted
Muscovites of all social castes as united in their resolve to expel the Polish
invaders. In all likelihood, the need to allegorically evoke a Soviet society
similarly united in the face of foreign aggression explains this peculiar sub-
ordination of class consciousness to national consciousness.

In the late s, Soviet society was rife with discussion of enemies in
both the domestic and international spheres. In a sense, the Soviet creators
of Ivan Susanin could hardly have found a more compelling historical
rival than the Poles. During the Time of Troubles, Muscovite forces had
frustrated the Poles’ covetous desires for the cap of Monomakh. Through-
out the seventeenth century, Russia and Poland repeatedly clashed over
their Ukrainian and Belorussian borderlands. During the eighteenth cen-
tury, Russia took a leading role in the partitioning of Poland.22 The Poles
responded with bloody insurrections in – and , and after the
resurrection of the Polish state at the end of the First World War, they in-
vaded Ukraine, claiming part of the former tsarist empire for themselves.

Yet while Gorodetskii’s portrayal of the Poles created an enemy that
Russian-speaking Soviets could relate to, he also hinted at an even more
threatening enemy standing in the shadows behind the Poles. The Ger-
mans appear in Gorodetskii’s libretto as mercenaries in league with the
Poles, despite the fact that they are never mentioned in the tsarist text. This
fictional alliance emerges when King Sigismund asks, “Where, tell me, are
my troops? Where are the German knights?” When a messenger reports that
Kuz’ma Minin had crushed the German forces, the noblemen lament that,
“The German military detachment / And the knights of the Polish king-
dom / Tremble before a handful of serfs!”

Yet this overt, historically absurd appearance of Germans in the libretto
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is secondary to their oblique, allegorical presence in the text as doubles of
the seventeenth-century Poles. There is an obvious symmetry, after all,
between the Polish nobles’ territorial ambitions in Muscovy and the Nazi
slogans of Drang nach Osten and Lebensraum. This figural connection is
strengthened in the first scene of the opera by means of a historical par-
allel. Appearing on stage for the first time, the Russian militia and peasants
harken back to an ancient victory: “We drove the German rabble / Beneath
the ice of the blue lake.” This transparent allusion to Aleksandr Nevskii’s
 defeat of the Teutonic knights on Lake Chud’ connected the opera and
its mobilizational goals with S. M. Eisenstein’s well-known  film about
the medieval prince, which ends with the words “Whosoever comes at us
with the sword shall perish by the sword. Such is the law of the Russian land
and such shall it ever be!”23 Indeed, this sentiment is echoed nearly verba-
tim in the opening scene of Ivan Susanin in several instances, ranging from
“Whosoever has made war on Russia / Has always wrought his own destruc-
tion there” to “Whosoever has attacked Russia / Has himself perished.” After
recalling the defeat of the “German rabble” in the thirteenth century, the
Soviet libretto then promises the same retribution not only to Russia’s 
seventeenth-century enemies but to anyone else who might dare to invade
in the future—a not-so-veiled warning aimed at Nazi Germany.

Such anti-fascist rhetoric permeated the official Soviet reception of Ivan
Susanin as well. For instance, Khubov’s Sovetskaia muzyka review of the
opera condemns artistic policies being enforced in Nazi Germany. He sets
up a contrast between cultural activities in Germany and the USSR in the
very first lines of his essay: “The Soviet people are reviving a great work
of a national artist according to its true authorial plan, while western cul-
ture is enduring a painful, never-ending crisis, a dark period of stagnation.”
Khubov states that “the fascist barbarians are destroying noteworthy works
of art and impudently desecrating the classics of world culture with ani-
malistic malice,” banning, among other things, the performance of works
by such renowned nineteenth-century Jewish composers as Mendelssohn
and Meyerbeer. The author concludes by declaring that although socialist
culture has always looked to the classics for everything good and progres-
sive that they could offer, “fascism has brought about only the death and
degeneration of culture.”24 Clearly, for Khubov the opera provided an occa-
sion to reflect not only on seventeenth-century Russian-Polish relations
but also on the greater threat posed by Nazi Germany.

When the revised version of Glinka’s opera premièred on the Soviet stage
in early , the threat of war loomed over Europe like a dark cloud, and
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this sort of anti-fascist rhetoric was becoming increasingly widespread in
Soviet mass culture. While the Western powers followed a policy of appease-
ment in the mid- to late s, the Soviet Union feared standing alone
against a possible Nazi onslaught, and propagandists openly discussed the
prospect of a showdown with fascist Germany.25 Such fears inspired the
Soviet regime to rally its society to the cause of national defense, and Soviet
artists turned to heroes from the Russian past and situations where the Rus-
sian people had stood together in order to create an inspirational histor-
ical narrative. Clearly, the retelling of Susanin’s legend should be viewed
in this context of international tension and mobilizational propaganda.26

In the libretto of Ivan Susanin, the lines between figurative and actual
enemy are intentionally blurred. Direct and indirect references to Ger-
many, as well as the allusions to the thirteenth-century Teutonic invaders,
instruct the Soviet audience that the Poles should be seen as representing
an aggressive and reactionary Germanic culture. The opera’s text provides
a sort of “instruction manual” for reading the Poles “as Germans.” In this
sense the libretto of Ivan Susanin can be characterized as a “readable text,”
a work that avoids obscurity or ambiguity and renders figurative language
absolutely transparent.27

The directness with which Ivan Susanin informs its audience about how
it is to be read relates closely to the poetics of Socialist Realism. Gorodet-
skii’s libretto also corresponds to the conventions of this aesthetic through
a sharp delineation between heroes and villains. Aside from portraying the
Poles as depraved exploiters, the Soviet librettist attributes to them an array
of other pernicious characteristics. One of the most glaring vices that Goro-
detskii imputes to the Poles is insatiable greed, which is woven through-
out the libretto like a garishly colored thread. From the very first lines of
the Polish act, the Poles relish the thought of the spoils of war: “War brings
us booty!” A few lines later, the Polish noblewomen sing the following lines,
which the noblemen then echo: “Their whole country is a paradise on earth,
/ It’s time we owned it! / Their furs and silken garments / We alone should
be wearing!”

This theme was also reflected in Soviet press accounts of the opera. Mor-
dvinov asserts that when the Polish nobles sought to inflict a blow upon the
“unruly Russians,” they primarily aimed to amass wealth, to boast of spoils,
and to exploit the Russian peasants. According to Mordvinov, for the Pol-
ish nobles, war was robbery, an excuse to plunder the Russian land.28 This
account shows that the artists who transformed Ivan Susanin deliberately
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chose to debase the Poles’ dynastic ambitions to the level of simple greed,
making their aggression seem exceptionally petty and opportunistic.

While Gorodetskii depicted seventeenth-century Polish noblemen as
obsessed with greed, he reserved his harshest judgment for the Polish noble-
women, portraying them as even more bloodthirsty and rapacious than the
men who actually engaged in battle. This vilification of the Polish noble-
women is one of the most striking alterations in the libretto. In Rozen’s
original text, the Polish women seem anxious for the hostilities to end,
singing, “But soon, of course, all battles will end! / Back to the sacred home-
land, heroes! / The homeland is preparing for you myrtle and roses, / And
reunions of delight and tears!” War for them is a necessary evil, a tragedy
whose conclusion they eagerly anticipate. In Ivan Susanin, by contrast,
Gorodetskii portrays the Polish noblewomen as purely avaricious. Their
desire for material possessions seems insatiable, and throughout the scene
their attention returns again and again to the subject of Russian furs and
jewels. They exhort their kinsmen to grab as much wealth as possible: “Seize
a bit more treasure for Poland! / Seize whatever you can of the tribute of
war! / Seize rich tribute wherever you can! / Go! Destroy! Seize! Give it to
us! Diamonds, rubies, topazes! All for us!” They seem oblivious to the hor-
rors of war, goading their husbands and brothers into battle in order to
accumulate more wealth.

This derogatory portrayal of the Polish noblewomen serves several pur-
poses. Aside from its apparent misogyny, such an attack speaks of a com-
mon technique of denigrating entire enemy nations by pillorying its women
as surrogates. More specifically, by presenting the Polish women as aggres-
sive and ruthless, the librettist characterizes them as the driving force behind
the military incursion, rendering the Polish nobles their weak and ineffec-
tual pawns. Needless to say, this depiction also draws attention to the con-
trast between their cold-hearted materialism and the newly conservative
vision of a woman’s role in society that was gaining currency in Soviet mass
culture during the mid- to late s. This ideal, which celebrated Soviet
women as nurturing housewives and mothers, was the result of an array
of new pro-natalist legislation and an aggressive propaganda campaign that
reversed earlier, more militantly revolutionary norms.29

Other features of the representation of the Poles in Ivan Susanin, such
as their heavy drinking, may also be linked to the newly puritanical Sta-
linist social orthodoxy. In the very first line of the Polish scene, the Polish
noblemen sing: “Pour the wine! Drink it all down!” Once again, Polish
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noblewomen are cast in the most unfavorable light as they proclaim how
much they love “amusements and luxury, wine and merrymaking,” fol-
lowed by this revealing toast: “We drink a toast to all / Who are bold both
in battle and in love! / We drink to boldness! To our nobles! To Poland! /
We drain our glasses.” In marked contrast, when the Russian peasants sing
of merrymaking, there are no references to anything stronger than mead.
Clearly, by emphasizing the bacchanalian quality of the Poles’ festivities,
the Soviet librettist intended to expose the enemy’s moral bankruptcy.

Taken as a whole, the Poles are portrayed as petty, opportunistic, greedy,
and corrupt, qualities that stood in direct contrast to Socialist Realism’s
“positive hero,” who was generally a brave but modest person, possessing
a calm, serious disposition and unwavering determination.30 According to
Mordvinov:

Glinka found a deeply lyrical, warm, stirring, emotional tone for depicting the

positive heroes of the Russian people, but portrays the enemy completely

differently. He emphasizes the external brilliance, frivolousness and arrogance

of the Polish nobles.31

The Soviet composer I. I. Dzerzhinskii concurred with Mordvinov’s char-
acterization, noting that the scenes depicting the lyrical beauty of Russia
contrasted sharply with the “pomposity of the Polish act.”32 Both of these
statements, in turn, echoed what S. A. Samosud, the opera’s director, had
written in Pravda some two years earlier when he distinguished the Poles’
unthinking materialism and pretension from the simplicity, sincerity, deep
feeling, and genuine goodness of the Russians.33 This opposition turns 
out to have been one of the most memorable innovations in the entire 
production.

�

While the most obvious change to take place during the Sovietization of
A Life for the Tsar was the purging of the tsar himself, this was not the only
change, nor was it arguably the most significant. During the revival of impe-
rial Russian history that took place during the mid- to late s, Soviet
historians selectively restored famous figures and reputations from the Rus-
sian national past. Gorodetskii, however, realized that Mikhail Fedorovich
was not a viable candidate for rehabilitation and instead focused on a neg-
ative characterization of the villains from the drama of –. He appar-
ently believed that by amplifying the moral contrast between the Russians
and Poles, he could use this historic rivalry to aid in the development of
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a new sense of Soviet cultural identity that displayed unmistakably Russian
overtones.

According to Gorodetskii’s vision, the Poles in Ivan Susanin were not
genuine dynastic rivals; instead, they only strut about on stage, bragging
about their nobility, lusting after Russian riches, and drinking wine in a
decidedly un-Soviet fashion. Any political ambitions are eclipsed by their
materialism and hedonistic pursuits. What is more, as debauched as the
Polish noblemen may appear, their negative tendencies were outdone in the
librettist’s portrayal of the Polish noblewomen, whose cold, uncaring mate-
rialism further indicts Polish culture and provides a foil for Soviet mass
culture’s upright, nurturing, and virtuous feminine ideal.

These changes in the libretto of Ivan Susanin contribute to our under-
standing of this period in several ways. First, the transformations illustrate
the way that the Soviet obsession with class struggle changed over time,
by the late s becoming subordinate to more conventional national 
priorities. Also, by drawing direct and indirect connections between the
seventeenth-century Polish intervention and the contemporary threat of
German invasion, the libretto dovetailed with Soviet anti-fascist rhetoric
of the period. Finally, in keeping with the tenets of Socialist Realism, the
villainous Poles were held to signify everything antithetical to Soviet soci-
ety: not only were they class enemies, but their aggression and greed were
impulsive and immoral, motivated by unthinking materialism and the
aggressive, self-seeking ruthlessness of their women at home.

The extent to which Soviet authorities regarded Ivan Susanin as prop-
aganda can be seen in additional changes in the libretto that were made
five months after its  debut, when the enemy was reinvented yet again.
Perhaps in anticipation of the August  Molotov-Ribbentrop pact, the
Soviet creators of Ivan Susanin softened their anti-German rhetoric when
the opera premièred that June in Leningrad. In particular, Gorodetskii’s
libretto was stripped of all references to Germans, which were replaced by
more generic terms like “foreigner” (chuzhezemnyi) and “hireling” (naem-
nyi).34 Although Gorodetskii had originally highlighted the anti-fascist ele-
ments in the opera, on the eve of the signing of the non-aggression pact,
Ivan Susanin served as a conventionally anti-Polish work, providing his-
torical justification for the Soviet annexation of eastern Poland in the fall
of . Then, two years later, after the launch of the Nazi invasion of the
USSR, Ivan Susanin was once again rewritten in order to return the Ger-
mans to their place of notoriety in the text. Although the Soviet creators
of Ivan Susanin could not have foreseen these eventualities, their flexible
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approach in producing a composite image of the enemy made the opera an
ideal instrument of party propaganda. This same explanation may, in the
long run, explain at least part of the lasting success of Glinka’s epic work.
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Official Praise for Ivan Susanin

B. A. Mordvinov’s feature article on the  debut of Ivan Susanin epit-
omizes the official Soviet line on the rehabilitation of this classic work
of nineteenth-century nationalist culture, despite the fact that the author
was a famous actor and director rather than a professional journalist
or propagandist.1 Published in Pravda, the most authoritative forum in
the USSR, this article is instructive for two principle reasons.

Like much of the rest of the official discussion surrounding the re-
staging of the opera, it describes the preparatory work performed by
playwrights like S. M. Gorodetskii and M. A. Bulgakov as more of a
restoration that a revision of the original. In an inventive rewriting of
the opera’s history, Mordvinov claims that Glinka was prevented from
realizing his true vision for the opera by the imposition of jingoistic and
monarchial themes by its original librettist, G. F. Rozen. In Mordvinov’s
account, even the original title, A Life for the Tsar, was less Glinka’s choice
than that of Nicholas I. Such historical fictions were necessary in order
to allow the Soviet opera establishment to recoup the tendentiousness
of the tsarist operatic tradition without compromising its own ideolog-
ical purity. After all, in the late s, Soviet opera was struggling to dis-
tance itself from the “formalist” excesses of the preceding decade, and
many believed that a “return to the classics” would restore the authority
and prestige of the Soviet stage. Under such conditions, even this main-
stay of the pre-revolutionary canon proved to be a viable candidate for
rehabilitation once its most disagreeable aspects were discredited as a
perversion of Glinka’s “true” intentions.

Quite apart from Mordvinov’s reading of the opera’s history under
the old regime, his article is interesting due to its contradictory approach





to the historical subject matter itself. At first, the author suggests that,
in the interest of historical accuracy, Gorodetskii resisted the urge to re-
cast Susanin as sacrificing himself to defend the common-born militia
commander Kuz’ma Minin instead of the future tsar Mikhail Romanov.
Such a plot line, avers Mordvinov, would have been a blatant “falsifica-
tion of history.” He acknowledges, however, that in the Soviet version
of the opera, Susanin perishes in order to save Moscow rather than the
future tsar. Mordvinov clumsily justifies this act of artistic license with
the argument that it mirrored analogous episodes from the nation’s his-
tory. Images of these events, including Nevskii’s  defeat of the Teu-
tonic knights on Lake Chud’, even form the backdrop for the opera’s
finale.

Of course, all of Mordvinov’s “historical” considerations are moot,
insofar as the story of Ivan Susanin is legend and not historical fact.
But this only makes the peculiarities of this discussion more glaring.
On one hand, he calls for accuracy in historical representation. On the
other, he reveals that the driving force behind the Soviet rehabilitation
of the tsarist past endorsed a “mythic” approach, in which real events
were connected not by the causal flow of historical circumstances but
as hypostases of an eternal, recurrent pattern. Thus the final realization
of Susanin’s pattern of sacrifice is evident in “the feats of hundreds of
thousands of Soviet patriots” in the present. This tolerance for what is at
base a historiographic mélange, in which legend appears as history and
history as legend, testifies to an abiding tension within the Stalinist
rehabilitation project as a whole between the specific, “fixed” nature of
the past and Soviet authorities’ need for a pliable historical narrative that
could be adapted to the ever-changing political context of the present.

B. A. M, “Ivan Susanin   S  

B T”

Pravda,  February 

The entire collective of the Bolshoi Theater—from its artistic director to the
stagehands and carpenters—is working with tremendous creative enthusi-
asm on Mikhail Glinka’s ingenious opera Ivan Susanin. The final rehearsals
are taking place. Soon the show will be presented to the audience.

All of us working on Susanin are united by a common goal: to reveal
as fully as possible the inexhaustible musical riches of this opera and to
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show truthfully on our stage the Russian people’s patriotism and heroism,
as represented in Glinka’s brilliant image of Ivan Susanin.

As is well known, the poet Zhukovskii suggested the subject of the opera
to M. I. Glinka and also proposed to write the libretto. However, Zhu-
kovskii wrote only Vania’s lines in the epilogue, and the composer had to
draft the plan for the libretto himself. He composed the music according
to this plan, but the poetic content of the opera was produced by an
incompetent rhymester—a certain Baron Rozen. Contradicting the com-
poser’s conception, Rozen replaced the original theme of a folk movement
against foreign invaders with an utterly false monarchical theme. Ivan
Susanin also received a new “official” title: at first, A Death for the Tsar,
which was corrected to A Life for the Tsar on the order of Nicholas I.

Following this long-standing falsification of the opera and the twenty-
two years that have elapsed since its last production on the stage of the
Bolshoi Theater, our collective has taken upon itself the task of reviving Ivan
Susanin in all the greatness of its brilliant author’s original conception.

We began our work with a search for the correct dramatic formula. The
theme of the opera is the salvation of the motherland. But how were we
to approach this subject? According to Rozen, Susanin leads the Poles off

into the forest in order to save Mikhail Romanov. In the first version of
the opera’s revival, it was proposed that Susanin would save Minin. But
this mechanical alteration of the plot would have been, first of all, a falsi-
fication of history, and second of all, dramatically unconvincing.

The authors of the new edition of the libretto (S. Gorodetskii, S. Samo-
sud, and B. Mordvinov) came to the following decision: Susanin accom-
plishes his feat in the name of the salvation of the motherland and its
symbolic center—Moscow. Detachments of Poles are marching on Moscow
to unite with their garrison, which has remained in the capital. Susanin,
by leading the Poles away into the woods where death awaits them, saves
Moscow and thus the motherland.

This treatment of the subject matter is completely justified both histor-
ically and dramatically. Our historical consultants have identified a series
of analogous circumstances in the Russian national past—both during the
period of the Polish intervention and during the Patriotic War of .

In our new libretto we transferred action originally set in Kostroma to
a village near Moscow. Why? Because Susanin is a collective image of the
Russian patriot. He represents the thousands of Russian Susanins who have
lived throughout the ages and in all corners of our homeland and whose
spirit lives on today in the feats of hundreds of thousands of Soviet patriots.
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With an infinitely rich array of musical tonality, Glinka depicts the joys
and sorrows of the Russian people. His choruses, in particular, are mar-
velous: those of the prologue, full of the deepest lyricism, saturated with
resoluteness and faith in victory; those of the first act and the monastery
scene; and finally the majestic folk hymn—the hymn of power and invin-
cibility in the opera’s finale.

The best traits of the great Russian people—their humility, moral purity,
and strength and determination in realizing their goals—are combined in
the central hero of the opera, Ivan Susanin.

And he raises his children to possess these same virtues. Susanin’s fam-
ily has a deep love of the motherland and great faith in it. Antonida is a
remarkable Russian girl; Vania is a brave and energetic youth, Susanin’s
worthy heir; and Sobinin is an honorable, stalwart warrior, who rouses his
fellow countrymen for battle with the enemy. They all place duty to the
motherland above all else.

In complete contrast to the profound, multifaceted image of the Rus-
sian people’s patriotism and nobility, Glinka portrayed the Polish nobles
using the distinctive medium of dance. The themes of the polonaise and
mazurka subtly emphasize the superficial brilliance and inner corruption
of the Polish aristocracy, as well as its boastful saber-rattling.

The monumental epilogue is really the organic conclusion to the show.
It is to be staged on a set composed of enormous panels, depicting the
remarkable events of Russian history: the battle on Lake Chud’ and the
expulsion of the Poles from Russia. A third panel shows the Moscow Krem-
lin and the monument to Minin and Pozharskii. The opera closes with a
heroic hymn to the glory of Russian military might and the greatness and
invincibility of the Russian people.

The key to our resolution of the fundamental issues of this production
was found in Glinka’s brilliant score. For the set designer, the music sug-
gested a specific style and manner, calling for a reproduction of the Rus-
sian countryside in tender, lyric tones. It gave direction to our imagination
and prevented us from weighing down the plot or psychologically over-
burdening any of the separate episodes. Glinka’s music steered us toward
a grand sweep of passion informed by broad generalizations and high
drama. This is a show about profound and noble feelings, about great
individuals, and about the magnificent Russian people.

The complexities we encountered in our production of Ivan Susanin
were so critical and involved that they demanded a new approach to oper-
atic direction and work with designers and actors. For example, we made
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initial assessments of set designs using a specially constructed model of the
stage. This huge model—three meters in length—exactly reproduces the
stage of the Bolshoi Theater, including all the mechanical equipment, wings,
and lighting. Prior to rehearsals, we used this model to work out prelim-
inary plans for the staging of the opera.

Our dramatic score is yet another innovation for operatic production
work. This score presents an exact “photographic reproduction” of the show.
It serves to protect the production from future degradation and facilitates
the introduction of new performers.

The Soviet operatic theater is experiencing a genuine renaissance. A
combination of a demanding audience and new topical subject matter is
rendering our operatic art truly dynamic, transforming opera from a mag-
nificent yet ideologically empty spectacle into a profound performance with
stirring content. Our strict and just spectator—the Soviet public—will judge
the outcome of our work on Ivan Susanin.

Ultimately, in our production of the opera Ivan Susanin, the working
collective of the Bolshoi Theater desires to sing a marvelous song with all
of its might about the Russian people—an epic-hero people.

Note

1. B. A. Mordvinov, “‘Ivan Susanin’ na stsene Bol’shogo teatra,” Pravda,  Feb-
ruary , .
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The Stalinist regime inducted pre-revolutionary literary “classics” such as
M. Iu. Lermontov (–) into the Soviet literary canon during the s
in an attempt to use tsarist-era culture to legitimize itself both historically
and politically. Such a revised narrative of the past represented the Soviet
state as a historical inevitability and allowed the regime to flatter its sub-
jects by asserting their right to inherit the pre-revolutionary cultural legacy.
Moreover, the canonization process emphasized the cultural superiority of
the Soviet regime and people, as evidenced by their ability to discover once
and for all a single, correct interpretation of the past. Finally, canonization
of the classics helped to forge a coherent identity for the new Soviet soci-
ety by placing a reinterpreted Russian cultural narrative at its core. All of
these aims emphasized unity and unanimity, the distinctive desiderata of
high Stalinist social policy.

Leaving behind the divisive politics of the chaotic Cultural Revolution
(–), the regime sought during the mid-s to promote a unified
political program in many areas of Soviet life, among which culture was
especially prominent. The formation of the Soviet Writers’ Union () and
the conclusion of a campaign against “vulgar sociology” in literary criti-
cism (ca. –) reflected the regime’s official rejection of class-based
attacks on all but a few pre-revolutionary writers.1 In a startling turnabout,
the regime now aimed to build unity in the cultural sphere by mounting
massive union-wide celebrations of particular classics deemed worthy of
canonization.2 Although the selection of candidates for rehabilitation took
place within the highest echelons of power, it fell to the literary intelligent-
sia—scholars, journalists, and writers—to produce ideologically “cleansed”
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interpretations of the individual authors and their works. Their task, it would
seem, was crystal clear, the outcome overdetermined. The goals dictated
the necessary methods, leaving little room for disagreement: accentuate the
positive and eliminate the negative. Ultimately, the banal interchangeabil-
ity and ideological blandness of the “cleansed” classics that emerged from
the s—the revolutionized avatars of such diverse authors as Pushkin,
Lermontov, Gogol’, and Tolstoi—also suggest a process that was, if anything,
too unanimous and glib. Each author was revealed to be a “humanitarian,”
a true friend of “the people,” a critic of bourgeois social vices and injustice,
and a “realist.” According to the official Stalinist vision, the classic authors
emerged as fundamentally sympathetic to the progressive values of the
Revolution, despite having had the misfortune of living and writing in the
reactionary Russia of the past.

Yet as several contributions to this volume suggest, such a matter-of-
fact account of Stalinist cultural processes obscures as much as it reveals.
A close examination of Lermontov’s canonization shows that the produc-
tion of these revolutionized classics could be surprisingly contentious and
chaotic in ways that had more to do with the political realities of the pres-
ent than with either the literature of the past or the process of canoniza-
tion itself. Although conflicts usually remained hidden beneath the surface
discourse of such all-Soviet celebrations of unity, traces of these disagree-
ments occasionally surfaced in the public record, at times with explosive
hostility. In such instances, arguments nominally concerning literary issues
actually reflected deeper political tensions and rivalries, often exacerbated
by unstated cultural policies of the regime. These outbursts provide useful
insights into the conflicts, concerns, and anxieties that beset the literary
intelligentsia and shaped the canonization process during the s.

An Insult to Lermontov’s Memory

On  July , Literaturnaia gazeta observed under its “Literary Calen-
dar” rubric that the following day would mark the anniversary of Lermon-
tov’s fatal duel, and quoted at length from an eyewitness account of that
event by Prince A. I. Vasil’chikov, Lermontov’s friend and one of the sec-
onds.3 The entry stuck largely to facts and direct quotation, editorializing
very little. But this seemingly innocuous little article drew a surprisingly
impassioned attack from one P. Litoshenko, a reader from Novocherkassk,
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whose letter to the editor was published by Komsomol’skaia pravda under
the provocative title “An Insult to Lermontov’s Memory.”4 According to
Litoshenko, everyone knew that Vasil’chikov had been a secret enemy of
the poet and had “unconscionably distorted reality” in order to “cover the
tracks of the crime that he had committed with N. S. Martynov,” Lermon-
tov’s opponent in the duel. Citing another account of the duel by P. K.
Mart’ianov, Litoshenko argued that Vasil’chikov had been known in soci-
ety as “Prince good-for-nothing” and “the Don Quixote of Jesuitism,” and
was “one of those who provoked the duel.” “And now it is the testimony
of this scoundrel—one of Lermontov’s murderers—that Literaturnaia gazeta
cites!” “It is strange,” the letter concluded darkly, “that Literaturnaia gazeta
has passed over other sources in silence and limited itself to a reprint that
insults Lermontov’s memory.”

Literaturnaia gazeta promptly published a response. Conceding that some
details of Vasil’chikov’s account had been challenged by his contemporaries,
the editors of Literaturnaia gazeta noted that the section of the account
quoted in the original article had been purely factual; moreover, Vasil’chi-
kov’s description was the only known eyewitness account of the duel and
was generally regarded as more or less accurate.5 The response added,
peevishly, that no one except for Komsomol’skaia pravda and Litoshenko
had ever seen any “insult to Lermontov’s memory” in the cited portions
of Vasil’chikov’s account.

By any reasonable standard of argument, this should have sufficed to
defend the original publication. But these were not reasonable times, and
the response in Literaturnaia gazeta then escalated into a counterattack.
Seizing upon Komsomol’skaia pravda’s quotation of Mart’ianov’s account,
Literaturnaia gazeta accused the editors of unwittingly assisting “‘readers’
such as Litoshenko” in “propagandizing the filthy, slanderous writings of
bards of the autocracy.” Mart’ianov, after all, had attempted to cover up
Nicholas I’s hostility toward Lermontov by claiming that the tsar and his
family had reacted with sadness to the news of the poet’s death. “Is it not
clear,” asked Literaturnaia gazeta, “that this citation of the tsar’s lackey
Mart’ianov represents the real insult to Lermontov’s memory?”6 Nor was
this the end of the matter. Komsomol’skaia pravda unleashed yet another
volley, signed by one V. Pavlova, accusing Literaturnaia gazeta of attempt-
ing to “cover [its] tracks,”7 echoing the language of Litoshenko’s original
accusation against Vasil’chikov. Pavlova took Literaturnaia gazeta to task
for its disrespectful treatment of Litoshenko, a respected pedagogue, as well
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as for its failure to address his original point, for being “intolerant of crit-
icism,” and for “raising a clamor” about Mart’ianov in order to “distract
attention away from the heart of the matter.”

By this point, an uninformed reader would have to be forgiven for won-
dering exactly what the “heart of the matter” had been in the first place.
In the curious vacuousness of the debate, one discerns an unspoken com-
monality uniting all parties: Literaturnaia gazeta and Komsomol’skaia pravda
were more concerned with discrediting each other than with discussing
Lermontov’s memory. Indeed, Komsomol’skaia pravda’s final sally concluded
with a broadside that failed even to mention Lermontov: “It has long been
known that Literaturnaia gazeta displays the greatest vehemence precisely
where it is least necessary. Avoiding direct answers to the question in order
to save itself from its own monstrous blunders; hemming and hawing,
looking for a way out of its dead-end position—it’s not an envious lot!
One can only express pity that intolerance of criticism still remains a dis-
tinctive characteristic of Literaturnaia gazeta.”

But what can explain such bitter sarcasm, such acrimony, between two
periodicals that were both official party organs, ostensibly united in the
goal of promoting the new Soviet culture? And why should this mutual
belligerence, whatever its hidden causes, have flared up around Lermon-
tov, a refractory, aristocratic, apolitical Romantic poet? What was at stake
in this ardent “defense” of Lermontov and these accusations of “insult” to
his memory? If Lermontov’s legacy was so vitally important, how is it that
the debate unfolded not around his life, personality, or works, but around
the obscure figures of Vasil’chikov and Mart’ianov and their alleged roles
in his death? Neither newspaper ever even referred to a single one of Ler-
montov’s works! What can explain this fervid hunt for the perpetrators of
a century-old “murder,” especially given that there was no credible evidence
that there had been a murder in the first place?

Part of the answer stems from the exigencies of ideologically cleansing
problematic figures such as Lermontov for consumption by the Soviet read-
ing public. Lermontov was a rebellious young man, but his rebelliousness
was deeply individualistic, politically incoherent, and intellectually indif-
ferent, if not outright anti-intellectual. The poet was pointedly uninter-
ested in discussions current in the salons of his day. N. P. Ogarev recalled
that Lermontov was no philosopher: “he did not seek the answer to life’s
mysteries, and the explanation of its principles was a matter of indiffer-
ence to him.” Indeed, according to Ogarev, the poet referred to gatherings
of a “learned or literary cast” as “literary masturbation.”8 Certain episodes
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in the poet’s biography and oeuvre suggest vengefulness and an almost
sadistic cruelty.9 Lermontov was in almost every way closer to Byron’s—
or even Childe Harold’s—aristocratic Romantic individualism (sans Byron’s
philosophical and political commitments) than to the progressive demo-
cratic sentiments espoused by contemporaries like A. I. Herzen and V. G.
Belinskii.10

Short on the “raw material” necessary to construct a convincing por-
trait of the poet as a political progressive, Lermontov’s Soviet “handlers”
seized upon his run-ins with the tsarist authorities. Lermontov’s lack of a
political program did not, after all, exempt him from Nicholas’s reactionary
paranoia or his gendarmes’ legendary surveillance. And even if Lermontov
had never articulated a political challenge to the regime, his general rebel-
liousness still earned him two terms of exile to the Caucasus. One such sen-
tence was for dueling. The other came as the result of “The Poet’s Death”
(“Smert’ poeta,” ), Lermontov’s poetic response, elegiac and outraged
by turns, to the death of Pushkin. The poem’s offense stemmed from its
harsh indictment of foreign toadies at court who, the poem asserted, were
abusing their positions to cover up various heinous crimes. The poem’s
epigraph begs the tsar for justice, and for the punishment of Georges
D’Anthès, the man who had just killed Pushkin in a duel. During the cen-
tennial of Pushkin’s death in , Lermontov’s poem was tendentiously in-
voked to support the claim that highly placed members of Petersburg court
society, perhaps including the tsar himself, had conspired to bring about
Pushkin’s duel for political reasons. (“The Poet’s Death” falls far short 
of actually making such a charge, which would have certainly elicited a
much harsher sanction than simple exile.) As we have already seen, alle-
gations of Vasil’chikov’s perfidy led Lermontov’s “handlers” to describe that
poet’s death in  in similarly conspiratorial terms during the mid- to
late s.11

Thus, although Pushkin and Lermontov never met, the two poets be-
came allied in the eyes of the canonizers due to the similarity of their fates.
By the same token—and via the politically expedient reasoning that “my
enemy’s enemy is my friend”—they also became allies of the Revolution.
The discourse of the Lermontov celebrations in  and  relied heavily
on this logic, which encouraged the unmasking of hidden enemies among
the poet’s supposed friends at the same time that it continuously exagger-
ated his persecution at the hands of the tsarist authorities. The production
of conspiracy theories surrounding Lermontov’s death ultimately became
something of a cottage industry among both journalists and scholars.
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(Indeed, there is a morbid irony in the extent to which the  celebra-
tion of the th anniversary of Lermontov’s birth focused on his demise,
despite the imminence of the th anniversary of his death, which would
be marked by another jubilee less than two years later.)

The genius of this tactic lay in its appeal to the public’s taste for the
scandalous, the venial, and the dramatic. It was not necessary to be a card-
carrying Stalinist to appreciate such a juicy tale of conspiracy.12 Moreover,
this plangent narrative encouraged sympathy for Lermontov’s plight, por-
traying him as a martyr of sorts and forging a bond between reader and
poet that did not depend on the ideologically problematic content of his
literary works. This emphasis on biography over oeuvre replicated the gen-
eral pattern of celebrating the classics under Stalin: a given figure first had
to be declared worthy, and only then, with the “correct” interpretive con-
clusion foretold, could the interpretation itself proceed. The  exchange
between Literaturnaia gazeta and Komsomol’skaia pravda, taking place a
year and a half before the launch of the official Lermontov campaign, rep-
resents an early attempt to identify the “correct” Lermontov while skirt-
ing the treacherous territory of his literary and ideological legacy. As the
two papers jockeyed for position, neither one strayed far from the safe
subject of Lermontov’s difficulties with the tsarist regime, each striving to
depict itself as the more “vigilant” in uncovering the nature and extent of
the plot against Lermontov.

Yet even when the call was sounded for an explicitly ideological char-
acterization of the poet in early , Lermontov’s canonizers hesitated in
defining the specific nature of his progressivism. This was due in part to
the ideological ambiguity of Lermontov’s legacy. But a major role was also
played by the regime’s changing policies in the s, which rendered ide-
ological correctness (ideinost’) a moving target. The critical terms of can-
onization were drifting from the rigid and rigorous criteria of klassovost’
(class origin) and partiinost’ (party-mindedness) to considerably more
vague and less ideologically precise terms such as “Soviet patriotism,” nar-
odnost’ (orientation toward “the people”), zhizneutverzhdenie (life-affirming
optimism), and sovremennost’ (relevance to “our day”).13 This occurred
in the context of a general redrawing of social and political battle lines,
wherein ideological labels increasingly became axiological ones, virtually
stripped of specific meaning. The driving force behind the canonization
rhetoric can be identified as the push to define Soviet social identity in
terms of the paranoiac dichotomy between “us” and “them.” This distinc-
tion elided subtler ideological shadings, eclipsed class divisions that had
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defined Soviet propaganda for two decades, and emphasized loyalty in its
rawest, most politically pragmatic sense.

Such terms were ideal for the purposes of canonization, as they were
vague enough to allow for the rehabilitation of virtually any well-known
pre-revolutionary figure. But if such language was designed to promote
unity and consensus, it also worked to erode the value of argumentation in
literary discussions, giving rise to debates in which fundamental distinc-
tions ceased to reflect meaningful intellectual disagreement. The “us ver-
sus them” principle also implicitly encouraged the hyperbole of the “enemy’s
enemy” logic, for only when overdefined in this way could the enemy’s
enemy become not only a friend but—as was frequently claimed regard-
ing Lermontov in the jubilee literature—“one of us,” “our Lermontov.”14

Furthermore, whereas earlier political discourse had defined “us” as “the
working class” and “the peoples of the Soviet Union,” the implied mean-
ing of this rhetoric expanded during the mid- to late s under the influ-
ence of terms like narodnost’ and sovremennost’ to include a genealogy of
“our great ancestors” as well. Figures like Belinskii and Herzen came to be
seen as representatives of a shadow culture during the tsarist era that had
been “infinitely richer and brighter than the ‘culture’ of the open defend-
ers of the yoke and exploitation.” This retrospectively defined tradition,
which “grew on the soil of the defense of the people’s interests and was
persecuted to the utmost by the tsarist government,” was now to be taken
as a central component of “our” Soviet culture.15

Lermontov’s membership in “our” past was established primarily by link-
ing him, however tenuously, to historical figures with less questionable
progressive credentials, including Belinskii, Herzen, N. G. Chernyshevskii,
and N. A. Dobroliubov. Belinskii was especially important, as he had known
Lermontov personally and served as his greatest critical exponent during
the poet’s lifetime. Soviet readers were repeatedly reminded of Belinskii’s
characterization of Lermontov, following a visit to him in detention in ,
as a “great and mighty spirit.”16 Even if ideologically vague, such endorse-
ments sufficed to assert that the poet belonged to “our” tradition, espe-
cially when bolstered by his tense relationship with the tsar. Association
with “us”—“our” progressive ancestors—thus amplified and complemented
dissociation from “them”—“our” ancestors’ enemies.

These tactics of association and dissociation were themselves embedded
in a strategy that sought to place Lermontov in a Russian progressive 
tradition, unfolding from A. N. Radishchev to the Decembrists, and then
through Belinskii, Herzen, Chernyshevskii, and Dobroliubov to culminate
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directly (and inevitably) with the Bolsheviks themselves. This was a whig-
gish history of Russian political thought, a “success stor[y] marching in-
exorably toward the glorious present with wrong turnings and failures
erased.”17 By writing Lermontov into this narrative via his “inspiration” of
the so-called revolutionary democrats, canonizers sought to demonstrate
his works’ “objectively” progressive character and “practical significance
for the elimination of the actual causes of social disharmony.”18 Given the
poet’s lack of participation in revolutionary groups or political debates, the
canonizers had to rely here more than ever on vaguely positive terms of
praise to assert that Lermontov’s “great and mighty spirit” was fundamen-
tally progressive, and that “only external circumstances . . . had isolated
Lermontov like a ‘Chinese wall’ from the ‘thinking milieu,’ [and] prevented
him from organically merging with the leading social movement of the
s.”19 Despite their spuriousness, such arguments found favor because
they resonated with the foundational myth of Stalinism itself, which framed
the party and the New Soviet Man as the organic, inevitable, and trium-
phant culmination of history.

This revisionist history facilitated a primary goal of canonizing the
classics—to root Soviet social identity deeply in Russian national history.
It also framed the fight against hidden enemies of the people in the pres-
ent as the continuation of a struggle already underway in Lermontov’s time,
thus extending the categories of “us” and “them” into the past as well.
Enmeshing Lermontov in this timeless conflict conveniently placed the
“tragedy” of his persecution and death in the foreground, ahead of more
troubling aspects of his legacy, such as his class origin and political world-
view. At the same time, it mandated the unmasking of enemies in the
past—the enemies of “our Lermontov”—just as socialist construction in
the present necessitated the exposure and elimination of hidden domes-
tic spy rings and “their” insidious conspiracies against the new society.

Other dynamics also linked Lermontov to the present. Indeed the process
of canonization revealed that Lermontov’s hounding by evildoers had not
ended with his death. Instead, the struggle against his enemies became a
struggle over his legacy, for if the revolutionary democrats had presciently
understood him to be a representative of progress, many of his contempo-
raries considered him esoteric and “persecuted him like a prophet who had
come to deliver a new word to the world.”20 Such pre-revolutionary “bour-
geois” critics had not merely misunderstood Lermontov but had “slan-
dered” him. Carrying this polarized narrative forward into the s raised
the stakes of interpreting Lermontov in the present, for the canonizers were
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required to unmask not only the bourgeois slanderers of the past but also
those in the present who continued to propagate their lies. This simulta-
neous application of the “us versus them” principle to both Lermontov’s
day and the Stalinist s collapsed history into a single, epic struggle
between the poet’s enemies and his defenders.

Lermontov’s canonization thus called less for interpretation of his works
than for vigilant defense of his newly confabulated political legacy. Lito-
shenko ostentatiously assumed this role in his letter to Komsomol’skaia
pravda. When he accused Literaturnaia gazeta of “insulting Lermontov’s
memory,” he based his indictment solely on the notion that Vasil’chikov
was the poet’s secret enemy and part of a conspiracy to kill him. He pro-
duced no specific evidence of Vasil’chikov’s enmity, nor did he specifi-

cally identify anything in Vasil’chikov’s account that might be considered
“insulting.”21 Rather, because Vasil’chikov had been labeled as an enemy,
his testimony as a whole was suspect—as were the editors who reprinted
it in Literaturnaia gazeta. In its response, Literaturnaia gazeta agreed that
Vasil’chikov was an enemy and attempted merely to distinguish between
the usable and unusable parts of his account. The paper was not about to
defend him or deny the master narrative of conspiracy. On the contrary,
its editors readily acknowledged that Vasil’chikov was “one of the co-
participants in Lermontov’s murder,” casually characterizing this fact as
“well-known.” Indeed, by conceding this, Literaturnaia gazeta suggested
that Komsomol’skaia pravda was merely stating the obvious in its “unmask-
ing” of Vasil’chikov. Moreover, it was Komsomol’skaia pravda and Lito-
shenko who had smuggled a hidden enemy into print: the “tsarist lackey”
Mart’ianov. “Is it not clear,” the editors of Literaturnaia gazeta asked rhetor-
ically, that this represented the “real insult” to Lermontov’s memory?

By this point the newspapers had abandoned all semblance of reason,
along with any concern for the historical record—or for Lermontov, for that
matter. The debate had become a reciprocal exchange of insults, each paper
striving to appear more vigilant and to prove that the other publication
was defending Lermontov’s enemies, and thus “our” enemies. Meanwhile
Lermontov’s status as “one of us,” ordained from on high, had become an
absolute ideological constant for both papers, causing the poet and his
works to drop out of the discussion, like an expression that appears on both
sides of an algebraic equation. The rivals committed themselves instead
to repeating empty rhetorical formulas, endlessly producing and affirm-
ing the revolutionized Lermontov by whatever means possible in an
anachronistic hash of signifiers drawn from both past and present. This
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ritualistic discourse had little substantive meaning, but it reflected the aspi-
rations, anxieties, and resentments of the Soviet literary establishment at
this particular moment in history.

It is often difficult to grasp fully the tensions beneath the surface of the
canonization discourse. Unsigned editorials were common, and many of
those authors and editors whose names do appear in print are obscure
figures, about whom we know very little. What is more, because the can-
onization process emphasized the production of a single, unquestionable,
ideologically cleansed image, internecine disputes such as the  exchange
were rarely aired in public. At the first planning session for Lermontov’s
quasquicentennial in , emphasis was placed on establishing “a com-
prehensive and precise plan” and on “consolidat[ing] forces,” according to
Literaturnaia gazeta. This “great and complex undertaking,” the report con-
tinued, “must proceed on the highest level of ideological correctness [na
samom vysokom ideinom urovene].”22 A headline in the middle of the page
echoed this declaration: “[Let us take] the study of Lermontov to the
heights of ideological correctness [na ideinuiu vysotu].”23 The article that
appeared under this exhortation reminded readers and fellow critics that
“the people want to receive the correct elucidation of Lermontov’s works”
and that “we must not for a moment forget the responsibility that rests
upon us.” The sort of bickering that had broken out in  did not befit
those who shared such a responsibility.

What, then was at stake in the debate between Literaturnaia gazeta and
Komsomol’skaia pravda? At base, the  exchange suggests a conflict be-
tween two distinct and competing models of discursive authority in Soviet
public life. The first was that of a political imperative, devoted to the artic-
ulation and dissemination of ideologically correct rhetoric. This discur-
sive mode dictated that contributions to the Lermontov campaign carried
weight only in so far as they answered the establishment’s demand for a
usable past and served contemporary state interests, broadly defined. The
dominance of the “enemy’s enemy” logic in the campaign was a reflection
of this base of authority, geared more toward the instrumental construc-
tion of political identity by the exclusion of the “impure” from the social
body than toward serious inquiry into the poet’s biography or works. Those
who advanced claims of legitimacy according to this frame of reference
amassed political capital precisely by questioning the ideological purity of
“others,” past and present. Moreover, such dutiful unmasking and denun-
ciation of others likely appeared to diminish the chances of being accused
oneself: the best defense was often a good offense. This tendency toward
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the exaggerated politicization of public discourse clashed with the second
model of authority advanced during the canonization process: that of schol-
arship itself, which aspired to create a historically defensible Soviet vision
of the past through the production of verifiable knowledge. To be sure,
much of this scholarship was highly partisan and subordinated to the
advancement of a political agenda and an overtly whiggish historical nar-
rative.24 That said, it took a somewhat more restrained and reasoned
approach to winning the hearts and minds of Soviet society than the shrill
propaganda epitomized by the political mode of popular mobilization.

The tension between these two models of authority may be loosely asso-
ciated with the generational conflict that divided the Soviet intelligentsia
during the Cultural Revolution, pitting young, upwardly mobile cadres edu-
cated by the Soviet regime (the vydvizhentsy) against older, better trained
“bourgeois specialists.” Moreover, the persistence of this generational con-
flict suggests a linkage in general terms of these two models of authority
with the two print organs relevant to the episode under analysis here.
Komsomol’skaia pravda was the newspaper of the Communist Party’s youth
wing and therefore may be said to represent the voice of the younger gen-
eration—a cohort born under Soviet rule, ideologically untainted by the
pre-revolutionary past and closely identified with the state’s politicized
public discourse and brinkmanship. In contrast, Literaturnaia gazeta, the
official organ of the Writers’ Union and the “creative intelligentsia,” may
be connected with the older generation and its greater affinity for the
authority of scholarship and the integrity of historical inquiry. These gen-
erational and institutional affiliations should not be exaggerated: if dur-
ing the Cultural Revolution party authorities had supported the young
Turks in their attacks on the “establishment,” by the mid-s they had
put an end to the stand-off and forced them into an uneasy reconciliation
under the umbrella of a single, official party line.25 Furthermore, these two
models of discursive authority were not as mutually exclusive as they might
appear—Soviet scholarship (especially the publicistic writing published in
Literaturnaia gazeta) was hardly immune to politicization. Conversely, far
from “peddling cant,” Soviet propagandists (such as the editors of Kom-
somol’skaia pravda) took their own pronouncements quite seriously, view-
ing their work as part of a public culture legitimated by the authority of
scientific Marxism.

From the  exchange, it is readily apparent that each paper was lay-
ing claim to both forms of discursive authority, and that one of the key
issues at stake was sorting out the relative weight of instrumental political
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concerns versus the demands of historical accuracy. Litoshenko accused Lit-
eraturnaia gazeta of lacking political vigilance. Literaturnaia gazeta replied,
rather baldly, that the letter writer was himself a reactionary enemy and
that the “aims” of such “readers” were “all too clear.”26 But the paper reserved
a special barb for the editors at Komsomol’skaia pravda responsible for pub-
lishing Litoshenko’s letter. Not only had these editors been insufficiently
vigilant in a political sense, but they were also poorly informed with regard
to historical facts. They had been effectively duped by Litoshenko, who
sent his letter to Komsomol’skaia pravda, “reckoning on the ignorance of
some of its editorial workers.” In effect, Literaturnaia gazeta rested its case
only after accusing Komsomol’skaia pravda of intellectual incompetence.
Komsomol’skaia pravda, for its part, took great offense at both the accu-
sations of “ignorance” and of ideological laxity. It denounced Literatur-
naia gazeta for “taking a high tone” by casting doubt upon Litoshenko’s
character and for “losing its head from delight in its own cleverness,” while
“brandishing every possible reference book.” Yet readers were also instructed
not to mistake Literaturnaia gazeta’s counterattack as “disinterested schol-
arly argument.” It was, rather, the editors’ effort to “cover their tracks”—
to divert attention from their inability to defend themselves against the
original charge of political heterodoxy. Komsomol’skaia pravda then tried
to beat Literaturnaia gazeta at its own game by pointing out a major factual
lapse committed by its opponent: “Flaunting the most shameless ignorance,”
an item in Literaturnaia gazeta had mistakenly referred to a particular estate
as belonging to Lermontov’s maternal grandmother, when it had fact been
part of his father’s estate. “What Pioneers, and indeed all literate citizens
of our country know, is beyond the ken of the specialist ‘literary scholars’
at Literaturnaia gazeta.” In sum, neither side was willing to cede the other
a monopoly on either type of authority, and so each paper attacked the
other as both ignorant and politically suspect.

Politicizing the Poet

This tension between political and scholarly authority was to persist in
public discourse around Lermontov in subsequent years as the canoniza-
tion process progressed. Early in  Literaturnaia gazeta acknowledged
the difference in approaches in a diplomatic manner: “there is nothing bad
in the fact that scholarship voices differing views, and that there are fruit-
ful arguments and discussions.”“For the mass audience,” however, “we must
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present only that which is indisputable and makes Lermontov dear and close
to us.”27 In the same issue V. I. Kirpotin, a scholar central to the Lermontov
celebrations, acknowledged behind-the-scenes disagreements that some
must have found troubling. “Sometimes [in the Gor’kii Institute of World
Literature’s Lermontov Group] we mercilessly criticize one another,” he
observed. “In these discussions and arguments we are working out con-
sensus views on Lermontov’s works.”28 Kirpotin’s slightly defensive tone
acknowledged the clash of discursive modes that threatened the consensus-
building process at the same time that he called upon his colleagues to
recognize that there was a time and a place for each approach.

No single individual involved in the Lermontov celebrations exemplified
the high stakes and dual imperatives of canonization better than Valerian
Iakovlevich Kirpotin. Born in , a party member from , and a 

graduate of the Institute of Red Professors, he was one of the first and most
successful working-class promotees in the field of literary scholarship. By
the s, he occupied several powerful posts in party cultural organiza-
tions, including the Soviet Writers’ Union and the Literary Sector of the
Central Committee, in addition to academic posts at the Communist Acad-
emy and the Gor’kii Institute of World Literature.29 During Lermontov’s
jubilee years, Kirpotin served as a secretary of the Writers’ Union, chaired
the Gor’kii Institute’s Lermontov Group, and headed the  Lermontov
Jubilee Committee.

Aside from holding such prestigious posts, Kirpotin played a leading
role in developing a comprehensive ideological interpretation of the poet’s
works. Yet he also issued a call in early  for critical and scholarly
“responsibility” in presenting the “correct elucidation of Lermontov’s cre-
ative work” to the people.30 As a representative of the official line, Kirpotin
strove to combine and embody the roles of both scholar and propagandist
in his work. Reflecting this imperative, his Political Motifs in Lermontov’s
Works (), the first systematic ideological interpretation of Lermontov’s
works, was published in multiple formats: as an academic monograph
(complete with scholarly apparatus), as a long article in the literary jour-
nal Novyi mir (abridged and without footnotes), and as a highly condensed
propagandistic editorial in the popular cultural journal Rezets (The Chisel).31

Kirpotin’s efforts and the polemics that they spawned epitomized the
objectives and obstacles involved in synthesizing scholarly and politicized
approaches to Lermontov.

Kirpotin was a fitting figure to attempt the rapprochement between these
discrete discursive styles. As a member of the first generation of vydvizhentsy,
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he had been trained in both pre-revolutionary and post-revolutionary insti-
tutions. He had entered the party at the relatively young age of twenty but
did not wear the stripes of the doomed Old Bolsheviks or fellow travelers,
whom the vydvizhentsy were being groomed to replace. At the same time,
as an early conscript into official Soviet cultural institutions, he had avoided
developing a reputation for shrill ideological rhetoric during the radical
debates of the Cultural Revolution. Instead, his was a voice of moderation,
and he made it clear that he understood and supported both the values
of scholarship and the propagandistic function of the Lermontov celebra-
tions. He also emphasized the importance of inter-generational collabora-
tion in the work he led at the Gor’kii Institute, boasting on one occasion:
“Working with us, alongside scholars with established reputations, are
young specialists who have already demonstrated their worth in scholar-
ship, as well as youth who will be contributing their first work” to the Ler-
montov jubilee.32

Whatever Kirpotin’s qualifications, the reception of his work illustrates
the delicate balance entailed by synthesizing scholarly and politicized
approaches. Kirpotin’s prominence ensured that none of the fellow-
traveling members of the “old” intelligentsia would dare disparage his schol-
arship, even behind closed doors. True, some senior Lermontov scholars
such as Sergei Durylin and Boris Eikhenbaum did include ginger but sub-
stantive criticisms in their otherwise positive reviews of Kirpotin’s work.33

Yet they generally seem to have appreciated Kirpotin’s sincere efforts to
grapple directly and systematically with some, if not all, of the difficult
ambiguities and contradictions of Lermontov’s political outlook. There can
be little doubt that Kirpotin likewise valued the opinions of such estab-
lished professors.

But it was precisely when Kirpotin carried such scholarly nuance into
his articles meant for popular consumption that he came under sharp
attack from more politically motivated interpreters. The editorial “Lermon-
tov’s Historical Significance,” published in Literaturnaia gazeta a year before
Political Motifs, can serve as a good example.34 Kirpotin’s piece sought to
describe Lermontov’s political worldview, explaining why the rebellious
poet never articulated a political program like that of revolutionary demo-
crats such as Belinskii and Chernyshevskii. To do this, Kirpotin sketched
three stages in the evolution of Lermontov’s political worldview. The poet’s
thinking moved from a stage of “idealist romanticism,” in which good and
evil engaged in a divinely ordained “eternal irresoluble struggle,” and in
which people, “regardless of their political and social roles,” became an
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“object of contempt,” to a second stage, a “return to earth” and “ideologi-
cal crisis,” in which he was paralyzed by the “helplessness of a personality
who fancies himself a titanic warrior for the fullness of life and the vic-
tory of the ideal,” to a final stage, in which the poet began to recognize
that “people, mores and the social structure” are the cause of “evil and
injustice.” At this point, Lermontov recalled “the social purpose of the poet”
as a “prophet,” “tribune” of the people, and “exposer” of social and polit-
ical evils. Kirpotin concluded that during this third period Lermontov’s
role as social critic, manifested by “the realistic and satirical principle in
his work,” should be viewed as “essentially . . . the only possible realization
of his early dreams.”

Critics like M. Rozental’ at the highly independent monthly Literaturnyi
kritik objected to Kirpotin’s depiction on four counts.35 First, they denied
that Lermontov had ever “struggled” with God, for struggle implies belief.
Second, they disputed Kirpotin’s claim that Lermontov’s “furious rebel-
lion” against God’s world engendered in him “contempt” for the people.
Far from being an elitist, Lermontov had actually been a class warrior and
had directed his contempt toward “the high-society mob . . . , the aristoc-
racy.” Toward “the people, the people of labor,” the poet felt only love.36

Third, the critics rejected Kirpotin’s evolutionary account of Lermontov’s
political views in toto. Denying that Lermontov might have experienced
any sort of “ideological crisis” they saw Lermontov’s oeuvre as entirely
consistent: “the entire pathos of Lermontov’s poetry, from start to finish,
consists in the merciless exposure of those who are to blame for the mis-
fortune that exists on earth.”37 Fourth, Kirpotin’s critics attacked him for
undermining Lermontov’s propaganda value. With the Soviet mass reader
in mind, Rozental’ worried that Kirpotin’s politically tentative Lermontov
“can only introduce confusion and lead to the conclusion that Lermon-
tov’s poetry had no practical significance for the elimination of the actual
causes of social disorder.”38 Another critic, B. Zan’ko, added that Kirpotin’s
opinions led to “utterly mistaken conclusions,” insofar as they “reconsti-
tuted the myths” about Lermontov propagated before the Revolution by
bourgeois scholars and failed to reconstruct the poet’s “authentic political
make-up.”39 Although the attacks in Literaturnyi kritik and elsewhere were
quite specific about the lapses in Kirpotin’s works, every criticism also
implied a single overarching political critique: Kirpotin’s Lermontov was
too ideologically complex, equivocal, and ambiguous for public consump-
tion. Whereas Kirpotin seemed to feel it necessary to apologize for Lermon-
tov’s lack of revolutionary engagement and well-defined social program,
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the scholar’s more doctrinaire critics denied that the poet required such
a defense in the first place.

Kirpotin responded to Rozental’s politicized attacks by stubbornly
defending his scholarly investigation of the poet’s “worldview” and of “the
contradictions in Lermontov’s works [and] the fact that the great poet
together with his contemporaries failed to discover an immediate and con-
clusive program for social struggle.” He condemned Rozental’s views as a
“linear and impoverished simplification” of Lermontov’s legacy and denied
that his own approach in any way “degraded” the poet. Lermontov “ex-
pressed the searchings of his time,” Kirpotin asserted, citing Belinskii;
moreover, there is “nothing shameful” in the poet’s failure to find a defini-
tive answer, for “his works did help in finding this answer” through their
inspirational influence on the revolutionary democrats. Kirpotin found it
incomprehensible that anyone could find in his work grounds for “declar-
ing a campaign ‘in defense of Lermontov,’” and rebuffed Rozental’s barely
veiled charges of “vulgar sociology” and conspiracy. Speaking with the
authority of an apparatchik, he characterized Rozental’s article as “pre-
tentious and tasteless” and accused its author of “straining with all his
might to stand on his tiptoes, in order to reach a height from which he
might correct and lecture others.”40 Thus, while Kirpotin briefly addressed
some specific criticisms of his work, his response focused on defending
the principle of scholarly nuance and decrying Literaturnyi kritik’s shrill
partisanship.

Literaturnyi kritik probably showed undue recklessness in repeatedly
attacking a figure as powerful as Kirpotin, inasmuch as this kind of belli-
cose rhetoric had gone out of style by the late s and was particularly
unwelcome in celebration discourse. What is more, although Rozental’
and his journal had played a major role in the savage campaign against
“vulgar sociology” in literary studies (ca. –), the campaign had
been suspended by the time he began firing his salvos at Kirpotin.41 Of
course, Rozental’ did not help his case by reviving intergenerational ten-
sions, flagrantly contradicting the party’s emphasis on unity with state-
ments to the effect that “genuine prehistoric fossils” still exist, “against
whom it is necessary to defend the great Russian poet, whose works rep-
resent the legitimate pride of the Soviet people.”42 Irritated with Rozental’
and his colleagues, Kirpotin and A. A. Fadeev used their positions as co-
secretaries of the Soviet Writers’ Union to accuse the Literaturnyi kritik
group of “anti-party” and “un-Marxist” positions in a secret denunciation
to the Central Committee in February .43 In November of that year
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the Central Committee declared the journal to be “isolated from readers
and [Soviet] literature” and ordered its closure.44

If Literaturnyi kritik contributed to its own downfall by engaging in
rhetorical overkill, Kirpotin’s position nevertheless obliged him to accom-
modate aspects of the more politicized approach to Lermontov. Even as
he defended scholarly standards, he quietly adjusted some of his positions
as well, as is already apparent in his Political Motifs. Here, Kirpotin retained
his main thesis that Lermontov was a poet of “enormous political passion,”
whose “political convictions did not succeed in fully forming,” not because
of an “absence of political interest,” but due to the “circumstances of his
time,” including his own aristocratic background.45 That said, the scholar
now backed away from many of his more specific ideological terms and
analyses. Instead of “crises” and “stages” he now addressed “motifs,” “sen-
timents,” and “feelings” in Lermontov’s works, which he took to reflect the
poet’s political ideas. Political Motifs also took advantage of vague and
malleable shibboleths that increasingly dominated cultural discourse: nar-
odnost’, patriotism, love of freedom, and equality. Finally, Kirpotin simply
omitted many passages dealing with especially problematic “contradictions”
in Lermontov’s worldview from the abridged version of the monograph
published for a mass readership in Novyi mir.46

Kirpotin’s last two celebration-era essays about Lermontov, both pub-
lished in , demonstrated this adoption of politicized discourse even
more clearly. A scholarly article arrived at a much more assertive conclu-
sion regarding Lermontov’s political commitment and significance than
had Political Motifs and employed the “enemy’s enemy” logic as well:

Lermontov did not achieve all that he could have; he did not develop to full

measure his grand powers. But he did not die in obscurity, or in insignifi-

cance. He died accompanied by the hatred of Nicholas and his retinue, as an

enemy of the regime. He died as warrior of the progressive camp, as a poet-

tribune, as a poet-citizen.47

Kirpotin outdid even this stridently political language in Komsomol’skaia
pravda, concluding that

the Soviet reader fully shares Lermontov’s patriotism, his selfless love for the

motherland, his faith in the glorious future of the Russian people, his frater-

nal feelings toward other peoples connected with the Russians by a common

historical fate, his respect for the dignity of a man, regardless of national

affiliation and racial origin.48
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These words appeared in print a day before the German invasion of the
USSR on  June , an event that would nearly completely eclipse the
Lermontov jubilee scheduled for the following month. By this time, all that
remained in Kirpotin’s writings of Lermontov’s “ideological crisis” and “dis-
tance from the masses” is a reference to “bitter thoughts about the people’s
[political] immaturity.” Kirpotin had finally acceded to a didactically puer-
ile style of politicized rhetoric. Perhaps it was in recognition of this accom-
plishment that he was appointed chairman of the  Lermontov Jubilee
Commission.49

Although Kirpotin succeeded in modulating his views on Lermontov
without damaging his career, the Stalinist enemy mindset remained deeply
skeptical of self-improvement and personal political transformation. Polit-
ical identity was seen as the unchanging essence of the individual, awaiting
discovery, even in literary criticism, and some of Kirpotin’s critics refused
to accept the evolution of his views. As an epigraph to a mid- review
of Political Motifs, Zan’ko quoted from the Russian fabulist I. A. Krylov:
“Although you wear a different skin, / Your heart remains the same.”50

S. Ivanov’s review of recent literature about Lermontov in  presented
a more subtle but no less striking example of this unwillingness to forgive
Kirpotin for his earlier sins. Ivanov dedicated nearly a fifth of his review
to Kirpotin’s work—within which he devoted three times as much space
to the brief “Historical Significance” piece as he did to the later and much
more substantial Political Motifs.51 What is more, he largely repeated Rozen-
tal’s and Zan’ko’s criticisms of the earlier piece, even though few of these
points were relevant to his discussion of Political Motifs. Indeed, Ivanov’s
extensive quotation of the nearly three-year-old article seems to have been
intended to embarrass Kirpotin with views that he had quietly discarded.
Apparently aware of the risk he was taking with this vein of criticism,
Ivanov ended his treatment of Kirpotin’s work with a brief congratulatory
statement about Political Motifs that damned with faint praise. Despite
“flaws and several mistakes [that] in some cases derive from Kirpotin’s first
article,” Ivanov wrote, this work “produces a different impression; it is excep-
tionally valuable.”52

Such suspicion of self-improvement seems to reflect the same essential-
ism that lay behind assertions that Lermontov was not only revolutionary
in spirit from start to finish, but that to suggest otherwise was an insult.
The distinction between “ours” and “theirs” was apparently an eternal 
one, stretching back to the early nineteenth century. This denial of man’s 
ability to change is surprising, given the doctrinal Bolshevik belief in the
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perfectibility of human nature. But amid the social paranoia of the s,
half-forgotten sins and errors were seen as signs of essential enmity, clev-
erly hidden but unchanged and unchanging. Of course, rhetorical accu-
sations of disloyalty often had nothing to do with the actual loyalties of
the accused. This was especially true in the sphere of culture, where the
ideological campaigns and slogans of the moment, even if removed from
the actual currency of power, could be invested with political value by means
of rhetorical shibboleths. The ideological demands placed on cultural
agents, vaguely defined from the outset, could shift very rapidly. Kirpotin’s
role in the Lermontov jubilees reveals how members of the creative intel-
ligentsia recast their own scholarly autobiographies even as they canon-
ized great names from the Russian national past.53

The brief clashes examined here reveal tensions that lurked beneath the
officially promoted unanimity of the canonization campaigns. The question
of how best to balance scholarly and political imperatives was of central
concern to those engaged in updating and cleansing pre-revolutionary fig-
ures. The very fact that Lermontov’s canonizers struggled with this problem
reminds us that scholarship still carried a certain inherent cachet, despite
the overwhelming tide of politicization affecting nearly every sphere of
Stalinist society. But while the tension between historicizing and contem-
porizing perspectives represents, even today, a hermeneutic question of
great importance and subtlety, the canonizers of the s were not free
to address it explicitly (or even implicitly) as a theoretical problem. To do
so would have implied the possibility of discrepancy between Soviet his-
toriography and the political exigencies of the Soviet present, thus under-
cutting the regime’s most basic claim to legitimacy. Rather, participants in
the canonization process exploited the inherent theoretical difficulties of
this delicate balancing act for rhetorical purposes. It was all too easy to leave
one’s political flank open while attending to scholarly imperatives (like
Kirpotin), or vice versa (like Rozental’); and as we have seen, at least some
players, jockeying for position in the still relatively new literary institu-
tions, were eager to pounce at the slightest misstep.

At the same time, it is hard not to see in this dynamic an element of
Stalinist design. Competition and mutual criticism among participants, if
kept within bounds, served as useful channels for the self-policing among
the intelligentsia that the regime seems to have encouraged. Peer pressure
helped to identify “us” and “them,” to correct what could be corrected,
and to identify persistent problems requiring attention from the author-
ities. Meanwhile, the clear official preference for reconciling scholarly and
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political discourses, rather than emphasizing their divergence, succeeded
in containing disagreements within certain bounds of propriety—most of
the time. Ultimately, by drawing scholars into political discourse, the can-
onization of figures like Lermontov precipitated a controlled lustration of
existing literary institutions and agents. Resembling the social and political
dynamic encouraged by various other Stalinist policies of the period, the
canonization of the classics lured the specialized and relatively independ-
ent discourse of literary scholarship out into the light of public attention
for ritualistic cleansing and selective assimilation.
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A Rare Voice of Caution

This book review appeared in  on the eve of celebrations marking
the th anniversary of Lermontov’s birth and is remarkable for its dis-
sonant tone. At a time when canonizers were straining to fit Lermon-
tov into a palatable ideological model (primarily by declaring him a
“poet of the people”),1 A. Ragozin dared to challenge the promiscuous
application of this title. He did so in Pravda, no less.2

The book under review, S. Ivanov’s Lermontov, is a thick and tenden-
tious hash of fact and fiction written by an incompetent, prolific hack.
Boris Eikhenbaum took Ivanov to task not only for filling his putatively
scholarly tome with “invention” more appropriate to a “biographical
novel” but also for plagiarizing all of this material from Eikhenbaum’s
own, explicitly fictionalized children’s biography of Lermontov!3 (Ironi-
cally, Ivanov had written a negative review of Eikhenbaum’s book, criti-
cizing it for presenting an “incorrect,” i.e., insufficiently heroic, image
of the poet.4) Two years later, Ivanov fared little better when he pub-
lished another biography of Lermontov. Although this new book won
third prize in a competition sponsored by the All-Union Lermontov
Committee in , it was competing against a field of submissions that
was apparently so weak that the jury declined to award either a first or
a second prize at all.5

Ragozin’s  Pravda piece is of interest for its open espousal of
liberal humanistic values and its candid assessment of the boilerplate
rhetoric often employed in Bolshevizing the classics. It may also serve
as an epitaph for Ragozin himself, who was arrested shortly after it was
published.6





A. R, “I  P’ D”

Pravda,  August 

Almost a hundred years have passed since Lermontov’s tragic death, and
to this day we do not have a single major, exhaustive study of his life and
oeuvre. The works of Viskovatyi and Kotliarevskii, which appeared at the
end of the last century, are hopelessly outdated.7 And no substantial new
works have appeared.

Is it even necessary to say how greatly such a study is needed? Millions
of people love Lermontov. They read and reread him. They want to know
more about his life. This interest will only grow with the approach of the
-year jubilee of the poet’s birth (in October of this year) and the th
anniversary of his death (in ).

And now, finally, the long-awaited Lermontov has appeared. Or so it
would seem. S. Ivanov’s work appears as part of the “Lives of Remarkable
People” series.8 Three hundred pages of text, a chronology, bibliography,
and index—all of this might lead one to believe that a valuable contribu-
tion has been made to the Lermontov literature, as the expression goes.

Alas! Upon closer inspection, this contribution turns out to be 
counterfeit.

For a number of years there existed in Soviet literary studies something
called the school of “vulgar sociology.”9 The followers of this school hunted
in every writer’s works for blatant reflections of the interests of one or
another social class or stratum, and nothing else. The greatest Russian writ-
ers were declared to be nothing more than mouthpieces for the provincial
gentry or the educated service class.

Now the vulgarizers have abruptly switched to a new front. They liber-
ally shower the title “writer of the people” on authors and describe each
and every one of them with exactly the same words: “he loved the many-
millioned masses,” “he hated the autocracy,” “he suffocated under tsarism,”
“he couldn’t find a way out.”

To be sure, Russian writers, as genuine artists and thinkers, felt a con-
nection with the people, loved the people, and hated the autocracy. But each
writer experienced these feelings in his own particular way and expressed
them according to his own individual artistic means. Herein lies the
scholar’s task: to penetrate the epoch, the milieu, the confluence of class
interests and various ideological influences in order to reveal the individ-
ual world of the artist—to capture the uniqueness of his worldview, artistic
manner and style; to make sense of the intricate complexity of his hopes,
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strivings, and mistakes. Any time the scholar attempts to “improve” the
writer, to select from his work only those passages and thoughts that accord
with the scholar’s taste, he simply vulgarizes and impoverishes the writer’s
image.

Ivanov’s book is a case study in the vulgarization of a poet’s image. It
is essentially the biography of an officer who occasionally scribbled verses,
but in no way is it the biography of a great writer. Ivanov presents all the
external facts of Lermontov’s life: his relations with his relatives, his love
affairs, his career in the service, his duels. He vividly describes the officer’s
uniform of the Nizhnii Novgorod Dragoon Regiment and gives the dates
when various works were written. But the most important thing is miss-
ing: the book tells nothing of the evolution of the writer’s worldview, of
his anxious quest for truth, of his joy of discovery. Ivanov expresses the
entirety of the poet’s rich worldview with standard formulas: he “hated”
this, “struggled” against that, “condemned” this, “protested” against that,
and so on. Amid all these impersonal clichés, one barely recognizes the
living, inimitable image of Lermontov.

The only way to understand a writer is to understand his works. In a book
about Lermontov it is unthinkable to limit oneself to cursory or superfi-

cial analyses of works like The Demon or A Hero of Our Time. It is in pre-
cisely these works that the poet’s entire system of thoughts, feelings and
attitudes found their fullest and clearest expression.

But the Demon himself is not to Ivanov’s taste: “The incorporeal spirit
of evil is not entirely convincing.” How is one to understand this profound
observation? Does it mean that Lermontov has failed to convince his biog-
rapher of the actual existence of his incorporeal spirit of evil? Or that in
the Demon’s shoes, Ivanov would have acted differently?

Ivanov is not satisfied with A Hero of Our Time either. “Pechorin came
out insufficiently tragic,” he laments. “He has too little passion, no genuine
feelings.” It goes without saying that no writer will ever satisfy every reader
in the world. There will always be readers who find this or that character
insufficiently tragic or insufficiently cheerful. But a literary scholar ought to
understand that Pechorin “came out” as he did precisely because Lermon-
tov intended to depict in him a contemporary character, a hero of his time
and not some villain in a melodrama.

There is no need to reproduce here Ivanov’s dubious commentary con-
cerning other examples of Lermontov’s works.

But perhaps Ivanov’s book is useful for its presentation of factual infor-
mation? By way of an answer let us examine two passages.

 Mikhail Lermontov



Speaking of the Stankevich and Herzen circles, the author states: “It was
precisely these circles that gave rise to the glorious men of the ’forties, not
only Lermontov and Belinskii, but also Herzen, Chernyshevskii, and Dobro-
liubov.”10 One has a hard time picturing Chernyshevskii and Dobroliubov
as participants in these circles, if only because Chernyshevskii was five
years old at the time and Dobroliubov had yet to be born.

Regarding The Song of the Merchant Kalashnikov, the poet’s biographer
notes that “Lermontov made extensive use of folk bylinas, Kirsha Danilov’s
anthologies, Afanas’ev’s fairytales and Karamzin’s History of the Russian
State.” This single sentence is triply bewildering. Karamzin’s history was
not used “extensively;” it was barely used at all. Kirsha Danilov’s “antholo-
gies” do not exist—there is only a single anthology. Afanas’ev’s fairytales
could not have been used, inasmuch as Afanas’ev was a twelve-year-old boy
at the time, and his collection of fairytales was first published fourteen
years after Lermontov’s death.11

It is not necessary to provide further examples before asking what is
going on here. Are these misprints, innocent mistakes, or the result of
simple ignorance?

S. Ivanov’s Lermontov trivializes the image of a Russian writer of genius.
It’s a shame that “Molodaia gvardiia” rushed this manuscript into print.12
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As the contents of this volume have argued, Russian national heroes,
imagery, and iconography were deployed during the mid-to-late s
to enhance the effectiveness of Soviet propaganda, despite the fact that
this strategy threatened to eclipse the stress on internationalism and class-
consciousness that had characterized nearly two decades of Soviet mass
culture. Celebrations of Russian history and the arts that were only mod-
erately unorthodox, like the events marking the  commemoration
of Pushkin’s death, quickly gave way to more explicitly russocentric prop-
aganda revolving around Peter the Great, Aleksandr Nevskii, and even
Ivan the Terrible.

In hindsight, this approach to propaganda was perhaps not an un-
reasonable way to court and mobilize a society whose members were
often too poorly educated to grasp the abstract, philosophical dimen-
sions of Marxism-Leninism. That said, the volte-face surprised many
observers abroad, from Nicholas Berdiaev to Sotsialisticheskii vestnik critic
Vera Aleksandrova.1 At home, although a few Old Bolsheviks raised their
voices in protest, more opposition to the new line emanated from mem-
bers of the left-leaning creative intelligentsia.2 As noted in previous chap-
ters, executives at the Leningrad film studios attempted to rein in the
triumphalism of V. M. Petrov’s and A. N. Tolstoi’s Peter I, while others
attacked S. M. Eisenstein’s and P. A. Pavlenko’s Aleksandr Nevskii. Projects
like S. Sergeev-Tsenskii’s Crimean War novel The Ordeal of Sevastopol’
and A. E. Korneichuk’s play Bogdan Khmel’nitskii likewise faced dogged
criticism from behind the scenes in –.3 But perhaps the most
articulate domestic critique of this ideological turnabout is to be found





An Internationalist’s Complaint
to Stalin and the Ensuing Scandal



in a personal letter that was addressed to Stalin by the literary critic 
V. I. Blium in January .

Although not an Old Bolshevik, Vladimir Ivanovich Blium was a vet-
eran of the Soviet order. A party member and journalist since mid-,
Blium acquired the reputation of a diehard radical during the Civil War
and early s while editing Teatral’nyi vestnik and Novyi zritel’. Dur-
ing the second half of the s, Blium served in organizations like the
RSFSR’s Main Repertory Committee, where he did his best in  to
prevent the Moscow Art Theater from staging M. A. Bulgakov’s The Days
of the Turbins, a play he referred to as “a blatant apology for the White
Guards.”4

After the reorganization of the arts in the early s, Blium worked
in the Dramaturgy Section of the Soviet Writers’ Union and the Group
Committee of Playwrights (Gruppkom dramaturgov), where he grew
increasingly frustrated over the priorities the party was pursuing in its
search for a usable past. By the late s, he had apparently had enough
and spoke out at a December  meeting of the Dramaturgy Section
against the proliferation of patriotic mobilizational plays like Kornei-
chuk’s Bogdan Khmel’nitskii and K. Finn’s and M. Gus’s Keys to Berlin,
which he felt were inappropriate for socialist audiences.5 Invoking 
M. N. Pokrovskii’s famous maxim that “history is politics projected into
the past,” Blium denounced the Soviet rehabilitation of tsarist-era heroes
as ideological heresy.6 About three weeks later, Blium rose to his feet
again at a meeting of the Critics’ and Theater Specialists’ Section of the
All-Union Theatrical Society to attack the film Aleksandr Nevskii in addi-
tion to the plays by Korneichuk and by Finn and Gus, comparing them
all to tsarist propaganda under Nicholas II.7 Such inflamatory rhetoric
precipitated the publication of several articles in Literaturnaia gazeta and
Vecherniaia Moskva during January  that rebuked him in no uncer-
tain terms for his apparent lack of patriotic sensibilities. A. V. Shestakov
was even recruited to refute Blium’s erroneous invocation of Pokrovskii’s
discredited formula and to reproach him for his failure to appreciate
the nature of the new historical line.8 Shortly thereafter, Blium lost his
seat on the Dramaturgy Section and was formally censured for his stub-
born refusal to conform to official positions.9

Insulted by this treatment at the hands of his erstwhile colleagues and
convinced of the waywardness of Soviet mass culture, Blium appealed his
case both to the Party Control Commission and to Stalin himself. In the
latter letter, which is reproduced below, Blium detailed his principled
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objections to the emerging populist line.10 He also enclosed copies of
lengthy reviews he had written concerning Bogdan Khmel’nitskii and
The Keys to Berlin, which assail these plays for a lack of anything resem-
bling communist idealism or proletarian internationalism.11

Although it is unclear whether Stalin himself ever read Blium’s mis-
sive, it did elicit a swift response from high-ranking ideological author-
ities. On Zhdanov’s orders, Blium was summoned to Agitprop in 
mid-February  for a thorough dressing-down. Despite such unusual
measures, however, Blium proved unwilling to abandon his doctrinaire
internationalist position. Perhaps due to this recalcitrance, he contin-
ued to be pilloried in the press during the following months. Intrigu-
ingly, an article in Vecherniaia Moskva on  May  revealed that he
was just one of a number of critics who were resisting the new orien-
tation of Soviet propaganda.12 This backlash culminated in an August
 Central Committee resolution that denounced communist-idealists
like Blium for their inability to differentiate between a historically
grounded sense of Soviet patriotism and the knee-jerk jingoism of the
tsarist period.13 This resolution can be seen as the apogee of the party
hierarchs’ efforts in  to silence opposition to their new ideological
pragmatism. Blium’s letter, in turn, illustrates the discomfort with which
communist-idealists viewed the party hierarchy’s decision to rehabilitate
elements of the Russian national past.

L  S

Moscow, /-

Most Esteemed Iosif Vissarionovich!
Some time ago, the party leadership stimulated a strong interest in the

study of history within Soviet society by issuing several valuable instruc-
tions that were to provide for the Marxist character of future Soviet his-
torical philosophy.14 At the time, one of these instructions seemed to be
especially critical in importance and well grounded in scientific principle—
the one concerning the role of the progressive moment in the struggle of
conflicting historical forces.

However, as is frequently the case for us, “excesses” immediately became
apparent in the realization of this slogan—in journalism, criticism, art
and public opinion—and the path of least resistance gained the upper hand.
An absolutely nondialectical approach now governs the question of pro-
gressive forces in the historical past. The valuable and scientific theoretical
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tenets of these instructions have been simplified, vulgarized and perverted,
sometimes to the point that they become unrecognizable or contradict
one another.

In connection with all of this, the character of Soviet patriotism has also
been distorted and nowadays is sometimes beginning to display all the char-
acteristics of racial nationalism. It seems to me that this situation is all 
the more serious because people of the new generations—those who have
grown up within the context of Soviet culture and who have never “seen”
for themselves the bourgeois patriotism of the Guchkovs, Stolypins and Mil-
iukovs15—simply cannot differentiate between these two sorts of patriotism.

This all began (that is, in the arts, and in particular, in dramaturgy)
with a search for “our” heroes of the bygone ages, a hasty, blind search for
historical “analogies.” Publishing houses and the All-Union Committee for
Artistic Affairs are interested in all kinds of “anti-Polish” and “anti-German”
material,16 and authors are throwing themselves at the task of fulfilling
this “social commission.”

All this is going on despite that fact that, as E. Genri has noted,
anti-Polonism is a Ukrainian fascist tendency, and despite the fact that we
witnessed an anti-German character within our White Guard counter-
revolutionary movement!17

People of your and my generation matured in the midst of the struggle
for internationalist ideals, and we are not capable of harboring animosity
toward other races and peoples. We will always count as “our own” the
Polish peasant, Copernicus, Mickiewicz, Chopin, Heine, Helmholtz, Curie-
Sklodowska, the German worker, Kant, Beethoven, and many, many oth-
ers.18 This is the basis of your teachings on nationality.

But during a discussion I recently initiated on historical drama,19 I per-
sonally collided with the widespread but unacknowledged contradiction
between the propagandizing of bourgeois, racial patriotism and the patri-
otism that we’ve learned from the enlightened minds of the past, the party,
and from you yourself.

This contradiction torments me, tearing me apart with doubt, and I am
sure that I am not the only one who feels this way.

Today’s report about Bartlett’s article in the News Chronicle was pro-
foundly moving and it cheered me up, as it undoubtedly has the character
of some sort of an oblique, veiled “official communiqué” about the essence
of your wise and genuinely internationalist foreign policy. . . .20 This article
must really frustrate and stymie our newfound German-, Polish- and
Japanese-eating cannibal-crusaders and the like, with their pseudo-socialist
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racism! . . . They don’t understand that we ought to beat the fascist enemy
not with his own weapon (racism), but with one that is far superior—inter-
nationalist socialism.

Alien, bourgeois chords have begun to resonate audibly throughout our
young Soviet culture—so much so that people of my generation feel 

years “younger,” recalling ’s idealistic mood and the sloganeering in
the legal press, literature and the arts!21

Such are the fruits of the vulgarization and perversion of the party’s
instructions and directives.

As a critic and a specialist in the arts, I believe the new Soviet drama-
turgy on historical themes falls into my orbit of expertise. And I believe
it has to be said that this agitation does not resemble our own socialist
mobilizational literature so much as it displays all the telltale signs of the
bourgeois and racist Kadet22 mobilizational literature from .

As an illustration of this situation, I am taking the liberty of sending
to you my reviews of two typical examples of contemporary historical
drama (which I did for the Dramaturgy Section of the Soviet Writers’
Union).23 From them, you will see how far nowadays minds are some-
times “wandering. . . .” Note in particular with regard to these plays: one
of them, which the Malyi Theater is preparing to stage as a present to the
Eighteenth Party Congress, is from the pen of a deputy in the Supreme
Soviet;24 the other has won the approval of the [All-Union] Committee for
Artistic Affairs. All of this can only increase the dosage and effect of the
racist, chauvinist poison that they contain.

Dear Iosif Vissarionovich, I would be grateful if you would agree with
me that the issues that I have raised require a word or two from you, in
whatever style and form that you, with your characteristic insightfulness,
deem to be the most appropriate, precise and comprehensive.

I have bypassed all the normal ideological authorities in order to appeal
directly to you with my confusion because what is in my view an unhealthy
current in the Soviet patriotic mood scandalously contradicts, first and
foremost, your theories on the national question. Likewise, it contradicts
the general resonance of our stunning third Five-Year Plan and the victo-
rious development of the cultural revolution.

Or am I mistaken? Is there something that I haven’t taken into account?
With communist greetings,

[signed:] V. Blium, member of the Soviet Writers’ Union
address: Moscow, . Frunze St., no. , apt. 

tel. ..25
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Memo26

re: No. .27

Com[rade] V. Blium was summoned to the Central Committee’s Depart-
ment of Propaganda and Agitation. He believes that Pokrovskii’s thesis—
“history is politics projected back into the past”—is erroneous only in
relation to history, and that it is fully applicable to the arts. On the basis
of this incorrect assumption, V. Blium believes that all works of Soviet art
connected with historical themes—the films Aleksandr Nevskii and Peter I,
the opera Ivan Susanin, the play Bogdan Khmel’nitskii, and others—illu-
minate historical events in a distorted way, twisting them to fit contem-
porary events.

This erroneous thesis that Blium has applied to the arts was criticized in
a special article by Prof. Shestakov as well as in an array of other articles
published in Literaturnaia gazeta.

V. Blium does not agree with this fair critique of his incorrect thesis.
V. Blium believes that propaganda in the arts promoting Soviet patriot-

ism is being replaced by propaganda promoting racism and nationalism
at the expense of internationalism; he mentions A. Korneichuk’s Bogdan
Khmel’nitskii as an example.

V. Blium denies the progressive significance of Ukraine’s liberation from
the rule of the Polish nobles and its unification with Russia. He sees this
historical fact in a one-sided way in which Ukraine was liberated from
oppression by Poland only to fall under the yoke of tsarist Russia.

In Blium’s opinion, Khmel’nitskii cannot be represented in the arts from
a more positive angle due the fact that the real, historical Khmel’nitskii
suppressed peasant uprisings and organized Jewish pogroms. Here, again,
Blium takes a one-sided approach to characterizing Khmel’nitskii.

It might, of course, be possible to agree with V. Blium if this were simply
a matter of individual shortcomings of the above-mentioned works of art,
or a matter of calling attention to and correcting these shortcomings by
means of discussion and criticism. But V. Blium rejects in principle the very
idea and intent that lie behind the above-mentioned works of art in the
form in which they have been presented to the viewer.

Finally, V. Blium is puzzled about why there is so much talk these days
about the historic power of Russian military might, insofar as it served as
a means of conquering and oppressing other peoples. Again, he chooses to
see only one side of the past, not taking into account the significance of
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the Russian people’s struggle for their independence with armed invaders
from abroad.

The erroneous nature of V. Blium’s theoretical propositions was explained
to him at the Central Committee’s Department of Propaganda and Agita-
tion, as was the erroneousness of his conclusions regarding the Soviet arts’
use of historical thematics. V. Blium refused to accept this explanation.28

Consultant of the Central Committee’s
Department of Propaganda and Agitation

[signed:] V. Stepanov29

1/-.
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The late s were turbulent for the USSR. Fascist Germany loomed to
the west; Old Bolsheviks were accused of treachery and executed; peasants
migrated to the city in waves, driven by fear and opportunity. On the pos-
itive side, a new constitution was adopted, Soviet explorers investigated
the polar wastelands, and massive construction projects went up through-
out the country. Atop and seemingly in control of this maelstrom was
Stalin, general secretary of the communist party and the most powerful
man in the land. Demands on Stalin’s time were overwhelming, whether
he was reviewing the budget of a construction project, receiving foreign
dignitaries, or approving a list of party members to be purged. Yet near
the top of his agenda for half a decade remained a task that few other
statesmen would have considered worthy of their time: the development
of a state-endorsed historiography, and its dissemination to popular audi-
ences. In aggregate and in context, the time that Stalin devoted to the proj-
ect is impressive. He read a stream of scholarship on various figures of
Russian history, wrote detailed and often harsh critiques of many books,
reviewed plans for curricular materials and textbooks, and even attended
scholarly conferences. Far from a historian himself, Stalin was neverthe-
less articulate and well-informed on historical issues. Even if we bemoan
many of his opinions, we cannot label him a dilettante. Why then did Stalin,
a statesman as versed in realpolitik as any in the twentieth century, devote
so much energy to the phantoms of the past at a time of such political
turmoil?

As the chapters in this book demonstrate convincingly, history was
statecraft for Stalin, a statecraft that enlisted the efforts of thousands of
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historians, teachers, journalists, writers, and artists throughout the USSR,
and that reached millions of readers and spectators. Complex historical
figures such as Ivan the Terrible and Peter the Great, state builders and
breakers of men who had been dismissed outright by the simplistic Marx-
ism of early Soviet historians, were lionized during the mid- to late s.
Plays, poems, movies, and novels were devoted to their state-building skills,
to their campaigns against invaders from abroad and dissent at home.
Readers will note the obvious echoes with Stalin’s own program, as he con-
solidated his personal power, as well as the power of the public over the
private, of the capital over the periphery, and rid Soviet Russia of its def-
erence to foreign ideas and cultures.

History in such a context became a system of communication within a
society in which the public sphere had ceased to exist. While the authors
of this volume detail the involvement of the Soviet hierarchs, they insist
on looking at the actions of less exalted citizens as well. If practical politics
were at the foundation of Stalin’s new history, what motivated the writers
and historians who produced it? Was it simply fear and ambition, or, as
seems to be the case, was their participation keener? And what about the
audiences and readers? Surely the tools of statecraft did not elicit their
responses, which were enviably positive. There was a deeper resonance, as
they recognized something familiar and appealing—a greater good—in
the principles inscribed in the new history. By charting the flow of infor-
mation and communication through the system, this collection provides
a sense of what constituted the Soviet public in the late s and how it
functioned.

One of the ironies of the s is that public culture boomed just as the
public sphere, the somewhat utopian field of autonomous nonstate dis-
course described by Jürgen Habermas, was being closed down.1 The harsh-
ness of the time cannot be discounted. Poets and writers were shackled by
the canon of Socialist Realism, silenced by the censor, or condemned to even
worse fates at the hands of the NKVD. Political alternatives were extir-
pated, and even the most loyal of the Old Bolsheviks were subject to repres-
sion. Schoolchildren were presented with a newly regimented educational
system, in which the teacher was a master who offered unquestioned facts
and figures to be memorized. Their role model was the young peasant
Pavlik Morozov, who denounced his father to the authorities, a frighten-
ing prospect for millions of Soviet parents. Healthy dialogue was slowly
excluded from the public sphere (and often from the private sphere as well),
leaving a vacuum of silence and fear in its place.
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Yet few visitors to the Soviet Union noticed the silence amid the noise
and energy of official public culture. Movies lit silver screens across the
land. Songs filled the airwaves for those who owned radio sets, and could
be heard from phonographs and on the lips of common folk. Many of these
songs were upbeat and inspiring, one of the most famous declaiming that
“Life’s Getting Better, and Happier Too!”2 There were books (fiction and
nonfiction), tales, posters, paintings, symphonies, and a host of other enter-
tainments available to the common man, and public places accessible to
all. Evidence suggests that Soviet citizens consumed public culture avidly,
responding to it in a way that would have made artists in the West envi-
ous. They read, watched, and listened, interpreting the embedded politi-
cal and social messages in their own ways, and shared their impressions
with fellow citizens in public and private discussions.

The editors of this volume contend that the reconfigured heroes of
Russian history became a defining feature of this Soviet public culture. As
public culture expanded, Russian history provided its sponsors with com-
pelling characters, intriguing plots, and sentiments to please and unite
their audiences. Writers and artists found that choosing certain historical
characters, most notably state-builders such as Peter the Great and Ivan
the Terrible, diminished the risk of official displeasure. By  public cul-
ture was characterized by a respect for Russian-centered state authority
that would have made the pre- revolutionaries gasp. Commendably,
the authors in this volume have chosen not to scan these texts for dissident
“gaps” and echoes, or to critique their perversions of history, but rather
to describe the effective creation of an integral new world for Soviet audi-
ences. The texts offered an overwhelming sense of authority, and Soviet
consumers (at least Russian speakers) seem to have responded positively.
We can only wonder how subjects of the non-Russian republics received
this culture, a subject in need of a study of its own.

If the consolidation of the Russian state was a common theme, its sub-
text was power, the ability of the Soviet state to enforce its desires on the
creators and consumers of culture. On this count, the record is mixed: for
all its willingness to use coercion, the state could never ensure that audi-
ences understood public culture precisely as they were meant to. This was
not for lack of trying. When Lev Tolstoi’s one-hundredth birthday was cel-
ebrated in , a lively contestation ensued between center and periph-
ery over interpretation of the writer. Was he a nobleman or a fighter for
the people; a proto-socialist or steadfast Christian? The center held sway,
but with difficulty. Future years would see the party exert more control
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over the academy, allowing true orchestration to become possible. When
the Pushkin centennial was organized in , a vast machine encompass-
ing institutions throughout the USSR was mobilized. This campaign was
much more successful in producing a single message, in which Pushkin
was described as the great Russian national poet (an uncontroversial claim)
and a revolutionary who would have readily accepted his adoption as mas-
cot by the socialist state (a considerably less likely contention). The mes-
sage was projected in public meetings, in classroom recitations, in plays,
operas, paintings and hundreds of other public events.

The Pushkin celebration might lead us to see a hegemonic cultural
machine, exercising top-down control over cultural production, yet this
volume provides an excellent picture of how complex and contested such
enterprises could be. Even the monolith of the Pushkin celebration, which
struck a deep popular chord among Russian-speakers, was accompanied
by a blizzard of jokes that undermined the pomposity of the event. Else-
where the tensions are clearer. We see censors puzzled by the literary turns
of Mikhail Bulgakov, determined to protect the official line from his satiric
barbs and yet unsure of what the official line actually was! Stalin himself
intervened when Dem’ian Bednyi, who had been Lenin’s court poet and
was as adept at Soviet cultural politics as anyone, violated the as-yet unar-
ticulated imperative of Russian national pride. Stalin chastised the stunned
Bednyi, who never regained his feel for Soviet mass culture, a fate symp-
tomatic of a public culture riddled with inconsistencies, conflicting man-
dates, and shifting needs. Historians and novelists who helped the state
rewrite history were often at odds with each other and with state author-
ities. They saw their task less as serving the party than as guiding a realign-
ment of Soviet society. Others who wished only to serve their masters found
themselves forsaken as the official line shifted. Still others such as Aleksei
Tolstoi, the novelist whom history has branded a Stalinist toady, were in fact
innovators who not only refused to follow the official line but also man-
aged to reach its most stable positions before the cultural bureaucracy did.

The Soviet government was surely alone in the world in placing herme-
neutics (the science of interpretation) at the center of state policy. Concern
for the emergence of a new Soviet man, a model citizen whose behavior
and innermost mental processes were shaped by socialist society, had been
paramount since the October Revolution. Reading stood as a metaphor
and catalyst for this model citizen. Such people were to consume the clas-
sic texts of Russian and Soviet culture, gleaning from them ideas that would
guide them throughout their lives. Training writers to adopt the style of
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Socialist Realism and ensuring that these works were read at school and
in the home were great institutional accomplishments. Even more impres-
sive was the creation of a new style of reading, in which readers responded
properly to cues embedded in the texts, making the appropriate leaps of
imagination and ignoring inconvenient gaps. Perhaps most important was
that readers read the new literary material as if it were part of a tradition
that stretched back to the classics of Russian literature. By celebrating 
the anniversaries of the classics, cultural authorities were able to convey
to readers a sense of continuity and the conviction that the heritage was
unbroken.

What were the rules of this new hermeneutic, and what habits did it
ingrain? What did it teach Soviet readers about the world around them?
The new hermeneutic was riddled with contradictions, which readers were
taught to overcome. Fundamental were two historical contexts, that of the
writer and that of the reader, with the reader’s context ascendant. Any lit-
erary text could be salvaged, just as any could be erased. Thus, the adoles-
cent rebelliousness of Lermontov could be transformed (albeit cautiously)
into a harbinger of revolution; Pushkin’s defiance of the tsar could become
a glimmering of class struggle. The Poles invading Muscovy during the
Time of Troubles could stand in for Pilsudski’s interwar Polish legions.
D’Anthès, who hounded Pushkin to his grave, could even merge with the
figure of Trotskii, denounced as a foreign hireling on the same front pages
in  that commemorated the centennial of Pushkin’s death. Remark-
able was the willingness both of writers to draw these analogies and of the
readers to understand and accept them.

The willingness of Soviet readers to sense history in the present, and
the present in history, needs some explaining. A society that had under-
gone a decade and a half of flux, during which the anchor of history had
been raised and the ship of state cast adrift, was surely glad to recover its
sense of the past. Evidence shows how deeply Russian readers absorbed
the lessons being offered them, and how avidly they responded to histor-
ical heroes and villains. It was one thing for them to sense and even accept
the implied symmetry between Stalin and Ivan the Terrible. Stalin had prac-
tical reasons for sanctioning such an analogy, and readers knew not to
question it in the time of terror. It was quite another thing for readers to
sense parallels between princes, poets, and themselves, and yet they did.
When they celebrated Aleksandr Pushkin, they celebrated the supreme
bearer of their own culture and language, finding comfort in continuities
and ignoring the discontinuities that were quite striking after two decades
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of Soviet rule. Celebration of the past had a direct effect on their under-
standing of themselves as Russians; and in many cases, they transformed
this newly russocentric vision of the past into legitimacy for the Soviet
state. When the trials of war arrived a few years later, their understanding
of history gave them a confidence that the present could not possibly sus-
tain. Thus in the grim winter of –, as the Soviet Army retreated
before the Germans, readers could reflect back on the battle tactics of Kutu-
zov against Napoleon, or Nevskii against the Teutonic knights, and discern
a brilliant deception in the chaos.

Celebrations of Russian culture and history also emphasized their uni-
tary nature. Russian history was a single thing, the meaning of which could
be debated, but which brooked no ambiguity in the end. The ultimate
arbiter of the meaning of culture was the state, but citizens were invited
to participate in a secondary capacity. The vast machinery set in place for
the Pushkin celebration, which created a single image of the great national
poet, emphasized that all people could read Pushkin, and made volumes
of his work accessible to the public and schools. In the state interpreta-
tion, the primary object of Russian culture and history was the creation
of the great Russian state—a state in which many diverse peoples resided,
united by Russian military might. Imperial Russia was, in this sense, the
direct antecedent of the great multicultural state that would become the
Soviet Union, an empire constructed through the iron wills of great indi-
viduals, from Aleksandr Nevskii to Ivan the Terrible and Peter the Great.
Readers were encouraged to take “revolutionary national pride” in these
leaders, and they noted that Stalin himself sensed the links and was proud
of them. Only the most ideologically conscious readers felt uncomfortable
at the formulation.

For all the publicity given the great Russian state-builders, one absence
went unnoticed—that of the greatest state-builder of modern Russian his-
tory, Nicholas I, whose experience policing society was surely relevant to
Soviet authorities. Yet he rarely appeared in histories, and then only in a
negative light, as the tsar who crushed the Decembrists’ uprising and cen-
sored Pushkin. As a rule, the Soviet reader, who was so sensitive to implied
analogies, seemed wholly obtuse when confronted with blank spaces in
the record. Readers seemed comfortable with a history of the communist
party, The Short Course, in which most leading revolutionaries were miss-
ing. They could glow with pride when reading Russian classics such as
Pushkin, Lermontov, and Tolstoi, not noticing the exclusion of Fedor Dos-
toevskii (who was actually more concerned with Russian national identity
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than the rest of these writers). Indeed, readers were not encouraged to think
too deeply about the biographies of their new heroes. They were to ignore
the fact that the princes had been minimally concerned with the life of the
lower classes, and that the new interest in individual heroes fit poorly with
the collectivism that was still the stated philosophy of the party. Readers
were often encouraged not to notice the contradictions and ambiguities
of the personalities they honored. Lev Tolstoi, whose character had accom-
modated all varieties of experience, was flattened into a single shade of
being, positive or negative according to the needs of the moment. Com-
mentaries that described the contradictory Tolstoi, such as Maksim Gor’kii’s
masterful Reminiscences, were subjected to similar simplification.

In a culture where the primary language of social communication had
been dismembered, the historical figures detailed in this volume became
one of the sole “languages” of political discourse. Questions central to Soviet
society were not discussed openly in the late s, and were often not
even raised. Should a single unchallenged leader direct Soviet democracy?
Why had so many leaders of the October Revolution been unmasked as
traitors? Could the Soviet Union survive in isolation despite the rise of
fascism? By reading about and discussing the great figures of Russian his-
tory, ordinary citizens could make sense of important contemporary issues;
and in their responses to their readings, they could express a variety of
opinions about the present. By refusing to accept Dem’ian Bednyi’s con-
tempt for the medieval Russian knights, spectators could limit the Marx-
ist attack on national identity. By cheering Eisenstein’s Ivan the Terrible
as he struggled against the boyars, they could express support for strong
executive power. They could hiss at the primping, traitorous Andrei Kurb-
skii as he fled to the Kingdom of Poland; in doing so, they denounced the
treachery of Trotskii and others.

What is less clear is how dialogic, or accommodating of multivocal ex-
pression, this language was. It is apparent that the audiences cheering Alek-
sander Nevskii’s victory over the Teutonic knights were also cheering their
own armies in an upcoming battle against the Germans. Yet a writer or
audience that attempted to use the same language of historical analogy to
suggest that Soviet leaders listen to ordinary citizens as closely as Nevskii
did on the eve of his battle in  would not likely have received a pos-
itive response. Could artists and citizens use history to “talk back” to their
leaders? If the experience of Sergei Eisenstein is indicative, the language
could not accommodate two-way communication. The final two parts of his
three-part Ivan the Terrible, those that dealt with the years of oprichnina
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terror, encountered troubles precisely because Eisenstein tried to do just
that.

In many ways, institutional support for the new Soviet reader was as
impressive as that for the new Soviet writer. Though there was no single
institution such as the Soviet Writers’ Union to enunciate the rules of Sta-
linist readership, readers were constantly cued as to what they should find
in historical texts. In classrooms, children were drilled about the meanings
of their history, reinforcing the messages they found in films and books.
Those children who saw Eisenstein’s Aleksandr Nevskii (and there were
many) repeated in their schools the lesson that this signified the rise of Rus-
sian military might.3 Those few children who missed the film, or whose
teachers ignored the lesson plans sent by Moscow, could still find the mes-
sage in posters, newsreels, or newspapers. Elaborate “media events” accom-
panied the publication of new historical texts, supporting a state-endorsed
interpretative apparatus that few could escape.

So much of the interaction between the Soviet reader and the state was
scripted—even ritualized—that it becomes difficult to speak of the relation-
ship in terms of dialogue. Authorities who wished to use readers’ responses
as a form of citizen-state communication never quite knew whether these
expressions of public opinion reflected the innermost thoughts of readers,
or whether they were simply hearing their own words parroted back. This
uncertainty, amplified by the authority of the words themselves, created
an atmosphere of tremendous anxiety. Even when there were more than
enough directives and instructions available, Soviet citizens relied less on
what they were told than on what they imagined their interlocutors wanted.
And they were correct to do so, for Soviet cultural history is littered with
individuals who thought they were working within official cultural values,
unaware that the rules had undergone major transformation. Dem’ian Bed-
nyi, hearing long-time echoes of Bolshevik atheism and hostility to the Rus-
sian past, composed a wicked mockery of the medieval Russian epics in
The Epic Heroes in . His director, Aleksandr Tairov, dismissed all objec-
tions, including his own personal qualms, trusting Bednyi’s judgment and
believing that this was what Platon Kerzhentsev wanted as chairman of the
All-Union Committee for Artistic Affairs. For Bednyi, it was a career-ending
mistake.

Though proper Soviet readings did not allow for true and open dia-
logue, there was still enough give-and-take in the process to allow for an
open-ended conversation of sorts. The Soviet reader grew less and less
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autonomous yet remained to the end unpredictable. There were several
varieties of uncertainty in the process. One element that only slowly came
under control was the creative impulse of the artistic intelligentsia. In their
reinterpretation of the Russian past and classics, artists tested and often
crossed the boundaries of officially sanctioned expression. This happened
to both loyal and disloyal artists. Bednyi fell when he mocked mythical
Russian heroes. Dmitrii Shostakovich, the young composer who identified
with the revolutionary impulse, dared to reinterpret a Russian classic, Niko-
lai Leskov, from politically suspect conservative into a herald of revolution.
He took the protagonist of Leskov’s “Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk District”
and made her into the equivalent of a Socialist-Realist heroine. Although
the production enjoyed two years of critical acceptance, the shifting cur-
rents of Soviet taste eventually shipwrecked it by declaring its eroticism
intolerable. A more familiar form of uncertainty came from the satirical
genius of Mikhail Bulgakov, whose Molière in the stage production of the
same name could have been many things to many readers, ranging from
a castigation of the philistine Soviet cultural agenda to a defense of the free
artist against the state. Soviet authorities became increasingly sensitive to
the dangers of multiple meanings, a fear that eventually led to the flat-
tening of such texts into unambiguous monovocality.

Springing from these anxieties came perhaps the greatest accomplish-
ment of institutional Soviet culture: the assumption that culture is a single
thing, and not an aggregate of diverse meanings and values. Although
debate continued about which texts best represented Soviet culture, and
what meanings were proper for classic and contemporary texts, there ceased
to be much doubt that every text had a single, fixed, “proper” reading.
Needless to say, this reading was the one generated and endorsed by offi-

cial institutions, from the Academy to literary unions to institutions of
higher learning to journals and newspapers. The Tolstoi centennary was
an early instance of such a campaign, focused on a writer whose work was
filled with contradictions. Debates over the good and bad Tolstoi described
in this volume were driven by the fear that readers, particularly working-
class readers, befuddled by uncertainty, would be infected by the bad Tol-
stoi, whose Christianity was unacceptable to an atheist state. Organizers
of the celebration took preemptive measures to protect worker-readers
from this Tolstoi, attempting to flatten his complex figure into a single,
unthreatening classic. Although such a measure evoked great controversy
in , when Soviet culture still accommodated many voices, by the time
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of the Pushkin commemoration of , there was no protest when the
Writers’ Union passed a much more radical measure, forbidding any orga-
nization to use Pushkin materials without official permission.

The historiographic debates of the mid-s, which settled controver-
sies over great leaders such as Peter I and Ivan IV, featured a similar atten-
tion to imagined readers, as historians tried to anticipate how the official
line would evolve over time. The evidence presented in this volume sug-
gests a surprising degree of forthright contention in the process, in which
tensions were heightened by the great rewards garnered by the winners and
the misfortunes suffered by the losers. This controversy was resolved by
the intervention of Stalin, the USSR’s “ideal reader,” who took his respon-
sibilities very seriously. The presence and participation of Stalin allowed
for the creation of authoritative readings, providing an interpretation that
was beyond debate and would not be swept aside by the next purge or
campaign. With the intervention of Stalin, new histories could be approved
and published, movie scripts could be approved and produced, and school-
children could recite their lessons by rote. Stalin was an extremely demand-
ing reader, who paid close attention to texts, provided detailed responses,
and objected to all manner of impropriety. His public appearances became
media events in themselves, and like a Roman emperor, his thumb pointed
upward or downward determined the fate of books, musical compositions,
and entire productions. His appearance at Shostakovich’s opera boded its
downfall; and when his minion Viacheslav Molotov stormed out of Bed-
nyi’s The Epic Heroes, much the same fate could be expected for that show.
Stalin had become the sole authoritative reader in the Soviet Union, one
who fixed the final meaning for each text. Although we might find this sit-
uation arbitrary and unconducive to cultural exchange, there is consider-
able evidence that the “victims” of the process reconciled themselves to the
rules of the game. Bednyi, Aleksei Tolstoi, and Eisenstein all solicited and
heeded the opinions of their leader, even before his participation was stan-
dard practice; artists as unpredictable as Bulgakov also showed some will-
ingness to follow the practice. What is most striking in this volume is not
the evidence concerning the artists, but the responses of simple Soviet read-
ers themselves. In the letters they wrote to Eisenstein in praise of Nevskii,
they show that they too heeded and absorbed the readings prescribed in
the mass media, and that they had been trained to yearn for authority.
Many seemed to enjoy reading and watching much more when they did
not have to confront the anxieties caused by competing interpretations.

�
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What is the condition of a public culture in which authorities constrict
open debate and provide the only legitimate forums for public expression?
How can we speak of a public sphere when artists and average citizens are
arrested and even executed for merely voicing their thoughts? Can we call
an interaction dialogic when the ultimate product is a single reading en-
dorsed by the state? Put this way, of course, the existence of a Soviet pub-
lic in s seems unlikely.

Even so, this volume demonstrates that state and party did not fully
control public culture in the s, and that loyal Soviet readers and artists
themselves caused much of the volatility. Historians and writers struggled
with their material to find its inner mechanisms, to reach their own under-
standings of the past and through it of the present. Some were willing to
provide state authorities with predetermined answers, but others were not;
even the most pliant artists at times failed to please their patrons. State
commissions were riddled with indeterminacy and contradiction. Ambi-
guity should not be confused with openness, nor unresolved issues with
free speech, yet we must note that Soviet public culture did allow for a sur-
prising degree of interplay and exchange.

It is the role of the audience that evokes the greatest interest here and
is most suggestive of the shape of the Soviet public. There can be little mis-
take as to the positive response evoked by many products of public culture.
Readers bought the books, borrowed them from libraries, went to discus-
sion groups, and wrote letters to the authors. Audiences bought tickets and
flocked to theaters, gossiped, and narrated the plots to each other in ways
that showed they had absorbed the lessons that state authorities wished
to implant. Most remarkably, consumers showed the same aversion for
indeterminacy that the state demonstrated. Can we speak of dialogue when
the state, in response to the desires of readers, relieves them of interpre-
tive uncertainty and provides them with comforting readings? Is this a dia-
logue of state and audience, or of the state and its own created audience?
There can be no final answer for a question in which there is no credible
utterance, text, or archival resource. Yet the evidence offered in this volume
suggests that Soviet public culture in the mid- to late s was consonant
with the tastes of its intended audiences, perhaps more so than at any
other time in Soviet history, and that it responded to the perceived needs
of its consumers. Indeed, it is possible to say that Soviet public culture
essentially created the needs of its viewers and readers, shaping them in a
way that helped give birth to the new Soviet man.

The two intertwining themes that dominated the debate on history go
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to the heart of state-citizen relations in Stalinist society. One was the rise
of a Russian national identity centered on the classics of literature, notably
Pushkin, Tolstoi, and Lermontov, and on its great empire-builders, foremost
Ivan the Terrible and Peter the Great. The second theme emphasized the
need for vigorous central authority to organize citizens into a coherent
whole and to resist the incursions of internal and external enemies. That
both themes discounted the role of the common man in whose name the
October Revolution had been waged was apparent to some observers. Yet
the great merit of this volume is that it demonstrates how the principles
of etatist nationalism and central authority could also have a populist tinge
and could be used to bring a society together. We cannot ignore the ten-
sions involved in rallying the multinational Soviet citizenry around the his-
tory of Russian empire-building, or in asking citizens of the non-Russian
republics to celebrate their own cultures within a pantheon that placed
them beneath the Russian classics. Yet neither can we ignore popular affir-
mation of these themes, witnessed in structured environments such as the
classroom or reading club, and in less controlled environments such as
darkened movie theaters or the kitchen tables from which consumers wrote
to their favorite artists. Many of the books and films discussed in this vol-
ume met with critical acclaim and remain popular to the present day.

Perhaps most remarkably, many of the themes discussed here outlived
both Stalin and their individual creators to be subjected to reinterpretation
by subsequent generations, emerging in many cases as stronger works of
art in which multiple messages can be found. Eisenstein’s films and Alek-
sei Tolstoi’s novels are still compelling to many audiences; and the classics
of Russian literature are still read avidly. The flush of Russian national pride
and the strong desire for central authority move Russian audiences even
today, long after the fall of the Soviet Union. Texts created in the s still
speak to readers in ways that enlighten them. Thus we must conclude that
the historical debates that began their lives as a simulation of public cul-
ture, directed toward a semi-fictional audience, ultimately created that audi-
ence, giving life to an increasingly vital and genuine public culture during
the Stalin and post-Stalin eras.

Notes

1. Jürgen Habermas, “The Public Sphere: An Encyclopedia Article (),” New
German Critique , no.  (): –.
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2. A comment attributed to Stalin during the preparations for the  consti-
tution that quickly became the central refrain of V. Lebedev-Kumach and A. Alek-
sandrov’s popular song. See L. Gurevich, Pesni sovetskoi molodezhi (Moscow:
“Molodaia gvardiia,” ).

3. See, for instance, the  newsreel “Urok istorii v  klasse -i Moskovskoi
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