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Note from the Editors

�is Reader is a collection of the most salient texts about the Russian 
avant-garde and radical modernism. �e previously published texts, for 
the most part, remain the way in which they originally appeared in print. 
�erefore, you will note seeming inconsistencies in the transliterations 
of names and possibly in titles of some works.

�e transliteration systems employed in the volume vary between 
the (phonetically based) Library of Congress system of transliterating 
Russian Cyrillic and the International system (also called the scienti�c 
or the European system).

�e editors of this volume decided not to standardize these trans-
literations as it might lead to further alterations, which would begin to 
impinge heavily upon the original text.
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Introduction

Modernism, as a concept, may be understood as the totality of numer-
ous aesthetic theories that began to take shape during the second half 
of the nineteenth century and achieved a measure of aesthetic coher-
ence already before the First World War. Despite the absence of an all-
encompassing manifesto, modernism demonstrated several consistent 
aesthetic principles and methods of creation that resulted in a funda-
mental revision of the universal values that had been previously cul-
turally dominant. Post-Impressionism, Symbolism, Cubism, Imagism, 
Futurism, Dadaism, and Surrealism each represented an enthusiastic 
break with the positivist cultural heritage and humanistic beliefs of the 
nineteenth century. Although there existed within these movements in-
trinsic contradictions, expressed in manifestoes and declarations, there 
was one common artistic attitude, as a result of the unprecedented ca-
lamities of the era. All of these movements aimed to overthrow the basic 
aesthetics of classical Realism, which resulted in a radical opposition to 
these canons of realistic art that is now known as modernism.

�is volume is intended for a student audience and aims at provid-
ing a general overview of the main currents that constituted the �nal 
stage of the modernist creative history—the Russian avant-garde de-
scribed from a historical perspective. �e collection features a number 
of original contributions commissioned speci�cally for the present vol-
ume along with some scholarly classics devoted to the relevant topics. 
�e texts presented in this reader were selected with the aim of bringing 
the most suitable and accessible information on the issues in question. 
�ey re�ect both a high caliber of scholarly rigor and professional sub-
stantiality along with an overall accessibility for students. Let us start 
with de�ning brie�y the thematic issues that will be discussed in the 
following pages.

Constantly challenging the principles of artistic representation, 
modernism rejected traditional realistic art and literature by denying 
life-imitating techniques in favor of irrationalism and absurdity. To a 
certain degree, modernism was an aesthetic reaction to what was per-
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ceived as a chaotic modern world, following the unprecedented death 
and destruction caused by severe social cataclysms. Art seemed to pre-
sent itself as a possible salvation from mankind’s shattered reality that 
might create a new language, a new culture, a new actuality. Aesthetic 
movements of the time also exhibited radical elements such as the in-
tense promotion of, or outright demand for, far-reaching social change 
and political reform.

One view of modernism suggests that it should be perceived as a “me-
ga-period” that encompassed mutually hostile movements such as Sym-
bolism and the avant-garde. In this case, modernism followed Realism 
as a reaction against rationalist aesthetics. �ere was a certain parallel 
overlap in France with Charles Baudelaire and later with Paul Verlaine 
and Rimbaud who in a certain sense “appeared before their age,” thereby 
contributing to the early development of the modernist aesthetic even 
before it was formally conceived and de�ned. �e central principles of 
modernist culture heralded a fundamental revision of most of the major 
philosophical doctrines that had dominated nineteenth-century culture 
and its aesthetics. �erefore, within Post-Impressionism, Symbolism, 
Cubism, Imagism, Futurism, Dadaism, and Surrealism there is a shared 
sense that the unprecedented chain of events of recent times had signif-
icantly altered mankind’s universal values and humanistic beliefs.

�e �rst phase of European modernism may be found in Symbol-
ism and the experimental work of Stéphane Mallarmé. �is movement 
had a far-reaching impact in the arts and the natural sciences, as well 
as in the intellectual lives of its adherents, which led to a signi�cant re-
perception of the modern world. One of Symbolism’s principles was a 
new spiritualism and a quest for hidden realities. We might remember 
the famous Russian Symbolist motto: a realibus ad realiora��from real-
ity to a more-real hidden reality.” �is doctrine championed the search 
for unseen realities, re�ecting dissatisfaction with the role that posi-
tivist philosophy had played within society in the nineteenth century. 
Darwinian evolution, which had greatly in�uenced culture and religion, 
was abandoned along with the rigorous empiricism of the new scien-
ti�c establishment. Sensory faculties that had been used previously for 
exploring the empirical world were now directed toward the invisible 
spheres of human spirituality. As such, modernism began to challenge 
the traditional principles of mimetic representation, denying life-imi-
tating techniques, instead proposing an irrationalism and alogism that 
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within the radically new imagery of total “abstraction” unseen before, 
even in Vasily Kandinsky’s “plain” objects. �e Suprematist art of Ma-
levich is now highly acclaimed in the West.

�e Futurist, Suprematist and Constructivist preoccupation with 
experimentation and the profound reformulation of life, shaped by the 
power of art, was the common theme in all of these Russian cultural cur-
rents. As the old traditions collapsed, modernist groups tried to hasten 
their destruction so as to create novel systems of thinking, new languag-
es and alternative ways to interact with society. Both in their own lives 
and in their art, modernists were outrageous and sensational because 
they were challenging the boundaries of acceptable cultural discourse. 

�is desire by modernists to challenge, to destroy and rebuild, was 
in some cases a re�ection of the larger political and historical events 
of their times. Broadly speaking, Russian modernism can be situated 
in time from the 1890s to the 1930s, although some critics would ar-
gue that the movement (e.g. Baudelaire) began in the late 1850s. �is 
period of over forty years was a period of intense social and political 
upheaval. In 1881, Russian terrorists assassinated Tsar Alexander II, 
which resulted in nearly twenty-�ve years of political stagnation. Rus-
sian society rebelled against what it perceived as the political excess of 
the People�s Will, the terrorists who took responsibility for the regicide, 
becoming signi�cantly more conservative for a time. �is coincided with 
the abrupt end of Russia’s golden age of literature with the silencing of 
Tolstoy and the deaths of both Dostoyevsky and Ivan Turgenev. As a 
consequence, the social and political direction of Russia was seemingly 
adrift and into this void stepped the Russian modernists. 

With the accession of Nicholas II to the throne in 1894, liberals had 
hoped that the restrictions on press and political activities that had been 
enforced following the Tsar’s assassination would be relaxed, but they 
were sorely disappointed. �is only forced alternative political groups 
and their activities further underground. Even so, this was a period of 
rapid industrialization under the guidance of the Minister of Finance 
Sergei Witte. Russian industry, mining and oil production expanded 
signi�cantly, yet wages and working conditions were still quite dismal 
for the lower class. At the same time, the Russian middle class was rap-
idly expanding. In the areas of manufacturing, commerce, banking and 
public transportation, Russia was beginning to resemble its European 
neighbors. As a result of a growing rate of literacy and greater access 
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to education, many Russians soon took advantage of opportunities to 
study abroad, mostly in Germany, Switzerland and France.

Even so, the Russian �n de siŁcle was predominantly pessimistic and 
rife with an impending sense of apocalyptic doom. �e Russian revolu-
tionary movement heightened the natural tendency to see the end of 
a century in revelatory terms, in particular that human existence was 
fragile and near extinction. Whatever hope that some might have held 
for positive change with the coming of a new century was dashed with 
the failed Revolt of 1905, when peaceful protestors, mainly women and 
children, were slaughtered by the Tsar’s cavalry. Although Nicholas was 
able to retain power for a time, the tsarist system was forever altered. A 
semi-constitutional monarchy with a parliament emerged after months 
of political protest, strikes and clashes with government forces. It was 
important for Russia that industrialization continue, as well as agrarian 
reform and modernization of the armed forces, yet political in-�ghting 
hindered this much-needed process.

By 1914, Russian industrialization had created further important 
economic and social changes, while the agrarian reforms under Pyotr 
Stolypin produced a new class of independent farmers. Yet, numerous 
inequities and frictions still existed as the nobility carefully guarded 
their privileges and the clergy blocked all calls for religious reform. In 
August, Russia was still in the process of reforming its military, but en-
tered the First World War. Initially, the war produced unity among the 
various political factions and a measure of patriotic resolve, but this 
soon dissolved as Russia’s various military, governmental and �nancial 
problems became readily apparent. By March 1917, Russia was ripe for 
revolution and the government was toppled surprisingly quickly. A Pro-
visional Government was eventually overthrown by a Bolshevik faction 
led by Vladimir Lenin in November of that same year.

�is period of political instability was, in fact, the high point of 
the Russian avant-garde. In this vacuum of social and political insta-
bility, Russian modernists saw their opportunity to break the fetters 
of the old and to reformulate life anew. �e major movements of this 
time included Constructivism, Cubo-Futurism, Rayonism, and Supre-
matism. Cubo-Futurism may be considered the dominant movement, 
which found adherents in poetry and the visual arts. Membership in 
one group, however, did not preclude participation in another of those 
listed above. During the years before and after the First World War, the 
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major exponents of Cubo-Futurism included Alexander Archipenko, the 
brothers Burliuk, Aleksandra Ekster, Natalia Goncharova, Ivan Klyun, 
Mikhail Larionov, Lyubov’ Popova, and Olga Rozanova. 

Rayonism �rst appeared in 1911 as a radical movement of abstrac-
tionism. Its leading �gures engaged in a polemic with the representa-
tives of Western non-conformist art such as French Cubism on the one 
side and Italian Futurism on the other. �e leading �gures of Rayonism 
were Mikhail Larionov and Natalia Goncharova. As mentioned previ-
ously, Suprematism was established by Malevich, who was preoccupied 
with the idea that realistic art should be destroyed in order to establish 
a new artistic language of plain geometric forms. �is new geometric vo-
cabulary of crosses, squares and circles, combined with a sense of move-
ment was meant to create a new artistic philosophy.

Constructivism, which appeared in 1921 with its major focus on art 
and architectural design, was intended to provide a blueprint for the 
new society that was to emerge after the World Revolution. Russian 
Constructivism exercised a very noticeable in�uence on artistic mod-
ernism, having a great theoretical and practical impact on such West-
ern movements as the German Bauhaus and the Dutch De Stijl. Among 
the main members who were openly connected to the movement were 
Naum Gabo, El Lissitzky, Ivan Leonidov, Konstantin Melnikov, Antoine 
Pevsner, Lyubov Popova, Aleksandr Rodchenko, Vladimir Shukhov, 
Varvara Stepanova, Vladimir Tatlin and Alexander Vesnin.

After assuming power, the Bolsheviks sued for peace so as to with-
draw from the war, but were soon after drawn into a bitter civil war 
that lasted for nearly four years. In an odd realization of many modern-
ist positions, the Bolsheviks destroyed the old state, its political parties 
and economic systems. In its place, they established with revolutionary 
fervor a new socialist state. During this period, the Russian avant-garde 
played a very important role in both political and social agitation for 
radical change. 

�e transition to a completely new form of government was not an 
easy one and the Bolsheviks were able to maintain power only by use 
of force. As Lenin realized that a radical reformulation of the economy 
might not be possible immediately, he introduced the New Economic 
Policy (NEP), which lasted from 1921-1927. NEP was established to 
stimulate agricultural production for the urban market and eventually 
led to a limited consumer sector. �e government maintained control 
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Alexander Burry o�ers an introductory essay on the theater of Vsevolod 
Meyerhold, while Michael Klebanov explores Meyerhold’s innovations 
in the context of subsequent theatrical movements. Frederick H. White 
furnishes a brief biography of Sergei Eisenstein and John MacKay ex-
amines the cinematography of Dziga Vertov. Finally, Dennis Io�e o�ers 
an addendum to this collection in the form of a theoretical argument on 
the tradition of experimentation in Russian culture as a direct factor in 
the development of the Russian avant-garde.

In a collection such as this, it is di�cult to represent every facet of 
a very dynamic period. �e intention of the editors was to address rep-
resentational �gures and movements as an introduction to the concept 
of the Russian avant-garde and radical modernism, with the hope that 
this will lead to further advanced study. �e scholars represented in this 
collection are some of the leading �gures in their �eld and a search of 
their other works will provide a treasure trove of additional information 
on relevant subjects. We hope that this introductory reader will serve 
as a basis for further consideration of the Russian twentieth century 
cultural discourse that has had far-reaching in�uences in world culture. 1

Dennis Io�e
Frederick H. White

December 2011

1	 We did not include separate entries on such artists as Vassily Kandinsky, Marc Chagall or Nathan 
Altman for two main reasons: 1) �ey do not correspond to any particular “current” in the 
Russian Avant-garde, being more individualistic �gures. Our concentration here is on larger group 
movements; 2) Information on these �gures is widely available in general introductory texts on 
twentieth-century art, thus making their inclusion here redundant. We also did not include such 
minor (though extremely valuable) artistic currents as the “Union of Youth,” which was founded 
by Mikhail Matiushin and Voldemars Matvejs, or Ilia Zdanevich’s group “41°” as separate entities, 
leaving them possibly for classroom discussions.
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discussions about modern art. Such a thing had been done before in 
St. Petersburg by another avant-garde group, the Union of Youth. De-
spite the participation of David Burliuk, this earlier lecture-discussion 
had passed without incident and was conducted on an almost academ-
ic note; however, at the �rst and historic debate of Jack of Diamonds, 
which took place in Moscow on February 12 in the over-�lled audito-
rium of the Polytechnical Museum, Burliuk shocked the audience. In his 
lecture about cubism, he declared that the subject of painting did not 
matter and that Raphael and Velazquez were philistines and photogra-
phers. �e audience was entertained much more, however, by Goncha-
rova, who appeared on the stage with an unscheduled attack on Jack of 
Diamonds and an announcement about the coming exhibition of a new 
avant-garde group under the name of Oslinyi khvost (“Donkey’s Tail”). 
�e evening ended in an uproar.

�ere was no disturbance during the second Jack of Diamonds de-
bate, held two weeks later without representatives of Donkey’s Tail. �is 
time Burliuk spoke on “Evolution of Beauty and Art.” He insisted that 
the life-span of any truth in the arts is twenty-�ve years and, therefore, 
that any concept of beauty is relative and temporary. Art for Burliuk 
was not a copy of life, but its distortion, and he posited three artistic 
principles, which he called disharmony, dissymmetry, and disconstruc-
tion. �e interesting fact is that Burliuk, during this lecture, mentioned 
Italian futurism for the �rst time publicly. �ough at that time he knew 
next to nothing about Italian futurism, having not even seen a single 
reproduction of paintings by Italian futurists, he accused it of sacri�c-
ing the principles of the arts in favor of literature. Donkey’s Tail, on 
the other hand, was in favor of Italian futurism, though in the work of 
Goncharova, Malevich, and others it never developed into an artistic 
Weltanschauung, remaining just an episode.

Donkey’s Tail began to take shape before the open break of its mem-
bers with members of the Jack of Diamonds group in January, 1912, 
for Larionov’s idea to organize the group goes back to the beginning of 
1911. �e group, which included also Malevich, Tatlin, Von Wiesen, Le-
dentu, and Marc Chagall, took issue with Jack of Diamonds’ “conserva-
tism” and predilection for theorizing, insisting that subject matter was 
of great importance in painting and stressing its own ties with Russian 
primitive folk art, as well as with Oriental art. Members of the group 
were also against Burliuk’s �ghting the past and did not see anything 
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new in cubism (cubism could be found in Russian dolls and in ancient 
Scythian sculptures, they said). �ere was also much that was personal 
in this break between the essentially similar founders of Russian primi-
tivism, Goncharova and Larionov on the one side, and David Burliuk on 
the other. �eir friendship had come to an end by 1913, and was never 
renewed.

In comparison with the tension and militancy displayed in artistic 
circles during this time, peace and tolerance were characteristic of the 
literary activities of the future futurists (a clumsy, but practically un-
avoidable expression). At the beginning of 1912 Benedict Livshits con-
tinued to contribute to Apollon, Nikolai Burliuk had plans to enter the 
Guild of Poets, which was the cradle of Russian Acmeism, and both saw 
in such actions no con�ict with their membership in Hylaea. Prepara-
tions for new action were under way, even though during the rest of 
1912 Hylaean activities in literature seemed to be in the doldrums, with 
Livshits having to join the army for one year, David Burliuk traveling in 
Europe in the summer, and Kamensky enjoying nature at his farm in the 
distant Urals. �ere was, however, some activity. Nikolai Burliuk was 
entrusted by his brother, David, with editorial duties, and he collected 
material for future joint publications quietly and e�ciently. He found a 
common language with the demanding Livshits, who was less and less 
satis�ed with David because of the latter’s tendency to compromise and 
his utter unconcern with theoretical consistency.

Upon his return from Europe, David Burliuk found time to help 
Khlebnikov publish his �rst work in an individual edition—the pam-
phlet Uchitel i uchenik (“A Teacher and a Pupil”), published in Kherson 
with Burliuk’s money. In this booklet, Khlebnikov uses dialogue as a ve-
hicle for theorizing on the problem of “internal declension,” and criticiz-
es leading Russian symbolist writers for being preoccupied with death 
and violence while being far from the roots of Russian folk poetry. It was 
also the �rst presentation of Khlebnikov’s attempts to �nd the math-
ematical foundations of history, which enabled him to make a strangely 
correct prediction about a collapse of “some empire” in 1917. No matter 
what one thinks about the scienti�c value of Khlebnikov’s formulas, this 
preoccupation makes him practically the only real “futurist” among his 
friends, who rather deserve the name of “presentists.”

David Burliuk had plans to publish a book, �nanced by Jack of Dia-
monds, in which both the artists and the Hylaean poets would partici-
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pate. �e book was in preparation throughout 1912, but did not mate-
rialize because Jack of Diamonds did not like the fact that Khlebnikov 
and Kruchenykh began publication of several books with illustrations 
by their archenemies, Goncharova and Larionov, as well as by other art-
ists from the Donkey’s Tail group. �is disagreement led the Hylaeans 
to break with Jack of Diamonds and search for other publishers. �ese 
publishers were �nally found by David Burliuk in George Kuzmin, a pi-
lot, and Sergei Dolinsky, a composer; and A Slap in the Face of Public Taste 
was the result.

Before A Slap in the Face of Public Taste was published, there appeared 
three little books by Kruchenykh (two of them written in collaboration 
with Khlebnikov): Igra v adu (“A Game in Hell”), Starinnaya lyubov (“Old-
Time Love”), and Mirskontsa (“Worldbackwards”). Alexei Eliseyevich 
Kruchenykh, born in 1886 to a peasant family near Kherson, was a high 
school art teacher when he met the Burliuks in 1907. He helped David 
Burliuk organize some of his exhibitions and exhibited impressionist 
canvases himself. Soon he moved to Moscow and, having abandoned 
painting for literature, became one of the most controversial of Russian 
futurists and probably the most radical innovator among them. He called 
himself “the wildest one.”16 �ese three books by Kruchenykh aimed at 
a creation of primitivistic poetry, but in some of them he went much 
further than that in his technique. No less important was the outward 
appearance of these books: they were illustrated by some of the most 
radical artists of the day (mostly by Goncharova and Larionov), and the 
texts were either written by hand and then mimeographed, or printed 
as if by hand in stamped letters of unequal size. All kinds of misprints 
or errors, as well as deletions or corrections, abounded in them. It was 
obviously meant to be a complete break with the tradition of symbolist 
deluxe editions. �e illustrations were either primitivist in the manner 
of folk art, or imitative of children’s drawings, but some of them could 
be termed nonobjective.

Igra v adu (“A Game in Hell”) appeared in August, 1912, with sixteen 
illustrations by Goncharova, and was printed by hand in characters re-
sembling Old Church Slavonic letters. �is long poem about a card game 
going on between devils and sinners in hell was begun by Kruchenykh 
in the style of a folk lithograph (lubok), as he himself admitted.17 �en 
Khlebnikov added his own stanzas and lines, with the result that the 
text became even more disorganized. Both Khlebnikov and Kruchenykh 
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and blasphemy are shown in excellent illustrations by Goncharova, in 
which she re�ects the strong in�uence of Russian icon painting. Pomada 
(“Pomade”), published in January, 1913, is a very small book, containing 
less than a dozen poems, three of them, with tricky compound rhymes, 
written, as Kruchenykh notes on the last page, together with E. Lunev.20 
Pomade was illustrated by Larionov not only in a primitivistic style (as, 
for example, the drawing on the cover which shows a diminutive barber 
suspended in the air and rubbing pomade into the hair of a big head 
underneath), but in his new, “rayonist” manner. 

�e book’s value in reference to the history of futurism lies mainly 
in the fact that it opens with three tiny poems written, as the author 
says in a very short introduction, “in my own language di�ering from 
the others: its words do not have a de�nite meaning.” In short, here 
Kruchenykh introduced what later was to become known as zaum, the 
so-called transrational language, of which he would become one of the 
main practicians and theoreticians. Later the �rst of these three poems 
became particularly familiar to many because the author announced in 
a subsequent booklet that it was more Russian than all the poetry of 
Pushkin. After this announcement dozens of critics began to quote it 
or refer to it, often distorting it. �e poem begins with energetic mono-
syllabics, some of which slightly resemble Russian or Ukrainian words, 
followed by a three-syllable word of shaggy appearance. �e next word 
looks like a fragment of some word, and the two �nal lines are occupied 
with syllables and just plain letters, respectively, the poem ending on a 
queer, non-Russian-sounding syllable:

dyr bul shchyl 
ubeshshchur

skum 
vy so bu 
r l Łz21

�us, in his �rst publishing ventures, Kruchenykh added his own 
note to Russian primitivism; created, mainly with the artists Goncha-
rova and Larionov, the classic form of a futurist publication; and inau-
gurated the most extreme of all futurist achievements, zaum. Credit is 
overdue to this fascinating writer, who never in his life achieved any-
thing but cheap notoriety. Even his own colleagues tended to dismiss 
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him as the man who “brought to absurdity some of our extreme tenets 
by his �ippant extremism.”22

When Half Alive, Hermits, and Pomade appeared, the most famous 
joint publication of the Hylaean poets, A Slap in the Face of Public Taste, 
had already been published. After the Jack of Diamonds refused to �-
nance this publication, Burliuk found backers in Kuzmin and Dolinsky, 
guaranteeing them the gratitude of posterity for their part in his pub-
lishing venture. A Slap was printed on gray and brown wrapping paper, 
and the cover was of coarse sackcloth, later described by reviewers as 
being the color of “a fainted louse.”23 Otherwise, there was nothing 
shocking about the book, the texts being printed in large, clear print, 
with no illustrations accompanying them. Strangely enough, there was 
no mention of Hylaea anywhere in the book. �e opening piece, also 
entitled “A Slap in the Face of Public Taste,” was the �rst and most fa-
mous manifesto of the group. It was signed by only four of the seven 
contributors, and one of the signatories, Khlebnikov, did not participate 
in its writing. Livshits and Nikolai Burliuk were not in Moscow, so their 
signatures were not there. Livshits makes it clear that he would not have 
signed it anyway, and his refusal was based on grounds other than that, 
as a soldier, he could not a�ord at that time to take part in controversial 
enterprises. Even Livshits was unable to determine (as set forth in his 
memoirs) who was the actual author of the manifesto, but he recognized 
in it one of his own phrases used in a conversation with Mayakovsky. “A 
Slap” was probably written by David Burliuk, Kruchenykh, and Maya-
kovsky24 together in November or December, 1912, in the Romanovka 
Hotel in Moscow, where they spent their evenings. �e recently married 
Burliuk lived there with his wife, a student of music, because there one 
could practice voice or instruments from 9 a.m. to 11 p.m. (and so the 
hotel was full of students from the Conservatory). Here is the complete 
text of the manifesto:

To the readers of our New First Unexpected:

Only we are the face of our Time. �e horn of time trum-
pets through us in the art of the word.

�e past is crowded. �e Academy and Pushkin are more 
incomprehensible than hieroglyphics.

�row Pushkin, Dostoyevsky, Tolstoy, et al, et al, over-
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board from the Ship of Modernity.
He who does not forget his �rst love will not recognize 

his last.
But who is so gullible as to direct his last love toward the 

perfumed lechery of a Balmont? Does it re�ect the 
virile soul of today?

Who is so cowardly as to be afraid to strip the warrior 
Bryusov of the paper armor he wears over his black 
tuxedo? Is the dawn of an undiscovered beauty seen 
there?

Wash your hands, you who touched the �lthy slime of 
the books written by all those innumerable Leonid 
Andreyevs.

All those Maxim Gorkys, Kuprins, Bloks, Sologubs, 
Remizovs, Averchenkos, Chernyis, Kuzmins, Bunins, 
etc., etc. need only a dacha on a river. Tailors are re-
warded by destiny in this way.

We look at their nothingness from the heights of sky-
scrapers! . . .

We decree that the poets’ rights be honored:
1) to enlarge vocabulary in its scope with arbitrary and 

derivative words (creation of new words).
2) to feel an insurmountable hatred for the language ex-

isting before them.
3) to push aside in horror from our proud brow the 

wreath of dirt-cheap fame, which you have fashioned 
from bathhouse venik’s [“swishes”].

4) to stand on the solid block of the word “we” amid the 
sea of boos and indignation.

And if for the time being even our lines are still marked 
with dirty stigmas of your “common sense” and “good 
taste,” there tremble on them for the �rst time the 
summer lightnings of the New-Coming Beauty of the 
Self-su�cient (self-centered) Word.

Moscow, 1912, December 
D. Burliuk, Alexander Kruchenykh25 

V. Mayakovsky, Victor Khlebnikov
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way to rhymed prose, with a suggestion of a plot involving an o�cer 
and the redheaded Polya. �e poem is printed without punctuation or 
capital letters, and contains words incorrectly stressed (glázami) which 
is one of Kruchenykh’s trademarks. At the end there is the author’s note 
to the e�ect that the events in the poem are not related in their chrono-
logical sequence, but in the order 3-1-2. Another debut proved later to 
be of the greatest historical importance because the name of the poet 
was Vladimir Mayakovsky. His two short poems, “Noch” (“Night”) and 
“Utro” (“Morning”), with their colorful urbanism and anthropomor-
phism, are a strange and dissonant note in this rather peaceful book, 
for Mayakovsky’s thunderous voice can already be heard in them. �eir 
dynamism reminds one of Italian futurism, rather than, to quote Khleb-
nikov, the “pure Slavic element in its golden, linden tree quality.”28

A Slap concludes with four essays. �e �rst two, wrongly attributed 
to Nikolai Burliuk, are actually by David. “Kubizm,” written in a delib-
erately disorganized fashion, with capital letters in the wrong places, 
contains both long-winded, impressionistic passages, which remind 
one of the worst excesses of symbolist criticism, and excellent profes-
sional observations. Painting, says Burliuk, has become an art only in 
the twentieth century, because it is now an aim in itself. Earlier painting 
knew only line and color; the new painting has discovered surface and 
texture. Cezanne is declared the father of cubism, and cubism is de�ned 
as “understanding of everything we see only as a series of certain cuts 
through various �at surfaces.” He also speaks of “free drawing” and sees 
the best examples of it in children’s drawings, as well as in Kandinsky 
and Larionov; in poetry, its equivalent is free verse, the best example of 
which Burliuk �nds in Khlebnikov. In both articles, Burliuk uses gener-
ously the terms sdvig (“shift, dislocation”) and faktura (“texture”), which 
were to become also the favorite words of futurist literary criticism. �e 
second article, “Faktura,” is written in fanciful, lyric prose which alter-
nates with dry and speci�c outlines. In content it ranges from attacks 
on traditional art criticism (with the artist and art historian Alexan-
der Benois serving as Burliuk’s usual whipping boy) to a highly detailed 
classi�cation of picture surfaces, and subtle observations about the 
textures of paintings by Monet, Cezanne, and some Russian contem-
poraries. Khlebnikov’s “Obrazchik slovonovshestv v yazyke” (“A Sample 
of Neologisms”) demonstrates the �rst premise of the manifesto. A Slap 
concludes with Khlebnikov’s earlier prediction of the fall of an empire in 
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1917. �is prediction had so impressed Burliuk that he placed it at the 
end of the book in the form of a simple list of names and dates.29

(Perhaps to confound future bibliographers, the Hylaeans, in Febru-
ary, 1913, published in Moscow a lea�et also entitled A Slap in the Face of 
Public Taste. It echoes the main tenets of the miscellany manifesto, but, 
on the whole, di�ers widely from its famous predecessor. In the lea�et 
the authors castigate the leaders of Russian literature for not having 
recognized Khlebnikov as a genius in 1908 (sic), after the publication of 
Sadok sudei. �ey attack the leading journalists of the day, who mistook 
the Hylaeans for “decadents,” and describe the group around Khleb-
nikov as people who are united in their rejection of the word as a means 
and their glori�cation of the self-su�cient word, though each goes his 
own artistic or literary way. Instead of signatures, the lea�et, which also 
contained some poetry by Mayakovsky, ends with a photograph of May-
akovsky, Khlebnikov, David and Nikolai Burliuk, and both publishers of 
the Hylaeans, Kuzmin and Dolinsky.)

Simultaneously with A Slap, Burliuk started collecting material for 
another joint publication to be printed in St. Petersburg by Guro and 
Matyushin. To emphasize continuity in the development of the move-
ment, it was decided to call the book Sadok sudei II, but the name of the 
group, as in the �rst Sadok sudei, was not identi�ed, because Guro was 
against using the word “Hylaea.” With her northern background (Fin-
land and St. Petersburg), she was not impressed by the classical con-
notations of that southern Russian area. �e book appeared in Febru-
ary, 1913, with a cover only slightly reminiscent of the wallpaper on 
which the �rst volume had been printed. It was illustrated not only by 
Guro and Matyushin themselves and by Vladimir and David Burliuk, 
but also by Larionov and Goncharova who, despite their break with the 
group, participated in a Hylaean venture, but for the last tune. Myas-
oyedov and Gei, two minor participants in the �rst Sadok sudei, were not 
among the contributors this time; and particularly conspicuous was the 
absence of one of the group’s “stars,” Vasily Kamensky, who, still bitter 
about the failure of his �rst novel, �e Mud Hut, was nursing his wounds 
in the seclusion of his farm.

�e most important single piece in Sadok sudei II is its untitled mani-
festo which opens the book, as in A Slap. Although it never received as 
much publicity as the latter, it is in a way more interesting because it 
tries, for the �rst time, to provide the movement with a speci�c and 



— 42 —

——————————— RUSSIAN FUTURISM AND THE RELATED CURRENTS ———————————

detailed constructive program. Yet, it lacks the unity and thrust of the 
manifesto that opened A Slap. On the whole, it is also too di�use, being 
an eclectic combination of the favorite ideas of individual group mem-
bers, rather than an attempt to set forth basic tenets common to them 
all. It is also confusing, not only because of the clumsy use of scholastic 
terminology, which in 1913 was rudimentary, but also because of the 
wrong claims and contradictory statements that characterize it. At the 
beginning of the manifesto, which, surprisingly, does not contain any 
attacks on literary enemies, there is the rather highhanded declaration 
that all the principles outlined there had been fully expressed in the �rst 
Sadok sudei, which the authors must have known to be false because the 
�rst Sadok sudei was a very shy and inept attempt to create a “new art.” 
�e formative stage is said to be past, and what was born in 1908 (sic) is 
now open to development by “those who have no new tasks.” �us the 
manifesto’s authors strike the pose of adults far ahead of the children 
who come behind and are still busy repeating the discoveries of their 
predecessors, though they never make clear what new tasks lay ahead. 
From the rest of the manifesto, which enumerates in detail the achieve-
ments of the group, it becomes clear that theory is once again march-
ing ahead of practice. One obscure statement in the introductory part 
deserves special attention. It speaks rather inarticulately about “having 
given a start” (vydvinuv) to the “formerly notorious” (ranee preslovutykh) 
and wealthy futurists. �e reference is to the St. Petersburg group of 
ego-futurists, who at exactly this time clearly turned to verbal experi-
mentation and thus became rivals of the Hylaeans. It is amusing to see 
that someone else is called “futurist” by people who were themselves to 
become (for everyone else) the Russian futurists. �e “new principles of 
creation,” which occupy the rest of the manifesto, are enumerated and 
discussed brie�y below.

1. “We have ceased to look at word formation and word pronuncia-
tion according to grammar rules, beginning to see in letters only the 
determinants of speech. We have shaken syntax loose.” �e author of 
these words was Khlebnikov. Despite some confusing parts (e.g., mix-
ing pronunciation and grammar) and questionable terminology (“let-
ters”), which may make modern linguists wince, this is a reasonably ac-
curate statement of what Khlebnikov himself tried to or did accomplish; 
Livshits, who made his own e�ort to “shake syntax loose” in A Slap, was 
in complete agreement.
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2. “We have begun to attach meaning to words according to their graphic 
and phonic characteristics” seemed like a good program for any consistent 
futurism.

3. “�e role of pre�xes and su�xes has become clear to us” is another 
statement that Khlebnikov could have made about himself.

4. “In the name of the freedom of personal chance [svoboda lichnogo 
sluchaya], we reject orthography.” �is principle was fully demonstrated 
by Kruchenykh in his mimeographed publications.

5. “We characterize nouns not only by adjectives (as was chie�y done 
before us), but also by other parts of speech, as well as by individual let-
ters and numbers:

a) considering corrections [pomarki] and the vignettes of creative ex-
pectation inseparable parts of a work,
b) deeming that the handwriting is an ingredient [sostavlyayushcha-
ya] of a poetic impulse,
c) therefore, we have printed in Moscow ‘self-written’ books (of au-
tographs).” �is lengthy paragraph obviously refers to Kruchenykh’s 
publications.30

6. “We have abolished punctuation, which for the �rst time brings 
the role of the verbal mass consciously to the fore.” Livshits liked this 
one, and it is certainly a fascinating explanation of what the Hylaeans 
actually did, but they were never consistent in such e�orts, nor was the 
whole idea so new.

7. “We think of vowels as space and time (the character of direction); 
consonants are color, sound, smell.” Only a few years later David Bur-
liuk expressed the same ideas in a poem. Khlebnikov’s experiments with 
consonants were contained in “Bobeobi,” printed in A Slap.

8. “We have smashed rhythms. Khlebnikov brought the poetic ca-
dence [razmer] of the living conversational word. We have ceased to look 
for meters in textbooks; every new turn of movement gives birth to a 
new and free rhythm for a poet.” Khlebnikov did introduce conversa-
tional rhythms, but so did his symbolist teacher, Mikhail Kuzmin. Be-
sides, Khlebnikov’s main e�orts were concentrated on something else, 
namely, on mixing identi�able meters in adjacent lines or within a line. 
Only after the Revolution did he begin to practice free verse consistent-
ly. �e Mayakovsky revolution in Russian metrics also was to come later. 
Burliuk could never really break with the “textbook meters”; Livshits 
never even tried.
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with an oak leaf enclosed. During the night he is awakened by a noise 
in the shower and discovers there a young stranger with closed eyes. 
Fire approaches the youth and, through water, devours him, while he 
is transformed into an oak leaf. Less original and still very much in the 
symbolist tradition are several poems by Nikolai Burliuk, but they are 
appealing in their quiet modesty. Nikolai Burliuk was probably the only 
group member who entered neither the area of primitivism nor that of 
verbal experimentation, but stuck to his impressionism. On the other 
hand, Kruchenykh seems in Sadok sudei II to have adopted completely 
the new, abstract or semiabstract manner. His poems, printed under 
the general title “Myatezh v snegu” (“Rebellion in Snow”) and subtitled 
“Words with Someone Else’s Bellies,” begin with four and a half lines 
of words, invented, distorted, or, sometimes, taken from the existing 
Russian lexicon, all printed without punctuation (except a comma after 
the �rst word).33 �e next poem is vertical in that nearly every word oc-
cupies a separate line, there being almost no logical connection between 
them. In one poem, several lines end in capital vowel letters which are 
not parts of words. Much of Sadok sudei II’s space is given to Guro’s prose 
which, after her death, was to become part of her �e Baby Camels of the 
Sky. Her sister, E. Nizen, is represented by one prose work, “Pyatna” 
(“Spots”), built on a stream-of-consciousness technique. A curious �nale 
to the book are the two poems written by a thirteen-year-old girl, Mil-
itsa, from the Ukraine. Khlebnikov virtually forced the editors to print 
these and even withdrew one of his own poems to give space to the girl. 
�ese examples of authentic primitivism must have appealed to him, 
but even dearer to his nationalistic heart must have been the beginning 
of the �rst of the poems:

I want to die,
And in Russian soil
�ey will bury me.
I’ll never study French,
I won’t look into a German book.

In March, 1913, the Hylaeans again appeared in print as a group, 
scarcely giving their reading audience time for a breather. �is time they 
appeared as an autonomous section of the group of the St. Petersburg 
avant-garde known as the Union of Youth.34 Formed at the beginning 
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of 1910, this group had held its �rst exhibition in March of that year. 
Sponsored by a wealthy patron of the arts, L. Zheverzheyev, the group 
had a less pronounced artistic pro�le than either Donkey’s Tail or Jack 
of Diamonds. Nor could it boast the same consistency of achievement. 
Among the Union of Youth, only Olga Rozanova and Pavel Filonov could 
be considered �rst-rate artists. Nevertheless, they fought for the ideals 
of the “new art,” however vaguely understood. �ey popularized the re-
cent trends of art in Western Europe and tried to go beyond European 
borders and discover new areas in Oriental and African art. David Bur-
liuk was in touch with them from the very beginning, participating in 
their exhibitions and public lectures. �e alliance that he engineered be-
tween the Union of Youth and his Hylaea lasted until December, 1913, 
soon after which the Union of Youth dissolved.

In 1912, the Union of Youth began to publish a magazine, Soyuz 
molodezhi (“Union of Youth”), which printed not only articles on art, 
but also translations of Chinese poetry. In its second issue, two mani-
festos of the Italian futurist artists were printed. �e Hylaeans found 
a place in the publication’s third issue, and their mention on the title 
page marked the �rst time they publicly called themselves “Hylaea.” �e 
preface to this third issue announced the creation of an autonomous 
section, “Hylaea,” within the Union of Youth and stated that the time 
had come for a union of artists and poets in general. �e poetry of the 
Hylaeans was referred to as that of the most essential and perceptive 
poets. �ere was also an enumeration of rather vague points uniting the 
two organizations: (1) the de�nition of the philosophically beautiful; (2) 
the establishment of a di�erence between the creator and the cospecta-
tor [soglyadatai]; and (3) the �ght against automatism and temporality 
[mekhanistichnost i vremennost]. �ese �rst three points were followed 
by three points “which unite as well as separate”: (1) the extension of 
the evaluation of the beautiful beyond the limits of consciousness (the 
principle of relativity); (2) the acceptance of the theory of knowledge as 
a criterion; and (3) the unity of the so-called material.

�e third issue of Union of Youth was divided into two parts, and the 
�rst part was devoted to essays on the arts. Among these, the following 
are of interest: Avgust Ballyer’s polemics with Apollon entitled “Apollon 
budnichnyi i Apollon chernyavyi” (“�e Everyday Apollo and the Negri-
tudinous Apollo”); “Osnovy novogo tvorchestva” (“�e Foundations of 
the New Art”) by O. Rozanova; and M. V. Matyushin’s synopsis of Du 
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cubisme by Gleizes and Metzinger intermingled with long quotations 
from Peter Ouspensky’s Tertium Organum. Two Hylaeans also contrib-
uted essays. Nikolai Burliuk wrote the essay “Vladimir Davidovich Bur-
liuk,” in which he mentions his brother’s name only once—in the last 
paragraph—devoting the rest of his work to a discussion of Vladimir’s 
aesthetics. Khlebnikov is represented here by a shortened version of his 
Teacher and Pupil, published earlier in book form, and by another dia-
logue, “Razgovor dvukh osob” (“A Conversation between Two Person-
ages”), which attacks Immanuel Kant and tries to demonstrate the rela-
tionships between word and number. �e second part of the magazine 
contains the verse of the Hylaean poets. David Burliuk is represented 
by two poems; his brother Nikolai, by six, most of which are among his 
best (see especially “ ” and “Babochki v kolodtse” [“Butter�ies 
in a Well”]); and Livshits, by three. Among Kruchenykh’s four poems, 
two deserve attention. “Tyanut konei” (“Horses Are Pulled”) is essen-
tially a typographical poem with most letters being uppercase; there are 
some curious anticipations of e.e. cummings’ devices as, for example, in 
printing the word zazhatyi (“clamped”) as zAZHAtyi. �e second poem, 
which describes the pleasure of lying on the ground next to a pig, was 
to become a favorite source of quotations for critics of futurism. Guro 
printed only one short, impressionistic sketch, “Shchebet vesennikh” 
(“Chirping of Springtime [creatures]”), and Khlebnikov is represented 
as a poet by his magni�cent tour de force, “Voina smert” (“�e War, the 
Death”), his only long poem built on neologisms.

Also in March, 1913, Kuzmin and Dolinsky published another fu-
turist miscellany, Trebnik troikh (“�e Missal of the �ree”). �e title is 
a triumph of alliteration over meaning, because there are four partici-
pants in this book, even if one does not count its illustrators, Vladimir 
and Nadezhda Burliuk and V. Tatlin. �ese four are Khlebnikov, May-
akovsky, and David and Nikolai Burliuk, with Mayakovsky and David 
Burliuk contributing illustrations as well as poems. �e appearance of 
the book is rather conservative with the title printed on a white label 
pasted on the gray cover and each poem printed on a separate page in 
clear print. �ere are portraits of Khlebnikov, Mayakovsky, and all Bur-
liuks, including Vladimir. �e Missal of the �ree di�ers from all previ-
ous futurist joint publications in that it contains neither articles nor 
prose. Its aim is to present pure poetic achievement, and in this it suc-
ceeds. In previous publications, Khlebnikov was usually represented by 
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that matter) prepares us for the consistently high quality displayed in 
this book. David Burliuk is often a provincial who can hardly camou-
�age his old-fashioned poetic culture with superdaring “innovations,” 
who drowns in the banal while trying to be original; an artist who clum-
sily applies the devices of his painting to verse without noticing that 
this transferal does not save the situation; a versi�er who thinks that a 
cerebral rhyme he has just invented or a shocking image su�ces to make 
his poem avant-garde. But in �e Missal Burliuk, for once, succeeds both 
rhythmically and stylistically. �ere is an energetic stubbornness in 
many of his poems here, but even the autumnal ones are full of convinc-
ing strangeness. �ere is not a single super�uous word in his slightly 
primitivistic “Zakat malyar shirokoi kistyu”; the four-line “Veshchatel’ 
tainogo soyuza” is worthy of a Khlebnikov; and his little poem about 
“that �ea of the swamps, the frog,” is excellent. None of the strain often 
noted in Burliuk’s work is present in his exercise in rhymed beginnings 
of lines or in other rhyming tours de force. Only four of the sixteen po-
ems fall short of this surprising level of poetic achievement.

If in A Slap the Russian futurists suddenly and violently attacked the 
present and the past of Russian literature, if in Sadok sudei II they made 
a claim at being the possessors of a new aesthetics and in Union of Youth 
they demonstrated that they had allies in Russian art, in �e Missal they 
showed they could create �rst-rate poetry of consistently high quality.

Endnotes

1	 �is text was originally published as the second chapter of Markov, Russian Futurism, 
29-60.

2	 �e year 1911 is printed on the cover of the book. “Predates” were widespread at the 
time, so that a book very often actually appeared during the last months of the year 
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3	 Kamensky, Put� Łntuziasta, p. 124. 
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its, was a necessary bow to academic art in order to obtain a diploma, without which 
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making money through painting would have been di�cult, if not impossible.
6	 Aleksandra Aleksandrovna Èkster, Léger’s pupil, frequently lived abroad, and her art 

evolved from impressionism to cubism. She took an active part in Russian avant-garde 
painting. After the Revolution, she was connected with the Kamernyi �eater in Mos-
cow.
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my �e Longer Poems of Velimir Khlebnikov.
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the �rst “Salon,” this exhibit brought �nancial losses to the organizer.

16	 [Kru�enyx], 15 let russkogo futurizma, p. 57. 
17	 Ibid., 24.
18	 S. Tret’jakov sees, however, in Starinnaja ljubov� “a pulling-up of the genteel album po-

etry’s skirt” (Buka russkoj literatury, p. 5).
19	 �is edition, which boasted a new cover by Larionov, abandoned the “handwriting” 

method of the preceding versions and used typographical print of various shapes and 
sizes.

20	 Lunev seems to have been Kru�enyx’s pseudonym for some of his collaborations with 
Khlebnikov, but he also used it later for work written by himself alone. In some instanc-
es this name is also found under the poems written by Khlebnikov alone. At any rate, 
the situation is complex. N. Khardziev considers all three Lunev poems to be Khleb-
nikov’s (NP, p. 405), but Kruchenykh reprinted one of them under his own name in the 
later TŁ-li-lŁ. [Xlebnikov, Neizdannye proizvedenija, 405]

21	 Later, in Sdvigologija, p. 35, Kruchenykh saw a “menace” in the �nal line of the poem. 
In Zaumnyi jazyk i Seifullinoj . . . (p. 28), he described the poem as a “hollow and heavy 
series of sounds, having a Tartar tinge.” Burliuk later (in Kitovras, no. 2, p. 4) distorted 
the �rst line into dyrbul��ol and deciphered this line as dyroj budet lico s�astlivyx oluxov. 

22	 PS, p. 133. [Livšic, Polutoraglazyi strelec]
23	 See P�RF, p. 106. [Futuristy]
24	 Kru�enyx describes (in Zverinec [Moscow, 1930], pp. 13-14) some circumstances of the 

creation of the manifesto: “We wrote it for a long time, argued over every phrase, ev-
ery word, and every letter.” Kru�enyx claims to be the author of the famous “throwing 
Puškin etc.” phrase, but says that Majakovskij changed the original brosit� to sbrosit�. 
Otherwise, Majakovskij said, it could mean that the classics were on the ship by them-
selves, whereas sbrosit� would imply taking them to the ship by force and throwing 
them from it. Kru�enyx contradicts some sources (Livšic) and claims that Xlebnikov 
was the author of some sentences (e.g., the one about the block of the word we and, 
strangely enough, the one containing the skyscrapers). Xlebnikov did not want to sign 
the manifesto if the o�ensive mention of his admired mentor, Kuzmin, was not re-
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moved. A promise to him to do so was not ful�lled.
25	 Kru�enyx at �rst used Aleksandr as a part of his pen name (under the manifesto in 

Po��e�ina, and also in Troe), then dropped it and used his real �rst name, Aleksej, or the 
initial A. Occasionally he put Aleksandr in parentheses, after Aleksej (as in his Deklara-
cija slova kak takovogo).

26	 PS, p. 50. [Livšic, Polutoraglazyi strelec]
27	 Ibid., p. 128. I have been told that Kandinskij, in a letter to a newspaper, later protested 

against his inclusion in the book and called the whole thing “hooliganism.”
28	 SP, II, 7. [Sobranie proizvedenij Velimira Xlebnikova, volume II]
29	 �e reaction of the daily press to Po��e�ina was predictably either derisive or indignant. 

Reputable journals, however, decided not to react to the “hooliganism.” �us there was 
no review in Apollon, and RM [Russkaja Mysl�] waited until March, 1913 (i.e., �fteen 
months), before it decided to discuss the manifesto and the book. It is interesting that 
France spoke about Po��e�ina not much later, when Mercure de France ([Nov.—Dec, 
1913], p. 202) was puzzled by the desire of some Russian poets to “bi�er Pouchkine, 
sour le prétexte, assez inintelligent du rest, qu’on le trouve hieroglyphique et incompre-
hensible.”

30	 It may be appropriate here to mention that as early as 1910 Kul’bin exhibited samples 
of the handwriting of famous Russian writers and singers (for example, Chaliapin), and 
this part of the exhibit attracted larger crowds than the paintings.

31	 PS, p. 139. [Livšic, Polutoraglazyi strelec]
32	 In Kitovras, no. 2, p. 7, Burljuk calls such a method mozaika nesoglasovannostej.
33	 Sergej Tret’jakov (Buka russkoj literatury, p. 5) was later to describe enthusiastically 

the initial words of the sequence (sar�a kro�a) as containing par�a (“brocade”), saryn� 
(“gang”), ry�at� (“to roar”), and krov� (“blood”), “thrown together like a bold pattern in 
one carpet-like stroke.”

34	 About this alliance (as well as about the production of Majakovskij’s tragedy, described 
in chap. 4), see the memoirs of L. Zeverzeev in Majakovskomu: Sbornik vospominanij i 
statej (Leningrad, 1940). Zeverzeev gives April as the month for the appearance of the 
third issue of the magazine.

35	 It was printed earlier in the lea�et Po��e�ina ob��estvennomu vkusu.
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Khlebnikov’s fame as a poet is immeasurably less than 
his signi�cance.

Out of hundred people who have read him, �fty sim-
ply called him a hack, forty read them for pleasure, but 
were amazed that they did not �nd any satisfaction from 
it, and only ten (…) knew and loved this Columbus of 
new poetic continents, which are now peopled and cul-
tivated by us.

Khlebnikov is not a poet for consumers. You cannot 
read him. Khlebnikov is a poet for producers.3

Who was this poet, who was considered by some as a genius, the great-
est Russian poet of the twentieth century, and by others as an unread-
able idiot, whose work cannot be taken seriously?

Khlebnikov was born in 1885 in a village near the Southern Russian 
city of Astrakhan, where the river Volga �ows out into the Caspian Sea. 
�e poet always attached great importance to his birthplace, as it lay 
in a region in which East and West, the Asian and Slavic peoples met 
each other; Khlebnikov’s interest in Asia and the Far East has left many 
traces in his work. 

Khlebnikov descended from a typically Russian pre-Revolutionary 
intelligentsia milieu. His father was a teacher and an enthusiastic con-
servationist, one of the founders of a nature reserve near Astrakhan. 
He was a great ornithologist and a follower of Darwin and Tolstoy. His 
father’s in�uence is clearly noticeable in Khlebnikov’s preference for the 
natural sciences and his excellent knowledge of �ora and fauna, in par-
ticular bird life. One of the interesting aspects of his poetical language 
is the creation in it of a special bird language, in which all kinds of bird 
songs and bird sounds are imitated. Khlebnikov’s mother had studied 
history; she was a good narrator and stimulated the poet’s early awak-
ened interest in the past of the Slavic peoples.

When Khlebnikov was twelve years old the family moved to Kazan, 
like Astrakhan—a partially Asian city on the Volga. He became an ex-
cellent pupil at a grammar school, apparently thanks to his prodigious 
memory. His main interests were mathematics and Russian language 
and literature; moreover he showed artistic talent. After grammar 
school, Khlebnikov enrolled at the university as a student in the faculty 
of natural sciences. He read quite a lot, scienti�c but also philosophical 
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and literary works, in particular the Symbolist poets. He started to write 
himself and sent some of his texts to Maksim Gorky, who commented 
on them.

Khlebnikov continued to write poetry when he moved to St. Pe-
tersburg in 1908. In St. Petersburg he also signed up at the university, 
studied biology, Sanskrit and Slavic languages and literatures, but never 
took a �nal examination. In 2011 he was removed from the university’s 
register because he had not paid his tuition fees. He could not care less, 
as he had made his way in literary circles and was not interested at all in 
a university career.

Soon after his arrival in St. Petersburg Khlebnikov became a visi-
tor of the so-called “Academy of Poetry”, a weekly literary soirée in the 
house of the symbolist poet Vyacheslav Ivanov. Here, someone started 
calling him Velimir instead of Viktor (his real name) and Khlebnikov 
maintained this mythological-sounding pseudonymous �rst name for 
the rest of his life. Ivanov, one of the leading �gures in the literature 
of that time, recognized the young poet’s talent. Despite his support, 
Khlebnikov did not succeed in publishing his poems in the famous Sym-
bolist literary journal Apollon, as its editor-in-chief did not appreciate 
them. After this refusal Khlebnikov de�nitely broke up with the Sym-
bolists.

In the meantime, Khlebnikov had made contact with an entirely 
di�erent group of poets. Already in 1908 Khlebnikov had shown his 
manuscripts to the poet Vasily Kamensky and he had chosen some of 
Khlebnikov’s poems to be published in his journal Spring (Vesna). �is 
publication gradually led to more contacts between Khlebnikov and all 
kinds of modernist poets and painters who had nothing to do with the 
literary establishment.

In the beginning of 1910 a number of these young poets and art-
ists planned to make a joint illustrated publication. �e book appeared 
under the title “A Trap for Judges” (Sadok sudei) and is generally con-
sidered as the beginning of Futurism in Russia. Apart from Khlebnikov 
and Kamensky, contributors to the book were the poet Elena Guro and 
the brothers Burlyuk, who, like many Futurists, were poets as well as 
professional painters.

“A Trap for Judges” was printed on wallpaper in a limited edition. 
In order to attract the attention of the literary world, the book was dis-
tributed among the guests of Ivanov’s literary soirée: someone entered 
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Ivanov’s cloakroom and simply put the books into the pockets of the 
coats that were hanging there. �e book caused quite a stir for its strik-
ing appearance, its modernist illustrations and, not in the least, the 
“poems”, poetic experiments that were quite di�erent from the “usual” 
Symbolist poem.

One of the most striking experiments in the �rst year in which the 
Futurists manifested themselves as a group was Khlebnikov’s famous 
“Incantation by Laughter” (Zaklyatie smechom), a poem that is built 
with words, both existing and new ones, that contain the root laugh 
(smekh):

Hlaha! Uthlofan, lau�ings!
Hlaha! Ufhlofan, lau�ings!
Who lawghen with lafe, who hlaehen lewchly,
Hlaha! Ufhlofan hlouly!
Hlaha! Hlou�sh lau�ings lafe uf beloght lauchalorum!
Hlaha! Loufenish lau�ings lafe, hlohan utlau�y!
Lawfen, lawfen,
Hloh, hlouh, hlou! Luifekin, luifekin,
Hlofeningum, hlofeningum.
Hlaha! Uthlofan, lau�ings!
Hlaha! Ufhlofan, lau�ings!4

“A Trap for Judges” and other joint publications did not contain a mani-
festo, a general declaration of the new group in which the new ideas 
were enunciated. �ese manifestoes came only two years later, in 1912. 
At that time, the group around Kamensky and Khlebnikov had been 
supplemented by the enormously active Mayakovsky and Kruchenykh. 
�ey now called themselves Cubo-Futurists and by their actions and 
public appearances attracted much attention.

Khlebnikov was not a noisy bourgeois-shocking Futurist, but his 
contribution to Futurist poetry is of paramount importance. One of the 
starting-points of Russian Futurism was its emphasis on the word, the 
word as such, as the material with which the poet is working. Contrary 
to the Symbolists, who used words to describe some higher reality or a 
philosophical idea, the Futurists considered language itself as the source 
of poetry. Just as the abstract painters were not interested any more in 
imitating reality, but restricted themselves to their bare materials, color 
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and line, the Futurist poets concentrated on their material: the word, 
letters and sounds from which the word is created. Hence, we �nd many 
experiments with words and sounds in Futurist poetry. �e Futurists 
developed even a new language, which consisted of sounds and non-ex-
isting words. �ey called it zaum (literally “behind reason”), a language 
one cannot understand rationally, but only intuitively.

�e unrivalled master of experimental poetical language was Khleb-
nikov. In the poetical word he discovered all kinds of new possibilities, 
by which he not only had a great in�uence on his fellow Futurists, but 
also on later generations of poets. His experiments with words and 
sounds are intriguing and surprising, as he succeeded in making real 
poetry with the aid of these experiments. Even his most experimental 
works have a poetic and aesthetic power, which cannot be said of all of 
the Futurist experimental poetry. An important reason for this is that 
Khlebnikov did not carry out his experiments merely for the sake of 
experiment, but because he was always looking for new meaning in lan-
guage. In the words, in their structure, and in the relationship between 
words, he continuously discovered new, never before recognized, mean-
ing. It makes his work di�cult, but at the same time semantically rich 
and suggestive.

One of Khlebnikov’s favorite devices was to create new words by 
connecting a word stem with new pre�xes and su�xes. An example is 
the poem “Incantation by Laughter,” in which a number of words are 
brought together that are derived from the stem “laugh.” In the “cover-
ing” of these word stems Khlebnikov was very creative. He drafted for 
instance a large number of words for the world of aviation, which was a 
developing area of specialty in the beginning of the twentieth century 
and required many new words. All Khlebnikov’s suggestions were built 
with the stem “�y” (let). For his neologisms Khlebnikov preferred Slavic 
word stems, not out of some kind of purism, but because he thought 
that the Slavic stems had much more “basic” meaning than foreign 
words. For that reason he called his own group of poets not Futurists 
(in Russian “futuristy”), but “Budetlyane” (containing the Russian fu-
ture tense of “to be”).

In Khlebnikov’s poetry we also �nd many instances of poetic etymol-
ogy: the suggestion that words that resemble each other in sound might 
be traced back to the same word stem and, therefore, have more or less 
similar meanings. One of Khlebnikov’s examples—several times occur-
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small talk was double-dutch to him. Faithful unto him-
self and understanding his mission quite di�erently, he 
spoke a monologue in which all the words were of the 
same root. In this “root-wording” he eulogized the ob-
ject of his love, sounding rather like this:

O skal
Oskal
Skal on
Skalon.

He didn’t get to the end of his word-creative hymn be-
cause both girls burst out laughing. In their view Khleb-
nikov was a half-sane eccentric.

Scarcely touching the refreshments—for the sake of 
which Velimir had gone out to Tsarskoe Selo and had 
wrangled with Gumilyov over the fates of Russian litera-
ture, Iliashenko and Skalon beat a hasty retreat from the 
Dog not even wishing to use us as escorts.

I tucked into the sandwiches and looked at Khlebnik-
ov frowning despondently in the corner. He was incon-
solable and probably still did not understand the reason 
for his defeat.7

An interesting aspect of Khlebnikov’s experiments with poetical lan-
guage is that he connected sounds with �xed meanings. Particularly 
relevant for him was the �rst sound of a word, as according to him the 
�rst sound for the greater part determines the meaning of a word. He 
expounded on these ideas in one of his best known theoretical treatises, 
Our Fundamentals (Nasha osnova, 1920).

Beyond-sense language (zaum) is based on two premises:
1. �e initial consonant of a simple word governs all the 
rest—it commands the remaining letters.
2. Words that begin with an identical consonant share 
some identical meaning; it is as if they were drawn from 
various directions to a single point in the mind.

Let us take the words chasha [cup] and choboty [a kind 
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of boot]: the sound ch governs both words. If we make 
a list of words that begin with ch�chulock [stocking], 
choboty [a kind of boot], chereviki [high-heeled boots for 
women], chuviak [slipper], chuni [rope shoes: dial.], chu-
paki [felt boots], chekhol [underdress] and chasha [cup], 
chara [magic spell], chan [vat], chelnok [barque], cherep 
[skull], chakhotka [consumption], chuchelo [stu�ed ani-
mal], then we observe that all these words coalesce at 
the point of the following image: whether we speak of a 
stocking [chulok] or a cup [chasha], in both instances the 
volume of one body [foot or water] �lls up the emptiness 
of another body which serves as its surface. Whence 
magic spell [chara] as an enchanted casing or envelope 
that holds motionless the will of the thing enchanted—
like water as far as the magic spell is concerned; whence 
also chaiat� [to expect], that is, to be a cup for water that 
is yet to come. �us ch is not merely a sound, ch is a 
name, an indivisible unit of language.8

In an analogical way Khlebnikov determined the meaning of all the con-
sonants. He was convinced that the alphabet of sounds or letters cor-
responded to an alphabet of the mind, a set of abstract notions that 
could be considered as universal categories. Having determined all the 
“basic meanings” it would be possible, he thought, to create a universal 
language, a language of the future that would unite mankind that was 
understandable for everybody.

Typical for Khlebnikov is that he wanted to create a language of the 
future by going back to the past: the basic meanings as they must have 
come into being in the protolanguage and since have left their traces in 
all the languages. Contrary to some other Futurists, he was not only fo-
cused on the future, but was highly interested in the past, in particular 
the distant past, the mythic history of the Slavic peoples. Khlebnikov’s 
world is surprisingly extensive and comprehensive. Apart from visions 
of the future and half practical, half impossible projects for the future 
he incorporated Slavic and other mythologies into his poetry and also 
dealt with contemporary themes, such as the Second World War and the 
Revolution. 

In the old Slavic world, the Russian empire of Kiev and the still ear-
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lier heathen periods of the Slavic peoples, Khlebnikov saw a way out of 
the problems and calamities of modern times. In one of his �rst longer 
poems, Malusha�s granddaughter (Vnuchka Malushi, 1909), he placed 
in opposition old Russia, which had hardly been Christianized and was 
still full of heathen elements, to contemporary St. Petersburg. Accord-
ing to Khlebnikov, modern times lack what existed formerly: a direct 
relationship with nature and the surrounding world. For primitive man 
the objects in the world around him were charged with profound mean-
ing. During the course of time, this understanding of the world has dis-
appeared and Khlebnikov considered it his task as a poet to recreate the 
direct relation between man and his surroundings. With this in mind, 
he created new myths. We �nd such a modern myth, for example, in 
his long poem �e Crane (Zhuravl’, 1910), in which is given a grotesque, 
apocalyptic image of St. Petersburg. �e dead objects of the city: facto-
ry chimneys, houses, bridges, become alive. Together they rise in revolt 
and contribute to the forming of an enormous bird, a crane, to which 
people are sacri�ced. �e symbolic implications are clear: the hoisting 
crane-bird denotes on the one hand destructive industry and technol-
ogy, on the other nature, which regains its power and control of man-
kind.

Much of Khlebnikov’s prerevolutionary work is about the distant 
past. �is does not mean that he lived outside of his own time. On the 
contrary; the most important historical events that took place during 
his life have found a clear echo in his poetry, even if they are often mixed 
up with events from other periods and other nations. A profound im-
pression on him was made by the Russian-Japanese war of 1904-1905, 
which was waged rather clumsily by the Russians. In Khlebnikov’s po-
etry this war is described as an antithesis between the Slavic and the 
Eastern elements. He often invokes the martial Kievan princes from the 
beginning of the Russian empire, to whom even the mighty Byzantium 
succumbed. 

When the First World War broke out Khlebnikov abandoned his bel-
ligerent tone, substituting it for a paci�stic attitude. He contributed to a 
number of antimilitaristic Futurist collections, which, however, did not 
mean that the Russian authorities left him alone. In 1916 he was draft-
ed into the military and became a soldier in a reserve battalion. Used to 
his freedom and, moreover, being highly impractical—Khlebnikov did 
not have a �xed abode and led a wandering life, carrying along his man-
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implemented idea. �e core of these calculations can be found in his 
�e Tables of Destiny (Doski sud’by, 1922), which was published shortly 
before his death.

After the revolution Khlebnikov resumed his wandering life. In the 
thick of the civil war he lived some time in great poverty in Kharkov, 
twice su�ered from typhus and several times fell into the hands of the 
Reds and the Whites, who in turn captured the city and immediately ar-
rested the suspicious-looking Khlebnikov, who, of course, did not have 
any papers to identify himself. At the end of 1920 Khlebnikov succeeded 
in reaching Baku, where he joined the Red Army as a propagandist. �e 
army was preparing for a campaign in Persia in order to start the revolu-
tion there and in the wake of the army Khlebnikov traveled to Persia. 
�e months he was there were some of the happiest of his life. He be-
came totally absorbed in the colorful Eastern world and wrote a number 
of his best poems, among which was the longer poem �e Gul-Mullahs�s 
Trumpet (Truba Gul’ Mully, 1921-22). In his poems about Asia, his fa-
vorite idea about the unity of mankind is often expressed. All nations, 
religions and teachings are equal, as they are in all pages of the “one, the 
only book” of humanity.

I have seen the black Vedas,
the Koran and the Gospels
and the book of the Mongols
on their silken boards—
all made of dust, of earth’s ashes
of the sweet-smelling dung
that Kalmyk women use each morning for fuel—
I have seen them go to the �re,
lie down in a heap and vanish
white as widows in clouds of smoke
in order to hasten the coming
of the One, the Only Book
whose pages are enormous oceans
�ickering like the wings of a blue butter�y,
and the silk thread marking the place
where the reader rests his gaze
is all the great rivers in a dark-blue �ood:
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Volga, where they sing the Razin songs at nighttime,
yellow Nile, where they worship the sun,
Yangtze-Kiang, oozing with people,
and mighty Mississippi, where the Yankees strut
in star-spangled trousers, yes, in pants
all covered with stars.
and Ganges, whose dark people are trees of the mind, 
and Danube, white people in white shirts
whose whiteness is re�ected in the water,
and Zambezi, whose people are blacker than boots,
and stormy Ob, where they hack out their idol
and turn him to face the wall
whenever they eat forbidden fat,
and the �ames which is boring, boring.

Race of Humanity, you are readers of the Book
whose cover bears the creator’s signature,
the sky-blue letters of my name!12

Back from Persia, Khlebnikov lived for some time in the Caucasian 
spa of Pyatigorsk, where he worked as a night porter and was treated for 
chronic undernourishment. At one point, he went to Moscow, in vain 
looking for a publisher of his work. In the summer of 1922, he decided 
to go home to Astrakhan, but weakened and ill he died on the road in a 
small village.

Endnotes

1	 For studies in English on Khlebnikov see: Cooke, Velimir Khlebnikov; Lonnqvist, Xlebni-
kov and Carnival; Markov, �e Longer Poems of Velimir Khlebnikov; Vroon, Velimir Khleb-
nikov�s Shorter Poems; Weststeijn, Velimir Chlebnikov and the Development of Poetical Lan-
guage in Russian Symbolism and Futurism.

2	 Quoted from Lawton, Russian Futurism through Its Manifestoes, 51-52.
3	 Mayakovsky, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii. T. 12, 23.
4	 Collected Works of Velimir Khlebnikov. Vol. III, 30.
5	 �e famous favorite pub of the Futurists and other contemporary avant-garde groups.
6	 Nikolaj Gumilyov (1885-1921), the leader of the Acmeists, another post-Symbolist 

group of poets. He was married to Anna Akhmatova, also an Acmeist poet. Suspected 
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of antirevolutionary activities, he was shot by the Communists in 1921.
7	 Lifshits, �e One and a Half-Eyed Archer, 228-29.
8	 Collected Works of Velimir Khlebnikov. Vol. I, 384.
9	 Ibidem. p. 108. �e letter was directed to Nikolai Kulbin, a patron of the Russian Futur-

ists, but also an army doctor, attached to the sta� of the Russian army.
10	 Collected Works of Velimir Khlebnikov. Vol. II, 311.
11	 Ibidem. p. 316.
12	 Collected Works of Velimir Khlebnikov. Vol. III, 77.
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Displacement can be coloristic—(a purely mechanical 
conception).

�e canon of the Academy advocated: symmetry of proportion, 
�uency, or their equivalent harmony.

�e New painting has indicated the existence of a second, parallel 
canon that does not destroy the �rst one—the canon of displaced 
construction.

1) disharmony (not �uency)
2) disproportion
4) coloristic dissonance
3) deconstruction

All these concepts follow from the examination of works of the New 
painting. Point 3) I placed out of sequence, and it has already been 
examined above. Both Cubism and Rondism can be based on all these 
four basic concepts of the Canon of Displaced Construction.

But Cubism and Rondism can also live and develop in the soil of the 
Academic Canon. . . 

Note. In the past there was also a counterbalance to the Academic 
Canon living on (�uency) harmony, proportion, symmetry: all barbaric 
Folk arts were based partly on the existence of this second canon (of 
displaced Construction*). 

A de�nitive examination of our relation to these arts as raw material 
for the modern artist’s creative soul would take us out of our depth.

*Note to above note. In contrast to the Academic Canon which sees 
drawing as a de�nite dimension, we can now establish the canon of Free 
drawing. (�e fascination of children’s drawings lies precisely in the full 
exposition in such works of this principle.) �e pictures and drawings of 
V.V. Kandinsky. �e drawings of V. Burliuk.

�e portraits of P. P. Konchalovsky and I. Mashkov, the Soldier 
Pictures of M. Larionov, are the best examples of Free drawing… (as also 
are the latest works of N. Kul’bin). 

In poetry the apology is vers libre—the sole and �nest; representative 
of which in modern poetry is Viktor Khlebnikov.
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Note II. �e examination of the wide �eld of (painting’s) concepts 
does not fall into the scope of this article:

Line
Color orchestration 
which ought to be the subject 
of separate investigations.

Cubism, 1912 — NATALYA GONCHAROVA

�e text of this piece, “Kubizm,” is part of an impromptu speech given 
by Goncharova at the Knave of Diamonds debate on February 12, 1912. 
Benedikt Livshits mentions that Goncharova composed a letter on 
the basis of this speech and sent it the day after the debate to various 
newspaper o�ces in Moscow, but it was not published until the French 
translation. Eli Eganbyuri (Ilya Zdarievich) in his book on Goncharova 
and Mikhail Larionov quotes a very similar text and states that its 
source is a letter by Goncharova, obviously the unpublished one to which 
Livshits refers. Goncharova spoke at the debate in answer to David 
Burliuk’s presentation on cubism; Larionov also spoke but was booed 
down. �e tone of the speech re�ects the rift that had occurred between 
Larionov/Goncharova and Burliuk/Knave of Diamonds and that had 
resulted in Larionov’s establishment of the Donkey’s Tail in late 1911. 
Two sources put the date of the debate at February 12, 1911; although 
more reliable evidence points to 1912. �e actual letter by Goncharova 
is preserved in the manuscript section of the Lenin Library, Moscow.

***

Cubism is a positive phenomenon, but it is not altogether a new one. 
�e Scythian stone images, the painted wooden dolls sold at fairs are 
those same cubist works. True, they are sculpture and not painting, but 
in France, too, the home of cubism, it was the monuments of Gothic 
sculpture that served as the point of departure for this movement. For a 
long time I have been working in the manner of cubism, but I condemn 
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without hesitation the position of the Knave of Diamonds, which has 
replaced creative activity with theorizing. �e creative genius of art 
has never outstripped practice with theory and has built theory on 
the basis of earlier works. If religious art and art exalting the state had 
always been the most majestic, the most perfect manifestation of man’s 
creative activity, then this can be explained by the fact that such art had 
never been guilty of theoreticalness. �e artist well knew what he was 
depicting, and why he was depicting it. �anks to this, his idea was clear 
and de�nite, and it remained only to �nd a form for it as clear and as 
de�nite. Contrary to Burliuk, I maintain that at all times it has mattered 
and will matter what the artist depicts, although at the same time it is 
extremely important how he embodies his conception.

Why We Paint Ourselves: A Futurist Manifesto, 1913 — 
ILYA ZDANEVICH and MIKHAIL LARIONOV

Larionov—Born Tiraspol, 1881; died Paris, 1964. 1898: entered the 
Moscow Institute of Painting, Sculpture, and Architecture; 1906: went 
to Paris at Sergei Diaghilev’s invitation for the Salon d’Automne. 1910: 
mainly responsible for establishment of the Knave of Diamonds, which 
he soon rejected: early 1910s: 15 contributed to the “Donkey’s Tail,” 
“Target,” “Exhibition of Painting. 1915.” and other exhibitions; ca. 1913: 
illustrated futurist booklets; 1914: went to Paris to work for Diaghilev 
at the outbreak of the war was forced to return to Moscow; 1915: 
wounded on the East Prussian front and hospitalized in Moscow; 1915: 
left to Moscow to join Diaghilev in Lausanne; 1918: settled in Paris with 
Natalya Goncharova.

Zdanevich—Born Ti�is, 1894; died Paris, 1975. Brother of the artist 
and critic Kirill; 1911: entered the Law School of the University of St. 
Petersburg; 1912; with Kirill and Mikhail Le-Dantiyu discovered the 
primitive artist Niko Pirosmanishvili; 1913: under the pseudonym of 
Eli Eganbyuri (the result of reading the Russian handwritten form of 
Ilya Zdanevich as Roman characters) published a book on Goncharova 
and Larionov; 1914: met Marinetti in Moscow; 1917-1918: with Kirill, 
Aleksei Kruchenykh, and Igor Terentev organized the futurist group 41° 
in Tills; 1921: settled in Paris.
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We have joined art to life. After the long isolation of artists, we have 
loudly summoned life and life has invaded art, it is time for art to invade 
life. �e painting of our faces is the beginning of the invasion. �at is 
why our hearts are beating so.

We do not aspire to a single form of aesthetics. Art is not only a 
monarch, but also a newsman and a decorator. We value both print 
and news. �e synthesis of decoration and illustration is the basis of 
our self-painting. We decorate life and preach—that’s why we paint 
ourselves.

Self-painting is one of the new valuables that belong to the people 
as they all do in our day and age. �e old ones were incoherent and 
squashed �at by money. Gold was valued as an ornament and became 
expensive. We throw down gold and precious stones from their pedestal 
and declare them valueless. Beware, you who collect them and horde 
them—you will soon be beggars.

It began in ‘05. Mikhail Larionov painted a nude standing against a 
background of a carpet and extended the design onto her. But there was 
no proclamation. Now Parisians are doing the same by painting the legs 
of their dancing girls, and ladies powder themselves with brown powder 
and like Egyptians elongate their eyes. But that’s old age. We, however, 
join contemplation with action and �ing ourselves into the crowd.

To the frenzied city of arc lamps, to the streets bespattered with 
bodies, to the houses huddled together, we have not brought the past: 
unexpected �owers have bloomed in the hothouse and they excite us.

City dwellers have for a long time been varnishing their nails using 
eye shadow, rouging their lips, cheeks, hair—but all they are doing is to 
imitate the earth.

We, creators, have nothing to do with the earth; our lines and colors 
appeared with us. If we were given the plumage of parrots, we would 
pluck out their feathers to use as brushes and crayons. 

If we were given immortal beauty, we would daub over it and kill it—
we who know no half measures. 

Tattooing doesn’t interest us. People tattoo themselves once and 
for always. We paint ourselves for an hour, and a change of experience 
calls for a change of painting, just as picture devours picture, when on 
the other side of a car windshield shop windows �ash by running into 
each other: that’s our faces. Tattooing is beautiful but it says little—only 
about one’s tribe and exploits. Our painting is the newsman.
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Facial expressions don’t interest us. �at’s because people have grown 
accustomed to understanding them, too timid and ugly as they are. Our 
faces are like the screech of the trolley warning the hurrying passers-by, 
like the drunken sounds of the great tango. Mimicry is expressive but 
colorless. Our painting is the decorator.

Mutiny against the earth and transformation of faces into a projector 
of experiences.

�e telescope discerned constellations lost in space, painting will tell 
of lost ideas.

We paint ourselves because a clean face is o�ensive, because we want 
to herald the unknown, to rearrange life, and to bear man’s multiple soul 
to the upper reaches of reality.

Rayonists and Futurists. A Manifesto, 1913 — MIKHAIL 
LARIONOV and NATALYA GONCHAROVA

�e text of this piece, “Luchisty i budushchniki. Manifest,” appeared 
in the miscellany Oslinyi khvost i Mishen (Donkey�s Tail and Target] 
(Moscow, July 1913). �e declarations are similar to those advanced 
in the catalogue of the “Target” exhibition held in Moscow in March 
1913, and the concluding paragraphs are virtually the same as those of 
Larionov’s “Rayonist Painting.” Although the theory of rayonist painting 
was known already, the “Target” acted as the formal demonstration of 
its practical achievements. Because of the various allusions to the Knave 
of Diamonds, “A Slap in the Face of Public Taste,” and David Burliuk, 
this manifesto acts as a polemical response to Larionov’s rivals. �e use 
of the Russian neologism budushchniki, and not the European borrowing 
futuristy, betrays Larionov’s current rejection of the West and his 
orientation toward Russian and Eastern cultural traditions. In addition 
to Larionov and Goncharova, the signers of the manifesto were Timofei 
Bogomazov (a sergeant-major and amateur painter whom Larionov 
had befriended during his military service—no relative of the artist 
Aleksandr Bogomazov) and the artists Morits Fabri, Ivan Larionov 
(brother of Mikhail), Mikhail Le-Dantiyu, Vyacheslav Levkievsky, 
Vladimir Obolensky, Sergei Romanovich, Aleksandr Shevchenko, and 
Kirill Zdanevich (brother of Iliya). All except Fabri and Obolensky took 
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part in the “Target” exhibition, and Oslinyi khvost i Mishen� carried 
reproductions of some of their exhibits. 

* * *

We, Rayonists and Futurists, do not wish to speak about new or old art, 
and even less about modern Western art. 

We leave the old art to die and leave the “new” art to do battle with If; 
and incidentally, apart from a battle and a very easy one, the “new” art 
cannot advance anything of its own. It is useful to put manure on barren 
ground, but this dirty work does not interest us. 

People shout about enemies closing in on them, but in fact, these 
enemies are, in any case, their closest friends. �eir argument with 
old art long since departed is nothing but a resurrection of the dead, a 
boring, decadent love of paltriness and a stupid desire to march at the 
head of contemporary, philistine interests.

We are not declaring any war, for where can we �nd an opponent our 
equal?

�e future is behind us.
All the same we will crush in our advance all those who undermine us 

and all those who stand aside.
We don’t need popularization—our art will, in any case, take its full 

place in life—that’s a matter of time.
We don’t need debates and lectures, and if we sometimes organize 

them, then that’s by way of a gesture to public impatience.
While the artistic throne is empty, and narrow-mindedness, deprived 

of its privileges, is running around calling for battle with departed 
ghosts, we push it out of the way, sit up on the throne, and reign until a 
regal deputy comes and replaces us.

We, artists of art’s future paths, stretch out our hand to the futurists, 
in spite of all their mistakes, but express our utmost scorn for the so-
called egofuturists and neofuturists, talentless, banal people, the same 
as the members of the Knave of Diamonds, Slap in the Face of Public Taste, 
and Union of Youth groups.

We let sleeping dogs lie, we don’t bring fools to their senses, we call 
trivial people trivial to their faces, and we are ever ready to defend our 
interests actively.

We despise and brand as artistic lackeys all those who move against a 
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background of old or new art and go about their trivial business. Simple, 
un-corrupted people are closer to us than this artistic husk that clings to 
modern art, like �ies to honey.

To our way of thinking, mediocrity that proclaims new ideas of art is 
as unnecessary and vulgar as if it were proclaiming old ideas.

�is is a sharp stab in the heart for all who cling to so-called modern 
art, making their names in speeches against renowned little old men—
despite the fact that between them and the latter there is essentially not 
much di�erence. �ese are true brothers in spirit—the wretched rags 
of contemporaneity, for who needs the peaceful renovating enterprises 
of those people who make a hubbub about modern art, who haven’t 
advanced a single thesis of their own, and who express long-familiar 
artistic truths in their own words!

We’ve had enough Knaves of Diamonds whose miserable art is 
screened by this title, enough slaps in the face given by the hand of a 
baby su�ering from wretched old age, enough unions of old and young? 
We don’t need to square vulgar accounts with public taste—let those 
indulge in this who on paper give a slap in the face, but who, in fact, 
stretch out their hands for alms.

We’ve had enough of this manure; now we need to sow.
We have no modesty—we declare this bluntly and frankly—we 

consider ourselves to be the creators of modern art.
We have our own artistic honor, which we are prepared to defend to 

the last with all the means at our disposal. We laugh at the words “old 
art” and “new art”—that’s nonsense invented by idle philistines.

We spare no strength to make the sacred tree of art grow to great 
heights, and what does it matter to us that little parasites swarm in its 
shadow—let them, they know of the tree’s existence from its shadow.

Art for life and even more—life for art!
We exclaim: the whole brilliant style of modern times—our trousers, 

jackets, shoes, trolleys, cars, airplanes, railways, grandiose steamships—
is fascinating, is a great epoch, one that has known no equal in the entire 
history of the world.

We reject individuality as having no meaning for the examination 
of a work of art. One has to appeal only to a work of art, and one can 
examine it only by proceeding from the laws according to which it was 
created.

�e tenets we advance are as follows:
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a construction’s compositional beauty, but on the basis of weight, speed, 
and direction of movement.

Forms must be given life and the right to individual existence.

Nature is a living picture, and we can admire her. We are the living 
heart of nature. We are the most valuable construction in this gigantic 
living picture.

We are her living brain, which magni�es her life.
To reiterate her is theft, and he who reiterates her is a thief, a 

nonentity who cannot give, but who likes to take things and claim them 
as his own. (Counterfeiters.)

An artist is under a vow to be a free creator, but not a free robber. 
An artist is given talent in order that he may present to life his share 

of creation and swell the current of life, so versatile. 
Only in absolute creation will he acquire his right.

And this is possible when we free all art of philistine ideas and subject 
matter and teach our consciousness to see everything in nature not as 
real objects and forms, but as material, as masses from which forms 
must be made that have nothing in common with nature.

�en the habit of seeing Madonnas and Venuses in pictures, with fat, 
�irtatious cupids, will disappear.

Color and texture are of the greatest value in painterly creation—
they are the essence of painting; but this essence has always been killed 
by the subject.

And if the masters of the Renaissance had discovered painterly 
surface, it would have been much nobler and more valuable than any 
Madonna or Giaconda.

And any hewn pentagon or hexagon would have been a greater work 
of sculpture than the Venus de Milo or David.

�e principle of the savage is to aim to create art that repeats the real 
forms of nature.

In intending to transmit the living form, they transmitted its corpse 
in the picture.

�e living was turned into a motionless, dead state. 
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Everything was taken alive and pinned quivering to the canvas, just 
as insects are pinned in a collection.

But that was the time of Babel in terms of art.
�ey should have created, but they repeated; they should have 

deprived forms of content and meaning, but they enriched them with 
this burden.

�ey should have dumped this burden, but they tied it around the 
neck of creative will.

�e art of painting, the word, sculpture, was a kind of camel, loaded 
with all the trash of odalisques, Salomes, princes, and princesses.

Painting was the tie on the gentleman’s starched shirt and the pink 
corset drawing in the stomach.

Painting was the aesthetic side of the object.
But it was never an independent end in itself.

Artists were o�cials making an inventory of nature’s property, 
amateur collectors of zoology, botany, and archaeology.

Nearer our time, young artists devoted themselves to pornography 
and turned painting into lascivious trash.

�ere were no attempts at purely painterly tasks as such, without any 
appurtenances of real life.

�ere was no realism of painterly form as an end in itself, and there 
was no creation.

�e realist academists are the savage’s last descendants.
�ey are the ones who go about in the worn-out robes of the past.
And again, as before, some have cast aside these greasy robes.
And given the academy rag-and-bone man a slap in the face with 

their proclamation of futurism.
�ey began in a mighty movement to hammer at the consciousness 

as if at nails in a stone wall.
To pull you out of the catacombs into the speed of contemporaneity.
I assure you that whoever has not trodden the path of futurism as 

the exponent of modern life is condemned to crawl forever among the 
ancient tombs and feed on the leftovers of bygone ages.

Futurism opened up the “new” in modern life: the beauty of speed. 
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And through speed we move more swiftly.
And we, who only yesterday were futurists, have reached new forms 

through speed, new relationships with nature and objects.
We have reached suprematism, abandoning futurism as a loophole 

through which those lagging behind will pass.
We have abandoned futurism, and we, bravest of the brave, have spat 

on the altar of its art.

But can cowards spit on their idol—
As we did yesterday!!!

I tell you, you will not see the new beauty and the truth until you 
venture to spit.

Before us, all arts were old blouses, which are changed just like your 
silk petticoats.

After throwing them away, you acquire new ones.
Why do you not put on your grandmothers’ dresses, when you thrill 

to the pictures of their powdered portraits?
�is all con�rms that your body is living in the modern age while 

your soul is clothed in your grandmother’s old bodice.
�is is why you �nd the Somovs, Kustodievs, and various such rag 

merchants so pleasant.

And I hate these secondhand-clothes dealers.
Yesterday we, our heads proudly raised, defended futurism—
Now with pride we spit on it.
And I say that what we spat upon will be accepted.
You, too, spit on the old dresses and clothe art in something new.

We rejected futurism not because it was outdated, and its end had 
come. No. �e beauty of speed that it discovered is eternal, and the new 
will still be revealed to many.

Since we run to our goal through the speed of futurism, our thought 
moves more swiftly, and whoever lives in futurism is nearer to this aim 
and further from the past.

And your lack of understanding is quite natural. Can a man who 
always goes about in a cabriolet really understand the experiences and 
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futurists—and they began to seek means of transmitting it.
Hence the construction of the futurist pictures that you have seen 

arose from the discovery of points on a plane where the placing of real 
objects during their explosion or confrontation would impart a sense of 
time at a maximum speed.

�ese points can be discovered independently of the physical law of 
natural perspective.

�us we see in futurist pictures the appearance of clouds, horses, 
wheels, and various other objects in places not corresponding to nature.

�e state of the object has become more important than its essence 
and meaning.

We see an extraordinary picture.
A new order of objects makes reason shudder.
�e mob howled and spat, critics rushed at the artist like dogs from 

a gateway.
(Shame on them.)
�e futurists displayed enormous strength of will in destroying the 

habit of the old mind, in �aying the hardened skin of academism and 
spitting in the face of the old common sense.

After rejecting reason, the futurists proclaimed intuition as the 
subconscious.

But they created their pictures not out of the subconscious forms of 
intuition, but used the forms of utilitarian reason.

Consequently, only the discovery of the di�erence between the two 
lives of the old and the new art will fall to the lot of intuitive feeling.

We do not see the subconscious in the actual construction of the 
picture.

Rather do we see the conscious calculation of construction.
In a futurist picture there is a mass of objects. �ey are scattered 

about the surface in an order unnatural to life.
�e conglomeration of objects is acquired not through intuitive 

sense, but through a purely visual impression, while the building, the 
construction, of the picture is done with the intention of achieving an 
impression.

And the sense of the subconscious falls away.
Consequently, we have nothing purely intuitive in the picture.
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Beauty, too, if it is encountered, proceeds from aesthetic taste.

�e intuitive, I think, should manifest itself when forms are 
unconscious and have no response.

I consider that the intuitive in art had to be understood as the aim of 
our sense of search for objects. And it followed a purely conscious path, 
blazing its decisive trail through the artist.

(Its form is like two types of consciousness �ghting between 
themselves.)

But the consciousness, accustomed to the training of utilitarian 
reason, could not agree with the sense that led to the destruction of 
objectism.

�e artist did not understand this aim and, submitting to this sense, 
betrayed reason and distorted form.

�e art of utilitarian reason has a de�nite purpose.
But intuitive creation does not have a utilitarian purpose. Hitherto 

we have had no such manifestation of intuition in art.
All pictures in art follow the creative forms of a utilitarian order. All 

the naturalists’ pictures have the same form as in nature.
Intuitive form should arise out of nothing.
Just as reason, creating things for everyday life, extracts them from 

nothing and perfects them.
�us the forms of utilitarian reason are superior to any depictions in 

pictures.
�ey are superior because they are alive and have proceeded from 

material that has been given a new form for the new life. 
Here is the Divine ordering crystals to assume another form of 

existence. 
Here is a miracle…
�ere should be a miracle in the creation of art, as well.
But the realists, in transferring living things onto the canvas, deprive 

their life of movement.
And our academies teach dead, not living, painting.
Hitherto intuitive feeling has been directed to drag newer and newer 

tomb into our world from some kind of bottomless void.
But there has been no proof of this in art, and there should be.
And I feel that it does already exist in a real form and quite 

consciously.
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�e artist should know what, and why, things happen in his pictures.
Previously he lived in some sort of mood. He waited for; the moonrise 

and twilight, put green shades on his lamps, and all this tuned him up 
like a violin.

But if you asked him why the face on his canvas was crooked, or 
green, he could not give an exact answer.

“I want it like that, I like it like that...”
Ultimately, this desire was ascribed to creative will.
Consequently, the intuitive feeling did not speak clearly. And 

thereafter its state became not only subconscious, but completely 
unconscious.

�ese concepts were all mixed together in pictures. �e picture was 
half-real, half-distorted.

Being a painter, I ought to say why people’s faces are painted green 
and red in pictures.

Painting is paint and color; it lies within our organism. Its outbursts 
are great and demanding.

My nervous system is colored by them.
My brain burns with their color.
But color was oppressed by common sense, was enslaved by it. And 

the spirit of color weakened and died out.
But when it conquered common sense, then its colors �owed onto 

the repellent form of real things.

�e colors matured, but their form did not mature in the 
consciousness. 

�is is why faces and bodies were red, green, and blue. 
But this was the herald leading to the creation of painterly forms as 

ends in themselves.
Now it is essential to shape the body and lend it a living form in real 

life.
And this will happen when forms emerge from painterly masses; that 

is, they will arise just as utilitarian forms arose.
Such forms will not be repetitions of living things in life, but will 

themselves be a living thing.
A painted surface is a real, living form.
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Intuitive feeling is now passing to consciousness; no longer is it 
subconscious.

Even, rather, vice versa—it always was conscious, but the artist just 
could not understand its demands.

�e forms of suprematism, the new painterly realism, already testify 
to the construction of forms out of nothing, discovered by intuitive 
reason.

�e cubist attempt to distort real form and its breakup of objects were 
aimed at giving the creative will the independent life of its created forms.

Painting in Futurism

If we take any point in a futurist picture, we shall �nd either something 
that is coming or going, or a con�ned space.

But we shall not �nd an independent, individual painterly surface.
Here the painting is nothing but the outer garment of things.
And each form of the object was painterly insofar as its form was 

necessary to its existence, and not vice versa.

�e futurists advocate the dynamics of painterly plasticity as the 
most important aspect of a painting.

But in failing to destroy objectivism, they achieve only the dynamics 
of things.

�erefore futurist paintings and all those of past artists can be 
reduced from twenty colors to one, without sacri�cing their impression.

Repin’s picture of Ivan the Terrible could be deprived of color, and it 
will still give us the same impressions of horror as it does in color.

�e subject will always kill color, and we will not notice it.
Whereas faces painted green and red kill the subject to a certain 

extent, and the color is more noticeable. And color is what a painter 
lives by, so it is the most important thing.

And here I have arrived at pure color forms.
And suprematism is the purely painterly art of color whose 

independence cannot be reduced to a single color.
�e galloping of a horse can be transmitted with a single tone of pencil.
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In achieving this new beauty, or simply energy, we have freed 
ourselves from the impression of the object’s wholeness.

�e millstone around the neck of painting is beginning to crack.

An object painted according to the principle of cubism can be 
considered �nished when its dissonances are exhausted.

Nevertheless, repetitive forms should be omitted by the artist since 
they are mere reiterations.

But if the artist �nds little tension in the picture, he is free to take 
them from another object.

Consequently, in cubism the principle of transmitting objects does 
not arise.

A picture is made, but the object is not transmitted. 

Hence this conclusion:

Over the past millennia, the artist has striven to approach the 
depiction of an object as closely as possible, to transmit its essence and 
meaning; then in our era of cubism, the artist destroyed objects together 
with their meaning, essence, and purpose.

A new picture has arisen from their fragments.
Objects have vanished like smoke, for the sake of the new culture 

of art.

Cubism, futurism, and the Wanderers di�er in their aims, but are 
almost equal in a painterly sense.

Cubism builds its pictures from the forms of lines and from a variety 
of painterly textures, and in this case, words and letters are introduced 
as a confrontation of various forms in the picture.

Its graphic meaning is important. It is all for the sake of achieving 
dissonance.

And this proves that the aim of painting is the one least touched 
upon.

Because the construction of such forms is based more on actual 
superimposition than on coloring, which can be obtained simply by 
black and white paint or by drawing.

To sum up:
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Any painted surface turned into a convex painterly relief is an 
arti�cial, colored sculpture, and any relief turned into surface is painting.

�e proof of intuitive creation in the art of painting was false, for 
distortion is the result of the inner struggle of intuition in the form of 
the real.

Intuition is a new reason, consciously creating forms.
But the artist, enslaved by utilitarian reason, wages an unconscious 

struggle, now submitting to an object, now distorting it.

Gauguin, �eeing from culture to the savages, and discovering more 
freedom in the primitives than in academism, found himself subject to 
intuitive reason.

He sought something simple, distorted, coarse.
�is was the searching of his creative will.
At all costs not to paint as the eye of his common sense saw.
He found colors but did not �nd form, and he did not �nd it because 

common sense showed him the absurdity of painting anything except 
nature. 

And so he hung his great creative force on the bony skeleton of a 
man, where it shriveled up.

Many warriors and bearers of great talent have hung it up like 
washing on a fence.

And all this was done out of love for nature’s little nooks.
And let the authorities not hinder us from warning our generation 

against the clothes stands that they have become so fond of and that 
keep them so warm.

�e e�orts of the art authorities to direct art along the path of 
common sense annulled creation.

And with the most talented people, real form is distortion.
Distortion was driven by the most talented to the point of 

disappearance but it did not go outside the bounds of zero.
But I have transformed myself in the zero of form and through zero 

have reached creation, that is, suprematism, the new painterly realism 
nonobjective creation.

Suprematism is the beginning of a new culture: the savage is 
conquered like the ape, betrayed.



— 138 —

——————————— RUSSIAN FUTURISM AND THE RELATED CURRENTS ———————————

�e square is not a subconscious form. It is the creation of intuitive 
reason.

�e face of the new art.
�e square is a living, regal infant.
�e �rst step of pure creation in art. Before it there were naive 

distortions and copies of nature.

Our world of art has become new, nonobjective, pure.
Everything has disappeared; a mass of material is left from which a 

new form will be built.
In the art of suprematism, forms will live, like all living forms of nature
�ese forms announce that man has attained his equilibrium; he has 

left the level of single reason and reached one of double reason.
(Utilitarian reason and intuitive reason.)
�e new painterly realism is a painterly one precisely because it has 

no realism of mountains, sky, water…
Hitherto there has been a realism of objects, but not of painterly, 

colored units, which are constructed so that they depend neither on 
form, nor on color, nor on their position vis-a-vis each other. 

Each form is free and individual. 
Each form is a world.
Any painterly surface is more alive than any face from which a pair of 

eyes and a smile protrude.
A face painted in a picture gives a pitiful parody of life, and this 

allusion is merely a reminder of the living.
But a surface lives; it has been born. A co�n reminds us of the dead; 

a picture, of the living.
�is is why it is strange to look at a red or black painted surface.
�is is why people snigger and spit at the exhibitions of new trends.
Art and its new aim have always been a spittoon.
But cats get used to one place, and it is di�cult to house-train them 

to a new one.
For such people, art is quite unnecessary, as long as their grandmothers 

and favorite little nooks of lilac groves are painted.

Everything runs from the past to the future, but everything should 
live in the present, for in the future the apple trees will shed their 
blossoms.
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Tomorrow will wipe away the vestige of the present, and you are too 
late for the current of life.

�e mire of the past, like a millstone, will drag you into the slough.
�is is why I hate those who supply you with monuments to the dead.
�e academy and the critics are this millstone round your neck. �e 

old realism is the movement that seeks to transmit living nature.
�ey carry on just as in the times of the Grand Inquisition.
�eir aim is ridiculous because they want at all costs to force what 

they take from nature to live on the canvas.
At the same time as everything is breathing and running, their frozen 

poses are in pictures.
And this torture is worse than breaking on the wheel.
Sculptured statues, inspired, hence living, have stopped dead, posed 

as running.
Isn’t this torture?
Enclosing the soul in marble and then mocking the living.
But you are proud of an artist who knows how to torture. 
You put birds in a cage for pleasure as well.
And for the sake of knowledge, you keep animals in zoological-

gardens.
I am happy to have broken out of that inquisition torture chamber, 

academism.
I have arrived at the surface and can arrive at the dimension of the 

living body.
But I shall use the dimension from which I shall create the new.

I have released all the birds from the eternal cage and �ung open the 
gates to the animals in the zoological-gardens.

May they tear to bits and devour the leftovers of your art.
And may the freed bear bathe his body amid the �ows of the frozen 

north and not languish in the aquarium of distilled water in the 
academic-garden.

You go into raptures over a picture’s composition, but in fact, 
composition is the death sentence for a �gure condemned by the artist 
to an eternal pose.

Your rapture is the con�rmation of this sentence.
�e group of suprematists—K. Malevich, I. Puni, M. Menkov, I. Klyun, 

K. Boguslavskaya, and Rozanova�has waged the struggle for the liberation 
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form which was part of an already-completed universal system, on the 
contrary here stood revealed for the �rst time in all its purity the clear 
sign and plan for a de�nite new world never before experienced a world 
which issues forth from our inner being and which is only now in the 
�rst stages of its formation. for this reason the square of suprematism 
became a beacon.

in this way the artist became the foundation on which progress in 
the reconstruction of life could advance beyond the frontiers of the 
all-seeing eye and the all-hearing ear. thus a picture was no longer an 
anecdote nor a lyric poem nor a lecture on morality nor a feast for the 
eye but a sign and symbol of this new conception of the world which 
comes from within us. many revolutions were needed in order to free 
the artist from his obligations as a moralist as a story-teller or as a court 
jester, so that he could follow unhindered his creative bent and tread the 
road that leads to construction.

the pace of life has increased in the last few decades just as the 
speed of the motor bicycle has been exceeded main times over by the 
aeroplane.

after art passed through a whole series of intermediate stages it 
reached cubism where for the �rst time the creative urge to construct 
instinctively overcame conscious resolve. from this point the picture 
started to gain stature as a new world of reality and in this way the 
foundation stone for a new representation of the shapes and forms of 
the material world was laid, it proved to be essential to clear the site for 
the new building, this idea was a forerunner of futurism which exposed 
the relentless nature of its motivating power.

revolutions had started undercover, every thing grew more 
complicated, painting economical in its creative output was still very 
complicated and uneconomical in its expression, cubism and futurism 
seized upon the purity of form treatment and colour and built a 
complicated and extensive system with them combining them without 
any regard for harmony,

the rebuilding of life cast aside the old concept of nations classes 
patriotisms and imperialism which had been completely discredited.

the rebuilding of the town threw into utter confusion both its isolated 
elements—houses streets squares bridges—and its new systems which 
cut across the old ones—underground metro underground monorail 
electricity transmitted under the ground and above the ground, this 
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all developed on top of a new powerhouse whose pumps sucked in the 
whole of creation.

technology which in its achievements took the most direct route from 
the complexity of the train to the simplicity of the aeroplane from the 
basic primitiveness of the steam boiler to the economy of the dynamo 
from the chaotic hubbub of the telegraphic network to the uniformity of 
radio was diverted by the war from the path of construction and forced 
on to the paths of death and destruction.

into this chaos came suprematism extolling the square as the very 
source of all creative expression, and then came communism and 
extolled work as the true source of man’s heartbeat.

and amid the thunderous roar of a world in collision we, ON THE 
LAST STAGE OF THE PATH TO SUPREMATISM BLASTED ASIDE 
THE OLD WORK OF ART LIKE A BEING OF FLESH AND BLOOD AND 
TURNED IT INTO A WORLD FLOATING IN SPACE. WE CARRIED 
BOTH PICTURE AND VIEWER OUT BEYOND THE CONFINES OF 
THIS SPHERE AND IN ORDER TO COMPREHEND IT FULLY THE 
VIEWER MUST CIRCLE LIKE A PLANET ROUND THE PICTUIRE 
WHICH REMAINS IMMOBILE IN THE CENTRE.

the empty phrase “art for art’s sake” had already been wiped out and 
in suprematism we have wiped out the phrase “painting for painting’s 
sake” and have ventured far beyond the frontiers of painting.

�rst of all the artist painted the natural scene which surrounded 
him. then this was obscured by towns roads canals and all the products 
of man for this reason the artist began to paint arti�cial nature—but 
involuntarily he referred in his works to the method for depicting this 
new nature. suprematism itself has followed the true oath which de�nes 
the creative process consequently, our picture has become a creative 
symbol and the realization of this will be our task in life.

when we have absorbed the total wealth of experience of painting 
when we have left behind the uninhibited curves of cubism when we 
have grasped the aim and system of suprematism—then we shall give 
a new face to this globe. we shall reshape it so thoroughly that the sun 
will no longer recognize its satellite. in architecture we are on the way 
to a complete new concept, after the archaic horizontals the classical 
spheres and the gothic verticals of building styles which preceded our 
own we are now entering upon a fourth stage as we achieve economy 
and spatial diagonals.
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we left to the old world the idea of the individual house individual 
barracks individual castle individual church, we have set ourselves the 
task of creating the town, the centre of collective e�ort is the radio 
transmitting mast which sends out bursts of creative energy into the 
world. by means of it we are able to throw o� the shackles that bind us 
to the earth and rise above it. therein lies the answer to all questions 
concerning movement

this dynamic architecture provides us with the new theatre of 
life and because we are capable of grasping the idea of a whole town 
at any moment with any plan the task of architecture—the rhythmic 
arrangement of space and time—is perfectly and simply ful�lled for 
the new town will not be as chaotically laid out as the modern towns 
of north and south America but clearly and logically like a beehive, the 
new element of treatment which we have brought to the fore in our 
painting will be applied to the whole of this still-to-be-built world and 
will transform the roughness of concrete the smoothness of metal and 
the re�ection of glass into the outer membrane of the new life, the new 
light will give us new color and the memory of the solar spectrum will be 
preserved only in old manuals on physics.

this is the way in which the artist has set about the construction of 
the world—an activity which a�ects every human being and carries 
work beyond the frontiers of comprehension, we see how its creative 
path took it by way of cubism to pure construction but there was still 
no outlet to be found here, when the cubist had pressed forward and 
reached the very limits of his canvas his old materials—the colors on his 
palette—proved to be too pale and he put into his picture cement and 
concrete and home-made iron constructions, not content with that he 
started to build a model of the structure he had depicted on canvas and 
then it was only a short step to transform the abstract cubistic still-life 
into a contre-relief which was complete in itself.

the short step then required to complete the stride consists in 
recognition of the fact that a contre-relief is an architectonic structure, 
but the slightest deviation from the plumbline of economy leads into a 
blind alley, the same fate must also overtake the architecture of cubist 
contre-relief. cubism was the product of a world which already existed 
around us and contre-relief is its mechanical o�spring, it does however 
have a relative that took the straight path of economy which led to a 
real life of its own. the reference is to the narrow technical discoveries 
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clearing the �eld of its old rubbish in preparation for the new life.
therefore THE IDEA OF “ARTISTIC WORK” MUST BE ABOLISHED 

AS A COUNTER-REVOLUTIONARY CONCEPT OF WHAT IS CREATIVE 
and work must be accepted as one of the functions of the living human 
organism in the same way as the beating of the heart or the activity of 
the nerve centers so that it will be a�orded the same protection.

it is only the creative movement towards the liberation of man that 
makes him the being who holds the whole world within himself, only 
a creative work which �lls the whole world with its energy can join us 
together by means of its energy components to form a collective unity 
like a circuit of electric current.

the �rst forges of the creator of the omniscient omnipotent omni�c 
constructor of the new world must be the workshops of our art schools, 
when the artist leaves them he will set to work as a master-builder as a 
teacher of the new alphabet and as a promoter of a world which indeed 
already exists in man but which man has not yet been able to perceive.

and if communism which set human labor on the throne and 
suprematism which raised aloft the square pennant of creativity now 
march forward together then in the further stages of development it is 
communism which will have to remain behind because suprematism—
which embraces the totality of life’s phenomena—will attract everyone 
away from the domination of work and from the domination of the 
intoxicated senses, it will liberate all those engaged in creative activity 
and make the world into a true model of perfection, this is the model we 
await from kasimir malevich.

AFTER THE OLD TESTAMENT THERE CAME THE NEW—AFTER 
THE NEW THE COMMUNIST—AND AFTER THE COMMUNIST 
THERE FOLLOWS FINALLY THE TESTAMENT OF SUPREMATISM.

Program Declaration, 1919 — KOMFUT

Komfut (an abbreviation of Communists and futurists) was organized 
formally in Petrograd in January 1919 as an act of opposition to the 
Italian futurists, who were associating themselves increasingly with 
Fascism. According to the code of the organization, would-be members 
had to belong to the Bolshevik Party and had to master the principles 
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of the “cultural Communist ideology” elucidated at the society’s own 
school. Prominent members of Komfut were Boris Kushner (chairman), 
Osip Brik (head of the cultural ideology school), Natan Altman, Vladimir 
Mayakovsky, and David Shterenberg. Komfut prepared for publication 
several brochures including “�e Culture of Communism,” “Futurism 
and Communism,” “Inspiration,” and “Beauty,” but none, apparently, 
was published.

�e text of this piece, “Programmnaya deklaratsiya,” is from Iskusstvo 
kommuny [Art of the Commune] (Petrograd), no. 8, January 26, 1919. 
A second Komfut statement giving details of proposed lectures and 
publications was issued in Iskusstvo kommuny, no. 9, February 2, 1919. 
�e destructive, even anarchical intentions of Komfut, while supported 
just after 1917 by many of the leftist artists, including Kazimir Malevich, 
were not, of course, shared by Lenin or Anatolii Lunacharsky, who 
believed, for the most part, that the pre-Revolutionary cultural heritage 
should be preserved. In its rejection of bourgeois art, Komfut was close 
to Proletkult, although the latter’s totally proletarian policy excluded 
the idea of any ultimate ideological consolidation of the two groups. 
Altman’s, Kushner’s, and Nikolai Punin’s articles of 1918-1919 can, in 
many cases, be viewed as Komfut statements.

* * *

A Communist regime demands a Communist consciousness. All forms 
of life, morality, philosophy, and art must be re-created according to 
communist principles. Without this, the subsequent development of 
the Communist Revolution is impossible.

In their activities the cultural-educational organs of the Soviet 
government show a complete misunderstanding of the revolutionary 
task entrusted to them. �e social-democratic ideology so hastily 
knocked together is incapable of resisting the century-old experience of 
the bourgeois ideologists, who, in their own interests, are exploiting the 
proletarian cultural-educational organs.

Under the guise of immutable truths, the masses are being presented 
with the pseudo teachings of the gentry.

Under the guise of universal truth—the morality of the exploiters.
Under the guise of the eternal laws of beauty—the depraved taste of 

the oppressors.
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It is essential to start creating our own Communist ideology. It is 
essential to wage merciless war against all the false ideologies of the 
bourgeois past.

It is essential to subordinate the Soviet cultural-educational organs 
to the guidance of a new cultural Communist ideology—an ideology 
that is only now being formulated.

It is essential—in all cultural �elds, as well as in art—to reject 
emphatically all the democratic illusions that pervade the vestiges and 
prejudices of the bourgeoisie.

It is essential to summon the masses to creative activity.

Endnotes

1	 �ese selections were originally published in Bowlt (ed), Russian Art of the Avant-Garde.
2	 �e impressionists from the Japanese. �e synthetists, Gauguin from India spoiled 

by its early renaissance. From the islands of Tahiti he apprehended nothing, apart 
from a tangible type of woman. Matisse—Chinese painting. �e cubists—Negroes 
(Madagascar), Aztecs. As for the past—certain historians are sadly mistaken in 
deducing a Romanesque in�uence, even a German in�uence, on our icons. �is is so 
only in isolated cases; generally speaking, what is the Romanesque style but the last 
stage of Byzantine development? Romanesque style is based on Grecianized, Eastern, 
Georgian, and Armenian models. If Eastern in�uence reached us in a roundabout 
way, then this does not prove anything—its path was from the East, and the West, as 
now, served merely as an intermediate point. Su�ce it to consider Arabian and Indian 
depictions to establish the genesis of our icons and of the art that has hitherto existed 
among the common people.

3	 �e Painting of Aleksandra Exter—hitherto little noticed by the Russian critics—
provides interesting attempts at widening the usual methods of depiction. �e 
questions she raises with such conviction how to solve color orchestration, how to 
achieve the sense of plane—and her unceasing protest against redundant forms, place 
her among the most interesting of modern artists.
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ists’ Gazette” (although the newspaper’s first edition was also to be its 
last) in which he published his “Manifesto Of The Flying Federation Of 
Futurists.” His “Manifesto” called for a “Third Revolution—a Revolution 
of the Spirit” and demanded the separation of art from the state and the 
introduction of “universal art education.” Hence it was written with the 
most frenzied revolutionary ardour.

Burliuk remained the same propagandist of modern art and poetry. 
Moving further and further east as the civil war spread, he, according to 
his own words, “read his way round every town in Siberia. He promoted 
Vladimir Mayakovsky and Vasya (Kamensky) across the taiga and down 
the mines.”47

And yet, although the former enthusiasm remained, something went 
out of his life never to return. The times had changed forever and the 
Omsk of 1919, where he held his exhibitions and lectures, inflaming 
the audience with his passionate calls to do battle with the old art, was 
a world away from the Moscow of 1913. And Burliuk’s speeches could 
hardly cause his listeners, witnesses during the years of civil war to con-
vulsions much more terrible and irreversible than the destruction of the 
classical canons of painting, to faint anymore.

His era passed away, as did his youth. Yet Burliuk was destined to live 
out a long life, far from Russia—in Japan and then in the United States. 
And in spite of everything he still continued to assert his right to his art, 
to work actively and to shock. And he succeeded in doing so. He even 
retained enough of the former Burliuk to begin his autobiography with 
the words: “Great people are usually compared to high mountains; they 
rise up above the monotony of life and can be seen far away in time.”48 
But it was already another life and another time.
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2	 I would like to thank Alexandr E. Parnis for his kind attention to my work and for his 
corrections.

3	 Burliuk, “Vladimir Davidovich Burliuk. Ego tvorchestvo,” 35.
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4. The Revolutionary Art of Natalia Goncharova and 
Mikhail Larionov1

Jane A. Sharp

On 30 September 1913, Natalia Goncharova’s mammoth one-person 
exhibition opened in Moscow with over eight hundred works on display, 
accompanied by a catalogue that proclaimed a shift in her orientation 
from West to East. The exhibition of such a body of work was a major 
coup for any artist in 1913—but especially for a woman representing 
Moscow’s most radical avant-garde faction. Goncharova could count on 
most viewers to react with surprise. All parties, critics, and the public 
understood that although she might declare West European modernism 
“outlived,” the exhibition proved beyond all doubt that she spoke as one 
of its key exponents. In presenting her work to the public on such a mas-
sive scale, Goncharova and her colleagues gained a rare opportunity to 
neutralize—even reverse—the critical prejudice that cast Russian art as 
a failed mimesis of Western (French) modernism. No longer exclusively 
focused on participating in the Parisian art world, they addressed their 
audiences from a newly empowered cultural sphere, more Eastern than 
Western. Written in the spring of 1913 in the wake of two exhibitions, 
the Donkey�s Tail and Target, which she dominated, Goncharova’s cata-
logue Preface claims that Russia’s cultural plurality makes its art truly 
avant-garde: a challenge from Europe’s eastern periphery to its center. 
These professions of cultural identity, and the practices that underpin 
them, defined Russian modernism at a pivotal moment—between the 
revolution of 1905 and the First World War.

Goncharova’s tremendous output and conspicuous status as Mikhail 
Larionov’s colleague and consort (it was he who principally promoted 
her work) put her on the modernist map before 1913. In Moscow and St. 
Petersburg her practices seemed to gain significance and sophistication 
in inverse proportion to her adherence to the imperatives of modernist 
art history established in the West. The promotion of Goncharova’s turn 
to the East, of neoprimitivism and vsechestvo as historical movements, 
countered the image of the European master artist, author of a singular 
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style, with a complex feminine creative persona who openly appropri-
ates and seeks to perpetuate plural traditions. Goncharova’s elusiveness 
as author, and particularly her celebration of the East, cast doubt on the 
homogeneity of modernist discourse at a critical moment in its Russian 
formation.2

She has been represented as an “amazon of the avant-garde” any 
number of times, but today we appreciate her contribution to Russian 
modernism still less than viewers of her retrospective did in 1913.3 A 
pioneer of abstract painting, rayism (luchizm) was only one, and per-
haps not the most important, of her identities. In gaining visibility, 
Goncharova represented avant-garde difference along two axes: those 
of gender and of cultural voice. As the focus of “new” Eastern-oriented, 
Muscovite painting (and conspicuously female), she became a lightning 
rod for critics, reviled in obvious analogy to the antichrist—as antiartist 
(anti-khudozhnik).4 In 1914, her art and its reception dominated critical 
review in the Russian art world but would be eclipsed by war and over-
whelmed by Malevich’s invention of suprematism within the course of 
a year. The self-conscious mediation of traditions East and West that 
she presented to Russian viewers, whatever their cultural inclination, 
finally was rendered irrelevant—or at least seriously compromised—by 
her emigration to France. Having appropriated individual Western and 
period styles with particular purpose, she herself became transformed 
into something other than the preeminent artist provocatrice; “after 
Russia” she became, almost by default, the purveyor of Russian orienta-
lia for Sergei Diagilev’s Saisons Russes.5

By 1913, Goncharova strongly opposed the emerging narrative of 
originality and individual style as “the hidebound of holies” in contem-
porary art criticism. In the texts she produced that year, she sought to 
distance herself from artists whose work seemed to presage or confirm a 
modernist canon—the Jack of Diamonds painters (also based in Moscow). 
Yet with her disengagement from this group, Goncharova was perceived 
as epitomizing the aspirations (and deficiencies) of “new Russian paint-
ing.” Such staged disagreements within avant-garde groupings polarized 
the urban art world and challenged the authority of its institutions with 
plural and sometimes contradictory versions of its own recent history. 
This tension lies at the heart of Goncharova’s early success and is a con-
dition of Russian avant-garde praxis that cannot be explained through 
any single methodological paradigm.
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orientalist discourse in the West. These last terms extend (through their 
suffixes) the historical opposition in Russia of Slavophile to Westernizer 
to include Russia within Asia.8 Vostoko�l�stvo was the term coined by the 
critic Iakov Tugendkhol’d in 1913, however, to recognize the inadequacy 
of this binary conception of Russian history and culture specifically as 
regards Goncharova’s turn to the East and her representation of the 
Russian peasantry.9

 

Modernism
To acknowledge the dialogue between East and West as a central feature 
of Russian modernism, and Goncharova’s role as catalyst, is to begin 
where Peter Wollen concluded his study of orientalism in the art of the 
Ballets Russes over a decade ago.10 Early-twentieth-century Russian art 
historical polemics quickly focused on Goncharova’s shifts in style and 
cultural priorities. Her course drew questions of gender, the value of 
the decorative, and cultural identity, into crucial debates over modernist 
art. At a time when prominent artists and critics advocated the formal 
autonomy of art as an index of originality, Goncharova among others 
was committed to translating form through ornament and recasting 
ornament as high art. Traditions of design in the decorative arts, where 
ornament migrates from one medium (textile) to another (wood carv-
ing), influenced Russian modernist claims to originality. These practices 
produced a view of art history that differed significantly from the tenets 
of early-twentieth-century modernism in its foundational texts, from 
those by Clive Bell to those by Alfred Barr, Clement Greenberg, and 
Michael Fried. 

Russian artists valued new French modernist painters (impres-
sionists, postimpressionists, fauves, and cubists) for their mastery of 
form—in a culture that demanded moral and political accountability of 
its artists. It is true, as many critics of new Russian painting complained, 
that the Muscovites’ understanding of West European modernism was 
somewhat superficial. Not familiar with the public reception and social 
context for modernist art in Western Europe, they apparently took se-
riously the declarations of formal purity that were delivered by some 
European artists and contemporary Russian art critics. By contrast, in a 
native context the Muscovite artists’ understanding of visual form was 
charged with the real consequences of working in conditions of political 
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upheaval through years of revolution and reaction. These included vari-
ous forms of censorship and the physical suppression of speech through 
police intervention in the exhibition space. As artists organized outside 
of official channels to present new work they polarized public discourse 
on the social role of the artist. Questions of national identity, of the val-
ues attributed to “new Russian painting,” arose repeatedly in the critical 
literature, each writer linking cultural preferences to the ambitions of a 
particular social class but often to different ends. In light of the priority 
Western modernist art history has ceded to Greenberg’s “specialization 
of the medium,”11 it cannot be overstated that in Russia, affirmations 
of the autonomy of form meant different things to different groups and 
always had a polemical purpose. Moscow, though westward looking, was 
not Paris; the economic, political, and social conditions for making and 
viewing art differed in crucial ways.

Goncharova’s art and its reception suggest that representations of 
the Parisian center, the “West,” are as fraught with ambiguity as is ori-
entalism’s object, the “East.” Painting in the style of Cézanne and the 
icon, Goncharova exposes the values of modernist autonomy as just 
that—assumptions that have obtained historical currency but do not 
exhaust the connections that obtain between images, audiences, and 
institutions. It was not until 1913 that the occasional critic would rec-
ognize mastery in either Goncharova’s or Picasso’s art, and at this time 
they were seen as equals.12 In the same year, Goncharova and Larionov 
argued that if Picasso had turned to Africa, and Matisse to the Orient, 
to revolutionize art in Western Europe, it was now time for artists in 
the East (with Russia as the avant-garde) to reclaim modernism as a 
radically syncretic—not eurocentric—project. Two events, one local, the 
other cataclysmic and international, altered Russian artists’ perceptions 
of their place in the East/West continuum and thus the power dynamic 
among avant-garde groups. Goncharova and Larionov’s departure to 
Paris was followed by Tatlin’s and Malevich’s successes in their Moscow 
and St. Petersburg exhibitions of 1914 and 1915 respectively. In the 
same year, 1914, Russia joined with Europe to fight a war over imperial 
hegemony. These new conditions made primitivism and orientalism as 
a strategy of national self-definition and empowerment among Russian 
artists obsolete.
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Chronology
As an avant-garde movement, neoprimitivism is associated with the 
generation that came of age in Moscow in the first two decades of the 
twentieth century and included as its principal exponents Goncharova, 
Larionov, Aleksandr Shevchenko, Mikhail Le Dantiu, and Il’ia Zdanev-
ich (the latter two were based in St. Petersburg). Correspondence by 
several other participants in these exhibitions is important as well for 
their detailed discussions of theories and practices of copying—a cen-
tral preoccupation of this group. Maurice Fabbri, Evgenii Saigadochnyi, 
and Le Dantiu have been considered secondary figures as painters, in 
part because they looked to Goncharova and Larionov for guidance in 
their art practices and institutional politics. But their writings, together 
with Goncharova’s recently recovered diaries, provide important insight 
into the ways avant-garde painters approached their creative work.

In the spring of 1913, neoprimitivism was formulated to signify the 
Eastern focus of the “Donkey’s Tail” and “Target” exhibitions; the term 
was introduced in Aleksandr Shevchenko’s publication by that title.13 
Not conceived as a style, but as a polemical discourse, neoprimitivism 
was constituted through publications and lectures to rout rival avant-
garde groups with which Larionov and Goncharova had established 
temporary allegiances, beginning with the World of Art and ending 
with the Jack of Diamonds and Union of Youth, and their collective 
opposition: long-established art organizations, such as the Society of 
Itinerant Painters and the Union of Russian Painters. Within the same 
year, vsechestvo was theorized and presented by Zdanevich in lectures 
on Goncharova’s oeuvre in November 1913 and again in April 1914. It 
was further developed as a theory in the writings of Le Dantiu, a mem-
ber of the Union of Youth group who remained connected, however 
ambivalently, to the Muscovites and authored the essay “Painting of the 
Everythingists.”14

The exhibitions and debates that promoted new national cultural 
agendas during the first two decades of the twentieth century took place 
in Moscow but with the following caveats. The Muscovite Donkey’s Tail 
group first exhibited their work and received their first public reviews in 
St. Petersburg as an extension of the Union of Youth group in December 
1911. In a reciprocal fashion, the Moscow debut of the Donkey’s Tail 
group the following spring (1912) contained a separate section (on the 
second floor of the Moscow Art School’s exhibition space) of work by 
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accessible to a public who now paid to participate. A predictable sequence 
of events, from public review and press criticism to police interference 
and court proceedings, linked the social role played by avant-garde art-
ists with their cultural interests. At issue in the press was the legitimacy 
of this generation as representatives of a new national school, their 
mimicry of Western models, and, increasingly, the relevance of popular 
art, mass-produced and handcrafted, to high-art audiences. Much of 
the discussion addressed, if only implicitly in critical response to avant-
garde work, the gendered identity and marginal status of the new, left-
wing (krainiaia levaia) artist.

It was unusual, given the limited number of spaces and sponsors for 
new art, for an artist to receive the kind of prominence Goncharova did 
in 1910, and later in 1913 and 1914, in the form of a one-person exhibi-
tion. The privilege of intellectual and commercial promotion that they 
represented clearly identified Goncharova as the leading figure among 
the new generation of Muscovite artists. Independent artists continued 
to rely primarily on the sponsorship of entrepreneurial art journals (�e 
World of Art and Golden Fleece) and/or the resources of individual mem-
bers (Nikolai Kul’bin for Impressionists and Triangle, etc. and David 
Burliuk for the Wreath and Wreath Stefanos). 

The sequence of events that led to the civil trial for Goncharova and 
her exhibition’s organizers was so frequently repeated that it can be 
said to constitute a trend radicalizing the reception of avant-garde art. 
Her exhibition crystallized an extreme situation in which the artist and 
members of the press acted reciprocally, each anticipating the other’s re-
sponse through to the court proceedings. According to several accounts, 
Goncharova exhibited twenty to twenty-two paintings on the evening 
of 24 March 1910, in a closed session for members of the Society of Free 
Aesthetics in Moscow, which she and Larionov attended.21 Seeking to 
prove the subversive character of these meetings, a member of the press 
managed to infiltrate the event and published an inflammatory article 
denouncing Goncharova’s paintings the next day in the Voice of Mos-
cow, a daily Moscow (Octobrist party or center-right) newspaper. The 
author, later identified as (Vladimir?) Giliarovskii, declared her “Nudes” 
“so completely decadent in their manner of depiction and so indecent 
that the secret anatomical divisions of the Gasner museum seem mild 
compared to these images of disturbing perversity.” Among the pictures 
named, several nudes and those of a (masculine) “God” were reported to 
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have “surpassed the pornography of secret postcards.” The self-selected 
audience, which would seem to eliminate any problematic reactions to 
the work, is cited in the article as sufficient proof of deviancy in itself: 
“among the aesthetes! That is how they name their closed meetings. 
Only their own people can attend (svoi liudi), just like at the secret meet-
ings of the ‘brotherhood.’”22

The writer leaves no doubt that Goncharova’s gender was the primary 
reason for his critical diatribe: “It is most disturbing that the painter is a 
woman, who under the influence of half-sick, overblown decadent types, 
has stepped beyond the boundary of morally correct behavior.”23 This 
notice was followed the next day in the same paper by a poetic caricature 
of the meeting, entitled “Our Aesthetes,” which likewise connected the 
Society’s decadent literary reputation with Goncharova’s paintings:

Literary blabbermouths, Half-witted poetics, 
Uncensored and impetuous Prophets of aesthetics, 
Symbolist-declaimers, Decadent artists,
Though in art they may be reformers,
They are bootmakers in creativity;...
They wail as if through brass trumpets,
And at their uncensored ravings
Only the poor walls blush
In the literary circle ...
While innovative women artists,
(Let’s give the poor things an epigraph!)
Having forgotten their needles and scissors,
Exhibit pornography,
Or brazenly,
Following; their bold confreres;
The decadent meetings/
They console with their speeches...
Here are speeches on nudity
And immodest creations ...
And the bold ladies are delighted,
Predominantly the redhaired ones!24

The article and poem achieved the desired results: on the following 
day, the police confiscated Goncharova’s nudes and began an official 
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investigation into the activities of the Society. Abused by the press, 
Larionov and Goncharova quickly used the press to their advantage. He 
published a defense of Goncharova in the last issue of the Golden Fleece 
to clarify the sequence of events and protest the official seizure of the 
pictures.25 Due principally to the fact that the meeting had been closed 
to the public, Goncharova and the rest were acquitted.26 Because the 
charge was obviously a fabrication, Larionov and others argued that the 
trial demonstrated the limits of freedom of expression in the arts.

The devolution of authority from Academy to gallery and press did 
not immediately obviate the need for official control over the arts. The 
incident occurred during a time when censorship policies were being 
revised, and this no doubt prompted Larionov and others to ascribe 
great importance to its outcome.27 Many individuals had been success-
fully prosecuted for publishing political material. Goncharova’s trial, 
however, was unique as a case for pornography in high art.28 Larionov 
observed that it would redefine government censorship policies for art 
independently produced and exhibited and encourage police interven-
tion in the exhibition space. The trial was called to justify the seizure of 
specific works of art, setting a precedent through which the local cen-
sors, police, and courts might act as the de facto censors of independent 
exhibitions.

Goncharova’s exhibition was received in the context of the expansion 
of women’s participation in the public sphere. In December 1908, the 
First All-Russian Women’s Congress had taken place, the result of an 
effort to create a unified women’s movement in the Russian empire, and 
had spawned a series of newspaper interviews with women participants 
and observers.29 Further prominence had been given to “the woman 
question” by the radical political activity and well-publicized sexual 
views of Aleksandra Kollontai during the first decade of the twentieth 
century. As Kollontai’s most important work, Social Bases of the Woman 
Question, was published in 1909 in St. Petersburg,30 it is likely, if not 
inevitable, that a conservative critic would have associated the views 
of such a prominent advocate of sexual freedom and socialist politics 
with any transgression of accepted feminine social behavior. But prob-
ably more important was the coincidence of Goncharova’s exhibition 
with the publication of Anastasiia Verbitskaia’s erotic Keys of Happiness 
(Kliuchi schast�ia), narrated by Russia’s first sexually liberated heroine.31 
As Laura Engelstein has observed, the extensive public debate provoked 
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by the novel was predicated on a reversal of gender roles enacted by the 
writer/artist herself. As author, Verbitskaia succeeded in persuading her 
readers that women were no longer “the object of tragedies centered 
on men, but had become the subjects of their own, independent trage-
dies.”32 Similarly, as a painter in the public sphere, Goncharova could no 
longer be perceived by her audiences as naturally feminine (objectified), 
but rather as a subject in her own right, an artist/producer possessing a 
gaze. The fact that she did not disguise her cohabitation with Larionov 
would have only heightened her visibility as a sexualized subject.33 Gon-
charova’s presentation of the nude in the context of a liberal salon gath-
ering was a further demonstration of the degradation of high literature 
and art into the realm of “boulevard pornography,” as it was currently 
being discussed in the pages of the press and in elite journals—precisely 
because the author was female.

Given this reception context, it is significant that Goncharova’s only 
recorded reaction to the arrest of her pictures and trial reveals no self-
consciousness regarding the relevance of her gender (or lifestyle) to 
critical perceptions of her work. On the contrary, she identified herself 
and her work with the mainstream vanguard assault on the Academy:

As regards my manner [says the artist] it should never 
be described as impressionistic as has been done in the 
papers. After all, impressionism is the transmission of 
the first, often unclear, indistinct impression. I, how-
ever, like the newest [noveishie] French painters (Le 
Fauconnier, Braque, Picasso) attempt to attain concrete 
form, a sculptural clarity, and simplified line, the depth 
and the brilliance of colors.34

Goncharova’s response to the accusations launched against her in the 
press was published within a week of the confiscation of her paintings as 
part of the sympathetic press interview cited above. The anonymous in-
terviewer reports that Goncharova did not consider her nudes provoca-
tive; she is quoted as being “stunned by the unexpected reactions to her 
work.” Her own statement conspicuously does not address the charge 
of moral indecency. Instead she disavows her interest in impressionism 
and claims for the first time an alliance with Georges Braque and Pi-
casso. Thus the issue of gender that apparently motivated Giliarovskii’s 
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us to assemble a portrait of a particular individual. When considered 
in the context of studio production, together with nude life studies by 
Mashkov, Larionov, and Serov, they mark the integration of the female 
painter into the domain of the life study class, newly initiated by Serov 
at the Moscow School, and these avant-garde artists in their own stu-
dio.37 In this way, too, Goncharova’s paintings represented a challenge 
to the Tret’iakov museum nude that exceeded any possible resemblance 
to mass-produced cards. They bared the devices of censorship through 
which individual members of the press would manipulate their privi-
leged access to public discourse so as to deprive another, in this case a 
woman artist, of the same.

These connections were, predictably, not debated at the time of Gon-
charova’s trial. Instead, the unconventional structural and iconographi-
cal features of Goncharova’s images made them appear both excessive 
and inadequate. Critical silence on the relationship between values 
ascribed to women’s art and the construction of gender more broadly 
ensured that the genre of the nude would remain the natural domain 
of the male artist. Goncharova’s most subtle critics, however, preferred 
to analyze features of her work as both “masculine” and “feminine”, 
because she did not conform to their expectations for a woman artist. 

Thus it was Goncharova—as a woman artist—who first faced the lim-
its encountered by other radical artists at various points in their careers. 
Over the course of the year 1910, a major and long-lived independent 
society was formed in response to a similar politics of exclusion from of-
ficial institutions and accusations of moral deviancy. As students of the 
Moscow School of Painting, Sculpture and Architecture, new artists were 
charged with inadequate mastery of Western traditions and of lacking 
formal rigor—judgments that earlier had applied primarily to women’s 
art. With the naming of this society, Jack of Diamonds, the Muscovites 
simultaneously marked and protested their disenfranchisement (their 
expulsion). But Larionov’s long-term goal was to counter negative press 
criticism that neutralized differences between factions and made all the 
youth seem an indistinguishable, boorish mass. In the case of the Jack, 
signage gave the faction unique prominence and advanced difference as 
a means of self-definition. The categories of exclusion that defined the 
group were, however, those of mass theatrical, urban street, and even 
criminal culture. They embraced the political prisoner, the buffoon, and 
the “soldier-clown (soldat-gaer).”38 And the prior values that pejoratively 



�������� The Revolutionary Art of Natalia Goncharova and Mikhail Larionov ��������

— 185 —

singled-out the woman artist extended to the vanguard project in sur-
prising ways.

Following Goncharova’s trial, considerations of address determined 
both the content and sequence of Larionov’s exhibitions from the Jack 
of Diamonds through the No. 4 in 1914. His choice of names was pre-
meditated provocation of a particular kind. In each instance exhibition 
titles initiated a complex dialogue between audience and artist. Thus, to 
confront the Jack of Diamonds was to deal with the “ace of diamonds”—
to imagine real social and political enfranchisement. This was the Øpa-
tage, the “slap in the face”: a public forced to consider what high art 
typically concealed; the limits of franchise and its consequences. Just as 
political opposition and social transgressions (such as prostitution on 
Moscow’s main thoroughfares) were made invisible by various punitive 
and repressive measures in the Pyotr Stolypin era, so, too, some crit-
ics and viewers sought to remove avant-garde (peredovoi) new art from 
view. Reactions to both the first Jack of Diamonds and the Donkey’s Tail 
exhibitions actually realized the strategy anticipated by the artist. Be-
fore either exhibition opened, in reaction to newspaper announcements 
of the title alone, public responses of outrage and calls for censorship 
were recorded in the press.39 

�e Jack of Diamonds: Marking the Artist
When the Jack of Diamonds was formed in 1910 by former Moscow 
School artists and their colleagues they were perceived as a collec-
tive whose radicalism derived from their mimicry of new West Euro-
pean art. The art critic Sergei Glagol’ refined his criticism of the third 
Golden Fleece exhibition in his review of the first Jack of Diamonds 
exhibition where he noted the influence of Gauguin and Vincent van 
Gogh on the young Russians. In fact, he restated his earlier opinion 
of student work by asserting that, whereas audiences “did not believe 
in Larionov and Mashkov, [Gauguin’s and van Gogh’s] painting is sin-
cere and not deliberate.”40 Glagol’ missed the Russian shift in focus; 
the impact of Cezanne and Matisse was more pronounced in the Jack 
of Diamonds exhibition, and this new focus of emulation was encour-
aged by contemporary evaluations of their work.41 Just as Glagol’ had 
celebrated the primitivism of Gauguin’s art in 1909, in early 1910 Iakov 
Tugendkhol’d praised Cezanne and Matisse for their “decorative” and 
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“monumental” art. Tugendkhol’d’s reviews of these artists’ work occupy 
an equally prominent place in the literature both in terms of the views 
he expressed and their place of publication. Like Glagol’, Konstantin 
Makovskii, and Aleksandr Benois, he was a contributing art critic to a 
major periodical, Apollon. Published in St. Petersburg (1909-17), Apol-
lon succeeded �e World of Art, �e Scales (or Balance), and Golden Fleece 
as the most important art/literary journal in Russia (Makovskii was its 
editor). 

In distinct contrast to the World of Art group, who invoked the aris-
tocratic, eighteenth-century European enlightenment as their cultural 
model, the Jack of Diamonds entered into the common culture by in-
voking or exploiting genres of visual imagery long associated with urban 
mass culture. Their imagery and formal appropriations were locked into 
a system of promotion that included mass literature, the solicitation 
of critical review in the daily press, and, eventually, the public artistic 
debate. The meanings that viewers/readers associated with the name 
derived from a long tradition in popular Russian and French culture that 
connected the politically suspect “Jack of Diamonds” with the roguish 
and amorous “Jack of Hearts”; it encompassed the history of French 
playing cards, Molière’s plays, and popular “boulevard” novelettes.42 In 
Russia as in France, the “Jack of Hearts” symbolized the lover and, more 
generally, as Gleb Pospelov argues, “galant motifs in life as in the theater.” 
Russia inherited as well the association of the “Jack of Diamonds” with 
“rogues, swindlers, men not worthy of respect.” Pospelov argues that 
the tremendous popularity in Russia of Ponson du Terrail’s �e Club of 
Jack of Hearts (translated from French into Russian in the 1860s) in par-
ticular had the effect of confusing the associations of the “knave” with 
certain forms of criminal behavior, including the political.43 Because the 
meanings of the term were so transparent to viewers of the exhibition, 
one can only infer that Larionov sought to invoke the associations that 
arose between criminal status and the vanguard artist’s position at the 
margins of the urban art world. To what extent he was motivated by 
radical political commitments is open to question. However, not all the 
artists in the group approved of the name, and once it was accepted it 
soon acquired connotations of “youthful vitality.”44 

While he was on leave from the army, Larionov painted numerous 
scenes of soldiers bathing and drinking and their female companions 
(probably prostitutes, as sometimes they were inscribed with the 
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word kurva [whore]) as nude “Venuses” (Venery) that parody European 
representations of the odalisque and courtesan.45 This cycle redefined 
provincial genre painting by drawing from a variety of popular visual 
art forms, including urban graffiti and the signboard (and thematically, 
the broadsheet). The Venus series was exhibited first in the Donkey’s 
Tail exhibition. But considered together with his other scenes of army 
and provincial life, some of which were painted in the barracks, we may 
conclude that soldiers, too, probably constituted part of his intended 
audience. His Venus, then, disrupts viewing habits in two ways: the out-
lining and monochrome ground suggest an amateur hand, echoing the 
graffiti Larionov is known to have admired, and it may well have been 
directed at an audience that produced such images. As he later stated, 
when in 1910 he first displayed his soldier cycle, the paintings would 
have been seen and appreciated for completely different reasons by the 
common soldier and elite high art clientele. 

If Larionov’s work represented the provocative and oppositional 
aims of the Jack of Diamonds group, Goncharova’s contributions to the 
same exhibition epitomized a dialogical construction of national iden-
tity, European and Other, in vanguard painting. According to Aristarkh 
Lentulov, Larionov was less concerned to promote his own work than 
he was to advance Goncharova’s career in this exhibition. He gave her 
priority in the space allocation for the show. In the first Jack of Dia-
monds exhibition she included a number of works of religious subject 
matter that evidently referred to the icon, fresco, and lubok and were 
simply entitled Religious Compositions. In addition, her diptych Spring 
(in the City) and Spring (in the Country) (Vesna [gorod], Vesna [derevnia]) 
reveal her interest in the work of a number of Western European paint-
ers, primarily Cézanne, Matisse, and Picasso. Paintings such as Wrestlers 
(Bortsy), completed a year or two before.

For most, the Jack of Diamonds exhibition marked the beginning of 
a new level of intensity in the confrontation between artist and public. 
Although the artists did not publish a manifesto, the sign posted at the 
entrance to the exhibition was perceived as the group’s logo, identify-
ing the artist as hooligan and criminal. At the same time, however, the 
artists’ program derived from a European modernist tradition that cel-
ebrated the work of art as an authentic expression of the artist’s idiosyn-
cratic life experience and temperament. Larionov’s commitment to this 
view of the artist, and his desire to maintain a confrontational dynamic 
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single foreign artist. Out of respect for ancient national art, the organiz-
ers of the exhibition propose to devote a large section to popular prints, 
and P. P. Shibanov, who owns a well-known antique shop has promised 
to obtain a large collection of broadsheets beginning with the epoch of 
Peter the Great and ending with works of contemporary popular art.”48

The expression of group differences became newsworthy in the au-
tumn of 1911, but especially so following a series of public debates, the 
first of which was organized by the Jack of Diamonds (Petr Konchalovskii 
presided as chair). This debate, “On Contemporary Art,” took place on 
12 February 1912, in the large auditorium of the Polytechnical Museum 
in Moscow. The debacle that closed it was unprecedented. According 
to one press summary the event was so popular that the hall, which 
seated 1,000, was packed, all tickets sold out.49 The evening began with 
Nikolai Kul’bin’s lecture on “Free Art,” which he delivered as a string of 
aphorisms, such as “academicism—decadence, decay, putrefaction” and 
“romanticism—flowering, fruit—new art, new styles, free creation.” 
Although Vassily Kandinsky was one of the scheduled speakers, he did 
not appear; Kul’bin reread the lecture he had delivered at the Congress 
of Artists on Kandinsky’s behalf. David Burliuk presented the Jack of 
Diamonds position and began his lecture on “the methods of the his-
tory of art” by cursing Benois as he quoted from the critic’s books and 
reviews. In parodistic response to criticism of the Russian artist’s lack 
of technical ability, Burliuk advocated rewriting the history of art as a 
“succession of artistic principles independent of what is depicted” and 
even proposed replacing the term work of art (khudozhestvennoe proiz-
vedenie) with “object made by human hands” (delo ruk chelovecheskikh). 
This derived from a series of contrasts and comparisons of “works of 
art” juxtaposing Raphael (as a bad example) with (positive) examples 
of Egyptian and Assyrian art and paintings by French artists (Monet, 
Cézanne, Matisse, and Picasso) together with work by members of the 
Jack of Diamonds. The same reviewer explained that all these images 
were projected in succession “without distinctions, in one group” as a 
means of eliciting analogies between the “primitive” and the “modern.”

Following this presentation, the real debate (preniia) began with 
Voloshin refining or contradicting Burliuk’s assertions and a brief state-
ment by a member of the Jack of Diamonds group. Not invited to speak 
as a lecturer, Goncharova nevertheless stole the show by announcing, as 
she prepared to refute several of Kul’bin’s assertions regarding her art, 
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that she was no longer part of the Jack of Diamonds group but would 
exhibit with the Donkey’s Tail. She protested the use of her paintings 
such as Spring in the City to illustrate points made about the aims of 
the Jack of Diamonds group and their theoretical exposition of cubism 
(slides of her work were shown by both Kul’bin and Burliuk). According 
to all accounts, the audience broke into laughter but fell silent when she 
challenged them to view the upcoming Donkey’s Tail exhibition.50 

Goncharova’s impromptu remarks were followed by Larionov’s ac-
cusations that the Jack of Diamonds “copied the French.” When he 
called them “my epigones,” he was booed and sent down from the stage. 
Reports of the incident follow carefully the audience’s reactions to each 
speaker and indicate that, although impatient with Burliuk, they found 
Larionov intolerable, as whistles, feet stomping, and shouts of “get out” 
accompanied his presentation. The debate was considered such a success 
that it was repeated in March, but to less effect, as it was dominated this 
time by Voloshin and attended by the police.51

Goncharova was so concerned to define her differences from the 
agenda presented at this debate that she sent a written summary of her 
reply to local Moscow newspapers. The statement records her first pub-
lic attempt to define her relationship to European modernism, which 
she asserts is informed by her assimilation of national traditions in the 
visual arts, comprising Scythian stone statuettes, and various popular 
art forms. Her diary entry expresses a view of French modernism that 
was found in many press accounts. The Jack of Diamonds exhibition 
itself, she writes, was “boring, boring,” whereas the French, “are not 
bad at all, with marvelous technique, only broken up into crystals. The 
varieties of Cubism give me little joy. The Russian imitators, of the likes 
of Ekster and Lentulov are beneath any criticism.”52 

The Donkey’s Tail exhibition, which opened on 11 March 1912, was 
their first public appearance as the “extreme left” (krainie levye). The 
group had appeared earlier as part of the Union of Youth exhibition 
in St. Petersburg, where they were already identified as a group even 
further to the “left” of the Jack of Diamonds.53 All the reviews suggest 
that the group had generated sufficient expectations among the gallery-
going public before the opening to recreate the sensation caused by the 
first Jack of Diamonds exhibition.

This exhibition constituted a break equal to if not more significant 
than the first Jack of Diamonds exhibition.54 As points of entry into 
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avant-garde networks for Malevich and Vladimir Tatlin, this is probably 
true. Malevich contributed his series of provincial town scenes, painted 
in gouache on paper, including the Courbet-inspired Burial of a Peasant, 
now lost. The Donkey’s Tail exhibition just preceded the artist’s shift 
from gouache to oil painting. The predominance of peasant themes in 
work he presented at this exhibition has led scholars to emphasize the 
impact of Goncharova’s peasant cycles on his, especially during the years 
1910-1912. These works, very much like Goncharova’s, draw on popu-
lar traditions (broadsheet and icon) while referring to specific models 
within the European. 

This was the exhibition that first united Larionov, Goncharova, Mal-
evich, and Tatlin—although they would dramatically end their associa-
tion by the close of the year (1912), at least in part owing to Larionov’s 
monopolization of the group’s present and future projects. Because the 
Donkey’s Tail exhibition was organized through Larionov’s initiative, 
both he and Goncharova were able to control the selection and hang-
ing of works for the first time since 1904-1905 and to overwhelm by 
sheer force of number. Both artists exhibited the most work they had 
ever hung together in a public space: Goncharova had approximately 
fifty-four works on view and Larionov, fifty-nine, as opposed to Mal-
evich’s twenty-four and Tatlin’s twenty-six paintings and twenty-three 
set designs. Goncharova’s work was the first a viewer encountered upon 
entering the space.55 Among her prominent rural images, Peasants Gath-
ering Apples and Round Dance are recognizable sources for Malevich. 
Although these paintings were created in 1910-1911, they demonstrate 
her commitment to models both European and Russian. They suggest 
Cézanne’s facture but in figural types characteristic of the broadsheet; 
for example, the subject of the “Circle Dance” (khorovod) was a popular 
theme in this medium. In 1912 her presentation of primitivism was 
even more deliberately eclectic. The Donkey’s Tail exhibition included 
her various Artistic Possibilities on the Image of the Peacock (in “Chinese,” 
“Futurist,” “Egyptian,” “Cubist,” and “Russian embroidery” styles).56 
Goncharova also subtitled a work “in the Venetian style” (Woman with a 
Basket on her Head). �e Smoker, which is described in the catalogue as 
having been painted in the “style of tray painting,” also referred viewers 
to Cézanne’s painting by the same title.57

Several critics of Goncharova’s contributions to this exhibition count 
on the audience’s pejorative view of feminine practice in the visual arts 
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artists’ challenge both to the artistic establishment and to the public.59

Voloshin’s point, that the artists are concerned primarily with “ad-
dress” over substance or style, is confirmed by another critic. An anony-
mous reviewer for Rech�, “The Foreigner” (“Chuzhoi”), agrees that rheto-
ric replaces a true shift in direction. However, by contrast, he argues 
that the artist’s work is perceived by the public as “radical.” Transposing 
issues of style to a discussion of the public reception of the exhibition, 
he reminds viewers that Larionov, who once produced paintings “that 
can be admired by all,” now achieves the effect of a “disgusting caper, a 
ridicule of nature and man, an apologia of ugliness. . . . it’s exactly like 
an eternally drawn-out horrible nightmare.” Again, it is the dynamic of 
public address implied by paintings of hairdresser interiors, soldiers’ 
odalisques, in the match of subject and style, that impresses the re-
viewer: “If Larionov is not sincere, then is not he—and those who run 
after him—gripped by a grimacing, clownish, young militant passion, a 
desire to demonstrate his fearlessness, and to laugh at those who pass 
judgment and rank his paintings? And closer to the truth, isn’t this an 
attempt to get even, to boldly shock them?”60

Although the critic acknowledges Larionov’s militancy, he denies 
that his central aim, to disrupt viewing habits, can ever be achieved. 
He claims that unlike viewers at the first Jack of Diamonds exhibition, 
those at the Donkey’s Tail were not particularly shocked. Larionov has 
“wasted his time,” because the strategy “no longer works, the audience 
is not angry, nor disturbed, but sorry for him.” The review then charts 
the process of habituation Larionov sought to estrange; the critic finds 
that within a quarter of an hour, “The ‘Donkey’s Tail’ no longer dis-
turbs the audience; it bores them.” It is significant that the reviewer 
attributes this reaction to the presence of so many “scholars,” that is, 
professional art critics and historians, at the opening of the exhibi-
tion. Although they rejected Larionov’s aims, critics overwhelmed the 
packed opening. The dynamic was reciprocal, as “Chuzhoi” observed: 
no matter how much the artists profess to detest the “public at large,” 
they were popular with them: “Truthfully, the opening of the ‘Donkey’s 
Tail’ exhibition was a success, that is, it had a large public. There were 
as many in the hall as there were at the stately openings of ‘The World 
of Art’ and ‘The Union’.”

Both reviews, for all their divergences, point to the same effect of 
the Donkey’s Tail exhibition. Although it may well have been a turning 
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point in Malevich’s stylistic development, it was not identified at the 
time as marking a coherent stylistic impulse. Rather, the exhibition 
intensified the sense of reciprocity between the artist and public that 
made the vanguard artist appear increasingly “leftist” and “militant,” 
on the one hand, and increasingly “popular” with an audience, on the 
other. The exhibition was also important in that it continued criticism 
of “Russian derivativeness” vis-à-vis the French. Both Voloshin and 
“Chuzhoi” questioned the artists’ sincerity, just as Glagol’ and Benois 
had done (Glagol’ in 1909, Benois as late as 1912), comparing the Rus-
sians unfavorably with the French. “Chuzhoi” wrote that the specialists 
gathered at the opening “denied [Larionov] even his independence, 
they saw here simply bad imitations, mostly of Rousseau.” A few lines 
below he observed that if “Larionov is imitating the French, then oth-
ers are imitating him.”61

Critics thus continued to distinguish the creative potential of the 
French school from the “stillborn” acrobatics and empty rhetoric of the 
Russians. In 1912, the forum of the debate allowed artists to respond 
directly to their critics and viewers with new definitions of national 
traditions. Within a year these debates would be reproduced as histori-
cal argument and theory. After the 1911 schism between the Jack of 
Diamonds and Donkey’s Tail, artists devised a more ambitious strategy 
to counter the negative influence of critical press reviews on the public 
reception of their art. They published their own texts that continued 
the polemics of the debates while revising art history. Burliuk’s text of 
1913, �e �Defamers of Benois� and New National Russian Art, reframes 
the Jack of Diamond’s dispute by elaborating his theories of form and 
including an analysis of audience receptivity. Aleksandr Shevchenko’s 
Principles of Cubism and Other Contemporary Trends in Painting of All Eras 
and Peoples, as well as his manifesto Neoprimitivism (both published 
in 1913), address critical prejudice, first, by reevaluating the func-
tion of the copy, and second, by arguing that Western painting, par-
ticularly French cubism, has formal affinities with the “primitive” and 
with contemporary (avant-garde) Russian art. In Principles of Cubism, 
Shevchenko allies the eclectic assimilation of form and traditions em-
braced by the Russians with Picasso’s collages. He cites ancient Russian 
art forms, such as the revêtment of the icon, as an Eastern example of 
the same appropriative, additive process. Other features are considered 
in their plural manifestations, such as the decorative-symbolic use of 
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color in painted representations of Astarta and the perspectival distor-
tions of Egyptian reliefs.62 In Neoprimitivism Shevchenko takes great 
pain to describe the qualities of Cézanne’s work that the Russians seek 
to assimilate and promote. Here he singles out specific formal devices, 
such as the use of line and adjoining planes of color (passage), and con-
siders them in various contexts, especially broadsheets. In summary, 
he rebuts the criticism of Benois, Glagol’, and Makovskii by identifying 
the Russian turn to the East with the French artists’ rejection of the 
Academy.

In perhaps what was to become his first of many public appearances, 
Il’ia Zdanevich in 1912 represented the Donkey’s Tail position on the 
break between the Academy and new art by citing Benois’ criticism in 
detail. In a speech for the Petersburg Artistic Association (Khudozhest-
venno-artisticheskaia Assosiatsiia) he refers his audience to the dates 
and numbers of each article from which he quotes. Zdanevich’s speech, 
reported in the press, rejects the critic’s charge that new art alienates 
viewers and argues that the Donkey’s Tail group was poised to reverse 
the trend. “The present moment is not a revival but a great decline. The 
cubists exist only in order that a few may get a laugh, and so that a few 
maecenases may buy their work. Contemporary art does not respond 
to the spirit of our age. Art must be connected to life, otherwise it is 
superfluous. That art should be for only a few is a lie. It is time to re-
ject ‘intimacy,’ the formula of ‘art for art’s sake.’ We must go out on the 
streets. Art must be applied.”63

Zdanevich’s lecture is the first clear indication of the use to which 
native, popular art forms would be put in Donkey’s Tail group exhibi-
tions, and why it would be necessary to link these art forms with the 
East. The popular arts were reconceived at this point as a continuous 
indigenous cultural tradition that arose prior to Russia’s Europeaniza-
tion. Avant-garde artists whose work was exhibited and received outside 
of academic institutions could align their aims with this tradition and 
thereby bridge the gap between European elite and Russian popular cul-
ture. Goncharova’s response to Kul’bin’s lecture (12 February 1912) on 
“Free Art” was yet another appeal for public interaction, and it closely 
resembles Zdanevich’s. Her letter to the press documents not only her 
objections to Kul’bin’s theorizing; it also expounds her view of West 
European modernist art in relation to Russia’s indigenous traditions. 
Her letter clarifies her interest in having readers acknowledge her prior 
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experience with cubist form and her appreciation of national schools in 
Europe, particularly Italy and France. But it also documents her belief 
that access to her ideas will result in greater public comprehension and 
acceptance of new art and indigenous popular traditions—knowledge 
of one enhances access to the other. Her optimism was shared by other 
avant-garde artists, who followed through with a stream of publications, 
debates, and exhibitions.

Beginning with the Donkey’s Tail exhibition, Goncharova, Larionov, 
and their colleagues advanced the view that popular traditions and the 
arts of the East should be the focus of new Russian painting. Acknowl-
edging this dimension of Russia’s cultural legacy would provide the link 
between high art and the experiences of daily life—between elite artist 
and mass culture—to project a more socially inclusive national identity. 
Their role as collectors and interpreters of broadsheets, signboards, 
wood-carvings, and icons afforded them new insights into indigenous 
traditions. They also claimed that the work they produced would achieve 
this union.

The schism within the Jack of Diamonds collective was the source of 
all future “radical” positions and actions undertaken by the vanguard. 
Larionov’s insistence on his leadership of the Muscovites led to Malev-
ich’s and Tatlin’s break with him in 1912 and the final separation of the 
Donkey’s Tail group from both the Union of Youth and Jack of Diamonds 
in early 1913. Although the Donkey’s Tail exhibition may well represent 
the “flowering” of primitivism, not all artists supported unequivocally 
the group’s direction and leadership. Extensive correspondence related 
to the exhibition, in addition to the variety of work exhibited, testifies 
to their disagreements and their different approaches to questions of 
style. Feuds among members also surface in the text Donkey�s Tail and 
Target (Oslinyi khvost i Mishen�), which Larionov undertook to publish 
in the spring of 1913. As the pseudonymous author of the lead article, 
Larionov here criticizes a number of the exhibition’s participants while 
isolating himself and Goncharova for praise.64 This atmosphere of divi-
sion dominated Russian vanguard culture from February 1912 through 
1915, when Malevich launched his public promotion of suprematism 
as a new national (and universal) style of painting, in competition with 
Tatlin.65
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2. Constructivism and Productivism in the 1920s1

Christina Lodder

“All forms of everyday life, morals, philosophy, and art 
must be recreated on communist principles. Without 
this the further development of the communist revolu-
tion is not possible.”2

Boris Kushner’s comment of early 1919 expresses the strong identifica-
tion that artists were beginning to make, in the first years after the Oc-
tober Revolution, between their own activity and the social and political 
aims of the new state. His words epitomize the artists’ aspiration to use 
their art in the service of the Revolution, a desire that underpinned the 
formulation of Productivist theory and Constructivist practice during 
this period. In this essay, I should like to look at some of the ways in 
which this theory and practice developed in the following decade, in 
response both to external pressures and internal debates.

A practical and ideological emphasis on industrial technology is in-
herent in Lenin’s famous remark of 1920 “Communism equals Soviet 
Power plus the electrification of Russia.” Indeed, the idea of uniting art 
and industrial manufacture appeared soon after the October Revolu-
tion. David Shterenberg, the head of the Department of Fine Arts of 
the Commissariat of Enlightenment (Otdel izobrazitelnykh iskusstv 
pri Narodnom komissariate po prosveshcheniu, IZO, Narkompros) as-
serted that as soon as it was established in 1918 the department was 
committed to “art’s penetration” into production.3 As another writer 
observed, “the theory of production art was developed in 1918-19 and 
formulated in the pages of the newspaper Art of the Commune (Iskusstvo 
kommuny).”4 The paper was published by IZO in Petrograd between 7 
December 1918 and 13 April 1919. Its contributors included theorists 
and critics like Osip Brik, Nikolai Punin and Boris Kushner, artists 
such as Natan Altman and the poet Vladimir Mayakovskii. As the of-
ficial organ of IZO, the journal expounded a whole range of ideas that 
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were being discussed by avant-garde artists at the time, including such 
fundamental issues as the nature of proletarian art, the role of art in a 
socialist society, and whether art itself was not an essentially bourgeois 
phenomenon. It is not surprising that the journal was eclectic and never 
formulated a coherent program. Nevertheless, many of the ideas that 
were later developed by the Constructivists were first articulated within 
its pages. As Nikolai Chuzhak later pointed out, “It was a time of happy 
attacks on the most inviolable ‘cultural values’ . . . all the most impor-
tant words used later were employed in Art of the Commune . . . but half 
were issued by accident.”5

In the first number, Mayakovskii issued his famous poem, “Order 
to the Army of Art,” which exhorted artists to go out into the urban 
environment, proclaiming “the streets are our brushes; the squares are 
our palettes.”6 Brik went further in bringing art into closer contact with 
everyday life. He declared, “Do not distort, but create . . . art is like any 
other means of production . . . not ideas, but a real object is the aim of 
all true creativity”.7 As soon as Brik defined art as a category of work, 
or rather of industrial work, he opened up the way for the concept of 
production art. He declared that the existing division between art and 
production was “a survival of bourgeois structures”. Punin tried to dis-
tinguish between this new relationship between art and industry and 
the already established category of applied art. He stated, “It is not a 
matter of decoration, but of the creation of new artistic objects. Art for 
the proletariat is not a scared temple for lazy contemplation, but work, 
a factory, producing completely artistic objects.”8

Some of these ideas were developed at greater length in a small col-
lection of essays entitled Art in Production, written in November 1920 
and published the following year by the Art and Production subsection 
of IZO Narkompros.9 According to the editorial, “The problem of art in 
production in the light of the new culture is, for us, one of the basic 
problems of liberated work, linked in the closest way to the problem of 
the transformation of production culture on the one hand, and with the 
problem of the transformation of everyday life on the other.”10

The booklet was not at all unified in the solutions that it offered, 
which suggests that in the winter of 1920-21 a clearly formulated theory 
of production art had not as yet emerged. Indeed, the phrase “artistic 
production” (khudozhestvennoe proizvodstvo) seems to have been used 
almost as much as the term “production art” (proizvodstvennoe iskusst-
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try.”20 Of particular importance were the Basic Course and the Wood 
and Metal Working Faculty of the Vkhutemas, the latter directed by 
Rodchenko. Here, the new generation of artists was being trained to be 
“engineer-constructors” or “artist-constructors” who would fuse a com-
plete grasp of artistic skills with a specialized knowledge of technology. 
At the same time, it was in these faculties that a design methodology 
was being developed by Rodchenko, Lavinskii and others. Yet within the 
Vkhutemas the Constructivists were always in a minority. As the avant-
garde and pro-Constructivist magazine Lef: Left Front of the Arts (Levyi 
front iskusstv) reported in 1923, “The position of the Constructivists 
is extraordinarily complicated. On the one hand, they have to fight the 
purists [easel painters] to defend the productivist line. On the other, 
they have to put pressure on the applied artists in an attempt to revolu-
tionize their artistic consciousnesses.”21

Perhaps it is not surprising therefore to find that the practical imple-
mentation of Constructivist ideas seems to have been relatively slow. 
The circumstances outside the school were hardly propitious. Industry 
had been decimated following almost seven years of conflict, and those 
enterprises that had survived were not sufficiently progressive to ac-
commodate the new type of designer. When Tatlin approached the New 
Lessner Factory in Petrograd, with the aim of becoming involved in de-
signing products for mass manufacture, he was directed to the technical 
drawing department.22 The government encouraged and promoted pro-
duction art in general, but had far more traditional aesthetic attitudes 
than the Constructivists. Narkompros was reorganized in 1921, and 
most of the avant-garde employees, including all the Constructivists, 
lost their jobs. By 1922 Gan was complaining of the open and covert 
campaign being waged by the State and the Party against the avant-
garde.23 In this situation, there were several different strategies that the 
artists could adopt. Gan, for instance, devoted considerable energy to ad-
vertising and propagandizing Constructivist ideas through his brochure 
Constructivism of 1922 and through numerous articles. Others tended 
to publicize the Constructivist approach by working in areas where the 
idea of artists’ participation had already been established, such as in the 
theatre (the Stenberg brothers), and in typographical and poster design 
(Rodchenko). As one artist complained in 1923, the two chief areas of 
practical activity for the dedicated Constructivist were designing adver-
tising posters or constructing models.24 For these reasons, in the first 
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years after 1921, Constructivist products tended to be experimental or 
exploratory in nature, rather than being fully utilitarian and practical in 
solutions to specific tasks.

Some of the earliest Constructivist designs were prototypes for tem-
porary agitational stands or small, portable and sometimes collapsible 
kiosks. Among the former are Gustav Klucis’ designs of 1922 for a series 
of “radio-orators,” “radio-tribunes” and “cinema-photo stands” with 
three-dimensional and dynamic slogans. These were to be placed on the 
streets of Moscow during the celebrations of the Fourth Congress of the 
Comintern and the fifth anniversary of the October Revolution.25 The 
stands were devised to perform specific agitational functions: display-
ing photographic material and posters, or giving a spatial and audio-
visual presence to revolutionary slogans. Some performed only one 
function as a loudspeaker or “radio-orator” while others were conceived 
to execute several different tasks simultaneously, e.g. Propaganda Stand, 
Screen and Loudspeaker Platform. Using a language clearly derived from 
the kind of stands utilized by the Stenberg brothers for their sculptures 
at the Obmokhu exhibition of 1921, Klucis reduced the construction 
of his various propaganda items to their essential elements, clearly 
revealing the structure of each stand, and providing stability through 
a multiplicity of vertical, diagonal and horizontal supports. Although 
material scarcities may have encouraged this method of construction, 
in many of the stands the geometry of the straight lines and their in-
teractions seem to have provided a design impetus in their own right. 
All the stands appear to have been made from wood, canvas and cables 
and were painted red, black and white. In conjunction with this, Klucis 
developed a kind of modular system, not far removed from the prin-
ciple inspiring the modular wooden constructions of Rodchenko, which 
explored the variety of structural frameworks that could be devised us-
ing essentially similar elements. In Screen-Tribune-Kiosk, the openwork 
frame supports the tribune, the screen, and the book display unit at 
the bottom. The tribune sits on top of an open-work, box-like structure, 
which is strengthened by a central pillar and at the top, bottom and 
two sides by the crossed struts and on the remaining two sides by the 
larger vertical supports which hold the screen. The screen here surely 
also has a double function, acting not only as film screen, but also as a 
visual device to frame the speaker and perhaps even offer him a measure 
of protection during inclement weather conditions. The box device el-
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evates the speaker, but also gives the tribune a sense of weightlessness. 
The central inner pillar is also utilized to support the book stand. In Pro-
paganda Stand, Screen and Loudspeaker Platform, Klucis has incorporated 
a bookstand, loudspeaker, screen and an expanding structure at the bot-
tom right, which might be for the display of posters. The compression 
of several functions into a small compact unit, along with economy of 
space, manufacture and materials and other features that Klucis devised 
became established components of Constructivist design.

A natural extension of the stand was the kiosk. Amongst the earli-
est was Gan’s folding street sales stand (skladnoi stanok) of c. 1922-23 
for Mosselprom (Moskovskii trest po pererabotke selskokhazaistvennoi 
produktsii—Moscow Association of Enterprises Processing Agricultural 
and Industrial Products). This was a small folding structure, apparently 
made from wood, which could be carried to its destination and then 
quickly erected in the street or any open public space. After use, it could 
easily be re-folded and carried away. It contained a tray (on collapsible 
legs) with a removable glass lid for displaying small items of merchan-
dise such as stationery supplies or cigarettes. Gan also designed a larger 
structure for the sale of books and journals in c. 1923. This was not a 
portable piece as such, although it could be moved. It consisted of two 
cuboid structures of different sizes, which opened out to form a large 
area of shelving for displaying books and magazines. This prototype 
clearly went into production at some point and, with certain modifi-
cations, was manufactured from wood for use inside public buildings, 
like the entrance halls of Moscow University and of the stations on the 
Moscow Metro, where some examples are still in use. When shut, the 
prominent lettering advertised the role of the kiosk and with the col-
ored panels provided elements of decoration.

Working along similar lines, in 1924 Lavinskii produced a more per-
manent structure for Gosizdat (the State Publishing House). This design 
was to be erected on the streets, and at least one kiosk was built on 
Revolution Square in Moscow. The essential structure elaborated the 
basic cube and consisted essentially of a truncated, four-sided pyramid, 
with the corners cut away, which had been inverted over a cuboid base. 
All four sides were used for display. The windows and service hatch were 
covered by flaps, which could then hang down when the kiosk was open 
in a way that repeated the shape of the top. This arrangement meant 
that items could be left on display indefinitely in the windows. The ex-
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environment in a fundamental way. Even so, Popova and Stepanova 
effected some changes in the patterns of the fabrics produced, and as-
serted the importance of such elements within the wider environment. 
In writing about this new area of Constructivist activity, Brik explained 
the opinion, which Popova and Stepanova undoubtedly shared, that “a 
cotton print is as much a product of artistic culture as a painting.”31

Given the constraints and frustrations, it is not surprising that the 
Constructivist movement began to fragment. It is difficult to date this 
precisely, but it had certainly occurred by mid 1922, when Gan pub-
lished his book Constructivism, in which he referred quite explicitly to 
The First Working Group of Constructivists.32 It seems probable that he 
was distancing himself, Rodchenko and Stepanova from the Stenberg 
brothers and Medunetskii who had exhibited as the Constructivists in 
January 1922.33 By adding the epithet “First,” Gan was asserting the 
priority of himself, Rodchenko and Stepanova in developing the term 
and the concept. In an article of 1922 he explicitly stated that they were 
the founders of the group, thus by implication relegating other users of 
the Constructivist label, such as the Stenbergs and Medunetskii, to a 
secondary status.34 The rift between the two factions is confirmed by the 
fact that in 1924 the catalogue for the First Discussional Exhibition of Ac-
tive Revolutionary Art Groups listed the Constructivists as the Stenberg 
brothers and Medunetskii and placed them in a group, which was dis-
tinct from Gan and his entourage.35 But by this time, the cohesion of the 
movement had fractured even further. Gan, Rodchenko and Stepanova 
no longer presented a united front. The First Group of Constructivists 
was now listed under Gan’s leadership alone and its membership was 
given as comprising Grigorii Miller, Aleksandra Mirolyubova, L. Sanina, 
N[ikolai?] G. Smirnov, Galina and Ol’ga Chichagova.36 By 1925 Viktor 
Shestakov was included.37 This faction asserted quite categorically its in-
dependence from “all other groups calling themselves Constructivists” 
such as “the Constructivists from the Kamerny theatre” (presumably 
the Stenbergs, Medunetskii and Vesnin), “the Constructivists of Mei-
erkhold’s theatre” (Popova and Stepanova), and “the Constructivists of 
LEF” (Rodchenko, Stepanova, Lavinskii, Popova, and Vesnin).38

Clearly the largest grouping outside of Gan and his entourage were 
the Constructivists associated with LEF.39 The magazine had been 
founded in 1923 and among its other activities it promoted the work of 
the Constructivists, using the weapons of “example, agitation and pro-
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paganda.”40 The magazine published Constructivist projects and numer-
ous articles about them. Boris Arvatov was perhaps the first theorist 
to distinguish between Productivists and Constructivists. For him, the 
Productivists were primarily theoreticians, whereas the Constructivists 
were artists, who were actually attempting to implement a practical link 
with industry.41 

The validity of Productivist theory and the effectiveness of Con-
structivist practice were brought into question and subjected to close 
and critical scrutiny on 16 January 1925 at LEF’s first conference. The 
presidium of the meeting included practicing Constructivists like Lavin-
skii, Gan, Rodchenko, and Shestakov, as well as writers and critics like 
Mayakovskii, Brik and Chuzhak.42 Over 150 attended. At this and at a 
further meeting in July that year, it was agreed that there was a crisis 
and certain fundamental issues were raised.43

Some of the severest criticisms were voiced by Nikolai Chuzhak, who 
considered it essential to eradicate the remaining influence of the vul-
gar simplifications and excesses of the early Productivist theoreticians 
(1918-1920), particularly their intransigent opposition to art itself. 
Although he did not name these Productivists he was presumably refer-
ring to Gan and his fellow contributors to LEF, Brik and Arvatov.44 Chu-
zhak was equally negative about the practice of the Constructivists and 
asserted that “Rodchenko’s group is worried about ‘style’ and textiles, 
which Brik idolizes. The Constructivists comprising Gan and company 
have made ‘production’ a fetish, almost an aim in itself.”45 The remedy 
for this, as Chuzhak saw it, was for the Constructivists to engage in 
more concrete, practical activity, and undertake projects that were tied 
into the real, rather than the hypothetical needs of society.46 

Pertsov was equally brutal and frank in his assessment of the problems 
confronting the Constructivists, and identified some of the weaknesses 
in the theoretical principles of the Productivists. He argued that the no-
tions of “the artist as the organizer of production” and the “rejection of 
fine art” were fallacious concepts, based on a total misunderstanding 
of communist ideas.47 He also criticized the Constructivists’ current 
output, which he considered amounted to little more than a new kind of 
“applied art.” He suggested that the greatest contribution that the artist 
could make to industry lay precisely in his “technical ignorance and the 
fact that he is not tied down to earth by so called ‘technical possibilities,’ 
and that he can easily imagine a general technical idea, industrial form, 
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project and combination.”48 Pertsov suggested a new slogan: “Artist! 
Remember—your Constructive idea can fertilize industry.”49

To some extent the crisis was due not so much to internal disagree-
ments, the inadequacy of Productivist theory or the shortcomings of 
Constructivist practice, as to external pressures.50 The market forces, 
which Chuzhak had mentioned, were powerful influences, acting against 
the production of Constructivist designs by industrial enterprises. Evi-
dence suggests that manufacturers were far from eager to embrace the 
Constructivists’ rather austere and perhaps unduly utilitarian products. 
Even in the textile industry, which had initially welcomed geometric 
patterns, there seems to have been a change of heart. By July 1925 Ste-
panova had reported that fabric designs were being accepted for mass 
production only if they contained naturalistic imagery: “Drawings remi-
niscent of the town and industry, for example straight lines, and circles 
are not being made now, they are accepting only drawings recalling the 
countryside: streams and flowers.”51 The social and political situation 
was also not advantageous. Gan highlighted the fundamental problem 
of taste under the conditions of the New Economic Policy, explaining 
that those responsible for selecting merchandise to be sold in the shops 
were reluctant to invest in Constructivist designs. He also emphasized 
the increasing role that negative criticism, supported by official dislike 
of the avant-garde, was playing in closing doors against the Constructiv-
ist designer.

Gan claimed that these critics tended to support the traditional cat-
egories of artistic activity and the aesthetic position of realism. Gradu-
ally, as official policies hardened and began to have an impact, and social 
and political values came to be more firmly linked to academic values 
in painting, Constructivists became more vulnerable. Pletnev observed: 
“It is no accident that right-wing art has driven LEF into a corner . . . 
LEF has lost its socialist orientation, and where can you go without a 
foundation.”52

It is against this background of neglect by the market and attack by 
the critics that one of the most important manifestations of Construc-
tivist design during the 1920s must be viewed—the Workers’ Club, 
which was designed by Rodchenko and made for the Exposition Interna-
tionale des Arts Decoratifs et Industriels Modernes, held in Paris in 1925. 
It perhaps underlines the gulf between Constructivist aspiration and 
reality that the only completely Constructivist environment ever made 
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by two sloping sides. The sloping sides supported books and journals 
easily for reading, while allowing the top to be used for temporarily stor-
ing books not in current use. This arrangement is more economic in the 
space it occupies than a flat reading table would be. At the base, two 
triangular wedges ran along the length of the table, providing support 
for the readers’ feet, structurally strengthening the upright supports at 
either end, but also playing a formal role in reiterating the slope of the 
reading section of the table.

This rethinking of basic items pervaded the whole scheme. It is also 
clearly seen in the chairs. These comprised three uprights (two thinner 
rods at the front and a wider plank behind) which are attached together 
at three levels: at the top by the open semi-circular form, at the seat 
level by the flat semicircular plane of wood and at the bottom with three 
standardized wooden elements. Throughout the design, the forms of 
the structural units are derived from the three basic geometrical forms: 
the circle, rectangle and triangle, in the manner of Rodchenko’s earlier 
hanging constructions and unit constructions, but these forms are com-
bined in a new way to provide a sturdy easily constructed chair. 

Amongst the most ingenious devices was the apparatus that com-
pressed into a box for storage, but, when required, could be folded out 
to incorporate a film screen, a tribune for political and educational 
speakers, a bench and a display board. This answered the need for strict 
economy in materials, and mode of production, but it was also space 
saving. Rodchenko employed telescopically extending parts and ball 
and socket jointing to achieve this transformation.59 Once again the 
design relates to the earlier phase of “laboratory work.” The principle of 
construction, incorporating the collapsible strut, has affinities with the 
kinds of folding and rigid constructions made by Ioganson and displayed 
at the Obmokhu exhibition of May 1921. Some of these changed their 
spatial parameters when the string was pulled, returning to the original 
configuration when the string was pulled again. Rodchenko’s design 
can also be seen as a development from the principle of the skeletal 
structural framework, which had been utilized by Gustav Klucis in his 
designs for a Screen-Tribune-Kiosk and for a Propaganda Stand, Screen and 
Loudspeaker Platform of 1922. There are particular similarities between 
Rodchenko’s and Klucis’ book display units. Both artists exploited tele-
scoping devices and the same set of bold colors. Rodchenko was also 
harnessing elements from Stepanova’s theatrical devices of 1923, which 
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ence of mechanical effort to the machine: the worker is turning increas-
ingly into a “master” of iron slaves, while his own labor is changing more 
and more into “spiritual” endeavor—concentration, calculation, control, 
and initiative; accordingly, the role of muscular tension is decreasing.

The second characteristic depends on the concentration of working 
force in mass collaboration and on the association between special-
ized types of labor within mechanical production, an association that 
is transferring more and more direct physical, specialist’s work to ma-
chines. The objective and subjective uniformity of labor is increasing and 
is overcoming the divisions between workers; thanks to this uniformity 
the practical compatibility of labor is becoming the basis for comradely, 
i.e., consciously collective, relationships between them. These relation-
ships and what they entail—mutual understanding, mutual sympathy, 
and an aspiration to work together—are extending beyond the confines 
of the factory, of the professions, and of production to the working class 
on a national and, subsequently, a universal scale. For the first time the 
collectivism of man’s struggle with nature is being thought of as a con-
scious process.

4. In this way, methods of proletarian labor are developing toward 
monism and collectivism. Naturally, this tendency contains the meth-
ods of proletarian creation.

5. These aspects have already managed to express themselves clearly 
in the methods peculiar to those areas in which the proletariat has been 
most creative—in the economic and political struggle and in scientific 
thought. In the first two areas, this was expressed in the complete unity 
of structure in the organizations that the proletariat created—party, 
professional, and cooperative organizations: one type, one principle—
comradeship, i.e., conscious collectivism; this was expressed also in the 
development of their programs, which in all these organizations tended 
toward one ideal, namely, a socialist one. In science and philosophy 
Marxism emerged as the embodiment of monism of method and of a 
consciously collectivist tendency. Subsequent development on the basis 
of these same methods must work out a universal organizational sci-
ence, uniting monistically the whole of man’s organizational experience 
in his social labor and struggle.

6. The proletariat’s domestic creation, inasmuch as it derives from 
the framework of the economic and political struggle, has progressed 
intensely and, moreover, in the same direction. This is proved by the 
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development of the proletarian family from the authoritarian structure 
of the peasant or bourgeois family to comradely relationships and the 
universally established form of courtesy—“comrade.” Insofar as this 
creation will advance consciously, it is quite obvious that its methods 
will be assimilated on the same principles; this will be creation by a har-
monically cohesive, consciously collective way of life.

7. With regard to artistic creation, the old culture is characterized by 
its indeterminate and unconscious methods (“inspiration,” etc.) and by 
the alienation of these methods from those of labor activity and other 
creative areas. Although the proletarian is taking only his first steps in 
this field, his general, distinctive tendencies can be traced clearly. Mo-
nism is expressed in his aspiration to fuse art and working life, to make 
art a weapon for the active and aesthetic transformation of his entire 
life. Collectivism, initially an elemental process and then an increasingly 
conscious one, is making its mark on the content of works of art and 
even on the artistic form through which life is perceived. Collectivism 
illuminates the depiction not only of human life, but also of the life of 
nature: nature as a field of collective labor, its interconnections and har-
monies as the embryos and prototypes of organized collectivism.

8. The technical methods of the old art have developed in isolation 
from the methods of other spheres of life; the techniques of proletarian 
art must seek consciously to utilize the materials of all those methods. 
For example, photography, stereography, cinematography, spectral col-
ors, phonography, etc., must find their own places as mediums within 
the system of artistic techniques. From the principle of methodological 
monism it follows that there can be no methods of practical work or 
science that cannot find a direct or indirect application in art, and vice 
versa.

9. Conscious collectivism transforms the whole meaning of the art-
ist’s work and gives it new stimuli. The old artist sees the revelation of 
his individuality in his work; the new artist will understand and feel 
that within his work and through his work he is creating a grand total-
ity—collectivism.

For the old artist, originality is the expression of the independent 
value of his “I,” the means of his own exaltation; for the new artist, 
originality denotes a profound and broad comprehension of the collec-
tive experience and is the expression of his own active participation in 
the creation and development of the collective’s life. The old artist can 
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aspire half-consciously toward truth in life—or deviate from it; the new 
artist must realize that truth, objectivity support the collective in its 
labor and struggle. The old artist need or need not value artistic clarity; 
for the new artist, this means nothing less than collective accessibility, 
and this contains the vital meaning of the artist’s endeavor.

10. The conscious realization of collectivism will deepen the mutual 
understanding of people and their emotional bonds; this will enable 
spontaneous collectivism in creation to develop on an incomparably 
broader scale than hitherto, i.e., the direct collaboration of many people, 
even of the masses.

11. In the art of the past, as in science, there are many concealed 
collectivist elements. By disclosing them, the proletarian critics provide 
the opportunity for creatively assimilating the best works of the old 
culture in a new light, thereby adding immensely to their value.

12. The basic difference between the old and the new creation is that 
now, for the first time, creation understands itself and its role in life.

Declaration: Comrades, Organizers of Life, 1923 — LEF

The journal Lef (Levyi front iskusstv—Left Front of the Arts) existed 
from 1923 until 1925 and then resumed as Novyi lef (Novyi levyi front 
iskusstv—New Left Front of the Arts) in 1927 and continued as such 
until the end of 1928. Among the founders of Lef were Boris Arvatov, 
Osip Brik, Nikolai Chuzhak, Boris Kushner, Vladimir Mayakovsky, 
and Sergei Tretyakov. Its editorial office was in Moscow. In 1929 the 
group changed its name to Ref [Revolyutsionnyi front—Revolutionary 
Front]. In 1930 the group disintegrated with Mayakovsky’s entry into 
RAPP [Rossiiskaya assotsiatsiya proletarskikh pisatelei—Revolutionary 
Association of Proletarian Writers] and with the general change in the 
political and cultural atmosphere. LEF was especially active during its 
early years and had affiliates throughout the country including Yugolef 
[Yuzhnyi LEF—South LEF] in the Ukraine. As a revolutionary platform, 
Lef was particularly close to the constructivists and formalists; Novyi 
lef devoted much space to aspects of photography and cinematography, 
Aleksandr Rodchenko playing a leading part. 
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Down with the boundaries of countries and of studios!
Down with the monks of rightist art!
Long live the single front of the leftists!
Long live the art of the Proletarian Revolution!

Constructivism [Extracts], 1922 — ALEKSEI GAN

Born 1893; died 1942. 1918-20: attached to TEO Narkompros [Teat-
ralnyi otdel Nar-komprosa—Theater Section of Narkompros] as head 
of the Section of Mass Presentations and Spectacles; end of 1920: 
dismissed from Narkompros by Anatolii Lunacharsky because of his 
extreme ideological position; close association with Inkhuk; cofounder 
of the First Working Group of Constructivists; early 1920s: turned to 
designing architectural and typographical projects, movie posters, 
bookplates; 1922-23 editor of the journal Kino-fot [Cine-Photo]; 1926-
30: member of OSA [Obedinenie sovremennykh arkhitektorov—Asso-
ciation of Contemporary Architects] and artistic director of its journal, 
Sovremennaya arkhitektura (Contemporary Architecture); 1928: member 
of October group; during 1920s: wrote articles on art and architecture; 
died in a prison camp.

The translation is of extracts from Gan’s book Konstruktivizm (Tver, 
October-December 1922). The book acted as a declaration of the in-
dustrial constructivists and marked the rapid transition from a purist 
conception of a constructive art to an applied, mechanical one; further, 
it has striking affinities with the enigmatic “Productivist” manifesto. It 
is logical to assume that the book’s appearance was stimulated be the 
many debates on construction and production that occurred in Inkhuk 
during 1921 and in which Boris Arvatov, Osip Brik, El Lissitzky, Alek-
sandr Rodchenko, Varvara Stepanova, Nikolai Tarabukin, et al., took 
an active part, and also by the publication of the influential collection 
of articles Iskusstvo v proizvodstve [Art in Production] in the same year. 
Moreover, the First Working Group of Constructivists, of which Gan 
was a member, had been founded in 1920 (see p. 24iff). However, the 
book, like Gan himself, was disdained by many contemporary construc-
tivists, and the significance of the book within the context of Russian 
constructivism has, perhaps, been overrated by modern observers.
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In keeping with its tenets, the book’s textual organization and imag-
ery are highly “industrial”: the elaborate typographical layout designed 
by Gan and the book’s cover (designed allegedly by Gan but suggested 
probably by Rodchenko were intended, of course, to support the basic 
ideas of the text itself. Such terms as tektonika [tectonics], faktura [tex-
ture], and konstruktsiya [construction] were vogue words during the 
later avant-garde period, especially just after the Revolution, and im-
plied rather more than their direct English translations. The concepts of 
texture and construction had been widely discussed as early as 1912-14, 
stimulating David Burliuk and Vladimir Markov, for example, to devote 
separate essays to the question of texture; and the concept of construc-
tion was, of course, fundamental to Markov’s “The Principles of the New 
Art”. The term “texture” was also used by futurist poets, and Aleksei 
Kruchenykh published a booklet entitled Faktura slova [Texture of the 
Word] in 1923. The term “tectonics” was, however, favored particularly 
by the constructivists and, as the so-called “Productivist” manifesto ex-
plained, “is derived from the structure of communism and the effective 
exploitation of industrial matter”. But nonconstructivists also used the 
term; to Aleksandr Shevchenko, for example, a tectonic composition 
meant the “continual displacement and modification of tangible forms 
of objects until the attainment of total equilibrium on the picture’s sur-
face”. To confuse matters further, Gan’s own explanation of tectonics, 
texture, and construction was not at all clear: “Tectonics is synonymous 
with the organicness of thrust from the intrinsic substance… Texture 
is the organic state of the processed material. . . . Construction should 
be understood as the collective function of constructivism…” (Konstruk-
tivizm). Nevertheless, despite Gan’s rhetoric and obscurity, the value of 
his book lies in the fact that it crystallized, as it were, certain potential 
ideas in evidence since at least 1920 and presented them as what can be 
regarded as the first attempt to formulate the constructivist ideology. 

* * *

From “Revolutionary Marxist Thought in Words and 
Podagrism in Practice”

Year in year out, like a soap bubble, Narkompros fills out and 
bursts after overloading its heart with the spirits of all ages and 
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theatricalised poetry readings, sometimes accompanied by a ballerina 
and a magician. The most famous of these was “Three Left Hours” on 
24 January 1928. The performance that actually took more like 4 or 5 
hours and went into the early hours of the morning was split into three 
parts—poetry readings, performance of Kharms’s play Elizaveta Bam, 
and a film screening; the evening concluded with a heated debate. Each 
poetry reading was a lively performance act. Vaginov recited his verse 
with ballerina Militsa Popova dancing around him; Vvedensky rode a 
tricycle around the stage before reading from his work, while Kharms 
recited while sitting on top of a cupboard. Overall, the evening was a 
success, even though the number of those critical of the OBERIU mem-
bers in the audience was roughly equal to the number of those who liked 
their work. 

Even better known than the actual performance that night was 
the OBERIU declaration with which the evening was announced. The 
declaration was produced mainly without Kharms and Vvedensky’s 
participation, with the first two sections (“The Public Face of OBERIU,” 
and “The Art and Poetry of the OBERIUts”) composed by Zabolotsky 
and the other two by Aleksandr Razumovsky (“On the Road to a New 
Cinema”) and Igor Bekhterev (“OBERIU Theatre”). It is in this document 
that the group’s debt to, and difference from, their Futurist and Trans-
rationalist colleagues is clearly stated. Not unlike their older Futurist 
colleagues, OBERIU members declare that they seek to unite all forms 
of art and to express a new feeling for life itself: 

Who are we? And why do we exist? We, the OBERIUts, 
are honest workers in art. We are poets of a new world 
view and of a new art. We are not only creators of a po-
etic language, but also founders of a new feeling for life 
and its objects. Our will to create is universal. It spans 
all genres of art and penetrates life, grasping it from all 
sides.9

At the same time, the very first section proceeds to defend the group 
from links with trans-rational poetry which by then had fallen under 
vicious attack by RAPP, the Russian Association of Proletarian Writers, 
in a prelude to what a few years later would result in the abolition of all 
artistic schools and movements, save for Socialist Realism. In its de-
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to use Kharms and Vvedensky in order to obtain incriminating evidence 
against other children’s writers, including Marshak. The two OBERIUts 
duly confessed their own anti-Soviet sentiments and the harmful influ-
ence of their work on children, but, unlike some other associates ar-
rested in conjunction with the same case, said very little to incriminate 
others.13 Their punishment was relatively mild (as Akhmatova famously 
put it, compared to the terror of the late 30s, those were still relatively 
“vegetarian” times, when instead of summary executions and decades 
in GULAGs, many were simply sent out to live in provincial towns). 
Kharms and Vvedensky were both sentenced to three years of internal 
exile, of which they only served out a few months in Kursk before they 
were allowed to leave and eventually return to Leningrad. The last ten 
years of their lives—the most miserable, horrific years, when all pos-
sible outlets for their creative work were systematically shut for them—
were also the most productive. These were the years, when progressively 
destitute—and in Kharms’ case, on the verge of starvation due to lack 
of income—they composed their most profound and philosophically 
intriguing works. 

In 1933, the community of Chinari resumed their regular get-togeth-
ers at the home of Leonid Lipavsky where they held extraordinary con-
versations, some of which Lipavsky recorded for posterity. These tran-
scripts tell us much about their literary work and about their aesthetic 
and philosophical convictions, particularly with regard to senselessness, 
bessmyslitsa, which becomes the key word in both men’s poetics.

This is how Druskin describes the poetic bessmyslitsa of Kharms and 
Vvedensky in his essay “Chinari”: 

Works of Vvedensky and Kharms are linked by “the star 
of senselessness”:  

The star of senselessness is shining, 
It alone has no bottom,

writes Vvedensky in the epilogue to his large . . . dramatic poem “God 
is Perhaps All Around”. I distinguish semantic senselessness which 
distorts rules of so-called “normal” speech from situational senseless-
ness which follows from the alogical nature of human relationships and 
situations. Vvedensky has not only situational senselessness, but also 
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semantic, while Kharms uses mostly that of the situational kind.14

In another essay on Chinari, “Stages of Understanding,” Druskin says 
the following with regard to senselessness in the work of Vvedensky, 
whom, along with the philosopher Immanuel Kant and the composer 
Johann Sebastian Bach, he considered the greatest genius of human-
kind:15

Vvedensky’s star of nonsense always deepens, but its 
forms get clearer. Vvedensky’s works in time become 
more profound and complicated—it is the star of sense-
lessness that gets more profound, but at the same time 
it becomes clearer, the style and character of his work 
becomes so crisp and transparent that the absurd, the 
alogicality, and nonsense I feel as my, precisely my alogi-
cal, absurd existence; I already don’t see the alogicality. 
On the contrary, the logicality, as Vvedensky demon-
strates to me, is something absolutely alien to me, 
something external; the logicality itself, the very logic 
of Aristotle begins to appear to me the greatest absurd-
ity. Vvedensky once said, ‘I don’t understand why my 
works are called transrational [zaumnye]. In my view, a 
newspaper editorial is zaumnaia.’ It doesn’t mean that 
senselessness and the absurd are relative. Senselessness 
is the absolute reality. It is Logos become flesh. The per-
sonal Logos itself is alogical, same as His embodiment. 
Absurd, nonsense is the absolute reality and same as the 
Good News isn’t of this world. Vvedensky’s works aren’t 
of this world. Divine madness that put to shame human 
wisdom. But we all fell in Adam, we are all still reason-
able, only in exceptional cases can we break through our 
reason—commune with Divine madness.16

Words thus do not mirror reality, and logic does not understand it. 
Language creates limits within which we are trapped. Death by contrast 
transcends limitation and is beyond language. For Vvedensky, alogical-
ity and faith are our only hope, while true communication is only pos-
sible through a critique of language from within language, through what 
comes across as fragmentation and incoherence. By Vvedensky’s own 
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account, there were only three things in which he was interested: time, 
death, and God.17 According to him, it is only at the moment of death 
that a true miracle can happen, and one could truly begin to understand 
time. But the least one can do until that moment is question all the logi-
cal connections that we as verbal beings take for granted. Consider his 
well-known pronouncement from Lipavsky’s Conversations: 

Could one respond to this [the problem of time] with 
art? Alas, art is subjective. Poetry produces only a verbal 
miracle, not a real one. Besides, we don’t know how to re-
construct the world. I infringed upon concepts, primary 
generalizations, which no one has done before me. By do-
ing so I conducted a kind of poetic critique of reason—a 
more substantial one than that other, abstract critique. 
For example, I put in doubt that “house”, “dacha”, and 
“tower” must be connected and joined together by the 
concept “building”. Maybe “shoulder” must be connected 
to “four”. I did it in practice, in poetry, and thus proved 
it. And I saw for myself the falseness of previous con-
nections, but I can’t tell you what new ones should be. 
I don’t even know whether there should be one system 
of connections or whether there are many of them. And 
I’ve got a general sense that the world is disjointed and 
time is fragmented. And since this contradicts reason, 
then reason doesn’t understand the world. 18

This passage sums up Vvedensky’s poetics as practical critique of rea-
son which certainly goes against the grain of the Critique of Pure Reason, 
the cornerstone of Immanuel Kant’s critical philosophy which explains 
the mechanism of human rationality and circumscribes its limits. Ac-
cording to Kant, time is not a thing in and of itself. And yet, being the 
form of all forms, time also determines the reality of our appearance to 
ourselves; consequently, the subject inheres in time only to the same 
extent that time inheres in the subject. Vvedensky explores this thesis 
much more “thoroughly” in his poetry. As we read in his Gray Notebook, 
“Time is the only thing that doesn’t exist outside us. It consumes all 
that exists outside us. Here the night of reason sets in. Time rises 
above us like a star.”19 That star is of course the star of senselessness. 





— 309 —

logic and conventional signification have been declared dead, nothing 
stops the imagination from striving for a bad infinity of random con-
nections between sign and referent. It cannot grasp the totality of it and 
falters, leaving us with a negative presentation of the effort. Unable to 
comprehend the bad infinity of alogical and useless actions his imagina-
tion now proliferates, he is left with mere verbal building blocks that 
time deprives of any referential meaning. The word “odnazhdy” [once 
upon a time] at the end of Svidersky’s monologue is more than just a 
repetition of the “odnazhdy” at the beginning. It is the very word he has 
been testing “in cold and fire” only to see it snap under the pressure of 
“tightening hours.” Now it is presented, exhibited as an empty shell that 
means everything and nothing. It can be interpreted as the point in the 
temporal series when time momentarily halts; in conjunction with the 
imperfective “vlastvoval” [reigned] it also indicates the open stretch of 
time in which the story ends. Finally, it can be taken to mean the very 
poison that reigns inside the speaker—or it could be the empty dream 
to which the poison is likened.

Chinari had another word to describe this kind of linguistic unit: 
hieroglyph. The hieroglyph, in its simplest sense, is a sign that contains 
several meanings, some of them mutually contradictory. By definition it 
is alogical. It seeks to make the individual sign itself an allegory whose 
signified is always elsewhere. For Vvedensky and for other Chinari such 
a sign is of supreme value because it is much closer to what this world 
is all about than what our rational understanding of it is able to deliver.

An example of Kharms’s hieroglyph can be found in the following 
fragment from 1935. 

An interesting thing happened to me: I suddenly forgot 
what comes first—7 or 8.

I went to the neighbours and asked them what they 
thought about it.

How surprised we all were when they too discovered 
that they couldn’t remember the order of numbers. They 
remembered 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6, but forgot what comes 
next.

We all went to the commercial shop “Gastronome” 
which is at the corner of Znamenskaya and Basseynaya 
and asked the cashier about our predicament. She smiled 
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sadly, took a small hammer out of her mouth, moved her 
nose a bit and said, 

“I think seven comes after eight when eight comes 
after seven.”

We thanked the cashier and ran out of the shop feel-
ing very happy. But then, thinking about her words, we 
again became sad as her words seemed to us completely 
lacking in meaning. 

What were we to do? We went to the Summer Garden 
and started counting trees there. But when we got to 6, 
we stopped and started arguing: some thought that 7 
came next, while others thought 8. 

We would have argued a long time, but then fortu-
nately some child fell off a bench and broke both his 
jaws. This distracted us from our argument. 

And then we went home.23 

While in the case of Vvedensky’s “odnazhdy,” the “hieroglyph” is indeed 
semantic, the little hammer that comes out of the cashier’s mouth in 
Kharms’ story is situational. It is the only element that stands out in 
the narrative which, despite its absurdity, is otherwise situationally 
logical. Little hammers in mouths recur in Kharms’ texts; these mate-
rial signifiers usually take the place of words, signifying an aporia, an 
absence of language and memory.24 The characters’ amnesia that makes 
it impossible for them to synthesize one of the most basic abstractions, 
a simple numerical series, is a central motif of Kharms’ works. Although 
formally quite different from Vvedensky’s texts, they address the very 
same idea—the artificiality of our abstract ordering that, among other 
things, cuts up time into measurable units, thus obscuring our under-
standing of it. 

Ultimately, Kharms’ and Vvedensky’s preoccupations in the 1930s 
demonstrate an emphatic departure from the earlier revolutionary 
avant-garde whose utopian dreams linked their art with a radical trans-
formation of social reality. Everything Kharms and Vvedensky wrote 
at least since the creation of OBERIU implicitly critiques the notion of 
history as such. As Mikhail Iampolsky observes with regard to Kharms, 
the type of literature with which the latter experiments could be called 
“ideal” as it is constructed from an ontology of the extra-temporal, lit-
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erary-abstract world that emerges as a result of the historical world’s 
decay.25 What defines Stalinist ideology and world view (including its 
understanding of time and history) is a reliance on single, stable mean-
ings. The Stalinist delusion of having mastered time is an integral part of 
the same phenomenon. The “petrified utopia” of high Stalinism does not 
allow for any unknowns: it conceives of itself as eminently readable and 
stable, with no future developments able to change its immutable forms. 
In Iampolsky’s terms, “attempts to order reality . . . have a paradoxical 
effect on it. Reality gets infused with abstraction and disappears.”26 Each 
in his own way, Kharms and Vvedensky confront Stalinism by killing the 
idea of a transparent, fully readable world. 

Their tragic end, if anything, exemplifies the utter, horrific mean-
inglessness of the historical reality constructed by the totalitarian time 
machine which, by the mid-1930s, had come into its own with the ad-
vent of the Great Terror. Started as a campaign of repressions against 
saboteurs, later extended to Party dissenters accused of collaborating 
with foreign intelligence, then “wealthy” peasants (kulaks) who were 
unwilling to join collective farms, and soon to anyone at all who fell un-
der the comprehensive brand of “enemies of the people.” This was one of 
the twentieth-century’s most tragic and surreal periods. It claimed the 
lives of millions, many of them shot without a trial, others executed af-
ter phantasmagorical court procedures in which they were found guilty 
on the basis of “confessions” obtained under torture and psychological 
pressure; countless others perished of inhuman treatment and slave 
labour in GULAGs scattered all across the vast expanse of the USSR. 
The Russian intelligentsia was forever transformed by these Purges. The 
period of Terror dealt a final blow to the remnants of pre-Revolutionary 
and early Revolutionary culture, breaking and destroying just about eve-
ryone who refused to play by the new rules (and even those who adapted 
to the rules were never immune). Osip Mandelstam, Boris Pilnyak, Isaak 
Babel, and Vsevolod Meyerkhold were just some of the cultural giants 
of the Silver Age and the 1920s who perished at the hands of Stalin’s 
henchmen.

Following several years of living below the poverty line, and in 
Kharms’ case, on the verge of starvation and madness, both Kharms 
and Vvedensky were arrested after Hitler’s attack on the USSR in 1941. 
Although Kharms convincingly feigned schizophrenia and was found 
mentally incompetent, he was still deemed a threat to society and was 
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committed to a Leningrad prison hospital where he soon died, most 
probably of starvation, during the worst period of the city’s siege in 
1942. Vvedensky perished a few months earlier, while being transported 
with other prisoners from the city of Kharkov where he had lived his last 
few years. 

The survival of the OBERIU manuscripts is entirely due to the heroic 
effort of Iakov Druskin who rescued them from Kharms’ apartment 
building, damaged in a Nazi bombing raid. Barely alive from hunger, he 
dragged the suitcase with precious papers halfway across the city on a 
sleigh in the dead of the Leningrad winter at the height of the siege. It is 
nothing short of a miracle that even the incomplete (and in Vvedensky’s 
case, very incomplete) legacy of OBERIU has survived, but it is even 
more of a miracle that works of such originality, philosophical sophisti-
cation, and political courage were written during one of history’s dark-
est moments. 
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stand for the things they appear to stand for.
Vvedensky wrote a piece conventionally titled “Rug-Hydrangea” in 

late 1933 or early 1934. His reciting it to his friends is recorded in both 
the “Conversations” of Leonid Lipavsky and in Kharms’ diaries. Accord-
ing to the “Conversations,” Lipavsky remarked after the reading:

Astonishing, how the exactly and correctly posed ques-
tions of your poem at the same time remain art. It’s 
as gorgeous as light refraction. In your other pieces 
it sometime happens that indifference rules them to 
such an extent that they almost cease being art. But 
here there’s an especial nobility or elegance. The piece 
is an elegy. In the beginning a facet of it recalls some 
of Khlebnikov’s pieces, like “Animals, when they love…” 
But Khlebnikov would never have been able to say it so 
simply: “And then there’s this grudge that I bear, / that 
I’m not a rug, nor a hydrangea.”

Since grammatically “Rug-Hydrangea” has almost no questions, Li-
pavsky sees the questions posed by the work as existential ones. “What 
is it like to be temporal?” asks “Rug-Hydrangea.” “What is it like to be 
temporary? What is it like to be alone among others?” Here is Vveden-
sky’s response:

This poem, unlike the others, I wrote over a long time, 
three days, weighing each word. Everything in it is 
meaningful for me, so one could even write a little trea-
tise about it. It started when that thing about the eagle 
came into my head, that’s what I wrote at your place the 
last time, do you remember? Then another variant ap-
peared. I thought, why is always only one chosen, and 
included both. Writing about the hydrangea felt embar-
rassing; I even crossed it out initially. I wanted to end 
with the question: why am I not a seed. There are a lot of 
repetitions here, but I think they’re all necessary, if you 
look at them closely, they repeat in another way, they ex-
plain. And the “candle that is grass” and the “grass that is 
candle,” all of that is personally significant for me.2 
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Not only is the inclusion of both variants of the eagle lines a for-
mally interesting device, reminiscent of folk ballads, but it also sug-
gests that the discovery of contradiction in description of life does 
not invalidate the description, as it does logical or mathematical argu-
ments. Elsewhere in the “Conversations” Vvedensky opines that “non-
coincidence with our logical framework [is] present in life itself.” His 
poem performs, on the level of composition, a philosophical position 
he shares with friends. Yakov Druskin, the only member of the group 
to survive to old age, wrote in his 1970s study of Vvedensky, The Star of 
Meaninglessness [or senselessness: bessmyslitsa], of the extent to which 
the poem realized the ideas of not just the poet but the whole group:

Let us take… one of Vvedensky’s poems: “Rug-Hydran-
gea” (“I regret that I am not a beast…”). There are some 
instances of meaninglessness here, occasionally ones 
you can make sense of. But this poem also forms an 
exception in Vvedensky’s oeuvre: it is the most lyrical, 
in some way the most personal of all his pieces. And it 
is written almost without rhyme, in free verse, which 
Vvedensky never employs. Vvedensky called “Rug-
Hydrangea” a philosophical treatise. This fact does not 
contradict its lyricism: “Rug-Hydrangea” is a lyrical 
philosophical treatise. But why philosophical? Vveden-
sky here is interested in what we were all interested in, 
in what Lipavsky and I called neighboring existences, 
neighboring worlds. “Rug-Hydrangea” intersects with 
Lipavsky’s meditations on neighboring worlds (I simply 
call them L-worlds) and with my “Messengers.” Perhaps 
this is why Vvedensky told me: “‘Rug-Hydrangea’ is a 
philosophical treatise, you should have written it.” This 
does not mean that I could have written it. This means 
that “Rug-Hydrangea” has themes I touched on as well. 
In that sense, Lipavsky could have written it. And also 
Kharms, and Oleinikov.3 

The second Vvedensky piece in this book, called “The Witness and 
the Rat,” does not appear in my anthology.4 The fact that it is both/nei-
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ther poem and/nor play is only one of its many indeterminacies, with 
another being the utter randomness of the title (neither witnesses nor 
rats appear in the text). Its violations of the rules of logic, temporality, 
and narrative—and in general of the canons of realist literature—are so 
flagrant as to affect the self-identity of characters, whose names change 
for no apparent cause. At the same time, “The Witness and the Rat” 
displays rare lyricism in its treatment of incommunicability and soli-
tude. The word I translated as “co-ed” stands for student of a women’s 
college; it lacks an English equivalent. I chose “co-ed” because it sounds 
as archaic now as the Russian term did when the poem was written, 
over a decade after separate women’s colleges had been abolished.

As far as “Frother” is concerned, Vvedensky composed it in 1936-
1937 in Kharkiv, where he moved to be with his new wife. It is not a 
response to the death of Vvedensky’s father, who passed away in 1939; 
but it may respond to Druskin’s depiction of the death of his own fa-
ther in 1934 (I included a translation in my OBERIU anthology). The 
Russian title of Vvedensky’s poem-play-prose is Potetz, a portmanteau 
neologism combining the word pot, sweat, and otetz, father. Since the 
word “sweater” kept sabotaging attempts to render it literally, we opted 
for “frother,” although this entailed the dubious substitution of “froth” 
for “sweat.” Vvedensky’s neologism sounds like zaum’ but he treats it in 
a strikingly non-Futurist, philosophically significant manner. The piece 
is a meditation on semantics in the broad sense, as the relationships 
among linguistic forms, meanings and things. Its conceit is that the 
sons keep demanding from their dying father the meaning of the made-
up and seemingly meaningless word “potetz.” Their question is tanta-
mount to asking “what is death?” but with the proviso that the “death” 
be understood not as a universal concept or fact, but a particular dy-
ing, my dying, dying as seen from the inside by the dying subject. The 
question thus becomes that of the relationship of private experience to 
public language: How can I convey what I am experiencing to somebody 
who has never experienced the same thing? Or, even more generally, 
since none of us ever experience quite the same thing as anyone else: 
How is it possible for me to be understood by anyone, anywhere? Such 
is Vvedensky’s take on Lipavsky’s concept of “neighboring worlds.” The 
picture of the self as a particular temporally and linguistically bounded 
world in interaction with other “neighboring worlds” recalls Wittgen-
stein at the end of the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus—for example, 
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“This” and “that,” as traces of subjective distinction that provides the 
pre-rational foundation of any rationality, also appear as key terms in 
the philosophical writings of Yakov Druskin. 

The Texts

Alexander Vvedensky

Rug-Hydrangea

I regret that I’m not a beast,
running along a blue path,
telling myself to believe,
and my other self to wait a little,
I’ll go out with myself to the forest
to examine the insignificant leaves.
I regret that I’m not a star,
running along the vaults of the sky,
in search of the perfect nest
it finds itself and earth’s empty water,
no one has ever heard of a star giving out a squeak,
its purpose is to encourage the fish with its silence.
And then there’s this grudge that I bear,
that I’m not a rug, nor a hydrangea.
I regret I’m not a roof,
falling apart little by little,
which the rain soaks and softens,
whose death is not sudden.
I don’t like the fact that I’m mortal,
I regret that I am not perfect.
Much much better, believe me,
is a particle of day a unit of night.
I regret that I’m not an eagle,
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flying over peak after peak,
to whom comes to mind
a man observing the acres.
I regret I am not an eagle,
flying over lengthy peaks,
to whom comes to mind
a man observing the acres.
You and I, wind, will sit down together
on this pebble of death.
It’s a pity I’m not a grail,
I don’t like that I am not pity.
I regret not being a grove,
which arms itself with leaves.
I find it hard to be with minutes,
they have completely confused me.
It really upsets me terribly
that I can be seen in reality.
And then there’s this grudge that I bear,
that I’m not a rug, nor a hydrangea.
What scares me is that I move
not the way that do bugs that are beetles,
or butterflies and baby strollers
and not the way that do bugs that are spiders.
What scares me is that I move
very unlike a worm,
a worm burrows holes in the earth
making small talk with her.
Earth, where are things with you,
says the cold worm to the earth,
and the earth, governing those that have passed,
perhaps keeps silent in reply,
it knows that it’s all wrong.
I find it hard to be with minutes,
they have completely confused me.
I’m frightened that I’m not the grass that is grass,
I’m frightened that I’m not a candle.
I’m frightened that I’m not the candle that is grass,
to this I have answered,



— 322 —

————————— The OBERIU Circle (Daniil Kharms and His Associates) —————————

and the trees sway back and forth in an instant. 
I’m frightened by the fact that when my glance 
falls upon two of the same thing 
I don’t notice that they are different, 
that each lives only once.
I’m frightened by the fact that when my glance
falls upon two of the same thing
I don’t see how hard they are trying
to resemble each other.
I see the world askew
and hear the whispers of muffled lyres,
and having by their tips the letters grasped
I lift up the word wardrobe,
and now I put it in its place,
it is the thick dough of substance.
I don’t like the fact that I’m mortal,
I regret that I am not perfect,
much much better, believe me,
is a particle of day a unit of night.
And then there’s this grudge that I bear
that I’m not a rug, nor a hydrangea.
I’ll go out with myself to the woods
for the examination of insignificant leaves,
I regret that upon these leaves
I will not see the imperceptible words,
which are called accident, which are called immortality,
which are called a kind of roots.
I regret that I’m not an eagle 
flying over peak after peak, 
to whom came to mind 
a man observing the acres.
I’m frightened by the fact that everything becomes dilapidated, 
and in comparison I’m not a rarity. 
You and I, wind, will sit down together 
on this pebble of death. 
Like a candle the grass grows up all around, 
and the trees sway back and forth in an instant. 
I regret that I am not a seed, 
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I have no more concentration.
Those who guess will guess.
I have nothing left to guess.

he
I will speak now.

As he speaks, a small room appears. Everything is cut apart into pieces. 
Where are you our world. You do not exist. And we do not exist. Upon the 
plates sit Petr Ivanovich Ivanovich Ivanovich, the co-ed, Grudetsky the stew-
ard, Stepanov-Peskov and four hundred thirty three Spaniards.

Enter Lisa or Margarita.

one or the other
What do I see.
What is this, an infernal conclave.
It smells of fire and brimstone here.
Your necks are as if it were gunpowdery,
ears arms legs noses
and eyes. You’re all so cataleptic.
For hours already it’s been winter,
has murder happened here by any chance.

grudetsky the steward
Margarita or Lisa
would you like some tea or a clock.

she (one or the other)
You’re a brownnose, Grudetsky.
From the days of Czar on 
you’re Simon.
I ask you: has a murder taken place.

And after this music sounded for three hours.
Various waltzes and chorales.
In the meanwhile Kirillov managed to get married. But still he just wasn’t content. 
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stepanov-peskov
Murder. Don’t speak so much of murder.
We still have not understood murder.
We still have not understood this word.
We still have not understood this deed.
We still have not understood this knife.

kostomarov, historian
Thirteen years.
Twelve years.
Fifteen years.
Sixteen years. 
Everything around us is shrubbery.

griboedov, writer
What’s there to talk about here,
he is a thief, that’s clear.
Steep magic visions
visit my soul.
They promise me
unspoken sickly pleasures.
My head is spinning and I feel
as if I were a hamster in a wheel.
O otherworldly creatures get you hence,
I’m off to Georgia today like everyone else.

Four hundred thirty three spaniards, pale and seated upon a plate, cried out 
inimicably and unanimously: 

Let the murder begin.

And there the darkness of darkness happened. And Grudetsky murdered 
Stepanov-Peskov. But what’s there to speak of, anyway.

They all ran into the civilian room and saw the following picture. Across the 
third table stood the following picture. Imagine a table and the following 
picture upon it.
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Staring at the picture,
Grudetsky grasped
in his hand like a picture
the bloody cutlass.
Blood dripped in drops
and fell flat on the earth, 
the earth revolved
and the planets rotated.
Stepanov-Peskov
lay flat on the floor
resembling an eagle
without socks or boots.
He lay barefoot
like wild rose confectionery.
This functionary
was stung by a bumblebee.

Thereupon lisa enters again and screams:

Aha, aha, didn’t I say there was going to be a murder.

they all cried hush at her and urged her to shut up.

Quiet, Lisa. Lisa, quiet, quiet, you’re one or the other.

Then he again started to speak.

We saw the unfortunate body,
it lay without motion and force.
Life in it grew scanter and scanter 
due to the wild blow of the cutlass.
Its eyes closed shut like nutshells.
What do we humans know of death.
We can be neither beasts nor mountains,
nor fish nor birds nor clouds.
Maybe the country or sofas,
maybe clocks and phenomena, 
volcanoes, the deep of the sea
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have some inkling of it.
Beetles and mournful birds
that spiral under the firmament
in their modest shirts,
for them death is a familiar event.

he
What is the hour.
The hours run. They run.

he
I noticed death.
I noticed time.

he
They run. They run.

he
Again the co-ed reappeared
like a noodle
and the student stooped over her
like a soul.
And the co-ed like a flower
achieved rest.
The swift troika sped away
to the east.

he
What is the hour.

he
The foliage stands in the forest like thunder.

he
Now I will speak.
The tired taper now
is tired of burning like a shoulder.
And yet the co-ed still commanded
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And as they sang, music resounded: wonderful, extraordinary, and all-
conquering. And it seemed as if there were room left in the world for 
various feelings. Like a miracle the sons stand around the father’s softly 
expired bed. They wish to repeat everything. We are terrified to look 
into his, so to speak, face. And the pillow now fluttered, now soared into 
the heavens like a candle, now ran through the room like the Dnieper. 
Frother is the cold froth forming on the dead man’s brow. It is the dew 
of death, that’s what Frother is.

Dear God, the sons could have said if only they could. But we knew that 
already.

1936-37
Translated by Thomas Epstein, Eugene Ostashevsky, and Genya Turovskaya

Daniil Kharms

The Ewe

1.
The white ewe walked
the white ewe wandered
cried out in the fields above the river
called for its lambs and minor birds
waved its white hand
lay prostrate before me
invited me into the grass
and in the grass waving its hand
the white ewe walked
the white ewe wandered.
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2.
Do you know the white ewe
do you believe the white ewe
stands in its crowns by the stove
the same identical as you
As if I were friends with you
as if it were bright crowns I held
you are above us and then I 
and then a house on three pillars
and higher yet the white ewe
walks the white ewe.

3.
The white ewe walks
and after her the capricorn
with a big face among the saints
with a purse hirsute like the earth
stands in the pasture like a house
the earth below, thunder above
we to the side, earth all around
and God above among the saints
and higher yet the white ewe
walks the white ewe.

May 22, 1929 
Translated by Eugene Ostashevsky

A Thing

Mama, Papa, and domestic help by the name of Natasha were sitting at 
the dinner table and drinking.

Papa was a total lush, no doubt about it. Even Mama looked down 
on him. But this did not prevent Papa from being a very nice person. He 
was laughing very genially and rocking in his chair. The maid Natasha, 
who wore a headpiece and an apron, was blushing in unbelievable em-
barrassment. Papa was making everyone laugh with his beard, but the 
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maid Natasha bashfully lowered her eyes to convey her embarrassment 
thereby.

Mama, a tall woman with big hair, spoke with the voice of a horse. 
Mama’s voice trumpeted in the dining room, reverberating throughout 
the apartment and into the yard.

After the first round, everyone fell silent for a moment and ate some 
cold cuts. A short while later they started talking again.

Then, out of nowhere, someone knocked at the door. Neither Papa, 
nor Mama, nor the maid Natasha had any idea who it could possibly be.

“How strange,” said Papa. “Who could be knocking at the door?”
Mama expressed condolence with her face and poured an extra shot 

for herself, drank it and said: “Strange.”
Papa refrained from comment, but he poured himself a shot as well. 

He drank it and rose from the table.
In height, Papa was nothing to look at. No comparison with Mama. 

Mama was a tall, full-bodied woman with a voice like a horse, whereas 
Papa was only her spouse. Moreover, Papa had freckles.

He got to the door in one step and asked: “Who’s there?”
“It’s me,” said the voice behind the door.
Right then the door opened and the maid Natasha walked in, self-

conscious and pink. Just like a flower. Just like a flower.
Papa sat down.
Mama drank some more.
The maid Natasha and the other one, the one just like a flower, turned 

red with shame. Papa looked at them and refrained from comment, ex-
cept that he drank another shot, as did Mama.

To silence the unpleasant burning in his mouth, Papa opened a can 
of lobster pâté. Everyone was very happy and ate until dawn. But Mama 
sat in her seat saying nothing. This wasn’t pleasant at all.

Just as Papa was about to sing something, there was a bang on the 
window. Mama jumped with fright and screamed that she clearly saw 
someone looking into the window from the street. The others tried to 
reassure her, saying this was impossible, insofar as the apartment was 
on the third floor. No one could have looked in from the street, you’d 
have to be a giant for that, or Goliath.

But the thought was firmly lodged inside Mama’s head. Nothing in 
the world could have convinced her that nobody had looked through the 
window.
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To calm her down, they poured her another shot. She drank it. Papa 
also poured one for himself and drank it.

Natasha and the maid who was just like a flower were sitting with 
their eyes lowered in embarrassment.

“I can’t be in a good mood when we are being looked at through the 
window!” Mama was shouting.

Papa grew desperate. He had no idea how to reassure Mama. He ran 
down into the yard and tried to look from there into the windows of at 
least the second story. Of course, he was unable to reach even that high 
up. But Mama was not convinced by this at all. Mama never even saw 
that Papa failed to reach the windows of even the second story.

Papa blew into the dining room in great frustration and immediately 
gulped down two shots, pouring an extra one for Mama. Mama drank 
it but announced she was drinking only to display her conviction that 
someone had, in fact, looked in through the window.

Papa threw up his arms.
“Look,” he said to Mama, and, approaching the window, pulled both 

frames ajar.
A man with a soiled shirt collar and a knife in his hands tried to climb 

in. Papa slammed the window shut and said: “There’s no one there.”
But the man with the soiled shirt collar was standing outside the 

window and staring into the room. He even opened the window and 
walked in.

Mama became awfully excited. She collapsed in a fit of hysterics, but, 
after drinking a bit of what Papa offered her and snacking on a mari-
nated mushroom, she calmed down again.

Soon Papa too returned to his senses. Everyone sat back down at the 
table and went on drinking.

Papa picked up a newspaper and turned it around several times, try-
ing to figure out which end is the top and which the bottom. But he 
didn’t succeed no matter how hard he tried, and so set the paper aside 
for another drink.

“It’s all good,” said Papa, “but we’re missing pickles.”
Mama bellowed obscenely, which made the maids so embarrassed 

that they engrossed themselves in studying the patterns of the table-
cloth.

Papa drank some more and then, snatching Mama, hoisted her up 
onto the wardrobe.



��������� Some Philosophical Positions in Some “OBERIU” Texts ���������

— 347 —

To Ring—To Fly (Third Cisfinite Logic)

And now the house flew.
And now the dog flew.
And now the dream flew.
And now the mother flew.
And now the garden flew.
The horse flew.
The bathhouse flew.
The balloon flew.
Now the rock starts to flying.
Now the stump starts to flying.
Now the moment starts to flying.
Now the circle starts to flying.
A house flies.
A mother flies.
A garden flies.
A clock to fly.
A hand to fly.
Eagles to fly.
A spear to fly.
And horse to fly.
And house to fly.
And period to fly. 
A forehead flies. 
A chest flies. 
A stomach flies.
Oh-no, catch it—the ear is flying. 
Oh-no, look—the nose is flying. 
Oh-no, my monks—the mouth is flying.

2
The house rings.
The water rings.
The rock nearby is ringing.
The book nearby is ringing.
Mother, son and garden ring.



— 348 —

————————— The OBERIU Circle (Daniil Kharms and His Associates) —————————

A rings.
B rings.
THAT flies and THAT rings.
The forehead rings and flies.
The chest rings and flies.
Hey, monks—mouth is ringing!
Hey, monks—forehead’s flying!
What to fly, but not to ring?
The ring is flying and to ring.
THERE is flying and ringing.
Hey, monks! We’re to fly!
Hey, monks! We’re to flying!
We’re to fly and THERE to fly.
Hey monks! We’re to ringing!
We’re to ringing and THERE to ring.

Spring 1930 
Translated by Matvei Yankelevich

An Optical Illusion

Semyon Semyonovich, putting on his glasses, looks at the pine tree and 
sees a peasant sitting on the pine and threatening him with his fist. 

Semyon Semyonovich, taking off his glasses, looks at the pine tree 
and sees that no one is sitting on it. 

Semyon Semyonovich, putting on his glasses, looks at the pine tree 
and again sees that a peasant is sitting on the pine and threatening him 
with his fist. 

Semyon Semyonovich, taking off his glasses, again sees that no one 
is sitting on the pine. 

Semyon Semyonovich, again putting on his glasses, looks at the pine 
tree and again sees that a peasant is sitting on the pine and threatening 
him with his fist. 

Semyon Semyonovich does not wish to believe in this phenomenon 
and considers the phenomenon an optical illusion. 

1934
Translated by Eugene Ostashevsky
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Andrey Semyonovich Spat into a Cup of Water...

Andrey Semyonovich spat into a cup of water. The water turned black 
immediately. Andrey Semyonovich squinted and stared critically into 
the cup. The water was very black. Andrey Semyonovich felt his heart 
racing.

Just then the dog of Andrey Semyonovich woke up. Andrey Semy-
onovich walked to the window and fell into deep thought.

Suddenly something large and dark whistled past the face of Andrey 
Semyonovich and flew out of the window. This was the dog of Andrey 
Semyonovich, flying like a crow onto the roof of the house across the 
street. Andrey Semyonovich sank into a squat and began to howl.

Into the room ran comrade Parrotsky.
“Is anything wrong? Are you ill?” asked comrade Parrotsky.
Andrey Ivanovich said nothing and just rubbed his hands across his 

face, over and over.
Comrade Parrotsky looked into the cup on the table.
“What is that in that cup?” he asked Andrey Ivanovich.
“I don’t know,” said Andrey Ivanovich.
Parrotsky vanished. The dog flew back into the window, lay where it 

lay before and fell asleep. 
Andrey Ivanovich came up to the table and poured the blackened 

water out of the cup.
And the soul of Andrey Ivanovich distended with light. 

August 30, 1934
Translated by Eugene Ostashevsky

Holiday

On the roof of a certain building two draftsmen sat eating buckwheat 
kasha.

Suddenly one of the draftsmen shrieked with joy and took a long 
handkerchief out of his pocket. He had a brilliant idea—he would tie a 
twenty-kopeck coin into one end of the handkerchief and toss the whole 
thing off the roof down into the street and see what would come of it.
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How great was their and my own astonishment, when they suddenly 
found they also couldn’t remember the counting order. 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 and 
6 they remember, but further on they forgot.

We all went to the commercial store called “Grocery,” which is on the 
corner of Znamenskaya and Basseynaya streets, and asked the cashier 
about our perplexity. The cashier smiled sadly, took a tiny hammer out 
of her mouth and, after moving her nose a little, said: “I think 7 comes 
after 8 when 8 comes after 7.” 

We thanked the cashier and ran out of the store with joy. But then, 
thinking deeper the cashier’s words, we again lost heart, because her 
words seemed to us to be lacking in any sense.

What were we to do? We went to the Summer Gardens and started 
counting the trees there. But when our count reached 6, we stopped and 
began arguing: according to some, 7 followed after, according to others, 
8. 

We would have argued for a very long time but then luckily some 
child fell off a bench and broke both his jaws. This distracted us from the 
argument.

After that we returned to our homes.

November 12, 1935
Translated by Eugene Ostashevsky

One Fat Man Invented a Way to Lose Weight...

One fat man invented a way to lose weight. And he lost it. The ladies 
began pestering him, trying to pry out his secret. But the thin man re-
plied that it becomes men to lose weight, whereas it does not become 
ladies at all; that ladies, on the contrary, ought to be plump. And he was 
absolutely right.

Mid 1930s
Translated by Eugene Ostashevsky
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Death of a Little Old Man

A little sphere sprang out of one little old man’s nose and fell to the 
ground. The little old man bent over to lift up the little sphere and that’s 
when a little stick sprang from his eye and also fell to the ground. The lit-
tle old man was frightened and, not knowing what to do, moved his lips. 
At that moment, out of the little old man’s mouth sprang a little square. 
The little old man grabbed his mouth, but then a little mouse sprang 
out of the little old man’s sleeve. The little old man became ill with fear 
and, so as not to fall, he sat down into a squat. But then something 
snapped inside the little old man and, like a soft plush coat, he toppled 
to the ground. That’s when a longish little reed sprang from the torn 
hole, and on its very end sat a thin little bird. The little old man wanted 
to scream out, but one of his jaws got stuck behind the other and he 
only hiccupped weakly and closed one eye. The little old man’s other eye 
remained open. It ceased moving and glistening and became motionless 
and murky, like that of a dead person. In such a way, cunning death 
caught up to the little old man who had not expected it.

1935-36
Translated by Matvei Yankelevich

The Falling-Out Old Women

One old woman, because of her excessive curiosity, fell out of the win-
dow, dropped and got all smashed up. 

Another old woman leaned out of the window and began looking 
down at the one who got smashed up, but, because of her excessive 
curiosity, also fell out of the window, dropped and got all smashed up.

Then a third old woman fell out of the window, then a fourth, then 
a fifth.

When the sixth old woman fell out, I got bored of looking at them, 
and I went to the Maltsevsky Market, where they say one blind man was 
presented with a knit shawl.

1936-37
Translated by Eugene Ostashevsky
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The Lecture 

Pushkov said:
“What is woman? An engine of love,”—and immediately got punched 

in the face.
“What for?” asked Pushkov but, receiving no answer, continued:
“This is what I think: you have to roll up to women from below. 

Women love that, they only pretend they don’t.”
Here Pushkov was again socked in the face.
“What’s going on, comrades? Fine, if that’s the case, I won’t even 

talk!” said Pushkov but, after a quarter of a minute, continued:
“Women are arranged in such a way that they are all soft and moist.”
Here Pushkov again got socked in the face. Pushkov tried to look as if 

he didn’t notice anything and continued:
“If you sniff a woman...”
But here Pushkov got smashed in the face so hard that he grabbed his 

cheek and said:
“Comrades, it is absolutely impossible to lecture under such condi-

tions. If this happens again, I won’t talk!”
Pushkov waited a quarter of a minute and continued:
“Where were we? Oh—yes! So: Women love to look at themselves. 

They sit down in front of the mirror entirely naked...”
As he said that word he was punched in the face again.
“Naked,” repeated Pushkov.
“Pow!” they whacked him in the face.
“Naked!” shouted Pushkov.
“Pow!” he got punched in the face.
“Naked! Naked everywhere! Tits and ass!” shouted Pushkov.
“Pow! Pow! Pow!” they kept punching him in the face.
“Tits and ass with a washtub!” Pushkov was shouting.
“Pow! Pow!” the punches rained down.
“Tits and ass with a tail!” shouted Pushkov, spinning to avoid the 

punches. “Naked nun!”
But then Pushkov was hit with such force that he lost consciousness 

and fell, as if mowed down, upon the floor. 

12 August 1940
Translated by Eugene Ostashevsky
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Endnotes

1	 OBERIU: An Anthology of Russian Absurdism. 
2	 For the best Russian-language edition of the “Conversations,” see Leonid Lipavsky’s 

Issledovanie uzhasa. A shorter online version may be accessed at http://anthropology.
rinet.ru/old/4/lipavski1.htm. 

3	 Druskin’s studies of Vvedensky are published in “Sborishche druzei, ostavlennykh 
sud’boiu”: “Chinari” v tekstakh, dokumentakh i issledovaniakh. 

4	 “The Witness and the Rat” came out in Modern Poetry in Translation, 21 (2003), 87-97.
5	 Eugene Ostashevsky’s translations of three “Sluchai”—“An Optical Illusion,” “A Son-

net,” and “The Falling-Out Old Women”—appear here for the first time, as do “Andrey 
Semyonovich Spat into a Cup of Water...,” “A Fable,” and “The Lecture.” The rest have 
been reprinted from his OBERIU, op. cit. 

6	 See F. T. Marinetti’s “Destruction of Syntax—Wireless Imagination—Words-in-Free-
dom”.
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1. Vsevolod Meyerhold

Alexander Burry

“We, too, will show you life that’s real—very! 
But life transformed by the theater into a spectacle most 
extraordinary.” 

—Vladimir Mayakovsky, Mystery Bouffe 

“What we need are new forms!” 
—Konstantin Treplev, in Anton Chekhov’s The Seagull 

“Meyerhold is to theater what Picasso is to painting. Their 
task is to search, to experiment, to chart new paths… 
Like Picasso, Meyerhold indicates possibilities. Without 
stopping at them, rushing to find strongholds that must 
be destroyed by the hand of the revolutionary warrior.” 

—Nikolai Foregger1

Perhaps more than any other early twentieth-century theater director, 
Vsevolod Meyerhold exemplified the avant-garde mission to destroy tra-
ditional artistic boundaries. His transformation of dramatic space, acting 
techniques, stage design, and all other elements of the theater was in-
tended to shock spectators into viewing plays anew, and to increase their 
participation in the spectacle. By finding ways to remove or minimize 
the so-called fourth wall that separated spectators from the stage, and 
turned them—from Meyerhold’s point of view—into passive observers, 
the director hoped literally to open up a new space in the theatrical struc-
ture itself, and to induce active, impassioned responses to his art. 

Background and Theatrical Apprenticeship
Meyerhold’s background distinguished him from other Russian 
avant-garde artists both because of his cultural heritage, and because 
he was considerably older than many of the figures, such as Vladimir 
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Mayakovsky and Nikolai Erdman, with whom he collaborated. Vsevolod 
Emilevich Meyerhold was born Karl Theodor Kasimir Meyergold on 10 
February 1874 (28 January, old style), in Penza, a city near the Volga 
River in southeastern Russia. He was the eighth child of Russified Ger-
man parents; his father Emil owned a vodka distillery. As the youngest 
child—and therefore unlikely to inherit the family business—he was 
able to explore his early love for theater in relative freedom. Despite its 
provincial location, Penza was a center of radical thought, and this polit-
ically charged environment strongly affected Meyerhold’s development. 
The Penza Popular Theater, which he led in the mid-1890s, sought to 
bring culture to the masses. Thus began a lifelong quest by the director 
to produce theater that was politically relevant and, after the Bolshevik 
Revolution in particular, held mass appeal.

On his twenty-first birthday, Meyerhold converted from Luther-
anism to Russian Orthodoxy, and chose Vsevolod (after the late 
nineteenth-century short story writer Vsevolod Garshin, whom he 
idolized) as his Orthodox Christian name. This conversion enabled 
him to become a Russian national, and thereby avoid conscription into 
the Prussian army. It also allowed him, as a member of the Orthodox 
Church, to marry his first wife, the Russian Olga Munt. After complet-
ing school in 1895, he studied law at Moscow University for two years, 
but left before completing his degree.2 At the same time he was study-
ing acting and violin, failing an audition for the Moscow University 
orchestra before successfully trying out for acting classes at Vladimir 
Nemirovich-Danchenko’s Moscow Philharmonia School in 1896.3 He 
studied there for two years, and then joined the company as an actor 
from 1898-1902.

Meyerhold’s apprenticeship at the Moscow Art Theater revealed him 
to be an actor of exceptional abilities: along with Chekhov’s wife-to-be, 
actress Olga Knipper, he earned a silver medal upon graduating in 1898. 
His first important role was Konstantin Treplev, a symbolist playwright 
and the hero of Chekhov’s first major play, The Seagull. Treplev offered 
Meyerhold the first of many roles that he would act and direct of tal-
ented but alienated outsiders. Other major roles included the utopian 
intelligent Petr Trofimov in Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard, and Prince 
Shuisky and Ivan the Terrible in Aleksei Tolstoy’s Tsar Fyodor Ioan-
novich and The Death of Ivan the Terrible, respectively. The intelligence 
and careful preparation Meyerhold brought to his roles, as well as his 
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supple, flexible, precise movements, were qualities he would eventually 
look for and develop in other actors when he became a director. Already 
in the Moscow Art Theater, in part as a result of his interactions with 
Chekhov, his spare, economical acting contrasted with the expressive, 
passionately emotional style that director Konstantin Stanislavsky en-
couraged. Meyerhold’s 1902 departure from the Moscow Art Theater, 
due to his dissatisfaction with its artistic principles and his increasingly 
difficult relationship with erstwhile mentor Nemirovich-Danchenko, 
coincided with the theater’s own crisis. The 1901-02 season featured 
no successful productions, and the company had run into financial dif-
ficulties. Moreover, the dominant poetic movement of Symbolism, rep-
resented by poets such as Valery Briusov, Alexander Blok, Andrei Bely, 
and Viacheslav Ivanov, focused on lofty spiritual principles and images 
that clashed with the Art Theater’s naturalist style. Stanislavsky himself 
realized that his theater was inadequate to convey this impulse, and that 
it needed to change. 

Breaking from the Moscow Art Theater
Meyerhold’s innovations as a director are commonly cast (by himself 
and others) in such direct opposition to those of Stanislavsky that it is 
well worth examining both the common ground and the crucial distinc-
tions between their visions of theater. Although the two directors are 
generally viewed in terms of an innovator/traditionalist opposition, 
Meyerhold’s theatrical revolution could not have taken place without 
the sweeping changes Nemirovich-Danchenko and Stanislavsky had 
made to Russian theatrical culture in the 1890s. Nineteenth-century 
theater before the Moscow Art Theater was essentially a star system 
in which the leading actors made all the decisions and the director was 
reduced to a mere functionary. Nemirovich-Danchenko and Stanislav-
sky’s very emphasis on ultra-realist accuracy in staging, although it 
grated on Meyerhold, offered a much-needed corrective to the near ab-
sence of systematic staging technique earlier in the century, and paved 
the way for his own innovations in this area. In addition, the diffusion 
of focus among several actors in Chekhov’s plays, which became a hall-
mark of the Moscow Art Theater, effectively replaced the star system 
and enabled Meyerhold to develop a method that required the director 
to attend to every detail of the actor’s performance. Thus, not surpris-
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ingly, Meyerhold was shaped in many ways by his apprenticeship with 
Nemirovich-Danchenko and Stanislavsky. Although his differences 
with them became apparent very early on, a 1900 statement by Mey-
erhold could easily have come from one of his mentors: “Art should 
put before us a true picture of life. Let the individual himself find in 
it what he needs without pointers or tendentious emphasis.”4 A great 
deal of what Meyerhold absorbed at the Moscow Art Theater—a focus 
on the expressivity of the performer, emphasis on character analysis 
and the inner-outer dynamic of the actor, and the sense of a need for 
thorough training of the actor through constant experiment—became 
characteristic of his directorial style as well. Indeed, despite Meyer-
hold’s continual polemics against the Theater throughout his career, 
he and Stanislavsky shared a mutual admiration that is documented in 
several sources.5 

In formulating his own style, Meyerhold was not criticizing the 
Moscow Art Theater’s naturalism in a vacuum. His arguments were to a 
great extent guided by and in agreement with Briusov’s seminal article 
“An Unnecessary Truth,” published in the journal World of Art in 1902. 
Briusov argued that Stanislavsky and Nemirovich-Danchenko’s goal 
of destroying the illusion of theatricality in its drive to present “real 
life” undermined the basic nature of theater itself, and art in general: 
“Not only the art of the theatre, but art of any kind cannot avoid for-
mal convention, cannot be transformed into a re-creation of reality.”6 
Theatrical conventions such as the very act of buying a ticket, for him, 
precluded viewers from accepting what was taking place on the stage as 
reality and not art. In fact, the more the Moscow Art Theater tried to 
present a lifelike depiction of reality, the less convincing it was: Briusov 
cites Stanislavsky’s use of crickets in his production of Chekhov’s Uncle 
Vanya. Ultimately, he calls for theater directors to celebrate the con-
ventionality (uslovnost’) of theater by highlighting its artifice through 
stylization: “Would it not then be better to abandon the fruitless battle 
against the invincible conventions of theatre, which only spring up with 
renewed strength, and rather than seeking to eradicate them, attempt 
to subjugate, to tame, to harness, to saddle them?”7 Such a call inspired 
Meyerhold to find ways of effectively underscoring the theatricality of 
his productions.



—————————————————— Vsevolod Meyerhold ——————————————————

— 363 —

a universally praised performance (not that this ever happened with 
Meyerhold’s productions) would have seemed a failure. The director’s 
deliberate attempts to astonish and at times even offend his audience 
with his stylized sets, acting, and reinterpretations of classic repertoire 
in many ways can be likened to the methods of literary Futurism. Poets 
such as Mayakovsky, Velemir Khlebnikov, and David Burliuk sought to 
provoke listeners both with flamboyant, outrageous dress and antics 
and with their poetry itself, which rejected nineteenth-century values 
of aesthetic beauty in favor of harsh images, consonantal rhymes, and 
jarring, violent verbal constructions.

A final distinction between the Moscow Art Theater and Meyerhold’s 
goals as a director involves his insistence that his productions reflect ur-
gent, contemporary circumstances. From his early upbringing in Penza, 
Meyerhold developed an interest in underground political writings, and 
participated in the 1901 Kazansky Sobor student demonstration dur-
ing a visit to St. Petersburg. Objecting to Stanislavsky’s non-partisan 
attitude, he strove to make theater a forum that always reflected current 
political concerns, even when it performed classics of Shakespeare, the 
Greek tragedians, and other non-contemporary playwrights.11 Although 
one of the central critiques of his work by Soviet authorities was that he 
employed too few contemporary texts in his productions of the 1920s 
and 30s, he continually reinterpreted classics such as Mikhail Lermon-
tov’s Masquerade, Alexander Griboedov’s Woe from Wit, and Nikolai 
Gogol’s The Government Inspector in light of contemporary reality.

Symbolist Theater
Meyerhold’s early experiences as a director in Kherson (1902-04) and 
Tiflis (Tbilisi, Georgia, 1904-05) were frustrating, but integral to the 
development of his innovative ideas. Audiences in Kherson preferred 
farce to the more serious fare Meyerhold offered; this, along with his 
insistence on developing new techniques “on the go,” using the theater 
itself as a laboratory for experiments, tended to leave audiences bewil-
dered. Nevertheless, in both cities he was able to expand their appre-
ciation and knowledge of theater by introducing and re-conceptualizing 
playwrights such as Chekhov, Henrik Ibsen, Gerhart Hauptmann, and 
Artur Schnitzler. 

Meanwhile, the Moscow Art Theater was undergoing its own crisis. 
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Its production of Maksim Gorky’s The Lower Depths had revealed the 
limits of its naturalism, and Stanislavsky was searching for a way to 
respond to the changing literary aesthetics brought on by the Symbol-
ist movement, while remaining politically relevant in light of the 1905 
revolution. At great financial risk, he rented a Studio Theater on Povar-
skaya Street and invited Meyerhold to run it. This studio, since it was 
independently funded, provided Meyerhold with a laboratory for his 
experiments. His efforts culminated in a 1905 production of Maurice 
Maeterlinck’s The Death of Tintagiles, an 1894 Symbolist play for mari-
onettes that demonstrated the inability of humans to control their own 
fate. Meyerhold’s production included non-realistic pictures drawn 
by designers Nikolai Sapunov and Sergei Sudeikin, rather than three-
dimensional sets. It also featured stylized acting in which the actors’ 
movements were carefully controlled and reduced to essential gestures, 
and Maeterlinck’s words were declaimed in a monotone suggestive of a 
dream-state rather than spoken naturalistically. Although the perfor-
mances were highly successful in capturing Maeterlinck’s otherworldly 
atmosphere, Stanislavsky did not approve of the extent to which Mey-
erhold had departed from traditional theater. Later that year, the studio 
collapsed, Stanislavsky absorbed a great financial loss, and Meyerhold 
signed a contract to return to Tbilisi.

In May 1906, however, a new opportunity came from the well-known 
actress Vera Komissarzhevskaia, who had starred across from Meyer-
hold as Nina Zarechnaia in Chekhov’s The Seagull, and was recognized 
as the leading actress of the turn of the century. Meyerhold accepted an 
invitation from Komissarzhevskaia to join her St. Petersburg theater as 
actor and artistic director.12 Although this collaboration brought Mey-
erhold to the capital and gave Komissarzhevskaia the star director she 
was looking for, the pairing was less than ideal. As a lyric actress, Komis-
sarzhevskaia embodied an emotionally demonstrative style that clashed 
sharply with Meyerhold’s stylized techniques. The anti-naturalistic pro-
ductions of such plays as Ibsen’s Hedda Gabler and Maeterlinck’s Sister 
Beatrice forced Komissarzhevskaia to make considerable adjustments in 
her acting. Creative differences eventually ended the collaboration, as 
Meyerhold left the company in 1907. However, the so-called “Theater on 
Ofitserskaia Street” provided an invaluable experience, and was the site 
of one of Meyerhold’s most important and scandalous creative efforts: 
Blok’s Balaganchik.13
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Blok’s lyric drama draws on diverse theatrical traditions ranging 
from ancient Greek tragedy to sixteenth-century commedia dell’arte, 
meanwhile parodying Symbolism and the poet’s own earlier writings. 
The plot centers on a love triangle involving three commedia dell’arte 
figures: Pierrot, Columbine, and Harlequin.14 After Columbine rejects 
Pierrot’s love by going off with Harlequin instead, Pierrot attempts 
to reunite with her but discovers that she is actually the harbinger of 
Death. The play includes other stock figures such as a Clown and a set 
of Mystics, who represent parodies of the mysticism fashionable in St. 
Petersburg. Following the disappearance of these characters, Pierrot is 
left alone on the stage, and the play closes with him playing a mourn-
ful melody on the flute. Meanwhile, a Writer appears on stage several 
times, protesting that his authorial rights have been violated as Pierrot 
bemoans Columbine’s infidelity, attempting to reunite the lovers, and 
apologizing for losing control of the plot. 

Balaganchik inspired a variety of metatheatrical innovations on 
Meyerhold’s part. He designed the Mystics as lifeless cardboard cutouts 
that came to life only when the actors put their arms and heads through 
the openings. At one climactic point of the play, the Clown is beaten 
with a wooden sword and collapses over the footlights with blood that 
is clearly cranberry juice streaming from his head. Stagehands were 
overtly visible throughout the production. Through these innovative 
strategies, Meyerhold “bared the device” of the theatrical conventions, 
exposing the illusions of theater and putting the actors in situations in 
which they were estranged from their stock roles. 

The premiere of Balaganchik, which took place on 30 December 
1906, caused an uproar, with many spectators shouting and even fight-
ing with each other.15 Overall, the audience was completely divided, as 
some spectators gave the play a standing ovation and others cursed and 
whistled; there was no middle ground. Most of the critical reviews were 
scathing, and not surprisingly, Blok and Meyerhold’s satire alienated 
many Symbolists, notably Bely, and their followers. This outraged reac-
tion became a pattern for Meyerhold’s entire career, as his productions 
were routinely trashed by critics such as Alexander Kugel and Alexander 
Benois, who had ulterior motives, and critiqued more seriously by erst-
while supporters and collaborators such as Stanislavsky, Lunacharsky, 
and Mayakovsky (in the 1930s under Stalin, of course, negative criti-
cism took on a much more ominous tone). Needless to say, such reviews 
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Meyerhold and Opera
Vladimir Teliakov, the director of the imperial theaters, had hired Mey-
erhold to direct opera as well as drama at the Alexandrinsky Theater, 
and this became an equally important part of his career in the 1910s. 
Because music was so ingrained in Meyerhold’s conception of theater 
art and played such a big role in his career, it is worth pausing to exam-
ine its influence on his career and theory. Meyerhold’s notes and writ-
ings are deeply informed by his musical background, and saturated with 
musical references and techniques. He envisioned himself conducting a 
theatrical performance as though it were a musical one, and constantly 
used musical terms for tempo and dynamics.21 Ernest Garin, one of 
Meyerhold’s leading actors, recalls his director’s musical abilities: “he 
possessed perfect pitch and an outstanding musical memory; he played 
the violin, was a marvellous conductor, read scores fluently, and had a 
musical sense of the word (poetry and prose) and of movement.”22 Per-
haps most significantly, his system of biomechanics, which I will discuss 
below, is conceptualized in musical terms.

Meyerhold’s 1909 production of Richard Wagner’s Tristan and Isol-
de—his debut as an opera director—was an especially formative step in 
the development of his unique style. Meyerhold’s profound attention to 
the interrelationship of arts on the stage stems in large part from his in-
terest in Wagner’s theory of a Gesamtkunstwerk, or total artwork. Given 
Meyerhold’s consistent, lifelong aim of organizing the actors’ move-
ments according to a musical rhythm, Wagner’s innovations were an 
important influence.23 The composer’s music dramas, including Tristan 
and the four operas of The Ring of the Nibelung, feature leitmotifs, or 
recurring themes heard in different variations in the orchestra. These 
leitmotifs, in addition to unifying the opera musically and supplement-
ing what is going on onstage, express deeper psychological implications 
of the action; their plasticity allows them to change according to the 
given situation. Through such techniques, Wagner gives the orchestra a 
much greater role than previous operatic composers did, and allows the 
work’s non-verbal material to supersede the text in its expression of the 
music drama’s meaning. 

Meyerhold, in directing Tristan, called for the actors to allow the 
orchestra to guide their rhythms, and to use gestures to supply what is 
unsaid in the music. However, he in no way followed Wagner’s theory 
or indications verbatim. He considered the composer’s stage directions 
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unimaginative, and allowed the orchestra to dictate the action instead. 
Similarly, he constructed a relief stage based on Georg Fuchs’s theory 
in his recent book The Stage of the Future, judging it superior to Wag-
ner’s Bayreuth theater.24 For these reasons, Tristan is in many respects 
emblematic of Meyerhold’s re-conceptualizing of classics in such a way 
as to breathe new life into them and bring out their full potential. As 
Edward Braun puts it, “Meyerhold’s Tristan and Isolde must be acknowl-
edged as probably the first attempt to free the composer’s conception of 
the ‘Gesamtkunstwerk’ from the banal conventions of the nineteenth-
century and give it credible theatrical form.”25

Following Tristan, Meyerhold directed many additional operas, 
including Christoph Willibald Gluck’s Orpheus and Euridyce, Richard 
Strauss’s Elektra, Petr Tchaikovsky’s The Queen of Spades, and Alex-
ander Dargomyzhsky’s The Stone Guest, the latter two of which are 
based on works by Pushkin. Queen of Spades was one of Meyerhold’s 
last productions. He was planning to direct Giuseppe Verdi’s Rigoletto 
in Stanislavsky’s Opera Studio-Theater—a position Stanislavsky had 
given him shortly before his death in 1939—when his work was inter-
rupted by his arrest. Moreover, Meyerhold played an influential role in 
the composition of several major operas of the 1920s, including Sergei 
Prokofiev’s 1921 The Love for Three Oranges and his 1927 revision of 
his youthful 1916 opera The Gambler, as well as Dmitry Shostakovich’s 
1928 The Nose.

Meyerhold and Revolutionary Theater
Meyerhold embraced the revolution immediately in 1917, becoming 
a member of the communist party right after the Bolsheviks came to 
power. Although it is difficult to extricate his enthusiasm for the Bolshe-
vik cause from his aesthetic goals, there is no question that he professed 
a desire to create a theater that would reflect the ideals of the revolution 
from the beginning. His post-revolutionary theater began with a pro-
duction of Mayakovsky’s Mystery-Bouffe, which Rudnitsky calls “the first 
fully and thoroughly political play in the history of Russian theater.”26

In many ways, the Futurist poet was the perfect artistic and ideologi-
cal partner for Meyerhold. Mayakovsky’s poetic style of the 1910s, with 
its harsh, provocative rhymes and urban, grandiose images in many 
ways parallels Meyerhold’s style, with its attempts to shock the audi-
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ence by exposing the theatricality of his productions. Like Meyerhold, 
who engaged in a harshly polemical relationship with critics and rivals, 
Mayakovsky, along with fellow poets Burliuk, Khlebnikov, and Vasily 
Kamensky, aimed to antagonize audiences and society at large both 
with the content of their art and their manner of performing it. These 
four poets were also co-signatories of several poetic manifestoes during 
the early 1910s, most notably A Slap in the Face of Public Taste, which fa-
mously proclaimed the Futurists’ desire to “throw Pushkin, Dostoevsky, 
and Tolstoy overboard the steamship of modernity.” In their early col-
laboration on Mayakovsky’s play Mystery-Bouffe, the poet and director 
expressed a vision of the revolution that was both propagandistic and 
artistically innovative. Thus, the revolution provided an impetus toward 
greater ideological commitment and—especially for Meyerhold—a ve-
hicle for long-desired artistic experiments.

Mayakovsky’s play, which was written for the first anniversary of 
the October revolution, begins with instructions that insist on its con-
temporaneity: “In the future, all persons performing, presenting, read-
ing, or publishing Mystery-Bouffe should change the content, making 
it contemporary, immediate, up-to-the minute.”27 In it, seven pairs of 
Western politicians and wealthy people (the “Clean”) force seven pairs 
of proletarians (“the Unclean”) into an ark, where they are oppressed 
by various leaders. The Unclean ultimately throw the Clean overboard 
and follow the Man of the Future (clearly representing Mayakovsky) 
into an earthly paradise. After additional cosmic struggles, the Unclean 
triumph and sing an ode to a future Soviet utopia. The play, which Maya-
kovsky co-directed, was highly episodic, and with its aim to educate the 
viewer ideologically, completely shunned the type of realist psychology 
that Meyerhold himself disliked. It contained elements of the circus 
and street theater, clowns and masks, and other devices that Meyerhold 
favored. Sergei Eisenstein, who was perhaps the most famous of Meyer-
hold’s students, described it as a “circusization of the theater.” 

Mystery-Bouffe thus provided Meyerhold with ready-made solutions 
for the stylistic experiments he was trying to conduct. The director made 
the most of the political satire offered by the play, giving the “clean” 
forces clown-like costumes and dressing the “unclean” in identical gray 
costumes to demonstrate the solidarity of the masses. The sets and cos-
tumes were designed by the Suprematist painter Kasimir Malevich, who 
treated the theatrical space in a cubist manner, arranging the actors, as 
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he put it, “in vertical compositions in the manner of the latest style of 
painting.”28 Anatoly Lunacharsky, the Soviet Commissar of Enlighten-
ment, gave a positive review of Mystery-Bouffe, which was very success-
ful overall. In 1921, Mayakovsky rewrote the play for Meyerhold, who 
put on a second production. This time, the director dispensed with the 
curtain, removed several rows of seats, and extended a long ramp into 
the audience; these measures allowed for the type of audience-actor 
interaction Meyerhold continually sought.

Following his first production of Mystery-Bouffe, Meyerhold under-
went a period of creative inactivity during the Civil War that followed 
the October Revolution. After being arrested in Novorossisk and nearly 
executed by the Whites during a trip to Crimea, he returned to Mos-
cow in 1920, and was appointed head of the Theatrical Department of 
the Commissariat by Lunacharsky. His new theater, the Russian Soviet 
Federal Socialist Republic (RSFSR) Theater no. 1, was an old space that 
was customarily used for political rallies. Meyerhold turned it into a 
revolutionary theater by removing the footlights and connecting the 
stage to the auditorium. He opened the theater with Belgian poet Emile 
Verhaeren’s 1898 play The Dawn, which depicted a besieged people unit-
ing with soldiers against a tyrannical oppressor. Meyerhold modernized 
the play to affirm the alliance between the Red Army and proletarian 
workers, directing the actors to speak as though they were at a rally. At 
one point, the audience joined in for a singing of the Internationale. 
Despite this example of spontaneous audience involvement, which 
Meyerhold always encouraged, he was already at this point critiqued for 
not portraying the revolution “correctly,” as Nadezhda Krupskaia judged 
his portrayal of the proletariat to be inadequate.29 As such, the mass 
theater episode was short-lived: with the onset of NEP policies follow-
ing the victory of wartime communism, subsidies were withdrawn from 
the RSFSR Theater and it was forced to close down. Meyerhold was still 
searching for a physical space that would enable him to bring his vision 
to life, a search that continued for the rest of his career. 

Biomechanics
Beyond Meyerhold’s actual involvement in musical performances, his 
early interest in music, as mentioned previously, manifests itself most 
directly in biomechanics. This technique characterizes his theatrical 
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with the Pavlovian theory of reflexology that influenced him, Meyerhold 
wanted the actor to use mechanical movements to produce universal 
emotions; in this sense, again, his techniques directly contradicted Stan-
islavsky’s method, which encouraged the actor to start with internal, 
individualized emotions, and use them to inspire gestures, expressions, 
and physical movements. Meyerhold’s three-part rhythm was intended 
to structure all of the actor’s movements, establish a common language 
between actors and the director, and create a quasi-musical effect of 
fluid, rhythmically-organized contrasts in shape, color, and gesture. 

Meyerhold’s biomechanics, which embodied his actor-training tech-
nique, were accompanied in the early 1920s by constructivist stage 
designs. This simultaneously developing movement, promulgated by 
Aleksei Gan in his 1922 book Constructivism, similarly emphasized in-
dustrial, mechanical aspects of art. Just as Meyerhold celebrated the 
actor’s body as the key to performance, constructivist collaborators 
such as Liubov Popova and Varvara Stepanova produced machine-like 
sets comprised of various wheels, chutes, ramps, and other mechanical 
devices that complemented Meyerhold’s principal productions of the 
time: Belgian playwright Fernand Crommelynck’s 1920 farce, The Mag-
nificent Cuckold, and nineteenth-century Russian playwright Alexander 
Sukhovo-Kobylin’s 1869 The Death of Tarelkin, both produced in 1922. 

The earlier of these productions, The Magnificent Cuckold, offered 
audiences an introduction to Meyerhold’s biomechanics, as the director 
realized his ambition of creating a new theater with actors trained in his 
own style for the first time. Its comic plot of love and jealousy lent itself 
particularly well to the three-part motions underlying the technique. In 
one scene, the jealous Bruno, who has no grounds to suspect his wife 
Stella of infidelity, describes her virtues to her cousin Petri and orders 
her to undress in order to test them. Noticing Petri’s lust for Stella, he 
slaps him, and the motion cues the wheels of Popova’s constructivist 
sets; this slap is an oft-cited example of Meyerhold’s biomechanical 
etudes. The Magnificent Cuckold contained a great deal of bawdy, erotic 
content, which outraged Lunacharsky and led to a series of written 
polemics between him and Meyerhold. However, Meyerhold actually 
deemphasized the play’s sexual element in favor of tragicomedy, or what 
Braun refers to as “a universal parable on the theme of jealousy, with the 
style of performance furnishing a constant commentary on the dialogue 
and the situations.”32 Overall, the clown-like acrobatics of the produc-
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tion were pleasing to most audiences and critics, who praised it for its 
spirit of youthful freshness.

The Mandate and The Government Inspector
Following Meyerhold’s early projects involving biomechanics, he 
achieved an unusual victory in his work on Nikolai Erdman’s 1924 
play, The Mandate: this was one of his few productions that received 
near unanimous acclaim. The play, which satirizes communal living 
and exposes the bourgeoisie, represents a twentieth-century continu-
ation of Gogol’s comic style; not surprisingly, many characteristics of 
Meyerhold’s production of it anticipate similar qualities in his next 
important production, The Government Inspector. In this respect, The 
Mandate represents an important development in his career, as Mey-
erhold moved from a style featuring masks, contrasting social classes, 
and the playful humor and acrobatics of The Magnificent Cuckold and 
other earlier productions to a more realist style that focused on the 
daily life and psychology of ordinary people of identical class origin. 
Erdman’s play, which premiered on April 20, 1925, drew a great deal 
of laughter from the audiences; however, the satire was more somber 
and even grotesque than in earlier productions, as it featured heavy 
use of mime and freezing during moments of shocking revelations. The 
grim satire was underscored by Meyerhold’s use of moving walls and 
sidewalks on the stage, with the walls intended to symbolize the bour-
geoisie’s isolation from the world, and its inability to adjust to the So-
viet regime. Erdman turned out to be the only major Soviet playwright 
besides Mayakovsky with whom Meyerhold experienced a creatively 
satisfying collaboration. However, their next project, Erdman’s 1928 
play The Suicide, was far less successful. In a sign of the changing times, 
it was halted in production, and Erdman was eventually arrested and 
exiled to Siberia for nine years.

Many elements of The Mandate, especially the grotesque, satirical 
focus on banal, everyday events and the use of frozen poses, paved 
the way for his production the following year of Nikolai Gogol’s 1842 
play. The Government Inspector represents the high point of Meyerhold’s 
post-revolutionary experiments, and perhaps even of his entire career. 
It can be seen as a kind of a signature piece, a summation of many of 
his metatheatrical innovations, use of rhythm to organize a production, 
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loose treatment of classic texts, and adaptation of them to reflect con-
temporary reality.

Gogol’s The Government Inspector is widely considered the greatest 
play in Russian literature. Its plot revolves around a young, penniless 
civil servant named Khlestakov, who has stopped at a provincial inn on 
his way home from St. Petersburg, and is in danger of being thrown 
out for not paying his bill. Meanwhile, the Mayor of the town has just 
received a letter warning him of an upcoming visit from a government 
inspector. A comedy of errors ensues, as the townspeople are convinced 
that Khlestakov’s behavior—not paying his bills but nevertheless de-
manding to be served good food—proves that he is the incognito in-
spector.33 For his part, Khlestakov is briefly convinced early on that the 
Mayor is attempting to imprison him, until he brings him to his home, 
feeds him, and introduces him to his wife and daughter, who along with 
the townspeople fawn on him and are easily led to believe him when he 
boasts of exaggerated, fictitious wealth, connections, and accomplish-
ments. After being extravagantly wined, dined, and bribed, Khlestakov 
leaves town, and the townspeople realize the truth about him only af-
ter the postmaster intercepts a letter to a friend in which Khlestakov 
ridicules them for mistaking him for an inspector, and suggests that his 
friend, a writer, should compose a literary work out of his experience. 
The play ends with the announcement of the actual inspector, at which 
the townspeople freeze in terror.

After its initial production in 1836, Gogol was dissatisfied with the 
play’s reception, as most audiences—including Tsar Nicholas I—viewed 
it as a farce. He revised it in 1842, adding character sketches, and several 
other changes that clarified it as a tragicomedy. The changes include the 
epigraph “It’s no use blaming the mirror if your face is crooked,” which 
clarified the moral message of the Mayor’s famous announcement—to 
the townspeople but facing the audience—“What are you laughing at? 
You’re laughing at yourselves!” These revisions, and the generic ambiva-
lence inherent in the play, which should really be considered a tragicom-
edy of “laughter through tears,” gave Meyerhold special leeway in his 
adaptation of the play for his production. 

Characteristically, Meyerhold altered the classic text in order to try to 
get closer to Gogol’s central ideas, and in doing so, offered an interpreta-
tion of the play’s relevance for contemporary Soviet reality.34 He did so 
in part by using “surrounding” texts: these included both the 1835 and 
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1. Eisenstein: A Short Biography

Frederick H. White

Sergei Mikhailovich Eisenstein is acknowledged as one of the found-
ing fathers of cinema, best known for his montage style and one of the 
greatest �lms ever made—�e Battleship Potemkin. Eisenstein, however, 
was a complex man who may also be considered a talented �lm theorist, 
teacher, essayist, set-designer and much more. For the many facets of 
his character, there are just as many interpretations for understanding 
his life. Was he an apologist for political tyranny, Iosif Stalin’s lackey, or 
a victim of that tyranny? Did he actively keep alive the ideals of the Rus-
sian intelligentsia during the dark times of Soviet repression or simply 
play the system against itself? �ese are di�cult questions that are still 
being debated. What can be said is that Eisenstein has had a profound 
in�uence on world cinema as well as generations of experimental �lm-
makers. What follows is a short biography of his life. 

Eisenstein was born on 3 January 1898 in Riga. His father was a civil 
engineer and his mother was the daughter of a wealthy St. Petersburg 
merchant. Unfortunately, it was not a successful marriage. Eisenstein’s 
mother considered her husband vulgar and thought that her son should 
grow up to become a man of culture. With this aim in mind she not 
only supplied him generously with books of all kinds, but even took 
him at the age of eight to Paris where he saw many things, but remem-
bered most of all an early �lm of George Méliès, Four Hundred Jokes of 
the Devil. Even so, Eisenstein mainly lived with his father in Riga, after 
his parents divorced, and was raised in the style typical of the upper 
classes—a private governess, tutors and instructors for music, dance 
and horseback riding. 

As a child in Riga, Eisenstein was an avid reader in three foreign lan-
guages—German, French and English. He was greatly impressed by the 
circus and the theater, the later being his �rst true passion while cinema 
was still in its infancy.1 Although Eisenstein’s international fame would 
eventually rest on his reputation as a �lm director, he was actually ac-
complished in many other artistic areas. He became an author of �lm 
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ing dissolves, Glumov is transformed into a machine gun, a donkey, a 
baby, etc. Ronald Bergan explains: “Glumov then wanders over rooftops, 
climbs a steeple, waves at an aeroplane �ying above, hangs his top-hat 
on the steeple, loses his footing and falls into a motorcar that takes him 
to the very theatre (the Proletkult) where the show is taking place.” As 
the �lm ends, Glumov burst through the screen and onto the stage hold-
ing a reel of �lm.3 In this production, we might see Eisenstein’s transi-
tion from the stage to the screen. Although his passion had always been 
for the theater, there were exciting opportunities for the young director 
o�ered by the new technology of cinema. 

Eisenstein’s last production in the theater was a play entitled Gas 
Masks, which was staged in a real gas works. �e audience sat on rows 
of wooden benches placed around the factory �oor. It was not a success, 
but its importance lies in the fact that Eisenstein had moved from the 
unreal circus-like atmosphere of his previous plays to a more natural-
istic style. Following the failure of this play, Eisenstein turned his full 
attention to �lm. At this time the Soviet cinema industry was divided 
into two camps. One was the school of Dziga Vertov and the Cine-Eyes 
(kinoki) who rejected all forms of drama within cinema as it re�ected, 
so they believed, pre-Revolutionary bourgeois culture. Vertov wished to 
capture the dynamism of life for the new Soviet citizen so as to inspire 
the masses and e�ect change in their political consciousness. �e other 
camp was concerned with more conventional �lm dramas. In�uenced 
by the large in�ux of Western �lms, there were Soviet feature �lms that 
addressed Revolutionary subject matter, such as Brigade Commander 
Ivanov and �e Little Red Devils, while embracing the Hollywood genres 
of adventure, comedy and romantic melodrama.

In 1924 Eisenstein was given the opportunity to make his �rst full-
length feature, Strike. �e �lm was about a labor strike at a factory in 
reaction to the exploitation of workers by the factory bosses. Although 
there were doubts originally about Eisenstein and his methods, the �lm 
was a success as the �lm seemed to capture the spirit of the Revolution. 
In fact, it was Eisenstein’s radical use of montage that was innovative. 
�e audience was shocked and exhausted by Eisenstein’s rapid combina-
tion of stimuli, connected arbitrarily, which played upon their human 
re�exes. In the �lm, as an example, demonstrators are �red upon and 
then an ox is brutally slaughtered. �e juxtaposition of the demonstra-
tors and the dying ox conveyed the feeling of a human slaughter. Strike 
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was typical of Eisenstein’s early work as there were no signi�cant indi-
vidual heroes, but rather a big event and vast crowd scenes. 

Olga Bulgakowa writes, “�e new medium fascinated Eisenstein for a 
number of reasons. �e radical avant-garde approach to art—deforma-
tion, fragmentation, dynamism, discontinuity, simultaneity, penetra-
tion of space and time—now became technically grounded. �e camera 
could deform and segment reality, then reassemble it in every possible 
way. It could speed up or slow down the passage of time. Film was the 
modern Futurist art form par excellence.”4

�e following year, Eisenstein started work on his next project. �e 
original intention had been to make a �lm called �e Year 1905, showing 
many of the important events of that early revolutionary year. However, 
there was limited time as the �lm was meant to be shown before the 
end of the anniversary year—so, in e�ect, there were only nine months 
to write the script, shoot the �lm, edit it and have it ready for showing. 
When �lming started, the weather in Leningrad was awful so the �lm 
crew was eventually sent to Odessa to work on another sequence. While 
there, Eisenstein wrote/edited the script for what would become �e 
Battleship Potemkin.

Potemkin is shorter than Strike and has a more consistent style. 
None of the echoes of the circus are found in this second �lm as it is 
essentially a dramatized documentary—even though many of the �nest 
scenes have no historical basis and were conceived by inspiration. In this 
�lm, the unbearable conditions on the Potemkin come to a head when 
the ship’s doctor declares rotten meat in the sailors’ soup safe to eat. 
�e sailors who refuse to eat the meat are to be shot as mutineers. Just 
before the execution, the mood of the ship changes and both o�cers 
and sailors are killed in a skirmish. �e whole city gathers at the funeral 
of Vakulinchik, the sailor who led the uprising and seeing the dead sailor 
as a unifying symbol of sacri�ce, the citizens of Odessa join the Potemkin 
in revolt. Cossacks soon arrive in their summer tunics to restore order. 
�e most famous scene in this �lm is the massacre that occurs on the 
port steps of Odessa. Here the common people are confronted with the 
unstoppable force of the state. �e Cossacks march down the steps �r-
ing into the innocent crowd. A woman is shot and a baby carriage rolls 
down the steps along with the �eeing crowd. In response, the Potemkin 
�res on military headquarters in Odessa in support of the revolt. War-
ships are then sent to destroy the Potemkin and the tension builds as the 
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sailors prepare for battle. Rather than a �nal bloodbath, however, the 
�lm ends with a sense of catharsis as the squadron refuses to �re on the 
Potemkin—ultimate defeat has been avoided. �e �lm has been generally 
regarded as a masterpiece of the �lmmaker’s art, though spontaneously 
created in many of its details, it was also loyal to Eisenstein’s consistent 
beliefs that �lm-editing should be a montage of collisions, bristling with 
a few focal points and a good punch in the audience’s nose. 

�e public premiere of Potemkin was on 18 January 1926. �e theater 
was decorated like a ship with the ushers dressed in naval uniforms. 
�e �lm received a lukewarm response from audiences who preferred 
Hollywood fare. Attendance �gures were exaggerated by Soviet o�cials, 
however, to demonstrate to the rest of the world that there were large 
audiences for Soviet �lms. It was only after the enthusiastic reaction 
of the foreign press that the �lm was shown in the best theaters in the 
Soviet Union. Mike O’Mahony writes: “Critical responses were largely 
positive, perhaps the most euphoric being N. Volkhov’s declaration in 
Trud that Potemkin signi�ed ‘the true victory of Soviet cinematography’ 
and that the �lm constituted ‘an authentic work of cinematographic art, 
deeply thrilling in its perfection.’ Alexei Gvozdev added that the �lm was 
‘the pride of Soviet cinema’ and that even Hollywood had not managed 
to produce a �lm ‘that is so captivating in its execution and at the same 
time so signi�cant in its content.’” Eisenstein’s contemporaries, such as 
Kuleshov and Vsevolod Pudovkin, were less enthusiastic.5

Signi�cant in our present context, O’Mahony argues that the visual 
vocabulary of Russian Constructivism can be found in both Strike and 
Potemkin. One must remember that Eisenstein had studied with Mey-
erhold, Popova and others who had helped to de�ne this movement’s 
artistic vocabulary. Eisenstein emphasizes industrial machinery in both 
�lms and frames individual shots to highlight geometrical and quasi-
abstract forms. Eisenstein also exposes the �lmmaking process, his 
cinematic techniques, thus making apparent the structural principals of 
his art. In both �lms he engages the dynamism, technology and tempo 
of Russian Constructivism, its central ideological tenets, as well as the 
theatrical pageants and parades that dominated the early Soviet period.6

Consequently, it was Eisenstein’s next project which brought him into 
direct contact with Soviet ideology and those who made political policy. 
�e suicide of Sergei Esenin, the famous village poet, in December 1925 
had seemingly caused a mysterious wave of copy-cat suicides, which 
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called into question the Russian national character. Was it embodied in 
anarchism, alcoholism and a lack of personal discipline? Eisenstein was 
to combat this notion with the Americanization of the Russian village 
in �e General Line, which was to be, in essence, a topical movie about 
Stalinist collectivization. Eisenstein’s ideas for the �lm, however, were 
quite radical. He refused to use a professional actress for the lead part 
and instead hired a bony and haggard peasant with a syphilitic nose. 
�e old village was to be depicted as crude, but able to be transformed 
into a Constructivist utopia. In the �lm, machines would meet Russian 
paganism and a milk separator would produce an orgasm to epitomize 
the ecstasy of the farm’s transformation. To add good measure, the 
montage would be augmented with the rhythms of American jazz. 

Production on �e General Line was halted, however, when Eisenstein 
was ordered to begin a �lm on the October Revolution. �is new proj-
ect was meant for the up-coming anniversary celebration, but also to 
counter Western �lms that were glorifying the last days of the Romanov 
dynasty. Eisenstein began shooting October in April 1927 and the �lm 
was released to the general public in March 1928. It is best known for 
its mass storming of the Winter Palace with over 5,000 extras, for the 
90 arc lights that turned night into day and for Eisenstein riding on a 
motorcycle, directing a horde of extras through a megaphone. October 
is much less disciplined than Potemkin and su�ers from the defects of 
Strike, mixing satire with realism and naturalism with fantasy. 

Bulgakowa writes that the �lm did not strengthen the myth of the 
October Revolution as intended, but became a game of intellectual 
montage that dismantled the myth of history itself. “[Eisenstein] felt 
like a genius, for in this �lm he had not only grasped history, but had 
mastered the �lm medium itself: he had gone beyond the basic phenom-
enon of �lm, namely the illusion of movement. He no longer needed 
that illusion, since he could create movement in a di�erent manner. To 
this end he used montage of extremely short, static shots of statues 
and things. Montage made these static objects dynamic and triggered 
the movement of thought. �is discovery gave him a sense of total free-
dom. He now could control not only re�exes and emotions, but even 
dialectical thinking. He had invented a new language that visualized 
thought—this was his world mission. He called his new theory—largely 
developed in a psychedelic delirium—‘intellectual �lm’.”7 �e �lm was 
not considered a success in the Soviet Union at the time of its showing. 
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Russia in the thirteenth century from the Teutonic Knights. �e �lm, 
Alexander Nevsky, was made with extraordinary speed amidst incredible 
political pressure. Many of the director’s friends had been arrested and 
were charged with espionage while Eisenstein himself continued to face 
heavy scrutiny. He began work in the late summer of 1937 and com-
pleted it in November 1938. A year later, he received the Order of Lenin 
for this �lm—the highest award in the Soviet Union. 

Alexander Nevsky is a historical �lm with contemporary overtones. 
�e defeat of the Teutonic Knights by the forces of Alexander Nevsky 
became, by implication, a comment on Nazi aggression and proved to 
be a prophecy of what was to happen in the Soviet Union three years 
later. O’Mahony argues that the main theme of the �lm is the defense of 
national borders. Eisenstein uses visual devices, from the opening shots 
of the boundless ancient Rus to the �nal battle on the ice, to depict na-
tional uni�cation and the a�rmation of border integrity. �e �lm also 
concentrates on Nevksy as the only hero able to unify and defend Rus 
with clear allusions to Stalin as the only individual who can defend the 
Soviet Union from National Socialist Germany.8 

�e �lm is undoubtedly one of Eisenstein’s more disciplined works, 
featuring his �rst collaboration with the composer Sergei Proko�ev for 
an original score. Bulgakowa writes: “Alexander Nevsky was Eisenstein’s 
�rst completed sound �lm. He knew that two separate stimuli—visual 
and acoustic—could either suppress or intensify each other. In this �lm, 
he explored a synaesthetic correspondence where the visual image acted 
as a sort of seeing-eye dog for the music and vice versa. �e movement 
of the music made the movement within the image perceptible—it 
highlighted not only the obvious physical motion, but also the hidden 
emotional dynamism. �e music enabled the viewer to grasp the visual 
structure of the image. Eisenstein did not want the music to increase 
the representative qualities of the image; instead, he wanted the music 
to intensify the reception of the image’s shape. In this simple, narra-
tive �lm, Eisenstein explored the theoretical and practical foundations 
for an abstract musical �lm. He described the counterpoint in the Lake 
Peipus battle scene as ‘the simplest abstract case’ that only hinted at the 
possibilities of true counterpoint. However, he managed to make the 
visual and acoustic levels so interchangeable that British Radio played 
the sound track as a radio drama in 1943. �e sound alone carried the 
entire content of the image.”9
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�e success of Alexander Nevsky returned Eisenstein to Stalin’s favor 
and he was eventually requested to make a �lm about Ivan the Terrible. 
�e historical �gure was undergoing a reinterpretation at the time. No 
longer was Ivan IV a sadistic and perverse ruler, he was now a strong-
willed individual who established a Russian absolute monarchy and 
united a country, transforming it into a centralized state. His personal 
army (oprichnina) was his purposeful instrument in this consolidation 
of power. �is reinterpretation of the tsar was meant to also provide 
commentary for Stalin’s own actions during the Great Terror. Eisenstein 
was immediately fascinated by the project and everything was left at 
his disposal as he began to research and then to formulate the project. 
Even as the war forced Eisenstein to relocate to Alma-Ata with most of 
the rest of the Soviet movie industry, he continued revising and editing 
his script. Although it had been passed in principal, Eisenstein could 
not begin shooting until Stalin himself had read and accepted the �nal 
version.

Filming �nally began in April 1943 in Alma-Ata without o�cial 
permission. Eisenstein had abandoned his “Russian montage” style in 
favor of the dark lighting e�ects of German Expressionism, which had 
been made famous by his contemporaries Fritz Lang, Paul Leni and 
F.W. Murnau. �is meant that Eisenstein had to replace his long-time 
friend and cameraman Eduard Tisse with Andrei Moskvin, who had 
vast experience with Expressionist lighting and the manipulation of 
shadows. Such a visual e�ect would work well within the Kremlin halls 
and cathedrals which would seem to have no exits, creating a menacing 
and claustrophobic feel for most scenes. When Stalin �nally granted his 
o�cial approval, everything was placed at the director’s disposal, even 
at a time of war.

Although there were to be three separate parts to the movie, Eisen-
stein attempted to shoot them simultaneously. In actuality, part one 
was shot in Central Asia at the end of the war, part two was completed 
after the war and part three was never made. �e �rst part was to deal 
with Ivan’s youth and ascent to the throne as well as his conquest of Ka-
zan. �e second part would depict Ivan’s formation of a personal army 
(oprichnina) and the conspiracies of the Boyars who poisoned the tsar’s 
wife and planned to replace him with the simpleton Vladimir Staritsky. 
�e third part was to show the conquest of Novgorod and the war 
against Livonia. Eisenstein was not limited by historical facts in his cre-
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ative choices. For example, the democratic cities of Novgorod and Pskov 
became hotbeds of reactionary Boyars. It was Eisenstein’s idea that Ivan 
the Terrible would be shown as he really was with all the bloodshed and 
cruelty that accompanied his consolidation of power in Russia, but it 
would be done in such a way as to prove that there could have been no 
other way to unify all of Russia around Moscow. 

Nearly a year after the �rst day of shooting part one, the �lm was 
being edited, as were sections of part two. In December 1944, part one 
o�cially passed the censor. Stalin himself had watched the �lm and had 
given his positive recommendation, viewing it as an educational �lm 
which interpreted correctly the complex role that Ivan IV played in Rus-
sian history. �e premiere took place in mid-January at a movie theater 
across from the Kremlin and the reviewers were ecstatic. �e �lm was 
also a success when shown in Europe and the United States. All of these 
accolades, however, only placed more pressure on Eisenstein to produce 
an equally successful part two. 

On 2 February 1946 Eisenstein completed the editing of part two 
and that same evening attended a dinner party to celebrate receiving the 
Stalin Prize for part one a week earlier. At two o’clock in the morning he 
collapsed on the dance �oor of a heart attack and was taken by ambu-
lance to the Kremlin hospital. Towards the end of May he was moved to a 
sanatorium outside the city, and a month later was allowed to convalesce 
in his house in the country. �ere, he read the �rst published criticism 
of Ivan the Terrible. On 4 September the Central Committee of the Com-
munist Party issued a statement attacking Soviet �lmmakers in general 
and Eisenstein in particular. Stalin personally disliked the second part 
of the �lm. Soviet critics, as well as Stalin, believed that Eisenstein had 
not depicted the oprichnina as a royal army, but a vigilante militia. Ivan 
IV himself is indecisive and afraid to make a decision. Rather than a 
wise ruler, the tsar is constantly told what he ought to do. Although 
Ivan IV states in the �lm that he has acted to secure a stable and uni�ed 
Russian state, other scenes seem to intimate that the tsar’s cruelty has 
not been driven by political necessity, but by childhood traumas. �e 
�lm’s camera work and shadow-e�ects were also criticized, as well as the 
tsar’s physical appearance. Eisenstein agreed that he would re-cut the 
�lm and address all of these problems, although he never did. Part two 
was shown in public only ten years after Eisenstein’s death 

On 23 January 1948, Eisenstein celebrated his �ftieth birthday and 
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USSR.12 A few years later, the �lm was subjected to a most problematic 
“restoration,” carried out in 1969 by Vertov’s wife and co-creator Eliza-
veta Svilova, together with Ilya Kopalin and Sera�ma Pumpyanskaya, 
and released (along with a very informative book)13 as part of the 1970 
Lenin centenary. It is this 1970 version, distributed by Kino Video on 
VHS and DVD, which most of us know as �ree Songs of Lenin.

Despite all of this, and notwithstanding its ready availability on 
VHS/DVD in the US and Europe, �ree Songs has attracted remarkably 
little scholarly attention, at least until recently. Surely this neglect 
has something to do with the political-ethical embarrassment now 
attendant upon both the �lm’s ardent rhetorical participation in the 
Lenin cult and its unabashed celebration of the “modernization” of 
the Muslim regions of the USSR and hymning of Soviet industrial and 
agricultural achievement more generally. It would seem that, for many 
critics, �ree Songs stands in the same relation to Vertov’s earlier �lms 
as Alexander Nevsky (1938) does to Sergei Eisenstein’s experimental 
work of the 1920s: a clear sign of that regression into authoritarian-
ism and myth that came to compromise both �lmmakers as creative 
artists and Soviet culture as a whole over the course of the 1930s.14 
Meanwhile, the �lm’s fraught history, involving three major reedits 
and the consequent disappearance of the original sound and silent ver-
sions, has no doubt made scholars rightly wary of investing too much 
interpretive energy in such a dubious text. �e three versions coincide 
with three quite di�erent political movements—speci�cally, the full-
scale inauguration of Stalin’s “personality cult” (and the waning of 
Lenin’s)15 during the Second Five-Year Plan (1933-37); the complete 
establishment of the Stalin cult by the purge years of 1937-1938; and 
the ongoing anti-Stalinist revisionism of the early “stagnation” period 
(1969-1970). Given that the transition into (and out of) “Stalinist cul-
ture” is the real issue here, it is inevitable that the presence or absence 
of “Stalin” and “Stalinism” in �ree Songs will �gure centrally in any 
interpretation of the �lm.

Although many questions remain unanswered about the original 
1934 �ree Songs, archival evidence demonstrates rather clearly that 
Stalin’s image was far more prominent in that original �lm than in the 
familiar Svilova-Kopalin-Pumpyanskaya reedit, which can be described, 
with only the slightest quali�cation, as a “de-Stalinization” of the ver-
sions of the 1930s. Contemporary reviews, for instance, make it plain 



— 422 —

������ AVaNT�GaRDE CINEMaTOgRaPHY: SERgEI EIsENsTEIN aND DZIga VERTOV ������

that Stalin and references to Stalin were conspicuous in the third of the 
three “songs.” A critic who went by the Gogolian pseudonym “Vij,” writ-
ing about H.G. Wells’ viewing of the �lm (in Moscow on 26 July 1934), 
indicated that “the writer saw Lenin at the beginning and middle of the 
�lm, and Stalin in the middle and the end.”16 Timofei Rokotov, who later 
became well-known as the editor of the journal International Literature, 
praised the �lm’s conclusion in the following terms in his review of 4 
November 1934:

It’s di�cult to imagine a better ending to the �lm than 
that image of the super-powered train “Joseph Stalin,” 
rushing irrepressibly forward, above which shine the 
words of our leader: “�e idea of storming [capitalism] is 
maturing in the consciousness of the masses.”17

�e earliest extant versions of �ree Songs (sound and silent) both con-
tain the image of this well-known train, with “Joseph Stalin” inscribed 
on the front, near the �lm’s conclusion, and Rokotov’s comment strong-
ly suggests that it was in the 1934 original as well. 

Certainly, the fact that Stalin’s then-famous comment—“the idea of 
storming [capitalism] is maturing in the consciousness of the masses,” 
from his report to the 17th Party Congress (24 January 1934)—served 
as the �lm’s concluding slogan is directly con�rmed by Vertov’s script 
for �ree Songs.18 Rokotov makes an even more intriguing reference in 
his review to the �lm’s famous prologue, with its image of the “bench” 
on which Lenin sat:

. . . a little detail [that] says so much . . . here is the same 
bench, well-known because of the photograph, where 
the great Lenin and his great student and comrade-in-
arms Stalin sat and conversed—not so long ago, it would 
seem.19

Similarly, one V. Ivanov, in a review for Rabochaia Penza of 31 December 
1934, describes the same section of the prologue as follows:

�e bench. �e memorable bench. You remember the 
picture: Lenin and Stalin in Gorki, 1922.20
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In contrast to the 1970 reedit, which o�ers a photograph of Lenin sit-
ting alone on a bench during the prologue, the 1938 versions present 
a very famous and widely distributed image of Lenin sitting together 
with Stalin (Image 1). Clearly enough, the comments by Rokotov and 
Ivanov strongly suggest that the portrait of Lenin with Stalin was the 
one displayed in the original �ree Songs. 21

Image 1: �e photo of the “seated Lenin” in the 1938 (and probably 
the 1934) versions of the prologue to �ree Songs

Finally, some of the most telling evidence of Stalin’s presence in the 
1934 �lm comes from Vertov’s own notes and plans. In a letter of com-
plaint dated 9 November 1934 to Mezhrabpom�l’m administrator Mog-
ilevskii about the bad quality of the print of �ree Songs being shown in 
Moscow’s Taganka theater, Vertov notes that the shot of “Stalin walking 
about the Kremlin” is missing, among other absent footage; again, this 
shot is present in the extant (1938) versions in the third song, though 
not in the 1970 reedit.22 Most strikingly, perhaps, a remarkable set of 
instructions from 1934 compiled by Vertov for the �lm’s sound projec-
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Turkmenistan, Kirghizstan and Uzbekistan) in and around 1924.
It is well known that a great deal of “folk” (or “pseudo-folk”) culture 

was generated as the result of o�cial sponsorship in the various na-
tional republics, with an intense burst occurring after 1933-1934, after 
narodnost’ (“national content,” or “folk sensibility”) had become a val-
ued dimension of the socialist-realist template.56 �e incorporation of 
“folk material,” along with the sync sound interviews, were precisely the 
aspects of �ree Songs that made the greatest impression on early audi-
ences. In fact, Vertov began to make recourse to “folk” materials only 
at the very end of 1932, nearly midway through the production;57 and 
there was no small irony in this “experimental” �lmmaker, previously 
associated (if only informally) with the Left Front of the Arts (LEF), 
attempting to make his art more accessible by making it “folksier.”58 
In later years, Vertov repeatedly spoke of folk material as opening up 
his personal path to socialist realism, with �ree Songs as his inaugural 
success in this area. In an unpublished talk “On Formalism” that he gave 
on 2 March 1936, he identi�ed “folk creation” as the central weapon in 
the struggle for “the unity of form and content” against “formalism and 
naturalism.” �eoretician P.M. Kerzhentsev was right, Vertov opined, to 
suggest that “the composer Shostakovich”—recently pilloried in Pravda 
for his Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District—ought to “travel around 
the Soviet Union collecting the songs of the people,” to discover that 
“foundation, on the basis of which [he] might grow creatively.”59 

It has been claimed that much of the “folk” writing produced in 
the Soviet period was more-or-less pure fabrication, done by profes-
sional writers working in Moscow and the republican capitals. Ver-
tov’s “songs,” however, seem to have a more banal origin: most likely, 
they were penned in the mid-1920s by young people associated with 
worker’s or women’s clubs or the Komsomol (Young Communist Youth 
League) organization—that is, in settings where Lenin was frequently 
commemorated, and the production of memorial verses and songs 
was encouraged (one might look to our own “essay contests” linked to 
various national or state holidays for an analogue). �ese poems were 
collected, and sometimes appeared on the pages of major central news-
papers like Pravda.60 

�us we needn’t spend much time worrying about the authenticity 
of these “folk” productions as folk productions; clearly, the important 
thing is that they were examples of anonymous, “naïve” poetry, and 
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could thus at once be presented as documents of popular sentiment 
while cohering (inasmuch as they were documents) with Vertov’s own 
kino-eye “life-as-it-is” precepts.61 As scripts or components of scripts, 
they were texts bearing “folk” legitimacy that could be presented to 
studio administrators to give them a sense of his direction; they were 
also collections of images, often (at least in the examples selected by 
Vertov) images of very physical, elemental, seasonal character, and thus 
adaptable to his established faktura practices.

Image 14: �e immobile Kara-Kum desert, near the beginning of the third song 
(�ree Songs of Lenin)

An example is this anonymous “Kirghiz Song,” the main text in the 
third of the three songs:

In Moscow, in a big stone city,
Where those chosen by the people gathered,
�ere is a nomad’s tent on a square,
And in it Lenin lies.
If you have great sadness,
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And nothing comforts you,
Go up to this tent,
And look upon Lenin,
And your woe will disperse like water

And your sadness �oat away like leaves in an aryk [stream 
or canal].62

In �ree Songs itself, this movement from sadness to “�ow” and dispersal 
occurs in the best Vertov style, as the vast, nearly unmoving expanse of 
the Kara-Kum desert, rippling with suppressed energy (Image 14), gives 
way to motion and �ow (catalyzed by Lenin’s mausoleum (the “tent”)); 
what was frozen and locked-in suddenly becomes a multi-branched 
stream linking marchers (Image 15), mass produced texts (speci�cally, 
copies of Lenin’s works rolling o� the assembly line), and eventually ir-
rigative water as such (Image 16). Now, however, the formal representa-
tion of change is motivated, perhaps even justi�ed, by the “people’s” 
own words.

Image 15: �e double-�ow of marchers into the mausoleum (�ree Songs of Lenin)
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Image 16: �e core image of the sequence: water (�ree Songs of Lenin)

* * *

We have already suggested historical reasons for Vertov’s adoption 
of character and folklore in �ree Songs. Two �nal and related questions 
concern the respective places of Lenin and Stalin in the �lm, and how we 
might account for the �lm’s actual appeal (repeatedly attested by early 
viewers) to its contemporary audiences. Noël Burch was correct, I think, 
when he wrote that, “among the Soviet masters, Dziga Vertov alone 
advocated an uncompromising tabula rasa.”63 I interpret this phrase to 
mean not only that Vertov was (as Malevich saw) drawn to a cinema of 
near-abstract dynamism in contrast to more theatrically-based contem-
poraries like Eisenstein, but was committed to a translation of political-
ly revolutionary radicalism into cinema, a translation that would require 
not only a purgation from literary and theatrical dross but a rebuilding 
of cinema from some presumed ground-level of perception. (Perhaps 
the destruction of the Civil War, leading to very palpable “levelings” of 
all sorts, helped condition this attitude as well.) 

In part, this is what accounts for critics at the time decried as Ver-
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tov’s “infantilism,” his frequent reinventings of the wheel, carried out 
as though all the established resources of cinema had to be accumulated 
again and recon�gured.64 And Vertov seemed truly to believe that these 
sorts of renovations of vision would have a virtually immediate political 
e�ect:

Gradually, through comparison of various parts of the 
globe, various bits of life, the visible world is being ex-
plored. . . . Millions of workers, having recovered their 
sight, are beginning to doubt the necessity of support-
ing the bourgeois structure of the world.65

But with the move to full-scale “socialist construction” in 1929 and the 
massive production of “Soviet” subjectivities, more e�cacious, less im-
placably corporeal mechanisms for con�guring the “revolutionary pas-
sage” for Soviet citizens was required. For Vertov, these new mechanisms 
were precisely the subjective trajectories of biographical individuals and 
the lure of folk authenticity, into whose vocabularies the raw materi-
al-perceptual transitions and leaps of earlier avant-garde faktura could 
be translated. Now, passages between old and new that had previously 
been represented in a non-“humanist” (or even “non-human”) manner 
were recoded in terms that invited sympathy and subjective investment; 
the material relationship between the static and the active slowly mu-
tated into a narrative-�gural one, like the relationship between promise 
and ful�llment. 

If Vertov’s work of the 1920s had mobilized material dynamics as 
both a �gure for and a way of e�ecting (on a perceptual level) revolution, 
the �lms of the 1930s, typi�ed by �ree Songs, insert two additional 
mediating levels: revolution as a personal, biographical trajectory (or 
what medieval Christian hermeneutics would call the “moral” level of 
interpretation), and a new base-stratum of presentiment of revolution, 
as expressed in folksong (or what those same medieval allegorists would 
call the “literal” level). �is new “machinery for ideological investment,” 
to use Fredric Jameson’s phrase, is thus arguably more complex as an 
ideological structure than what we �nd in Vertov’s work of the 1920s; a 
diagram of its signi�cant layers, in accord with the four medieval exe-
getical levels, would look like this:66
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Anagogical (collective, historical destiny; communism)
Moral (the individual process of becoming “new,” “Soviet”: 
psychology) 
Allegorical (the perceptual-somatic revolution; modernizing 
of the senses) 
Literal (here, folk poetry and music, with its utopian im-
agery: narodnoe tvorchestvo)

In other words, the desires for change expressed in folk poetry (“your 
woe will disperse like water”: the historically prior or “literal” level) can 
also mean a desire for world-historical socialist transformation (the 
anagogical level), a desire which can also be expressed in terms of indi-
vidual progress toward revolutionary consciousness (the moral level); 
and all of these levels can �nd representation, if properly articulated, in 
the “pure dynamics” of cinema (the allegorical level).

Unsurprisingly, such �gurative reading was indeed characteristic of 
the discourse of the ‘30s. We �nd a rather painful example of Vertov’s 
own allegorizing in an article he wrote about �ree Songs in 1935, where 
after noting that he structured one section of the “second song” in ac-
cord with the cadences of folk poetry (“through �re/yet they go/they 
fall/yet they go/they die/yet they go/the masses who won the Civil War/
that is Ilich-Lenin”), he goes on to argue that precisely the same passage 
from defeat to victory characterizes “the revolution in the conscious-
nesses of the workers on the White Sea Canal.”67 �is canal project, in 
fact a brutal Gulag-style forced labor enterprise built between 1931 and 
1933, was widely publicized as (and indeed, thought by many to be) as a 
grand reform-through-work venture, a disciplinary mechanism for the 
creation of Soviet citizens.68 

�ese grim motifs bring us back, at long last, to the role of Stalin in 
the �lm, and, by extension, that of Lenin. It seems best to assert that 
the Lenin of �ree Songs functions as a kind of guarantor of the ultimate 
mutual inter-translatability of the four levels indicated above. Lenin is 
at once the exemplary revolutionary person (moral), the great theorist 
of communism and founder of the USSR (anagogical), and a folk hero 
to the “people” (literal);69 as the great “electri�er” or modernizer of the 
country, he can be assimilated to the more properly Vertovian “allegori-
cal” level as well. But what of Stalin, who, as we know, was prominently 
on view throughout the �lm? Paradoxically enough, my analysis sug-
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Lenine, 1-2) and jotted down by Vertov on 3 December 1933 (RGALI f. 2091, op. 2, d. 
246, l. 41).

22	 RGALI f. 2091, op. 2, d. 423, l. 47.
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23	 RGALI f. 2091, op. 2, d. 423, ll. 65-68, here 66. It seems that Vertov prepared this 
“sound passport” in part for the �lm’s exhibition in Venice, to ensure that the sound 
was projected properly (RGALI f. 2091, op. 2, d. 423, l. 28).

24	 Much more could be said about the relationships between the various versions, though 
this is not the place to engage in a full-scale comparison. �e notorious 1938 “Stalin-
ized” sound version was essentially augmented by a long, dull speech by Stalin (about 
Lenin) in the �nal reel, more footage of various luminaries in the Stalinist hierarchy 
(e.g., Voroshilov, Ezhov), and by shots relating to the Spanish Civil War (e.g., of Dolores 
Ibárurri (“La Passionaria”) delivering a speech); much of the same Spanish material ap-
peared in Vertov’s Lullaby (1937), and at least some was retained in the 1970 reedit. �e 
1938 �ree Songs was also abbreviated by the exclusion of now-repressed “enemies of 
the people” who had appeared in the original (such as Marshal Tukhachevskii (RGALI 
f. 2091, op. 1, d. 48, ll. 9, 16)).

25	 See, for example, the cover of Pravda for 7 November (1934) (the 17th anniversary of 
the October Revolution), with its side-by-side portraits of Lenin and Stalin, among 
scores of other examples.

26	 Kanzog, “Internalisierte Religiosität,” 218.
27	 Michelson, “�e Kinetic Icon and the Work of Mourning,” 119, 129. 
28	 Bulgakowa, “Spatial Figures in Soviet Cinema of the 1930s,” 59.
29	 Mariano Prunes, “Dziga Vertov’s �ree Songs about Lenin (1934),” 274. Prunes focuses 

primarily on the co-presence of di�ering approaches to still photography in �ree 
Songs, but much of what he says holds true for the relationship between �ree Songs 
and earlier Vertov works. �e 1925 Lenin Kino-Pravda, for instance, provides the clear 
template for important features of the “mourning” sequence in the second of the three 
songs (entitled “We Loved Him”).

30	 Prunes, “Dziga Vertov’s �ree Songs about Lenin (1934),” 272.
31	 Michelson, “�e Kinetic Icon and the Work of Mourning,” 129. 
32	 Bulgakowa, “Spatial Figures in Soviet Cinema of the 1930s,” 59.
33	 �e perceptive Aleksandr Fevral’skii, reviewing �ree Songs prior to its release in No-

vember 1934, concluded by noting how the �lm “a�rms the art of socialist realism, 
thereby showing that even within a story-less cinema (which is not to say without 
theme or topic), socialist realism can �nd su�ciently vivid expression” (“Tri pesni o 
Lenine,”; cited in Sokolov Istoriia Sovetskogo Kinoiskusstva Zvukovogo Perioda, 70).

34	 Deleuze, Cinema 1, 39. All of Deleuze’s comments on Vertov here (especially 39-40 and 
82) are of the greatest interest.

35	 I am thinking here of a play like Breath (1969). 
36	 RGALI f. 2091, op. 2, d. 235, ll. 3-6.
37	 �e intriguing, vitally important exception seems to be One Sixth of the World (1926).
38	 �e idea of revolution as a “socialist springtime” was an important one, especially dur-

ing the years of the �rst Five Year Plan (1928-32); the trope partially informs Mikhail 
Kaufman’s great In Spring (1929).

39	 In the analysis of �ree Songs that follows, I will be relying on sections of the 1970 
reedit—the only version readily available outside of Russia—that correspond, to the 
best of my knowledge, to the original 1934 sound version in all essentials.

40	 Massell, �e Surrogate Proletariat, 138. �e Soviets themselves were borrowing, of 
course, from a long Euro-American tradition of incorporating, in Leila Ahmed’s words, 
“the peculiar practices of Islam with respect to women” into “the Western narrative of 
the quintessential otherness and inferiority of Islam” (Women and Gender in Islam, 149).
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41	 �ese rapid re-focalizations are a striking feature of �ree Songs. Apparently simple in 
its structure as compared with the late silent features, in fact one often �nds the whole 
relation between spectator, camera and observed object changing from one shot to the 
next, without intermediate steps. Vertov himself said that it was the most complexly 
edited of his �lms.

42	 “Tear o� each and every mask from reality” had been the slogan of the proletarian 
writers’ group RAPP, a group toward which Vertov was in fact profoundly hostile (the 
feeling was mutual). Interestingly, “the RAPP leader, Leopold Averbakh, took the slo-
gan from Lenin’s comment that the ‘realism of [Lev] Tolstoy was the tearing o� of each 
and every mask’” (Fitzpatrick, Tear o� the Masks!, 65).

43	 Vertov writes of Gasanova and of �lming her at her home in his working notes for the 
�lm: RGALI f. 2091, op. 1, d. 48, 5, and op. 2, d. 66, ll. 41-46. See Gasanova, Raskreposh-
chenie zhenshchiny-gorianki v Dagestane; and Podgotovka zhenskikh kadrov v Dagestane i 
ikh rol’ v khoziastvennom i kul’turnom razvitii respubliki. �e script for the �lm refers to 
her as “Mel’kiu”; see Deriabin, Iz naslediia. tom pervyj, 170-171.

44	 �e setting would seem to be central-Russian, although a closer look at the marching 
Pioneers suggests that they are of Central Asian ethnicity; Vertov described their musi-
cal theme as the “eastern Pioneer march.”

45	 Gasanova’s strongest competitor in this respect is Maria Belik, whose sync sound inter-
view appears in the third of the three songs. �e female radio-listener who eventually 
appears sculpting a Lenin bust in the �rst section of Enthusiasm—a woman referred 
to as “Tasia” in Vertov’s notes for the �lm (RGALI f. 2091, op. 2, d. 239, l. 75ob)—is a 
minor precursor; the “man with a movie camera” incarnated by Mikhail Kaufman in the 
�lm of that name is another obvious “protagonist,” although he does not, to my mind, 
emerge as a subjectivized character in any signi�cant sense. To be sure, full-�edged 
characters do appear in Vertov’s later work, realized and unrealized; the married couple 
at the center of To You, Front! (1942) is probably the apotheosis here.

46	 Kino-Eye, 5.
47	 RGALI f. 2091, op. 2, d. 423, l. 37. �e turn to “humanism” was a characteristic of 

cultural discourse at the time; see the self-critical speech by former LEF-ist Viktor Shk-
lovsky at the �rst Congress of Soviet Writers, “In the Name of the New Humanism,” 3.

48	 “�e newspapers ran many stories on the extraordinary achievements of ordinary peo-
ple, whose photographs, serious or smiling, looked out from the front page” (Fitzpat-
rick, Everyday Stalinism, 74). �is trend intensi�ed with the “Stakhanovite” movement 
that began in 1935: “Stakhanovites’ photographs were published in the newspapers; 
journalists interviewed them about their achievements and opinions . . . [they] were 
also celebrated for their individual achievements and encouraged to show their indi-
viduality and leadership potential” (ibid.; Fitzpatrick’s emphasis).

49	 �e culmination of this tendency is certainly Vertov’s Lullaby (1937), which continually 
links celebratory footage of Soviet “reality” (parades, speeches and so on) with various 
implied subjectivities—in many cases, those of children and even infants. Much of Ver-
tov’s later work o�ers similar focus on “personalities”; see, for instance, �ree Heroines 
(1938), about the famous women aviators Valentina Grizodubova, Polina Osipenko, 
and Marina Raskova. As a quali�cation, it is worthwhile adding that “testimonial” writ-
ing, whether in prose or poetry, had a major role to play in the gradual development of 
the cult of Lenin from the very beginning (1924). Nina Tumarkin singles out Grigori 
Zinoviev’s citation of workers’ writings about Lenin as imparting to Zinoviev’s tributes 
a demonstrably more galvanizing e�ect on his audiences than that exerted by other 
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71	 Perhaps—though the main reasons for the revision were almost certainly 1) to “up-
date” the �lm for the Lenin memorials in January 1938, when it was released; and 2) 
to “Stalinize” the �lm as part of the lead-up to the large-scale tributes to the despot on 
his 60th birthday (December 1939).

72	 What I am suggesting raises the very interesting question of just how di�cult it was for 
Svilova and her collaborators to “restore” �ree Songs in 1969—that is, how easy it was 
to excise Stalin from the �lm, while retaining its rhetorical coherence. At this point, I 
have no evidence on this score; clearly enough, my interpretation here suggests that 
the restoration was not (in this respect) di�cult to realize.

73	 “�e Greeks wished to renounce neither Homer nor science. �ey sought for a compro-
mise, and found it in the allegorical interpretation of Homer. [. . .] Homeric allegoresis 
had come into existence as a defense of Homer against philosophy. It was then taken 
over by the philosophical schools, and also by history and natural science. [Later], all 
schools of philosophy �nd that their doctrines are in Homer” (Curtius, European Litera-
ture and the Latin Middle Ages, 204-205).
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Concluding Addendum:
The Tradition of Experimentation in Russian Culture and the 

Russian Avant-Garde

Dennis Io�e

We believe that radical modernism and the avant-garde in Russia de-
veloped as the result of a tradition of profound experimentation. In 
order to discuss the legacy of this experimental “testing”1 culture in 
Russia of the last three centuries, it is necessary to start by determining 
the capacity of experimentation as a phenomenon, along with reviewing 
the complex of ideas and historical factors relevant for this purpose. It 
appears important to try to comprehend, in the �rst place, what the 
word “experiment”2 means, especially with regard to various Russian 
cultural practices. Experiment is always invoked by a certain measure of 
dissatisfaction with the existing state of a�airs in this or another sphere 
of human existence. 

Experiment proceeds from the necessity to alter the state of things 
by the means of testing an experience, which has been obtained in ac-
cordance with a certain scienti�c or cultural agenda. �is experience is 
expected to establish a sequence of major changes addressing a certain 
phenomenon or object, with the intention of creating a “new reality” 
based on this experiment. First and foremost, experiment is a method 
of research, scrutinizing a phenomenon in terms of particular condi-
tions. Consequently, it always takes place within the limits of a certain 
laboratory (or semi-laboratory) test. �e laboratory ad hoc can be repre-
sented by almost any set of circumstances actually playing this role, that 
of a �eld of inquiry. �us, for Russian Symbolists, such conditions of 
inquiry emerged during the revolution of 1905; and for Russian Futur-
ists, during the period of the two revolutions of 1917. �e degree of in-
volvement with the phenomenon in question is pivotal for the backbone 
of the experiment, ever aiding to expand the limits of the relevant area 
of expertise.

Changing paradigms of knowledge, along with various revolutions 
occurring in science, are also closely tied to experiment. �e validity of 
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any hypothetical component of practical knowledge, as well as stabil-
ity of any given social condition (the so called “social experiment” is an 
example), has to be assessed by the means of special testing procedures, 
which put every theory through a practical and empirical trial, as noted 
by Karl Popper.3 �e issues related to the psychological constituent of 
experiment were seminally examined in the mid-1950’s by Robert M. 
Gottsdanker4. �e species of psychological experiment was intended to 
analyze the mental experience of a person or a group of people in their 
interaction with either scientists conducting scholarly inquiry or cul-
tural actors in search of new ideas.

One of the most essential things in order to understand experimenta-
tion is that in almost every case its concrete results may not (and should 
not) be fully predictable. Moreover, an experiment cannot always pro-
ceed in full compliance with the way in which it was conceived, planned 
and designed. �e Stochastic nature of experimentation (the term ori-
ginates from the Greek στοχαστικός, “able to guess”) becomes apparent 
in the intuitive perception of the fortuity of a given phenomenon. �e 
stochastic intuitivism largely forms the conceptual basis of phenomenol-
ogy and the prognostics of experiment. �e contemporary methodology 
of experiment owes a lot to William Gilbert and Galileo Galilei; and also 
to Francis Bacon who was one of the �rst to come up with the initial 
theoretical description of an experiment as a phenomenon.5 �e trad-
ition of the “visionary” creative experiment enlists such names as Jacob 
Boehme, Emmanuel Swedenborg and William Blake; and later, about the 
same time as the early stages of Russian modernism, Rudolph Steiner. 
It is also worth mentioning that the entire history of alchemy, that is, 
the realm of (esoteric) communion between the spheres of spiritual and 
physical matter has also directly involved permanent experimentation 
with chemical, alchemistic and other substances.

�e possibility to delimitate between the “theoretical” and the “em-
pirical” was disputed in the following years. In the context of contem-
porary science, in the aspect of its fundamental methods and principles, 
experiment is usually intended to determine theoretical validity and, 
ideally, some universal signi�cance for the hypothesis. In this regard, the 
importance of “mental” experimentation cannot be overstated with ref-
erence to the issues associated with culture and society, particularly the 
creations of the human spirit that often cannot be fully implemented in 
an empirical sense. Here the experiment conducted in the imagination 
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mentation can either “reinforce” the original theory or demonstrate its 
painful �asco. �e model basis of any experiment involves establishing 
relatively strict conditions for its implementation, having a clear under-
standing of its goals, and looking for means that would aid reaching 
them. �e heuristic basis of experimentation is established in all spheres 
of the human experience including, apart from the natural sciences, so-
cial life and culture. Contemplating the structure of society, the way it 
works and is being managed, may not be possible without conducting a 
kind of “social experiment”—as mentioned above.8 �is sphere of action 
was, among other things, of particular interest for the modernist Utopia 
that was evolving in the West and in Russia.9 

�e experimenting modernists can be likened in this sense to real sci-
enti�c researchers whereas their minds and bodies were fully involved 
in the range of activities they chose to analyze. It can be concluded that 
a typical experiment is invariably directed at studying the very nature 
of a phenomenon by the means of an appropriate testing device. In this 
perspective, the banality of a�rmation that every theory must be tested 
by an applied experiment becomes less obvious, since a banal fact does 
not cease being a fact because of its banality. In this way, the experiment 
turns into a crucial and, maybe, dominant ingredient of any serious sci-
enti�c e�ort. If there is no experiment, there can be no active science at 
all. An experiment, in principle, evolves into a metaphor—a “problem” 
intended to promote a possible (re)solution. If there is no “problem,” 
there can be no research. �e scienti�c work that is not directed at a 
particular “problem” cannot be actually considered scienti�c. In this 
sense, experiment and problem become parts of the integral approach 
that is indispensable for any scholarly inquest in any discipline of the 
contemporary academy. Accordingly, active experimentation is essen-
tial for every national culture in general and each one of its segments 
in particular. If any of these segments will fail—then the cultural de-
velopment will become ultimately ine�ectual, falling into stagnation. 
As a heuristic phenomenon, this experiment is invariably futuristic by 
its nature and, therefore, is set to determine the future productivity of 
the tested substances.

Speaking of cultural practices, it can be said that the modern human-
ities, from the Russian Formalists to the Structuralists and Post-Struc-
turalists, have persistently employed various “probing” literary texts for 
the sake of substantiating their innovative ideas. �is can be true not 
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only for such well-known theorists of Russian Futurism and Formalism 
as Victor Shklovsky and Roman Jakobson, Grigory Vinokur and Boris 
Eichenbaum, but also for the world-famous French Post-Structuralists 
such as Gilles Deleuze and Jacques Derrida. �e critical constituent of 
any experiment always lives up to the criteria of verity, substantially 
clear for grasping its essence and applicable to the examined hypotheses 
and theories. Here a question can arise: what are these criteria of verity? 
�e main problem is whether the hypothesis is correct. In the process 
of studying the given phenomenon, hypotheses and theories should 
be formulated before proceeding to a�rm the relevance of the object 
under scrutiny. Moreover, ideally, any experiment should be expected to 
produce a certain result, yet unattained through the means of existing 
doctrines, hypotheses and theories.

�e scope and popularity of experimentation in life, science and 
culture is immense. Every experiment is always preceded by a phase of 
observation, since no experiment is possible without a carefully planned 
schedule of monitoring changes that occur to the given phenomenon. 
It is important to note that these changes surrounding the term “ex-
periment” act like a halo of synonyms related to its many functional 
and creative implications. As a consequence, it is hardly surprising that 
the topic of this comprehensive modi�cation of reality became the focal 
point for that part of the Russian cultural tradition that I suggest to 
associate, ad hoc, with the legacy of total experimentation. 

It appears that experimentation has been immanent for almost the 
whole of Russian culture and, speaking broadly, Russian history since 
the earliest phases of its genesis. �e “Russian experiment” should, in my 
opinion, be particularly closely a�liated with the language issue. Means 
of expression occupy no less, and often even more place in the history 
of Russian culture than thematic content: it is equally true for the entire 
range of historic events related to the cultural aspects of the “Russian 
experiment,” from Cyril and Methodius to the Russian Formalists. It 
can be noted that the brothers from �essaloniki, as well as the mem-
bers of the main Russian Formalist/Futurist organizations OPOIAZ and 
the Moscow linguistic circle, were largely preoccupied with “how” rather 
than with “what.” I believe that the “invention” of the Slavic written 
system (Slavic alphabet and Church Slavonic language script) by Cyril 
and Methodius can be rightfully considered the �rst event of the experi-
ment with “Russia in the making.” Having laboriously trained in the best 
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religious schools of Constantinople, they studied both the open and 
secret wisdom of the most important disciplines of the day (philosophy, 
rhetoric, arithmetic, astronomy, geometry, but also many languages). 
St Cyril eventually became the “learned keeper” (chartophylax) of the 
library of the St Sophia Cathedral. He, admittedly, was a perfect candi-
date for the “experiment” within the culture of the Eastern Slavs. �e 
Byzantine “politico-lingual” experiment of inventing and propagating 
the Slavic written language proved mostly successful and in many ways 
predetermined the further course of Russian history. 

�e next distinct milestone of this legacy of experiment in Russian 
culture is the famous “episode” with the selection of a religion that 
we owe to the grand prince Vladimir I of Kiev. As far as we can judge, 
Vladimir experimented a lot with the “spiritual” sphere and religious 
life of his fellow compatriots; having begun with an interesting reform 
of the pantheon of pagan gods, he eventually came to favour the reli-
gious belief of his grandmother, grand princess Olga, who was baptized 
in Constantinople, according to the Primary Chronicle. Prior to mak-
ing a decision of such importance, Vladimir carefully listened to the 
delegates of the three religions that were most in�uential in the view 
of his geopolitical interests. �is “experimental study” of the various 
religions undoubtedly relates to the very essence of experimentation 
or, otherwise, testing the truth. According to the Chronicle, referring to 
this experimental event in Russian history as “�e choice of religions,” 
the grand prince Vladimir had to make his decision while relying on the 
general description of religious systems provided by the exponents of 
Islam (who came assumedly from Volga Bulgaria); Judaism (most likely, 
from the Judaic Khazars); Orthodox Christianity (represented by in-
�uential Byzantium); and the Latin faith (international, but especially 
prominent was German Catholicism). As is well-known now, for certain 
“experiment-inspired” reasons, some of them quite peculiar (e.g. “the 
joy of Rus’ is drinking”), the grand prince made his eventual political 
and spiritual choice in favour of Constantinople. 

All of the subsequent development of Russian civilization can also 
be broadly interpreted as a sequence of rather risky experiments with 
crucial issues, such as the combined Mongol-Slavic, that is, Eurasian 
cultural heritage; the gradual evolvement of the Moscow Grand Duchy; 
the emergence of the �rst self-su�cient Russian tsars, never too scru-
pulous about brutal experimentation with the lives of their subjects 
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(Ivan the Terrible); and so on. �is tradition of total experimentation 
with the fate of the country was maintained and carried forward by the 
forthcoming heads of Russian state, whether Peter the Great, Alexander 
II, Bloody Nicholas, Vladimir Lenin, Joseph Stalin, Nikita Khrushchev, 
Mikhail Gorbachev, or Boris Yeltsin. It seems, however, to have ultim-
ately stopped in the days of Vladimir Putin, although there is a chance it 
will spring to life again with the ideas of the (just one more) “moderniza-
tion” of Russia, instilled by the �edgling president Dmitry Medvedev. 
�e only question is how far will he be able to advance, given the perni-
cious limitations of the notoriously branded “tandem of power” that he 
is subject to, due to the very fact of the very experimental way in which 
he was elected President.

Speaking of all of the multifarious contingencies of Russian culture, 
it is hard to ignore this trait of manifold experimentation, continuous 
throughout virtually all of the stages of its history. It extends to book 
printing, invented in Russia by Ivan Fedorov in the sixteenth century; to 
the summoning of the “cultural Varangians” personi�ed by the Western 
(Italian) architects, artists and musicians. Eventually, Russian culture 
gained its fully-�edged experimental independence that subsequently 
gave birth to the purely Russian, singular brand of arts and sciences (�e 
Academy of Sciences, Moscow University etc.). Russia therefore represents 
a truly unique �eld of experimentation, quite unthinkable in any other 
part of the world. It is remarkable in that some of the more receptive 
contemporary Russian poets have registered this fact in their unmistak-
ably experimental legacy.10 �e most essential means by which to com-
prehend the Russian experiment is, as it seems, language. It is hardly by 
chance that the Russian experiment starts with the problem of language 
(Cyril and Methodius). �e issue of verbal culture, of forming the initial 
means of expression, codifying the communicative reality, seems to 
have been of crucial importance all throughout Russian cultural history. 
�e comprehensive experimentation with language started by Cyril and 
Methodius unquestionably reached its culmination in the twentieth 
century. What is the moving force and fundamental principle of the 
“Russian experiment”? It is based on searching for new ways of descrip-
tion, creating a new style that would change the whole structure of the 
preeminent language employed for this purpose. All of Russian history 
can be presented as a sequence of experimental reforms woven around 
the dominance of a certain established style. “Style” and “language” have 
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found it necessary to admit that the political sympathies of the avant-
garde movement lay, in his terms, with “leftist ideologies.” In particular, 
he observed: “We recognize that the avant-garde more often consciously 
adheres to, and super�cially sympathizes with, leftist ideologies; we af-
�rm that the anarchistic ideal is congenial to avant-garde psychology.”14 
Poggioli expanded his vision, elaborating on the crucial in�uence of the 
“communist experiment” in the European avant-garde in its entirety, 
noting that it de-facto continued to exercise a particular fascination for 
the avant-garde mind, even though this experiment was “totalitarian 
and anti-libertarian, hostile to any individual exception or idiosyncra-
sy.”15 Peter Bürger, the author of one of the most in�uential treatises on 
the theory of avant-garde art, followed the course parallel in many ways 
to that of Poggioli, even though in his own fashion.16

I suggest, on the one hand, to separate avant-garde “ideology” from 
the Napoleonic17 negative taint, by proceeding to perceive it in a neutral 
way; and on the other, to regard it as an issue inseparable from critic-
al and functional politics. In my opinion, ideology inevitably means 
politics; otherwise it must be something else: theory, mythology, phil-
osophy, philology, etc. �us, ideology, unlike any of those disciplines, 
invariably appeals to the stratum of political pragmatics, at the obvious 
expense of all the other multifarious human activities.18 We may or may 
not share the opinion that the term “ideology” should be interpreted in 
an overly wide sense, so as to allow it to mingle with philosophy, general 
thought and cultural theory. 

Along with that, ideology should not, strictly speaking, be mixed 
with political philosophy since the latter tends to remain theoretical in 
the �rst place, avoiding the pragmatics of realpolitik to which ideology 
applies itself. Consequently, ideology is part of the real and tangible 
world of politically and socially conditioned phenomena open to em-
pirical comprehension. Ideology must always be concerned with the 
pragmatics of the real, and ideally, must never be reduced to abstraction.

We may proceed and establish a plausible relation between the layers 
of politics and art in the Russian avant-garde and particularly Futurism. 
We may argue that Russian Futurists were deliberately orchestrating 
their left-wing political rhetoric in just the same fashion of èpatage as in 
their numerous artistic activities. �e motion of politics and ideology, 
therefore, coincides with the matters of pragmatics and creative action-
ism, which is directed, among other things, at the strategic promotion 
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of their art, thereby gaining the public’s attention.
We might conclude that the leading members of Radical Modernism 

in Russia shared a strong belief in the necessity to destroy the existing 
empirical world in order to establish a new one upon its ruins. �e 
Grand-utopian attitude of Futurism (mixed with ambivalent eschatol-
ogy) was quite characteristic of their poetical mind. One of the notable 
examples of this can be Aleksei Kruchenykh’s “�e world is going to die” 
(Mir gibnet), where Kruchenykh expressed his profound delectation 
with the ongoing demise of the tangible universe:

the world is dying
and who are we to stop this
the beautiful world is dying
we won’t mourn its extinguishment
with even one single word. 

�e main ideological presuppositions of Russian Futurism are its 
obvious over-identi�cation with all things Left, which were generally 
shared by the main protagonists of Russian Futurism, even if in a more 
low-key mode. �e leftist inclination of Russian Futurists might be com-
pared to the similar bias of the French Surrealists (especially in poetry).

A critic quite close to Russian Futurism, Nikolai Punin, published 
shortly after the Revolution (early 1918) a paper with a very telling 
title “Futurism is the art of the State” (Futurism—gosudarstvennoe 
iskusstvo). In that paper he preached using the power of the all-mighty 
state to implement the artistic ideas of Futurism. It was hardly by coinci-
dence, since the dominant line of the Futurist public strategy endorsed 
generating various proclamations, manifestoes, and political appeals 
intended to assist Futurism in its intent to become the newly a�rmed, 
powerful art, which would be entrusted to create a post-revolutionary 
state-culture.

Nearly all of the prominent Futurist artists and writers tried to 
gain a certain preferential status within the freshly established Soviet 
institutions a�liated with the �eld of culture. �eir “art,” therefore, 
was meant not only to serve life, but actually to become part of real life. 
Transforming art into life, and vice versa, comprised the existential leg-
acy of modernism that was inherited from its predecessors, the Russian 
Symbolists. �e intention was to erase the boundaries between the two 
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realms, that of art and that of life, which became increasingly obvious 
in the early years after the Russian Revolution. Not surprisingly, such 
a typical Soviet cultural institution as the “�eatrical Division of the 
Soviet Ministry of Education” (�eO Narkomprosa) brought together the 
most outstanding �gures of the two dominant Russian modernist cur-
rents: Symbolism and the avant-garde (Viacheslav Ivanov and Vsevolod 
Meyerhold).

It was this strategic trend that led to establishing the famous Com-
munists/Futurists (ComFuty) association created by a lesser known 
Futurist poet Boris A. Kushner, assisted by Osip Brik and Vladimir 
Mayakovsky in 1919. Velimir Khlebnikov, Vasily Kamensky, and Niko-
lai Aseev were among the prominent members of this group. �e main 
concern of this association amounted to coming as close as possible to 
the new political government, enrolling in the main cultural projects of 
the reigning Revolutionary mandate. Ideological propaganda and semi-
campaigning verses were published not only by Mayakovsky, but also by 
Khlebnikov and Kruchenykh.

�e main publication of this group was the revolutionary newspaper 
“�e Art of the Commune” (Iskusstvo Communny). �e manifesto of 
ComFuty that was published there stated that all forms of everyday 
life, philosophy, morality, and art must be re-created using the new, 
Communist criteria. �e Communist revolution would not be able to 
develop without the New Art of the ComFuty, claimed the manifesto. 
�e Revolution championed by the Futurists also had a notable Utopian 
scent, alluding in a way to the mystical Symbolist “Revolution of the 
Spirit” (Revolutsia Dukha). Yet again it was hardly by coincidence that 
one of the founders of Mystical Anarchism (a Symbolist current), Via-
cheslav Ivanov cooperated energetically with the revolutionaries during 
the early years of the Bolshevik regime. �e quasi-Symbolist “Spirit of 
the Revolution” was actually mentioned in the “Manifesto of the Flying 
Federation of the Futurists” published in 1918 by David Burliuk, Vasily 
Kamensky, and Vladimir Mayakovsky. All of the major Futurist “polit-
ical” ideas were further developed within the “�e Left Front of Arts” 
(Levyi Front Iskusstv) (since 1922 onwards). �is journal was headed by 
the Futurists and proceeded to put the New Art, as it were, in the service 
of the October Revolution.

�e important fact to be stressed in summary is that the ideology 
of the avant-garde, in a broad sense, as well as its politics (the politics 
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