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Preface 

When, in some chance encounter at a professional gathering, I am 
politely asked what I "do," I find myself in the unhappy position of 
having to admit that I work on the Soviet novel. Usually my inter
locutor tries to help me out at first by suggesting, if he knows any
thing about Soviet literature, that of course that must mean that I am 
working on one of the more respectable writers, such as Platonov, 
Bulgakov, Pasternak, or Solzhenitsyn. "No? ... Well, I suppose 
even someone like Fedin .... Not really? ... Oh!" Then follows that 
dreadful pause when it all comes out: my work is on the Soviet 
Soviet novel, on those hundreds of unreadable texts that serve as 
examples of Socialist Realism. That is to say, I do not look at good 
novels that happen to have been published in the Soviet Union, or 
even at good examples from typical Soviet fiction, but actually at 
those works whose authors have deliberately. follo;w.ed-tne---Gon~~--·· 
Y..ention'ioi S()c17i~"!liiii.';ItTs"!he-~th~~--~Y l~prous nose comes 
finally into view. My interlocutor's response is either to back out of 
the conversation or to mutter words of sympathy and amazement: 
"How do you ever manage to get through them!" 

Soviet Socialist Realism is virtually a taboo topic in Western 
Slavic scholarship. It is not entirely taboo, for it can be discussed, 
but preferably only in tones of outrage, bemusement, derision, or 
elegy. Three main arguments underpin this collective judgment. 
First, it is felt to be intellectually suspect--or simply a waste of 
time-to analyze what is patently bad literature. The history of 

. Soviet literature, it is felt, provides a classic case of that familiar 
pattern in which political revolution becomes cultural devolution. 
Between constant state interference in the business of literature and 
Socialist Realism's doctrine of ~2.!!"£~~tiL':?~~-:.J()r ~·~:1~~ 
ri)indedness," i.e., the stipulation that all works be infused with the 
-~~.nx::~:P.9Iiif:g,CYidvJ;·ti@.afure·!.-·na:tma:revoiu!lon .. was -~~~e~~f 
with_, and with disastrous results. Hence the bathetic decline from 

IX 
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the great prose works of a Dostoevsky or a Tolstoy to those of a 
Nikolay Ostrovsky or a Gladkov. Second, it is argued that it is 
virtually immoral to devote attention to a tradition that has devel
oped at the cost of so many violations of intellectual freedom and 
integrity, of so much human suffering. Finally, it is felt that Socialist 
Realism is itself so lifeless and dull that any study of it would of neces
sity be hopelessly pedestrian (unless, of course, enlivened by tales of 
infamy or by acerbic comments). 

All three are very powerful arguments, and their impact has been 
such that very few scholars have undertaken to write on Soviet 
Socialist Realism per se. It is considered far more worthy to write 
on dissidents or at least on the less conformist writers within Soviet 
literature-on those who might be expected to show some spark of 
originality or independent spirit. 

Only a few topics are recognized as valid for those who want to 
study mainstream Soviet literature rather than its dissident fringes. 
One can, for instance, chronicle the literary politics in terms of rival 
factions, interference from above, forced rewritings of manuscripts, 
etc. Alternatively, one can describe the various theoretical positions 
taken in that ongoing debate over what "Socialist Realism" really 
means. Or, again, one can discuss why Socialist Realism is bad 
literature. Or, finally, one can undertake a thematic study on the 
grounds that this will either reveal the absurdity of most Socialist 
Realism or provide useful data on changing Soviet attitudes, mores, 
etc. Some supporters of this approach have even pointed out the 
intelligence advantages of looking at Soviet novels: by reading The 
Regional Party Secretary (1961), written by that arch "hard-liner" 
Vs. Kochetov, for instance, one learns of a special hot line that 
connects regional party managers directly with their bosses.1 

There is also a place for a general history of Soviet literature, one 
that sets out the various periods and describes the most important 
works published in each; but Gleb Struve's Russian Literature 
under Lenin and Stalin, 1917-1953 already performs that function 
very well. 

While not denying the value of these various kinds of studies, I 
would like to argue for a different approach, one that has thus far 
gone largely unexplored. 

The underlying assumption that has inspired most accounts of 
Soviet Socialist Realism to date (other than those written by sym-
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pathizers) ~ that t~ renre~sive cliill!!.tCQliDL~.2.YiC:~l!~!l-~-l!§.. ___ _ 
~ad.literatur.e. Trying to determine whether Socialist 
Realism is or is not "bad literature" is not, however, the most 
fruitful approach. Some of the problems derive from applying 
Western "highbrow" literary criteria in studying a literature that 
was not intended to meet them. It is easy for us to compare works 
by Melville, Flaubert, and Dickens, because their novels perform a 
fairly homogeneous aesthetic function in the literary systems of 
America, France, and England. But there has always been a distinc
tion between modern Russian and other Western literature, and this 
distinction became exacerbated under the Soviets. It is a cliche in 
talking about nineteenth-century Russian literature that it per
formed a social function not just as literature but also as a forum 
for intellectual and political debates, which the censor kept out of 
the more expected channels. In Soviet literature this extraliterary 
dimension has become so paramount that the texts themselves insist 
that they not be treated as high literature. Until recently Soviet 
critics rarely gave a work's "literary" merits more than a passing 
mention. 
Th~ __ .5.ruriet .no:vel performs. a .totally,different fuoction.from th,e . 

o11e the nov~l.nqrl)l~llyp~r:fqrm.~.!ll the West, and this difference in 
furi£!IoJi has giy~_Q.ris.e.~Q ___ <:~, d,IJfe,rentkind--onexi:-Jhe differences 
extend right across the board_:iri'thetype ofplot.that is used, in 
mode of characterization, point of view, etc. Consequently, the 
body of methodology that has been d~veloped for dealing with liter
ature in the modern Western context is not self-evidently the most 
appropriate optic through which to view what is essentially a 
structurally different phenomenon. It would be more meaningful to 
ask whether the institution of Soviet Socialist Realism is adequate 
to its function than whether it has literary respectability. That 
question will not be engaged here, since the chosen task is to de
scribe and analyze rather than to evaluate. 

Rather than berate Ostrovsky for not being Henry James, we 
might get further if we discussed his novels in the context of types of 
literature that perform a more analogous function. ~£:iaJis.L .• 
Realist novel was intended to be a form of popular literature (or, at 

-%~u~~~~fi~~~~~~J!~~~<>~~~~i~~~:~,tr£l1~~!.~~~~~f;~~~F~~ 
~popula'(furiTiUlarc hterature, suCli'-isdete~r.i.YiJtodes..a.D_d~~-
~---·---- .. ----~~ .. -~ .. -····•-'"''"----~ ,,. ···-'>••••,-'""·•--- o • ,A"••"'•·..-•·<·•~··· 
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novels. Unlike most such fiction, however, it is also highly didactic 
(blitnot unlike all: elsewhere I have compared .it to the novels of 
Arthur Hailey, a comparison that works well in most respects), 2 

and could thus be looked at as a case study in literary didacticism (a 
topic that has not in fact been taken up in this book). ~,_SP£ialist 
Realj_g p,ovel fqr...ms a,tra~U!!Qn..thatres!~.-on..~anonicaL~eropla(S. 
Conseqt'i:eiltly, medievalists who study the conventions of hagiog
raphy and other such texts tied to a canon will find much in com
mon between the distinctive features of their texts and those of the 
Soviet novel. Finally, the_Soviet novel'£ maj.or funGtlQR.&w::e~ 
1_2]7_7 34._the .. time-when--the-can&n--was"inst:ituted,-hasbeen,tQs~~. 
as the official reposito!}'_q_f~!?l~JD.Yths.,~ For this reason, studies of 
the So\il.etnovefisti'Ztradition can be conducted in much the same 
ways as structural studies of myth. 

In short, the arsenal of analytical tools developed for treating 
folkloric te_xts and other formulaic genres, such as serial novels and 
hagiography;· seems to be more efficient for studying Soviet texts 
than the tools developed for analyzing modern highbrow literature. 
This book therefore has something of an anthropological bias and 
contains several quasi-structuralist studies of the Soviet novel. The 
methodology used is indebted to the Soviet medievalist D. S. 
Likhachev and the literary theorist M. Bakhtin, but it also draws 
on the work of a large number of anthropologists, including 
V. Propp, A. Van Gennep, M. Gluckman, V. Turner, and C. Levi
Strauss, and on the scholar of myth M. Eliade. 

As can be appreciated from the diverse approaches these names 
suggest, the methodology used here for analyzing Soviet texts has 
been eclectic. Indeed, no one methodology has been applied with 
sufficient rigor to please a structuralist purist. This is because the 
book's ultimate aim is not to produce a structural study per se
that is, a highly abstract and generalized ahistorical analysis of the 
conventional Soviet novel-but to give a dynamic account of the 
novel's evolution, seen in the general context of Soviet culture. 

The question how a tradition as singular as that of the Soviet 
novel ever came to be is a very intriguing one. That is not, however, 
the only reason why this study eschews the temptation to rest with a 
purely synchronic analysis. The main reason for that is the lim
itations of a purely structural approach. When one considers the 
Soviet novel in a context that aligns it with other text types that are 
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themselves manifestly dissimilar in some crucial respects (such as 
folklore, hagiography, and detective stories), much of the novel's 
singularity and specificity will clearly be lost. Additionally, in 
a strictly structural analysis an important dimension-the ideo
logical-is left out. The problem of literature's relationship to its 
political and social environment, and the dependence of meaning 
on factors external to the texts themselves, cannot be treated prop
erly without introducing a historical or extratextual dimension. The 
interrelationship of the intrinsic and the extrinsic is always an inter
esting question, but it becomes especially acute in the case of Soviet 
literature because of the marginal importance of the aesthetic func
tion in texts and the unusually great importance of politics and 
ideology. In dealing with such aspects, however, it is not sufficient 
to demonstrate how, over time, official values have been imposed 
upon literature, since these official values have themselves been 
culturally determined. 

Here anthropology once again provides useful analytical tools 
with which to study Socialist Realist texts. There is a need to look at 
Socialist Realism from the point of view of the semiotics of culture, 
to discriminate the meaning of texts and the tradition they 
form, as opposed to their brute structure, by appealing to differences 
in different culture systems. As Tynyanov and Jakobson pointed 
out in 1928, "the history of a system is in turn a system."4 Thus, 
rather than a comparative study of the Socialist Realist novel and 
other text types, what I have attempted here is an interpreti~e cul
tural history that uses the novel (and l).QX~U<!LA:Litd9f"!l~J?.~S:l!.!t~e.. 
~ove1!~-";~-P~!Il$e-a::ii~!i:2:L$J.).Yi~E~~<?-~~~l.~~.~.,.~~~!i~~· oc-
cupymg the same structural slot as the opera does m China. I have 
done this by using a composite approach, involving methods from 
history, anthropology, and, to a lesser extent, literary theory. By 
anthropologizing history and historicizing anthropology, I have 
hoped to avoid both the excesses of the ahistorical scientism of 
most structuralisms, on the one hand, and, on the other, the 
monological mystifications of historical accounts, most of which 
labor under the disadvantages of a particularist naivete. 

In meeting the realities of present-day publishing I have had to 
make radical cuts in my original manuscript. I have tried to retain 
my basic ideas and the historical scope of the book at the cost of 
reducing the number of examples and the coverage of the most 
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familiar aspects of Soviet literary history and politics. I have pro
vided a bibliography of the most basic Western sources on these 
topics. 

I cannot possibly thank all those who have helped me during the six 
years of this book's preparation. I owe a special debt of gratitude to 
Harry Rigby, who first made me aware of the questions about 
Soviet literature and society that I am still trying to answer. Others 
who have helped by reading the manuscript and making valuable 
comments include Grace Hucko, Geoffrey Hosking, Gary Saul Mor
son, Richard Pope, Jane Andelman Taubman, Robert Tucker, and 
Mikhail Ulman. Kay Stephenson deserves mention, not only for her 
superb typing but also for her editorial help, and I am grateful to 
Gianna Kirtley for pitching in, as usual, when things got hectic. I 
would also like to thank my husband, Michael, for doing all of the 
above things-and more. Finally, I would like to express my grat
itude to two institutions: to Wesleyan University for its generous 
faculty research grants, which enabled me to make four trips to the 
Soviet Union to do research for this book, and to the University of 
Texas at Austin for a grant toward the cost of manuscript prepara
tion. 



Note on 
Transliteration 

This book uses two different systems of transliteration. In the text, 
Russian names and titles are rendered so that they will indicate for 
the nonspecialist the approximate Russian pronunciation (i.e., kh is 
used rather than x, zh rather than z, hard and soft signs are not 
indicated, etc.). For Russian words cited in the text and for Russian 
sources in the Notes and Bibliography, however, the I.P.A. system is 
used. By this system the following special signs have the approxi
mate values indicated below: 

soft sign, indicating that the preceding consonant is 
"softened" (i.e., palatalized) 

" hard sign, indicating that the preceding consonant is not 
palatalized 

c ts 
c ch 

y as m yes 
s sh 

sc shch 
X h 
y i as in bill 
z zh 

XV 
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Introduction The Distinctive Role 
of Socialist Realism 
in Soviet Culture 

What is Socialist Realism? It is not, first of all, a single doctrine. We 
now recognize that that old bogey, "monolitb.k CQ.!IDWJll~JJ.k" does 
1!9..!-.S~-that there are, instead, ~m:_ d~(~erent co~rnunisms~ In 
much the same way, there are ~any different10ciafist -R.eaHsms...._ 
Different countries, different political parties, and critics with dif
ferent partis pris have each evolved different definitions of it. 

Even if Socialist Realism is confined to the meaning "officially 
sponsored Soviet literature," it soon becomes apparent that among 
the variOUS canonical accounts of it there is no one that is in
COntrovertible or in any sense comprehensive. Some official pro
nouncements on the theory of Socialist Realism have been important 
(e.g., that liter£t_t~~~-~QQJ.!.lg_ be ~-'op_timistic,:' th_atitshoul<l Q~,.lifS:C!.~~ . 
. ~i.~~~.!.? . .!~~ II1~~~~~Lt~.~ti,ts.ho_ulq~e.~)?.~Lo/,:!!!i!l~ed''), but they are 
too general to have guided such a distinctive practice. 

It is not in theoretical writings but in practical examples that one 
should look for an answer to the question What is Socialist Real
ism? Soviet scholars have been arguing since the term was coined 
in 1932 over what it means, and their debates are, in essence, mere 
academic hairsplitting. Scholars still argue, for instance, as to how 
much "realism" and how much "romanticism" it should entail. 1 In 
the meantime, Socialist Realism has long since evolved into a highly 
conventionalized literary practice. Consequently, instead of going 
into the Byzantine arguments that surround the question What is 
Socialist Realism?, I shall use a strictly pragmatic approach and 
define Soviet Socialist Realism as a canonical doctrine defined by its 
patristic texts. 

Nowhere has Soviet Socialist Realism been more convention
alized than in the subject of this inquiry, the novel. Although 
the cliches of the novel are in some measure officially fostered, 
the source fot them has not been theoretical pronouncements 
but, rather, official "model" novels. Ever since 1932, when the 

3 
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Writers' Union was formed and Socialist Realism was declared 
the sole method appropriate for Soviet literature, most official 
pronouncements on literature, and especially the addresses that 
open every Writers' Congress, have contained a short list of 
exemplars (obrazcy) that are to guide the writers in their future 
work (see Appendix B). Each new version of the list contains as its 
core the official classics of Socialist Realism; a few recently pub
lished works are then added on. No two lists are exactly the same, 
and additions to earlier lists tend to be left out in later versions. 
However, there is a core group of novels that are cited with 
sufficient regularity to be considered a canon. These include 
M. Gorky's Mother and Klim Samgin; D. Furmanov's Chapaev; 
A. Serafimovich's The Iron Flood; F. Gladkov's Cement; M. Sholo
l<.EE~Qu~! Fl~'!:'!!..~~ .. !??.'!.~ndj'_i,rgin Soil Upturned; A. ~:A
The Roaa to Calvary_en_dPet(!.r.the..Eit:§t; N. Ostrovsky's How the 
SteerWas-Te'i1ipered; and A. Fadeev's The Rout and The Young 
Guard. 

These canonical works have been a crucial factor in determining 
the shape of the Soviet novel. There was a good deal of external 
stimulus for following these exemplars besides the mere fact that 
they were cited by authoritative voices. In the early thirties a literary 
institute was founded to train new writers to follow the models. A 
preferential scale of royalty payments and other positive in
ducements, such as dachas and "creative" stays at writers' Houses 
of Rest, were dangled before the writer as positive inducements to 
follow the developing official traditions of the Soviet novel. In other 
words, when authoritative voices cried out "Give us more heroes 
like X [the hero of some model novel]," the cry did not fall on 
entirely deaf ears. 

As a result, the business of writing novels soon became compa
rable to the procedure followed by medieval icon painters. Just as the 
icon painter looked to his original to find the correct angle for a 
particular saint's hands, the correct colors for a given theme, and so 
on, so the Sov~~LIJ().Y~list co~~"~()_PY the gestures, facial expressign~, 
;lerion-s,---symbols,--etc;ils;t in-the-v:ariolis.cinonical:·iexis~:: • 

The Soviet writer did not merely copy isolated tropes, characters, 
and incidents from the exemplars; h~.Qf&.~lli~~-9. the entire plot 
s!~E.StH!~-~?.Lbis.nove,lJ~nJ.bf! __ b.asis q_f_patt;ern.s prese_nt in .t:he .. ~~em
plars. From the mid-thirties on, most novels were, de facto, written 
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to a single master plot, which itself represents a synthesis of the 
plots of several of the official models {primarily Gorky's Mother and 
Gladkov's Cement). 

This shaping pattern does not account for everything in a given 
Soviet novel. Despite the frequent Western charge that the Soviet 
novel is cliched and repetitive, it is not actually true that every novel 
is nothi~-~~king of a single formula. In any given 
novel one must distinguish between, on the one hand, its overarch
ing plot or macrostructure and, on the other, the microstructures, 
the smaller units, which are threaded together by this shaping 
formula-the digressions, subplots, and so on. If a novel is looked 
at in terms of these smaller units, much of it will be found to be 
somewhat journalistic and topical; it may, for instance, be geared to 
praising a recent Soviet achievement or to broadcasting or ration
alizing a new decree or official policy. In other words, much of it is 
based on ephemeral material. 

The overarching plot of a given novel is not ephemeral-that is, it 
is not tied to a particular time. If its plot were stripped of all 
references to a specific time or place or to a particular theme of the 
novel, it could be distilled to a highly generalized essence. This 
abstract version of a given novel's plot is the element that is, in effect, 
shaped by the master plot. 

If a novel is to be written to the canon, this master plot controls 
the most crucial moments of the novel-its beginning, climax, and 
end. For the rest it may provide no more than general guidelines, 
together with a range of symbols, motifs, etc., to be used in certain 
formulaic situations. However, the most common variety of Soviet 
novel, the production novel, uses the full version of the master plot 
(see Appendix A): canonical functions in this case determine the 
whole course of the novel. 

Not all Soviet novels follow the master plot. Not even all novels 
listed in the canon follow it completely. That official classic, 
Sholokhov's Quiet Flows the Don, for example, shows only occa
sional traces of the master plot, and these primarily in connection 
with lesser characters.2 Thus, even though statistically my 
hypothetical master plot has been followed to a greater or lesser 
degree by the overwhelming majority of Soviet novels (or Stalinist 
novels, at any rate), its status as a defining trait of the novel tradi
tion does not depend on the actual percentage of novels patterned 
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on it, for the master plot is not random or arbitrary in the sequence 
it sets up: it illustrates major tenets of ideology. 

The master plot is the one constant that links most novels of the 
Stalin period and, to a lesser extent, those of the post-Stalin era as 
well. I would go so far as to say that it is Socialist Realism: in order.~ 

_f.q.r_~-~gyj~JJ,OYelto,.b~ S9.'-.ialist Realist, it· must"rep~Kate.the.maste.r 
...PlQ.t. 

What are the sources of the master plot? Surely it did not evolve 
in vacuo? Did Soviet writers of the thirties know which gestures, 
tropes, etc., to copy from the disparate novels assigned as models? 
Did they know how to put all the pieces together to make a coher
ent narrative frame, and, if so, how did they know these things? 

The evolution of the Socialist Realist tradition owes some debt to 
artistic ingenuity on the part of the writers themselves, but the 
process was larger in scope than its purely literary context. Obvi
ously, politics played some part. One cannot analyze either the 
dynamic of the master plot's evolution or the meanings of its for
mulaic components without looking at its relations both to politics 
and ideology, on the one hand, and to literary traditions on the 
other. On the whole, the Western approach has been to assume that 
the contents of Soviet novels have in some way been "handed 
down" by the authorities or else have slavishly been designed to be 
pleasing to them. Westerners see this as an unnatural state of af
fairs, since they conceive it as normal for literature to be fairly 
autonomous; in this view, Soviet literature, if it achieves the lofty 
role the Russian intelligentsia has traditionally prescribed for it, 
should itself "hand down" ideas to society. Of course this "un
natural state of affairs" did not come into being without resistance. 
Western observers tend to see Soviet intellectual history as a long, 
epic struggle between "the regime" and "the intellectuals" or, 
among Soviet intellectuals, between the "diehards" or "con
servatives," who support the regime, and the "liberals," who want 
less "straitjacketing" (e.g., being obliged to follow the master 
plot)-who want, perhaps, to express a more complex, even West
ern, account of reality. But the prominence of ultrarightest views 
among the most recent crop of Soviet dissidents should give us 
pause. 

The trouble with this historical model is not that its categories are 
inaccurate but that it is an illusion to think that the two parties-
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the "regime" versus "the intellectuals"-could in any circum
stances be completely autonomous and free systems. They are im
plicated with each other more closely than in most other cultures. 
Moreover, in the Sqviet __ Union..~th~!~.j~_.!!<lLS.omething, extra". 
~!~n:i£~L <:~lJea.::!!fe' govern~e.ll(~ J?£,,'.:th~.,f-:un~ '~--~q!.~- c:~,re s_ub-... _ 
functions of th~ lwgeisystem:ot.cthe.~gmp~ete culture to which they 

,belong: -Irid~ed: the Party itself is in a se~~~ o'nly 'one group of that 
large·[· class called the intelligentsia. Moreover, it houses within its 
confines much internal debate and has been known on occasion to 
adopt values previously held by a dissident group. Likewise, there is 
no such thing as an independent literary system, as we are in
creasingly beginning to suspect. 

Thus, the master plot was not merely "handed down" to the 
Soviet writers from above. It is of course true that the leadership 
fostered the canonization of the master plot, and it is also true that 
they saw to it that the spectrum of possible literary approaches 
became very narrow. Nevertheless, the movement from politics and 
ideology to literature was far from being a one-way street. 

The relationship of literary to extraliterary factors is always a 
complex one. Literature is, on the one hand, an autonomous series, 
having its own traditions and generating new forms within those 
traditions; on the other hand, it can never be completely in
dependent of the extraliterary aspects of its own culture, for, if it 
were, its signs would have no meanings. Literature interacts with 
many other aspects of culture, not just with politics and ideology. I 
say "interacts with," because literature never merely "reflects" 
extraliterary matter; it always adapts it to fit its own traditions. 
Bakhtin ("Medvedev") sees the process of interaction as dialectical: 

The artistic work is ... drawn into the ... conflicts and con
tradictions [within the ideological horizon]. It is penetrated by 
and absorbs some elements of the ideological environment and 
turns away other elements external to it. Therefore, in the process 
of history, "extrinsic" and "intrinsic" dialectically change places, 
and, of course, do not remain unchanged as they do so. That 
which is extrinsic to literature today, is an extra-literary reality, 
can enter literature as an intrinsic, constructive factor tomorrow. 
And that which is literary today can turn out to be an extra
literary reality tomorrow. 3 

In the Soviet Union the interaction between literary and nonliterary 
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worlds has been even closer than is generally the case; the borders 
between literature and journalism, for instance, are often difficult to 
perceive. This is so because modern Russian literature and the 
functions of the forum have traditionally been close, and the politi
cal powers have actively promoted an intensification of this re
lationship. Still, ''p~id~ruQgy_::.~h<?.!!L<:l..nP-t-beidentiSed.as 
some monolithic entity with which literature .h.a..~~-in!~ra~ted...~Not 
only--Ms--the·ptocess oflni:e~a~tfoli""J)e.en dla:fe~tical rather than a 
one-way street, but the "extraliterary" pole of the dialectic has been 
made up of several distinct components, each of which has in turn 
interacted with the others-and again dialectically. 

There are at least six major elements in Soviet society and culture 
that play a part in the generative process of literature. First, there is 
literature itself; second, there is Marxism-Leninism; third, there are 
the Russian radical intelligentsia's traditional myths and hero im
ages, which the Bolsheviks brought with them when they took 
power in Russia in 1917; fourth, there are the various nonliterary 
forums through which the official viewpoint is disseminated (the 
press, the political platform, theoretical writings, official histories, 
and the like), which I shall refer to in this book by the general term 
"rhetoric"; fifth come political events and policies; and, sixth, there 
are the individual persons who are the principal actors in these 
political events, together with their roles and values. In some re
spects, any change in any one of these elements is the product of 
ongoing trends within its own "series"; but for the most part they 
are interdependent, and change in any one of them potentially af
fects changes in any or all five of the others (even Marxism
Leninism can be changed). 

In short, it is too much of a simplification to see the symbols or 
master plot of Soviet literature as having come from politics via the 
refracting medium of rhetoric. The principal actors on the political 
scene were themselves caught up in acting out roles suggested to 
them by revolutionary lore, and much of that lore, in turn, origi
nated in literature. Ultimately, the question What caused what? 
must be a chicken-and-egg question. 

The elements that make up the master plot come, at one level, 
from within literature itself. In general the master plot continues one 
strand of prerevolutionary literature: it reworks the prevailing 
myths and tropes of Russian radical fiction and rhetoric of the 
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second half of the nineteenth and early twentieth century. Also 
carried over has been some influence from folk and religious litera
ture (though pre-Soviet radical texts used these sources, too). 

But the master plot is by no means an isolated or purely literary 
phenomenon. Indeed, it could not have survived solely on its liter
ary merits or role. The master plot plays a distinctive role for the 
entire Soviet culture-:-----~-·~·-··"·········· · ····-····-~"·"··"--·-· ········. · ······-. · · .... · ..... "··" 

··-sociallstR~'a:11;n is essentially a name applied to Soviet culture's 
literary system rather than to a way of writing that is particularly 
"socialist" or "realist." Indeed, the "socialist" aspects and "realist" 
aspects of Soviet literature are more functions of the "superstruc
ture" than they are of the "base." The "base" is the master plot. 

The one invariant feature of all Soviet novels is that they _ar:~e. 
ritu~oo, _tll}i(i§, __ t,h_ey"''repeat .. the maste'r plot, which is itself a 
sodiflcai:l~n -~f majo~ cultur~I~~!i~~s.''Here I ~ean "ritual" in 
the same sense as it is used by anthropologists. Ritual is a term for 
those social acts that are felt by the participants to concentrate the 
greatest amount of cultural meaning in them (with respect to the 
Soviet novel's master plot, this does not, of course, necessarily mean 
that the participants are personally in accord with these "mean
ings"). Rituals are that part of the language of culture in which 
signs achieve the lowest degree of arbitrariness. This is somewhat 
paradoxical, because they are, at the same time, the most con
ventionalized. All rituals have form, and they are successful in 
focusing otherwise diffuse cultural energies precisely in the degree 
to which they are formulaic. They provide a kind of shaping force 
to the energies that are most powerfully abroad in the society; they 
are a focusing lens for cultural forces. 

The one thing that rituals have in common in any culture, as 
anthropologists from Van Gennep to Victor Turner have pointed 
out, is a concern for transformation of various kinds. Rituals per
sonalize abstract cultural meanings and turn them into comprehen
sible narrative. This is the way they make specific meanings that 
would otherwise be general. The subject of the ri~jll::p.asses.~:Jrom .. , 
~ne state into another, well-known examples being theprggression. 
fr~~ boyho'od to manhood or '£iom foieigi1er'to dtiie~.: 
--!!E:£~i~~iY- tlinc~(9n.o£,tb.~-·-IM~iex·i'I2si~jiii. .. ~APJl~E-~-~-~h~!- .. 9L 
ritll,~L.YI14~r:stgQ<L!n.Jh~s.e.Jerms ... lt shapes the novel as a sort of 
parable for the working-out of Marxism-Leninism in history. The 
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novel takes as its -focus a relativel.rmo~~figt~ ... ~::!~-~-~~~_!!r.~..§2yt~.t 
worker, administrator, or soldier~11i1s su6]ect 1s known as the 
'~ve11ero-:""trciwevef·modest'he may be, !be pq~SLQLhi§JiJf! 
sym6olica[y recapitulate the stages of historical pr()gres~. -~s ... ~~~
s-crib"ea·ln:-·Marxist~l~niiiist theory. ·Thi- n6Yel's Elimax dtua~:.. 
enaets.flieclima:ic:"of"hi~tory i~ ~~~munism. This crucial role played 
by th~p'Os11:1ve-nero"is~-indeed;"ilitn·easonhe has received so much 
attention from critics. When the cry goes out "Give us more heroes 
like X!" one may be sure that the novel in which the stages of X's 
life are portrayed shows skillful use of the master plot. 

The ritual form of conventional Soviet novels comprises both 
iconic signs for positive heroes and a catalogue of plot functions 
they normally perform. Both the signs and the plot functions are 
encoded symbols, derived largely from prerevolutionary lore but 
with meanings that ultimately derive from Marxism-Leninism. The 
master plot is, however, much broader in the range of meanings it en
compasses and is not confined to Marxism-Leninism for its subtext. 

It is by now a commonplace of Western histories of the Soviet 
Union that during the thirties all public activity became more highly 
ritualized and that much of it was geared to legitimizing the 
hegemony of the Stalinist leadership by identifying its links with 
Lenin and Leninism. This development more or less coincided with 
the instituti "za ion of Socialist Realism (which occurred be
tween 1932 and 1934). Not supr · Y,therefore, the signs and 
functions of the master plot that had meanings in Marxist-Leninist 
historiography also acquired established associations with the 
Soviet leadership and its connection to Lenin. Soviet novels became 
simultaneously parables of Marxism-Leninisrn-;ri(f --m.-ya~-~----f~r ·ma1ntainin ·t~iE siahis·q-u-<>:- -·--- ----···· ... -----------------·-·--·-- -·--·-·"- "' .......... · 
'"ji}""view.~ttfie'nC>vers·-·r:ole as repository of official myths, ex

traordinary measures were taken !_o ens!!_~e that the purity of th~Jq.r~. 
mulas be preserved from book to bO'~k:"fi""was:··ror'lnstance, not 
merely--poiitfcar·caprice .. that ___ motivat~-d the Party's spokesman 
Zhdanov, in 1946, when he called for strict adherence to 
doxology.4 

In Stalinist novels, whatever the context, whatever the year, 
events can be relied upol) to follow the prescribed pattern. The 

=~~ey\~~-!~esr~.t(;~!~I:r'~~~~~f:~i~'"'qrrsJ:~QJ .. ~-~c.al.l§~~his 
-·-·-··········- ... ,, ''•'""'··-'•~.-.--·-•·'····•····· ,., • ~,_;_,•.;-< . .,..-:--~:-·.<·~-~'-..._"'""'•:r:-..... e ......... ,._ 
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Thus it would seem that the Soviet novel offers perfect material 
for making a structural analysis of the master plot in terms of its 
formulaic phases, somewhat as Propp has done for the Russian 
folktale. 5 That is, one could adduce a "grammar" of the Soviet 
novel. I have, in fact, provided something like a "grammar" of this 
kind in Appendix A. I have relegated it to this peripheral position 
because to provide a mere "grammar" of forms, an unvarying 
structural pattern in Soviet novels, ignoring contextual consid
erations, is to ride roughshod over the dimension of meaning, 
which, in the Soviet context, is all important. 

The constancy with which the same signs recur in Soviet novels is 
in part deceptive. Continuity in the use of symbols need not be an 
accurate index to continuity of values. If, as most linguists now 
agree, the relationship between sign and meaning in ordinary lan
guage is not fixed but dynamic, then, surely, when language is used 
symbolically, this potential for change is increased. And in fact in 
the Soviet novel many of the formulaic tropes have, over time, 
changed or have at least been modified in their meanings. 

The political anthropologist Abner Cohen has written about the 
relationship between political symbols (using "political symbols" in 
the extended sense as objects, concepts, or linguistic formations) 
and the changing world and power structure they are meant to 
support. Cohen cautions against seeing symbols as "mechanical 
reflections, or representations, of political reality" or of thinking 
that "Power relations and symbolic formations are ... reducible 
one to the other." As he points out, power relations and symbolic 
formations are relatively autonomous, and the relations between 
the two are complex. "Symbols ... stand ambiguously for a mul
tiplicity of disparate meanings," and the same symbol can thus be 
used in different contexts to mean the same thing; we must "distin
guish between symbolic forms and symbolic functions" or mean
ings. He continues: 

Symbols achieve a measure of continuity-in-change by their am
biguity and multiplicity of meanings. A ceremonial may be re
peated over and over again in the same form though its symbols 
may be charged with different meanings to accommodate new 
developments. Thus there is a continuous process of action and 
counteraction between the symbolic order and the power order 
even when there is no significant structural change. 6 
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In other words language-and highly symbolic language a 
fortiori-is multivalent. Symbols can have several meanings, even 
at the same time, and they can often be used ambiguously. 

Shalom Spiegel has shown how a major symbolic text of the 
Jewish people, the biblical story of Abraham and Isaac, or Akedah, 
has been variously interpreted. Although the events of the story 
have remained substantially the same in each retelling, at various 
points in the history of the Jews the story has been interpreted in 
new ways, colored by their current aspirations and experiences. 7 

Something like this occurred with the Soviet novel. During the dif
ferent phases of the Stalin era various cliches of the novel were 
interpreted in different ways. Some changes were made in the master 
plot, too, but these changes were on the whole semantic rather than 
formal. 

The symbolic forms of Socialist Realism have not been used as a 
medium of expression for the official viewpoint alone. The in
tellectuals are, after all, more immediately involved in the business 
of literature than the leadership is, and they have also been able to 
profit from the multivalence of literature's iconic signs. 

The traditional role of Russian literature has been, since at least 
Belinsky,8 to provide a forum for the most advanced ideas of the 
age, to bear witness to the grim realities of Russian life not admitted 
to in official sources; the self-image of Solzhenitsyn in our time 
provides a good example of this tradition. M.g.stoPeople in the West 
vyould contend. th~t the vario:us. institutional. controls pl;t<:;ed on 
Soviet literature have all but robbed creative writing anq criticism 
(at leastt11iiTpiif?JfsJiid through_{)fficia:f ~hannels) of this .. particular 

..difuerisi.QpJ3uithey have certainfyi•otdoiie so entirely, and there is 
an incipient tension in fiction between its function as occasional 
writing and propagator of official myths and values, on the one 
hand, and, on the other, its more traditional role in modern Russia 
of standing in the forefront of intellectual life. This tension is not 
readily apparent, for it is expressed in the most delicate nuances. 

When the formulaic patterns of the Soviet novel became fixed in 
the thirties, a system of signs became the core of the Socialist Realist 
system. These signs are polysemic in themselves, but, when in
corporated in the master plot, they take on very definite, specific 
meanings. Nevertheless, as words, they must retain the potential for 
other meanings, and a skillful writer can play on this. 
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If a writer ~ted his novd~lis...h.e..<!.Jt~.".haq .. !.Q .. !!.S£.!~e 
prope~~-I_Igua~~-.(~,e~th~~s, ... <:..at.dLP.bJi!~~-~ ... §.tg~l<, .. iJ:!l~gt;!~1 . ~~c.) .~lld. 
~ax (conventional or~ering ?l ev~!!.tLin. .. accor.da.n~~-Y.V~~h.th~. 
-~~!~~~.PI9n. T a aa·so'was:e£f~~tively3...ritl!<!L~s~. <:>L~!~!m~~!9E:.~:>L __ 
}?yalty to th_~,.-~1~!~:. Ql!~~ ~!-~~ .. "\\'E!.t.e .. Lha~tJJ.ccomplishe.d.-this,·his
novelc·oulctbe called "party-ri1il!qt:2:~:J},ut he had room for play in 
tl1e 'ioeas'"i:nese'plienom.'ena, expressed because of the latent am
biguities of the signs themselves. 

Each novel was writte.,!!}!l_,_~_C:~~t~~L~.f!~-~ .. .Er. c~'!!!KI::L£.~~.:. 
_ti~!~-2-..~Ild even the author's own position. All these factors bear 
upon the individual work and have the power to change its mean
ings. New meanings can come from within the system of signs 
by the slightest rearrangement or emphasis or shading-meta
phasis--of the standard signs and sequences. Such changes may 
be scarcely perceptible to an outsider not schooled in the tra
dition, but they would be striking to most Soviet readers. The 
system of signs is, simultaneously, the components of a ritual and a 
surrogate for the Aesopean language to which writers resorted in 
tsarist times when they wanted to outwit the censors. Thus, 
paradoxically, the very rigidity of Socialist Realism's formations 
permits freer expression than would be possible if the novel were 
less ritualized. 

The formulaic signs of the Soviet novel have been used as a 
medium for debates to this day. When Stalin died in 1953, many 
writers set about to criticize his legacy, including the stiltedness of 
Socialist Realist fiction. Yet when they produced fiction containing 
critiques of Stalinism, they often used the ready-made code or sys
tem of signs of the Socialist Realist tradition. Inevitably, the system 
of signs was modified as a result; some epithets, for instance, 
changed their value import from positive to negative. Nevertheless, 
the changes came from within the tradition the writers were op
posing. In the post-Khrushchev era, literature became more varie
gated in style and approach, yet one can still sense the presence of 
the Socialist Realist tradition even in much unofficial literature 
(underground publications and literature published in the West). 

It would be too glib to conclude that this lingering attachment to 
the tradition was due to Soviet citizens' having been inculcated in its 
language for so long that they could not throw it off. But then one 
must ask why the conventions of Socialist Realism have this power. 
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I would suggest that the reason so many of the symbols of Socialist 
Realism continue to resonate is that they ring not just for the Bol
sheviks. They are sufficiently broad and flexible to contain most of 
the separate currents that make up Soviet culture. 

When Socialist Realism was launched in the early thirties, it led 
to ilie homogentza"fioii--orSoVi.eCliterafure: A "rriajof effect of this 
homogel:t~~~mm:-JY~~]hat~atlwt~ters:::henrefurthbegaji to use the 
s~iiji~Jiinguage. However, just as all speakers of English can express 
differing"views while using roughly the same language, so likewise 
(although of course to a more limited extent) all Soviet writers 
could express varying views via the "language" of Socialist Real
ism. The linguistic imperialism that occasioned the influx of so 
many new speakers into the language group of the Bolsheviks had 
an effect not uncommon in cases of linguistic imperialism: while the 
writers were being issued the "uniform" of the new power, the 
agents of this power were simultaneously receiving the "mufti" of 
their new subjects. The ideas and values of divergent groups within 
the intelligentsia began to color the associations of the various ele
ments of the official language. The result was a dynamic of cross
fertilization that involved not just literature but also five other 
major elements of Soviet culture, which, as I said above, interacted 
with it to produce Socialist Realism: Marxism-Leninism, revolu
tionary lore, rhetoric, political policies, and historical events, to
gether with the actors within them. 

For this exchange to occur, there had to be an effective medium 
for focusing it. This brings us back to our earlier remarks about 
ritual. The formulaic signs of the Soviet novel have proved so tena
cious over time because they catch some of the burning issues and 
beliefs of the entire culture, not just of the official culture. The 
master plot is not merely a literary plot or even the formula for a 
literary plot. It is the literary expression of the master categories 
that organize the entire culture. 

The problem posed in this book is thus a variant of the perennial 
question of continuity and change. Because the Soviet government 
is ideologically conservative and anxious to establish a "Leninist" 
connection for the current leadership, the novels written during its 
regime have used, to a remarkable degree, the same signs over the 
years, signs whose origins can in fact be traced back to well before 
1917. But when are these signs really the same, and when are they 
different (because differently deployed)? 
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The signs of Soviet literature do not remain the same just be
cause, as a ready-made code, they can be used as pawns in the 
ongoing contest between "conservatives" and "liberals," nor do 
they represent empty affirmations of allegiance to the status quo. In 
this book I hope to show that the same signs are used with such 
frequency because they encapsulate the polemics and dilemmas of 
the Russian intelligentsia that have been constant from at least the 
mid-nineteenth century to the present day. Bolshevism made its 
contribution to these polemics, and it promised a way out of these 
dilemmas; but the debate continues. Bolshevism simply gave it a 
new focus and a new language. '------- _, _____ ... _. 
------------·--·· ········ -·-····· ... , .. ...-.-~- ____ , ....... , .... 

The "Spontaneity" I "Consciousness" Dialectic as 
the Structuring Force That Shapes the Master Plot 

Rituals, as pointed out above, always involve some kind of trans
formation: the su..Qi~.f!_Qf_,the ritual goes from one state t9 anpth.er, 
~nflhis .£E?.~~-~s?.mo_r ''pas~·a:g:e:·jre~~c!~:-~~§fue·c~ni~~.l.Jd.ea oCthe 
c!!lnue~-Sinc.e.Milie ... riia.S:ter:.:.pt<I(j~[Jfi.~ .. §<?.Yie~ ... np_vt,:lJl!:QYide.li ... », __ 
r:itualized. accou.nt. of !he M.:i.~J{is_t-. .l:-~9ini.l!t idea _o(.historicaL prog-. 
ress, one might expect that the transition charted would involve 
ino~~ment: from a dass society"'inroiigh'I'r<>l~i~i~~~-4.~~~-oni.~.ria 
on into that_ ultimate stafe;···the,··a_assl~ss_ society, i.e., communism ... 
Actu~afly, however; the -a~is ·'str~ggle. per se.has·n~t been. a:· con-
sistent theme of the Soviet novel and has certainly not provided the 
structuring force for the novel's master plot. 

The subtext that does shape the m_aster plot is another funda
mental idea of Marxism-Leninism, one that is a somewhat declasse 
and 'more abstract Version of the class~struggle account of history. 
In this versiqn, . histo~::ical progress o~curs not by resolving class 
conflict but through- the working-out 9f .the so-called spontaneity I 
consCiousness dialeeti~. In this dialectical model, "consciousness'~.is 
taken to mean actions or political activities that are controlled, 
disciplined, and-guided by politically aware b~dl.es.J"Sporitaneity," 
on the other harid, means actions that are not guided by complete 
political awareness and are either sp~radic, uncoordinated, even 
anarchic (suchas wildcat strikes, mass uprisings, etc.), or canbe 
attributed to the workings of v:ast. impersonal-.historical-. forces 
rather than to deliberate actions. 
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According to !h~_J-&!li!?:!.~!.}!\Q,Q!:!lJgLhi~tmicaLprogress, .. society · 
fro~st days has. b.e~D locked in a dialectica~. struggle be
~~e~-th~ fgxc~s of ;'sponta~4;i1 .. '(whicli 'p'red(;~i~~te in the ear~ 
Tiest~r;;-~;tprimitive social forms) ~fi91J.Sness" 
(which are present from the very beginning, although largely only 
as a potential). J:~s dia.!,:~!,i.SI?xmcide.uh!;...ciriY.Ll!K.!.2!:<:~o_fp_r()gress 
and leads to histo"if"s- end_io. . .communism. It affects a series of 
iiicreasln."gly-Ti'fglier=-orae;-syntheses ("leaps forward," or revolu
tions) resulting in·-ever~liigher'forms of both "spontaneity" and 
"consciousness." The ultimate stag!;.._QLhist.oricaL_Q.e.~eio_pment,.. 

~.iw .. -~ . ..r~a.cbe.d.in..aJinal .. sY.n.th~§i.~ .... .w:hi.cil....r.esol¥es-th.e-ei
alectic once and for all. That final synthesis or ultimate revolution 
will ~esufti;;"(h.etd~ph of "consciousness," but the form of "con
sciousness" will then be such that it will no longer be in opposition 
to "spontaneity"; there will no longer be conflict between the natu
ral responses of the people and the best interests of society. In other 
words, the end synth~sis will r~~Rl.Y~ .. ..th~--~_g~_:Ql<;l..w.nflic.Lhetw:.ee,Q._,_~ 
th~j.nili_yidual and society. ~ 

The ta;k~fili:eratilreasgenerator of official myths is to provide 
object l~ssons in the working-out of the spontaneity I consciousness 
di~lectic. As is generally true of ritlial forms, the master plot per
sonalizes the general processes outlined in Marxist-Leninist his
toriography by encoding them in biographical terms: the positive 
hero passes in stages from a state of relative "spontaneity" to a 
higher degree of "consciousness," which he attains by some indi
vidual revolution. 

It has been possible to allegorize the spontaneity I consciousness 
dialectic because of the range of meanings these two terms can 
encompass. In the narrower context of the individual human being, 
as distinct from society at large, "consciousness" means political 
awareness and the complete self-control that enables the individual 
to be guided in all his actions by his awareness, whereas "spon
taneity" refers to purely visceral, willful, anarchic, or self-centered 
actions. The great historical drama of struggle be~een the forces of 
spontaneity and the forces of consciousness is unfolded in a tale of 
the way one individual mastered his willful self, became disciplined, 
and attained to an extrapersonal identity. Thus, if you discount 
such trappings as the factory or kolkhoz setting and the Party 
meeting, the Socialist Realist novel might in effect be seen as a 
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politicized variant of the Bildungsroman, in wh.i<:JL.lhLhS!.!IL 
achieves. gr:t;~ter harmony .b.o1h ».:i~hll}_hi.'!!.~~t~P4 iD.t:e.!~ti()l} tgh:i~ .. 
socieJ;¥.._Such a comparison cannot be taken very far, however, 
because the Socialist Realist novel is so highly ritualized that the 

h~-1lt2~.!~-i~.!letr~~L~2i~i~2~LQ9Ll!.df:.Y.al11c;tQ,!~~ 
Why did the Socialist Realist novel end up with the spontaneity I 

consciousness dialectic as its underlying subject rather than the 
class struggle? This outcome can scarcely be described as having 
been sought "consciously" (rather than arising "spontaneously"), 
yet it was far from random or arbitrary. The answer to this 
question-an answer that is actually twofold-explains why the 
Soviet novel is a key document in Soviet cultural history. 

In the first place, the spontaneity I consciousness dialectic is itself 
not an innocent doctrine, for it has always been at the center of the 
main controversies within Russian Marxism. Initially, when the 
first Russian Marxist groups were formed in the 1890S;)the debate 
centered around what is often described as i:he voluntarist I 
deterministcgJltr:(wersy, that is, briefly ~tated, the gi}~Stiq_!lq'Y'h~!h.~.L 
history is made by the consCious efforts of people; br whether his- ' 
ioncar<:Kali~(!"'occurs .. of '}is _()~n ~-~£~~4 ·(''!>p_(Jl1i~q~_Q_ii~1Y.~'fj!~·:_g:: 
resulf~ol-di'anges in. su~h. e:x;tr;thu.\llai1f~<::tg~~--il§,_ fgr: jq~taP<::~~Jhe. 
~~~~!fs:()(pr.qdu~Jigp-: ·· · · · · ···· · · ·· · · · 

In classical Marxism the voluntarist I determinist dichotomy was 
already problematical. In general, however, the Marxist sense of 
history favored the notion that historical change occurred as the 
result of vast, transpersonal forces rather than by the action of 
"self-consciousness," "spirit," or outstanding figures. In his ac
counts of history Marx emphasized the determining role of trans
personal material forces. Nevertheless, he did allow for some 
interaction-for the notion that not o_!!!y do "circm:nste.!lS~~-gtak~ 
men" byt th_g.t "llle~.[~J.§g.Lm.a.ke-ci.r.~UIDJi.!a~~..:~:.~ 

For the Russian Marxists this question was more than a purely 
speculative one. It was central to the major issues of political prac
tice. This was because Marx's observations were based on the rela
tively advanced industrial society of western Europe, where the 
notion of a "proletarian" revolution seemed more plausible. But 
Russia had not yet evolved to a point where it met the Marxist 
preconditions for a communist revolution. The country was at least 
four-fifths peasant, and even the relatively small working class 
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comprised largely persons of recent peasant origins. The educa
tional level of both workers and peasants was poor; indeed, most 
were illiterate. In short, it was unlikely for a significant segment of 
the population to have revolutionary consciousness. Some Russian 
Marxists argued that a revolution would therefore have to wait 
until the proletariat was larger and more developed; others believed 
that there could be a shortcut to the revolution by raising worker 
consciousness and by other deliberate actions. 

This debate came to a head in 1903, when Lenin's treatise What 
Is to Be Done? (1902) split the Social Democratic (Marxist) Party 
into the Bolshevik (Leninist) and Menshevik factions. In this 
treatise Lenin introduced his highly controversial departure from 
the original Marxist theory (or addition to it, depending on one's 
point of view): the doctrine of the "vanguard." Lenin contended 
that it was possible to get around the various ways in which con
temporary Russia did not meet the canonical Marxist preconditions 
for communist revolution by forming a "vanguard of the pro
letariat," comprising a small group of highly "conscious," disci
plined, and dedicated revolutionaries who would guide the less 
"conscious" masses first to greater "consciousness" and then to 
revolution. The division in the Russian Marxist movement over 
these issues became exacerbated once again in 1917, when Lenin 
returned from exile after the initial (February) revolution and de
clared, in his April Theses, that this first, "bourgeois," revolution 
should be pushed further into a communist revolution. Many op
posed this view, including prominent Bolsheviks, because they felt 
Lenin was being too rash and impatient. 

It might be expected that the success of the October Revolution 
would have put an end to this controversy. This was far from the 
case, however, and Soviet Russians are still debating whether the 
revolution was premature and whether history can be "made" to 
any significant degree. Moreover, once the revolution had occurred, 
the continued reliance on the "vanguard" as an agent of control, in 
the sense of a centralized controlling elite, made it difficult to rec
oncile Soviet practice with that central Marxist doctrine, the 
"withering away of the state." Lenin himself believed that, once the 
revolution had occurred and the masses had become even more 
"conscious" in the postrevolutionary environment, the need for the 
"vanguard" as an agent of control, discipline, and enlightenment 
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would end. The vanguard and the apparatus of state control (police 
and the like) would then progressively "wither away" as, Marx had 
stipulated, they should in a "classless" society. 

Perhaps "circumstances" were against them, but the Bolsheviks 
fell somewhat short of realizing this prediction. In the early post
revolutionary years, various internal and external threats to Bol
shevik hegemony (such as the Civil War and the Allied intervention) 
made it necessary for them to build up the institutions of state 
control rather more than they had envisioned. Later, under Stalin, 
there was less external threat (except during World War II) and, 
arguably, less internal threat as well; yet under him the state ap
paratus became larger and more powerful than before. Although 
public controversy over political questions was virtually impossible 
in those years, it is clear that the state's resistance to its scheduled 
"withering away" troubled even the leadership. One symptom of 
their discomfiture is the fact that in the thirties almost every issue of 
the Party's bimonthly theoretical organ, Bolshevik, contained an 
article that direcdy or indirecdy tackled the questions of why the 
state had not begun to "wither away" and when it might be ex
pected to do so. 

Since the Bolsheviks were always more exercised by polemics 
with their detractors in the left-wing movement than they were by 
right-wing adversaries, it is not surprising that, instead of providing 
edifying tales about the class struggle, official Soviet literature gen
erated myths for rationalizing the Bolshevik position in the peren
nial radical controversy over the roles of consciousness and spon
taneity in history. Indeed, literature's de facto role as apologist 
increased over time. The Socialist Realist tradition began with par
ables (such as Mother) illustrating the workings of the spontaneity I 
consciousness dialectic, but, under Stalin, extra conventions were 
added to the master plot so that it also affirmed symbolically that 
the progress to communism was specifically assured under the pres
ent Soviet leadership. 

While all this is true, it represents a somewhat limited explana
tion of the master plot's role in Soviet society. The role of the 
spontaneity I consciousness opposition as the subtext of Socialist 
Realism must not be viewed solely in the context of Russian Marx
ist controversies and the machinations of the Leninists or the 
Stalinists. Literature is not merely the handmaiden of politics, not __ .........,w_. ___ ........___, ___ ,_~.~~-•~><•-·-•__,._,••---·-~~--~.,._..:,v••>'•._._._,__~ ..... __, 
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~.rimes...Qf!!.eve.re.J:ep~iQ!1...Moreover, the Party did not have 
a fixed interpretation of the dialectic to impose on literature, even if 
it were possible to impose one. 

If one follows Bolshevik discussions of the spontaneity I 
consciousness dialectic over time, one will be struck by three fea
tures: ambivalence, controversy, and polysemy. I would suggest 
that this semantic diffuseness results from the fact that the 
spontaneity I consciousness opposition is broader in resonance than 
its place in Marxist-Leninist doctrine would imply. It is one of the 
key binary oppositions in Russian culture, comparable to, for in
stance, the ideal I real oppostion in Scholasticism or the subject I 
object distinction in nineteenth-century German thought. 

The spontaneity I consciousness dichotomy was particularly well 
adapted to the ritual needs of the entire country. It is perhaps no 
accident that its scheme for historical progress is very like the 
Hegelian model for the working-out of Geist in history (Hegel had 
a profound influence on the Russian intelligentsia during its formative 
period in the mid-nineteenth century). More important, the oppo
sition provides master tropes that focus major cultural energies and 
order the key dilemmas of the Russian intelligensia. The dialectic is 
a natively Russian version of the dynamic known to Western 
thinking as the nature I culture opposition, which has attracted a 
great deal of attention among contemporary anthropologists. We 
can detect Russia's root ambivalence on modernization lurking be
hind the various controversies concerning the Leninist model of 
historical progress. The spontaneity I consciousness oppostion was, 
in effect, an efficient formula for transcoding German Marxism into 
Russian culture. 

The Leninist version of historical development did not differ 
from Marx merely in degree-by a change of emphasis, let us say, 
from Marx's view of historical change as effected 90 percent by 
necessity and 10 percent by deliberate actions, to ascribing the 
giant's share of the influence to the forces of "consciousness" (i.e., 
the vanguard). A more fundamental change had occu~red. 

The Russian Marxists began by adopting a German ideology to 
solve Russia's chronic social dilemmas (such as poverty, autocracy, 
and inequality). This ideology, once transplanted in Russian soil, 
became "russified." Marxism was an ideolC?_gy~th~t._<:;aJ:n.e out of an 
advanced industrial society ."'1twas-'i:{)''bt;--applied in a backward,-, 

----~---~---·--------......... - .. , .... -_.,...-. -······· 
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peasant society with very different politif~-L~!!!:l:Jntellectual COl}:. 

ditio~ TrievTfiih1Y~-Rllss1a's--culture "coio~ed its version-ofMarxist 
ideology; as a result, it became less and less a western European 
political program and more and more the ideology characterizing a 
certain branch of the Russian radical intelligentsia. 

A surface indicator of the differences between the two views is 
the change in terminology. In classical Marxism the spontaneity I 
consciousness opposition does not exist as such. Marx did describe 
an analogous model for historical development, but he discussed it 
in terms of the dialectic between "freedom," where men rationally 
regulate their interchange with Nature, and "necessity," i.e., the 
circumstances that effect historical development. 10 Marx also gave 
a central place in his theories to the concept of "consciousness" 
(Bewusstsein); but, though the concept "spontaneity" can be found 
in Marxist writings (as "Spontanitiit"), it is much less central than 
"consciousness" and is certainly not its explicit opposite. 

When the Russian Marxists of the 1890s and the early twentieth 
century argued about the way forward for Russia, their debates 
centered not around the roles of "freedom" and "necessity" but on 
"consciousness" and "spontaneity," which, in Lenin's What Is to 
Be Done? (1902), became the two poles of the primary dialectic of 
historical development. Moreover, whereas "consciousness" and 
"spontaneity" in classical Marxism were relatively technical terms 
(this is less so for "consciousness," Bewusstsein, which had En
lightenment connotations), the two words the Russian Marxist 
chose for rendering these concepts both had connotations that 
identified the terms with ongoing preoccupations of the Russian 
intelligentsia. 11 The word chosen for "consciousness," for instance, 
soznatel'nost', has the coloration of something inspired by one's 
conscience and could hence be associated with the intelligentsia's 
tradition of assuming the role of Russian society's conscience. 

The most striking instance of transcoding is the word chosen 
_for "spontaneity," stixijnost', which carries with it a vast range of 
connotations-both positive and negative-all of which were cen
tral to the existential dilemmas of the Russian intelligentsia. The 
root of stixijnost', stixija, means "element" (as in "elemental"); the 
word can thus be used both in expressions like "in his element," 
with positive valorization, and to mean wild, uncontrollable 
"forces" (such as storms in nature and human rage). Thus it can 
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mean both what is natural and good, as distinct from something 
artificial, alien, or constricting, or, alternatively, it can connote 
what is wrong with what are termed the "blind forces of nature"; it 
can connote things that are out of control and even menacing. 

When the word stixijnost' was placed together with soz
natel'nost' in a binary opposition, that opposition potentially em
braced all the most obsessive dilemmas confronting the Russian 
intelligentsia. This was in large measure because of the rich and 
even contradictory associations that the word stixijnost' conjured 
up for them, associations that were all germane to its existential 
concerns. The oppostion suggests, for instance, that much
celebrated gulf in Russia between the vast, uneducated peasant 
masses (the "spontaneous") and the educated elite (the "con
scious") or, to put it slightly differently, between backward rural 
Russia (the realm of "spontaneity") and modern urban Russia (the 
realm of "consciousness"), or, again, between those seething masses, 
capable of spontaneous popular uprisings, and the autocratic, 
heavily bureaucratized, and hierarchical state, which seeks to control 
these masses and direct them. 

The spontaneity I consciousness opposition can also be seen as a 
schematization of some aspects of the old Slavophile versus West
erner controversy, i.e., the question whether the way forward for 
Russia could be found in Western models and ideas, in bringing 
reason, organization, order, and technology to this backward, 
anarchic country, or whether Western civilization was sterile and 
spiritually impoverished as compared with the native Russian or 
Slavic ethos, which was antirational, spontaneous, instinctive, 
perhaps even antiurban and against state order. Many favored a 
return to the social order of traditional peasant Russia, based on the 
village commune or mir; others developed a cult of the folk rebel or 
buntar'. The latter maintained that the dry theorizing of the in
tellectuals was sterile and that the most potent and effective forces 
for bringing about positive change in Russia were contained in 
those broad, illiterate peasant masses (the "spontaneous"), who 
had not been corrupted by Westernized education or by working 
for the autocratic state and could therefore express that pure, gut 
"rage" of the Russians against the defilement of their land by alien 
forces. For every intellectual who favored a "folk" remedy for Rus
sia's dilemmas (whether in the folk rebel or in the traditional way of 
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life) there was another who saw the way forward in terms of mak
ing those "spontaneous" masses more "conscious," in bringing en
lightenment and culture to the darkness of the ignorant and 
wretched peasants. 

Lenin himself was strongly on the side of "consciousness" in the 
sense of favoring reason, order, control, technology, and guidance 
and enlightenment for the masses. His rhetoric is full of imagery 
about bringing "light" to the "darkness" of the Russian people. 
Lenin's wife, Krupskaya, was to make her major contribution to the 
Soviet cause by dedicating herself to the literacy campaign and 
other programs for raising the cultural and educational level of the 
masses. 

And yet, although Lenin favored "consciousness" over "spon
taneity," he, like the intelligentsia class from which he came, was 
himself ambivalent about "spontaneity" and its role in history. 
Although "spontaneous" elements could, in his analysis, indeed be 
retrograde and dangerous if left unchecked or unguided, he did not 
see "spontaneity" as an essentially negative category. In What Is to 
Be Done? he maintained that, even in its most primitive expres
sions, "spontaneity" contains a sort of "embryonic" potential for 
"consciousness."12 Moreover, being a shrewd tactician, Lenin was 
able to recognize the crucial role the peasantry would play in any 
Russian revolution; one therefore periodically finds in his speeches 
extremely flattering references to that "spontaneous" element. 13 

This equivocation did not end with Lenin, for it has continued in 
official rhetoric down to the present day. The terms "spontaneity" 
and "consciousness" and the meaning of their dialectic have been 
differently interpreted with each major change in political culture. 

Thus the spontaneity I consciousness opposition is, on the one 
hand, a defining tenet of Leninism and the locus of the greatest 
controversies about how to put theory into practice. On the other 
hand, it catches some of the Russian intelligentsia's obsessive di
lemmas. Indeed, Leninism, being itself in large measure a Russian 
ideology, also reflects the intelligentsia's own ambivalences. 

This pattern of complexity is ramified when one looks at the role 
the spontaneity I consciousness dialectic plays in the Socialist Realist 
novel, i.e., as the shaping force behind the master plot. There it 
certainly serves the Party's interests by turning novels into ideologi
cal parables and, very often as well, into myths of maintenance for 
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the status quo. Yet, paradoxically, it also provides some sort of 
medium, however reduced, for discussion and even for self
expression. The richly evocative terms "spontaneity" and "con
sciousness" not only provided an umbrella under which that eternal 
debate about Russia's way forward could continue; they also re
verberated with some pervasive themes of Russian literature itself. 
These include such unlikely views-for Soviet literature-as the one 
commonly found in nineteenth-century literature, that surface re
ality is a mere semblance, a veneer; the notion that the underlying 
reality is in the grip of dark, elemental forces; and that cult of 
libidinous expression that one can find in literature from at least 
Appollon Grigoriev through Dostoevsky, Blok, and Bely, and on, 
even past the Revolution, into Scythianism. Although such views 
could of course never become actual themes of Socialist Realism, 
they often colored the symbols conventionally used for translating 
the spontaneity I consciousness opposition into novel form. 

Thus, by studying the changing contours of the master plot and 
the complexity of forces that interact with it, this book will follow 
the broad patterns of Soviet culture through several transitions. 
Moreover, it will follow not only official culture but also, to a lesser 
extent, the dissident Russian voices that are in dialogue with it. In 
the finite context of the master plot, with its ideological under
pinnings, the book will chart the vagaries of the dialectic between 
sign and meaning and the dialectic between what is intrinsic to 
literature and what is extrinsic to it. In this way it will provide a 
dynamic model of cultural change in the Soviet period. 
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1 What Socialist Realism Is 
and What Led to Its Adop
tion as the Official Method 
of Soviet Literature 

Socialist Realism as such did not exist until the Revolution was at 
least fifteen years old, for the term was not presented to the Soviet 
public until1932. The first record of its use is in a speech made by 
Gronsky, the president of the Organization Committee of the newly 
founded Writers' Union, on May 17, 1932. 1 

The theory of Socialist Realism was not formulated until after the 
term had been coined. Gorky (the First Secretary of the Writers' 
Union) and other authoritative literary figures began to clarify the 
term in articles and speeches in 1932-34, and the first plenum of 
the Organizational Committee, in October, 1932, was devoted to 
that topic; but it was not until1934, when the First Writers' Union 
Congress was held, that Socialist Realism acquired a canonical 
formulation. Ever since then, the official sources of the doctrine 
have been Lenin's 1905 article "Party Organization and Party Lit
erature" (locus classicus for the doctrine of mandatory "party
mindedness"), Gorky's articles in his book On Literature, pub
lished in 1933 (and in later redactions of the same book), and the 
speeches made to the congress itself by Gorky and A. A. Zhdanov 
(chief representative of the Party's Central Committee). 

Yet the consensus of Soviet literary history is that Socialist Real
ism was the dominant method (or theory) of Soviet literature before 
the term was ever invented. The second volume of the Academy 
History of Soviet Russian Literature of 1967 states: "By the thir
ties ... the time socialist realism [was] given a theoretical formula
tion, in practice it was already the main method of Soviet literature. 
It arose naturally in the process of the development of literature. " 2 

Such authoritative sources also cite as evidence that Socialist Real
ism had evolved before 1932 such pre-nineteen-thirties novels as 
Gorky's Mother and Klim Samgin, D. Furmanov's Chapaev, A. 
Serafimovich's The Iron Flood, A. Fadeev's The Rout, F. Gladkov's 
Cement, and A. Tolstoy's Road to Calvary. 

27 
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This list of official precursors is the pride and joy of official 
histories, where it is not merely quoted as a list of generative 
exemplars, but where the paradigms are given their own genealogy. 
The Social Realist tradition developed, as it were, not just "natu
rally," as the Academy history suggests, but even familially. Not 
only do the histories draw up a line of succession for the master
pieces; they give one for the positive heroes and even for the authors 
themselves. Just as histories claim that book A was modeled on 
book B, which was in turn modeled on book C, they also suggest 
that Pavel Vlasov (of Mother) begat Gleb Chumalov (of Cement), 
who begat Pavel Korchagin (of Ostrovsky's early thirties' classic, 
How the Steel Was Tempered), who begat Oleg Koshevoy (Fadeev's 
The Young Guard, a novel of the forties), who .... 3 Historians 
also insist that virtually ~very author of a Socialist Realist classic 
learned from some earlier master in the putative line. Above all, 
each author of a Socialist Realist classic is represented as some sort 
of apprentice at the feet of the original master, Gorky, who in turn 
is said to have consulted Lenin while writing Mother and also to 
have benefited from the ideas Lenin expressed in "Party Organiza
tion and Party Literature." 

What a tidy scenario! But it does not correspond very well to 
historical reality. Most of the authors involved were locked in bitter 
rivalries in both theory and practice. Even the classical master and 
apprentice team of the Soviet literary histories, Gorky and Gladkov, 
were neither as close nor as enthusiastic about each other's Socialist 
Realist classics as was later claimed. If Gladkov learned from 
Gorky, then it does not seem likely that Mother would have been 
the text he studied; for Gladkov said at one point that Mother was 
so "utilitarian and pedestrian" that he could not finish reading it. 
Moreover, his was far from a lone voice; for, until 1928 (when 
Gorky began his series of triumphal, officially sponsored return 
trips to the Soviet Union), most Party, proletarian, fellow-traveler, 
and avant-garde critics-in short, most critics and writers
expressed serious reservations about Mother. Even Gorky was not 
e_mhu~iasti~bout--ilie-nover;·wniclr·he descrtbecl)i~3•:t5urdy .iiiQii~- · 
ag~pqisti<: piece, written in a momei,Ii_,gbple~~4-

The claim that this list represents a single tradition is more valid 
if one resists all temptations to tell it as a tale of luminous masters 
and inspired apprentices. Soviet authors are auxiliaries to the 
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Socialist Realist tradition; their particular antipathies, allegiances, 
and even their aesthetic views do not have any necessary bearing on 
a given Socialist Realist novel. The most dramatic case is Gorky, 
who did not really like Mother but was prepared to assume the role 
of head of a literature that used Mother as its emblem. 

The procrustean bed of Socialist Realism can accommodate 
strange bedfellows, but only if viewed ex post facto. The process by 
which the many and disparate became the one is important for 
understanding not only the evolution of Socialist Realism but its 
very nature. 

Some light can be thrown on this dynamic by drawing an analogy 
with some observations made by Jorge Luis Borges in an essay he 
published in 1951, "Kafka and His Precursors." Borges contends 
that Kafka had as precursors authors and texts from a wide range 
of periods and traditions, including Zeno, a Chinese author of the 
ninth century, and a poem by Browning. He concludes: 

Kafka's idiosyncrasy, in greater or lesser degree, is present in each 
of these writings, but if Kafka had not written we would not 
perceive it; that is to say, it would not exist. The poem "Fears and 
Scruples" by Robert Browning is like a prophesy of Kafka's 
stories, but our reading of Kafka refines and changes our reading 
of the poem. Browning did not read it as we read it now ... each 
writer creates his precursors. His work modifies our conception 
of the past, as it will modify the future. 5 

Similarly, if Socialist Realism had not been created in the early 
thirties, many of the official paradigms from the twenties would 
always have been seen as representing rival modes of writing. Just 
as Borges sees the later works of Kafka as having more in common 
with their "precursors" than with those of the early Kafka, so the 
Socialist Realist novels V. Kaverin wrote in the thirties and forties 
(The Two Captains and The Open Book) have in many crucial 
respects more in common with, say, Gladkov's Cement of 1925 
than with Kaverin's own novels of the twenties, written to oppose 
"proletarian" literature (The Troublemaker and Artist Unknown). 

Once the tradition of the Socialist Realist novel was "created" in 
the thirties, then, to use Borges' terms, it could be "perceived" in 
the official precursors because the tradition was these works. Yet, 
after Socialist Realism was "created," these exemplars became 
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other than they had been when they were written. Mother of 1906 
is not Mother of 1936; Chapaev of 1923 is not Chapaev of 1933. 
And so on. Even though almost every one of their authors aspired 
to write a Socialist Realist classic, in the sense that he wanted to 
write a novel that would be a model for writers committed to the 
Bolshevik cause, the specifically Socialist Realist quality of each 
novel was not created until1932 or so. In each novel there is much 
the author intended to be an important contribution to the quest for 
a kind of writing adequate to the new age, but the "contribution" 
was never adopted for Socialist Realism. When these novels were 
pronounced exemplars, the number of possible features a model 
Soviet novel might have became more finite, and in each novel those 
aspects not envisaged in the canon became incidental, not germane 
to its quality of being Socialist Realist. 

One has to recognize the dual identity of each exemplar written 
before Socialist Realism was officially established. They are both 
precursors and exemplars. Fadeev's The Rout as precursor is not 
the same as The Rout as exemplar. One sees this distinction in V. 
Kirpotin's remarks in his official speech to the first Writers' Union 
plenum of October, 1932. Kirpotin suggested that The Rout's hero, 
Levinson, though a good model for the positive hero, is depicted 
with too much exploration of the inner man and his doubts. 6 Thus, 
in The Rout as exemplar, these aspects are nonaspects (by analogy 
with "nonpersons"). In this way, novels that seem to have been 
plucked from different literary orientations acquired affinity. 

As the term "nonaspects" suggests, politics were of course im
portant in this process. In Soviet literature in the early thirties there 
occurred a major political-cum-institutional-cum-theoretical up
heaval (analogous upheavals occurred in most other areas of in
tellectual life): a single, centralized .writers' organization was 
formed (the Writers' Union) to which all writers were obliged to 
belong; literature was required to be responsive to the Soviet politi
cal platform and policies; and a single doctrine or method for the 
making of literature (Socialist Realism) was mandated to all writ
ers. This development has to be compared with the process known 
as Gleichscha/tung, or homogenization, to which culture is said 
to be subject in totalitarian societies. It is from this aspect that 
Western commentary has tended to view the evolution of Social
ist Realism. 

If Soviet historians have suggested that their Socialist Realist 
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tradition developed "naturally," most Western commentators, by 
contrast, have contended that its dominance in literature has been 
an unnatural state of affairs. They suggest that it was only by 
tampering with literature's "natural" development that the Party 
could impose Socialist Realism on Soviet literature: by interference 
(such as the 1932 decree abolishing all independent writers' organi
zations), by political pressures that intensified over the thirties to 
the point where only the few could resist them, and by material and 
other positive incentives. 

It was in the cards that, sooner or later, Soviet literature would 
become centrally organized and controlled. But, as Sinyavsky pointed 
out in "On Socialist Realism," there is no necessary connection 
between restrictive and normative controls in literature and poor or 
even uninspired creative work. 7 What is most interesting about 
what happened between 1932 and 1934 is not that there was a sort 
of Gleichschaltung, but what was gleichgeschaltet and how and 
why? Why was the particular type of writing permitted by the state 
so narrow and restrictive in literary-as distinct from ideolog
ical-terms, and why was that particular type chosen and not 
one of the other varieties of writing proposed from the platform 
by loyalist and zealous groups? 

If one looks at these questions from the standpoint of the twen
ties themselves, one will find the outcome much more difficult to 
predict than has since been supposed. The literary world was very 
complex, new alliances and antagonisms were constantly being 
formed, and the fortunes of the various literary groups and writers 
were subject to some surprising reversals. Even the Party was very 
divided on literary questions. 8 

Until approximately 1927, the Soviet literary scene was rea
sonably fluid, and the outcome of the various literary struggles was 
by no means assured. By the end of 192 7 the literary world had begun 
to change rapidly. In that year Stalin consolidated his power and 
launched the "cultural revolution" and the First Five-Year Plan. 
"Proletarianization" of the professional classes and cultural in
stitutions became official policy, and this made the status of 
fellow-traveler literature problematical, the more so as Trotsky (a 
cultural liberal) had lost his power struggle with Stalin in the previ
ous year. From then until1932 the literary battles became progres
sively dirtier and more dire in their consequences for the losers. And 
RAPP (the most powerful and militant group in this "proletarian" 
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literature) became a sort of monster that seemed to be swallowing 
the small independent writers' organizations one by one. 9 

In short, the situation became less open-ended. From 1927 on, 
the possibility that Soviet literature would have a wide range of 
literary schools or would opt for experimental, avant-gar de writing 
became palpably weaker with each day. Elsewhere I have described 
how the reorganization of literature between 1932 and 1934 ini
tially brought greater literary independence for the writer and more 
regard for literary quality. 10 Nevertheless, this ebbing of the 
1928-32 tide of "proletarianization" did not bring Soviet literature 
back to the point where it was in 1927, for literature was now more 
closely controlled, and a narrower range of literary approaches was 
allowed. 

One should not assume that this outcome was inevitable or that 
Socialist Realism was the only type of literature that could have 
been mandated to the writer. The history of Soviet literature from 
1917 to 1932 raises a whole series of questions of the type Trotsky 
himself raised in his history of the Revolution, a series of What-ifs?: 
"What if Lenin had not died in 1924?"; "What if Trotsky had not 
lost the power struggle which brought Stalin to power"; "What 
if ... ," "if ... ?" 

A final What-if? might be "What if RAPP had not been dis
banded in 1932 but had been given monopoly control over Soviet 
literature, as seemed aboutto happen as late as 1931 ?" 11 The major 
consequences would have shown themselves not merely in the 
high-handed, overbearing type of administration the RAPP leader
ship might have been expected to set up, judging from its perform
ance to date (they might well have calmed down, once in power), 
but also in the type of literature mandated to the Soviet writer. With 
the demise of RAPP came the demise, or partial demise, of its 
particular brand of literature, "proletarian realism." Ironically, 
since RAPP's recipe for literature called for large dollops of veri
similitude and psychological portraiture but cautioned against 
exaggerating heroism, many Western critics would have found it 
preferable to Socialist Realism, even though RAPP's politics and 
tactics were decidedly unacceptable to them. 

The upheavals in Soviet literature between 1932 and 1934 did 
not mean just the end of RAPP. Actually, one of RAPP's leaders, 
Alexander Fadeev, went on to hold an official position in the newly 
formed Writers' Union and ultimately assumed Gorky's old post as 
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first secretary between 1939 and 1954. Moreover, RAPP did have 
some impact on Socialist Realism. Two RAPP novels, Fadeev's The 
Rout and Furmanov's Chapaev, figure on that short post-1932 list 
of canonical exemplars. Zhdanov in his official address to the First 
Writers' Congress in 1934 said most explicitly that Socialist Real
ism represented a fusion (or compromise?) between (RAPP's) pro
letarian realism and the rival proletarian literary theory, revolu
tionary romanticism. But it would be wrong to focus our attention 
here on the extent of RAPP's defeat. 

What really happened in 1932 was not that RAPP, the player 
who up to that point seemed to be winning the game of Soviet 
literature, suddenly lost, but rather that another player entered the 
game, the pieces were swept off the board, and a new game was 
begun. In 1931 Maxim Gorky returned to the Soviet Union from 
exile (having been courted to do so for years). Inasmuch as Gorky 
was made titular head of Soviet literature--first secretary of the 
Writers' Union-it could be said that, when RAPP was disbanded 
in 1932 and the Writers' Union was formed, Gorky had the board 
cleared for him. (Incidentally, I refer here to the role Gorky played 
in literature rather than to what he himself actually did. It is dif
ficult to ascertain what policies can be ascribed to the historical 
figure Gorky as opposed to the institution of "Gorky" as head of 
Soviet literature, although there seems to have been considerable 
overlap in the first few years.) Our final What-if? might therefore be 
"What if Gorky had not returned to the S.U. in 1932 and had the 
board cleared for him?" 

Although the analogy with a chess game is purely figurative, it is 
useful because it provides for the fact that the game itself was new 
although played with a selection of the old pieces. Strictly speaking, 
the only thing that was absolutely new about Socialist Realism was 
the term itself. Even this had numerous precedents. In the twenties 
most literary groups and several individuals tried to coin a name for 
-the type of literature they wanted to see in the new society, and 
several of them were rather similar to Socialist Realism (e.g., 
"sociorealistic literature" and "communist realism"). 12 

Socialist Realism was put together with pieces from several 
existing platforms for Soviet literature, primarily from RAPP's 
"proletarian realism" and a rival "proletarian" theory, "revolu
tionary romanticism," itself somewhat analogous to platforms put 
forward by A. Tolstoy, Lunacharsky, and Gorky himself. The result 
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of this assemblage can be seen in the Zhdanov capsule formula for 
Socialist Realism: "a combination of the most matter-of-fact, 
everyday reality with the most heroic prospects."13 The RAPP con
cern for verisimilitude was to be combined with the belief of those 
who championed revolutionary romanticism (and also the belief of 
Gorky and others) that the writer should "anticipate the future 
shape of man" and "heroize," "monumentalize," "romanticize," or 
"exaggerate" him. 

In practice, the balance was actually tilted in favor of ·revolu
tionary romanticism, with its exaggeration and grand scale, and 
away from verisimilitude. This may have been because Gorky, who 
was playing from strength, came to the table already an advocate of 
exalting the heroic in fiction. It could be surmised that Stalin, who 
liked Gladkov's revolutionary romantic works and seems to have 
had a passion for heroes in general, favored that orientation, too. 
However, this sort of speculation could go on forever, and the 
results would never be very conclusive. 

For one who is seeking causes for the shift in the dominant Soviet 
literary mode from proletarian realism's lust for verisimilitude to 
"romanticization" and exaggeration, it is best to look not in the 
narrow context of literary politics but at Soviet society as a whole. 
It seems to have been true that those who presided over Soviet 
literature from 1932 to 1934, and even Stalin himself, favored a 
very specific kind of writing, which they called "Socialist Realism," 
and also that they had the political power to legislate their norms. 
But it is also true that much the same political situation had ob
tained during the previous three years, 1928-31 (in fact, some 
would say that writers were more coerced during those years), and 
yet the type of writing favored then was in many respects di
ametrically opposed to Socialist Realism: it was antiheroic and 
mired in facts and statistics.14 This literary orientation reflected the 
cultural values of what was a starkly "proletarian" and positivist 
age. But, from 1931 on, most of the values of the First Five-Year 
Plan were debunked. The shift in literature legislated in 1932-a 
shift from emphasis on the "real" to emphasis on the "heroic," not 
to say the mythic-represents a systematization of major cultural 
changes that encompassed literature as well. Politics were a major 
factor in the institution of Socialist Realism, but they cannot pro
vide a sufficient answer to the question posed earlier: Why was 
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that particular type [of literature] chosen, and not any of the other 
varieties of writing proposed from the platform by loyalist and 
zealous groups? 

This 1931 shift in cultural values will be charted in Part Two. My 
concern in this and the next two chapters will be the prehistory of 
those individual "pieces," or official paradigms, that were put to
gether in 1932-34. These pieces provided a sort of do-it-yourself kit 
for the aspiring Socialist Realist writer, who was encouraged to glue 
elements of one novel to elements of another, shape them with his 
own topic, and-abracadabra!-a new Socialist Realist novel 
would appear. As early as 1932, writers were instructed in how to 
construct one: the official exemplars were set out in special leaflets, 
which were circulated to members of the newly formed Writers' 
Union; authors of novels deemed outstanding were sent on lecture 
tours to the provinces to tell others how they wrote; authoritative 
speakers cited good and bad examples of writing in their speeches 
to writers; and so on. 1s 

The list of exemplars mandated to writers in these various ways 
was, then, made up of an unlikely combination of works repre
senting different literary orientations and written by writers most of 
whom would not, at the time they were written, have countenanced 
any suggestion that their writing had much affinity with many of 
the other official models of Socialist Realism. Lumping these dis
parate works together seems almost like a bad joke, the more so 
when we remember that the theory or method behind the list of 
exemplars, Socialist Realism, involves combining what hitherto 
seemed uncombinable: verisimilitude and mythicization. Yet one 
should not go to the extreme of assuming that the list itself was 
random or that it comprised merely the preferences of Gorky, Sta
lin, or some other influential figure or body; for among these pre
thirties classics of Socialist Realism that do not strike one as 
being remarkably similar there are coherences that tell us a 
great deal about the nature and function of Socialist Realism: 
about why those particular texts were chosen as models and about 
how the many and disparate were homogenized into the one. Let us 
look first for an answer to the questions How does Socialist Realism 
combine the seemingly uncombinable? and How do Soviet novelists 
manage to use "realism" in what is essentially a rhetorical rather 
than a fictive narrative? This is a defining paradox of the Socialist 
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Realist novel, a paradox that raises questions about the representa
tion in utopian or partisan fiction (which is, after all, what Socialist 
Realism is). 

The Socialist Realist Novel: A Case of Modal 
Schizophrenia 

Most critics maintain that there is something wrong with the Soviet 
novel, not just in its informing ideology, but actually as literature. 
They charge that its characters are stilted and one-dimensional, its 
plots unconvincing, and the overall effect vulgarized, cliched, and 
confused. In short, it is the sort of kitsch that you would not read 
even if you were stranded for twenty-four hours at an airport and 
nothing else was available. 

Whatever the specific criticisms, sooner or later most detractors 
will describe the Soviet novel as a hodgepodge, riddled with in
congruities and, above all, plagued by disastrous generic in
compatibility. The Soviet novel's incongruities might be ascribed to 
the excessive ambition of those responsible for formulating Socialist 
Realism between 1932 and 1934. The leadership of that time 
wanted to generate a new literature to match in significance the 
place they believed Marxism-Leninism occupied in the evolution of 
human thought. All previous world systems had produced a great 
literature, and it was time to show the world what Soviet com
munism could do. 

The Soviet novel was to be a sort of eclectic summa of all great 
' literature (this isdear from the examples Cited as models in offiCial 
speeches,,of this period). The only kinds of writing to be specifically 
excluded were so-called formalist writing (e.g., parody, experi
mentalism, and varieties born of literary self-consciousness), de
cadent or erotic writing, "pessimistic" literature, and writing colored 
by the values of rival world systems, such as Christianity. 

Yet the official formulators of Socialist Realism, Gorky espe
cially, also''wanted to create a great, universal, and simple form. 
This, of course, had been Tolstoy's dream before them; in many of 
his aesthetic tracts and in his later writings he tried to call an end to 
the self-indulgent verbosity of modern literature, to rise above all 
that into a literature of essential essences, accessible to all. 

Into this great, universal, and simple form the novelists were to 

.I 



37 What Socialist Realism Is; 
What Led to Its Official Adoption 

pour elements from many different literary genres, plus a good deal 
of semijournalistic and public relations material. In consequence, 
we find in most conventional texts a form that is at once simple and 
complex. By this I do not mean that the Soviet novel is the product 
of a sort of juggling act-of trying to fit as many substructures as 
possible under the one simple overarching structure, for "simple" 
does not refer merely to the number of plots, subplots, protagonists, 
etc. Those who founded Socialist Realism envisaged a literature 
somewhat like that of premodern society. They believed that their 
proselytizing aims would best be served in "simple forms" like the 
parable and the tale. In the modern day it is of course very difficult 
to achieve the purity of such simple forms; the effort to do so 
produced much of the incongruity seized upon by critics. 

In most Soviet novels one finds a whole series of seemingly con
tradictory general features. To name a few: the novel is tra
ditional/it is modern; its structure is simple I it is complex; its 
characters are individuals and are given psychological portraits/ 
they are &:personalized or barely disguised sociological-ideological 
c:ttegories, or they are emblematically virtuous. . ... . "'. 

One can reduce most of these oppositions to a single dichotomy 
and characterize the novel's "fatal split" in terms of mode: the 
novel depicts "what is" (i.e., it uses the realist mode) I the novel 
depicts "what ought to be" (i.e., it idealizes reality, the utopian or 
mythic mode). 16 

This particular dichotomy is not some misguided trend that 
emerged in the course of literary practice; it was actually built into 
the definition of what was to be distinctive in Soviet Socialist Real
ism. It is especially apparent in the instructions Zhdanov gave writ
ers in 1934 (to show "a combination of the most matter-of-fact, 
everyday reality, and the most heroic prospects"). 

Here we are at the heart of what most critics find difficult to 
stomach in the Soviet novel: not its mongrel pedigree, its datedness, 
and all that kitsch, but its modal schizophrenia, its proclivity for 
making sudden, unmotivated transitions from realistic discourse to 
the mythic or utopian. Most critics want a given novel to opt for 
one mode or the other; they want the Soviet novelist to. remove 
from his text either "what is" or "what ought to be."17 

Two modern theorists of the novel who were close to the Soviet 
experience, Bakhtin and Lukacs, have provided a framework for 
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pursuing this paradox further. Both have shown that "what is" and 
"what Ollg~_t to be.'' r~present two irreconcila}J.le stages of e,ultural 
development and that these stages are in turn characterized by two 
different text types, the epic and the novel. I shall draw my exam
ples here from Bakhtin. 

In his essay '~Epic and Novel," Bakhtin, in describing these two 
forms, says that they are not merely two different genres with their 
own formal characteristics; they are expressions of two dia
metrically opposed senses of reality. The epic, he says, depicts a 
corp.pleted, perfected worl<;l, one that is separated frc;>mthe vvodd of 
the au tho~ arid his audience by a so:talled absoiute epic past, yvhi_ch . 
is unbridgeable. By the world of an "absolute epic past" Bakhtin, 
does not. mean merely a past age, for its actual location in time is 
not as important as the valorization of it, its closedness and "per
fectedness." The epic is told as legend; it is sacred and in
controvertible. Thus· "epic," in. the sense that Bakhtiri uses it,. bears 
comparison with one half of the Soviet novel's fatal split: depicting 
what "ought to be." This entails showing "future prospects," 
whereas the epic normally describes the past; but the two are still 
comparable because they share the crucial characteristics of closed
ness and "perfectedness." "What ought to be" is legend-like in that it 
is told as history; it is also incontrovertible and "sacred" {party
minded). 

Bakhtin sees the novel, by contrast, as the genre of an imperfect, 
incomplete world. 'It is const~ntly generating new forms and, unlike 
other major genres, cannot be pinned dpwn to any set of formal 
characte~istics (in other words, it is formally as·incomplete as thl 
world it depicts). There are, however, defining features of the novel, 
and these flow from the fact that it stands for the opposite of the 
epic's closedness and "perfectedness." Whereas in the epic the inner 
selves of characters are in complete harmony with their outer selves 
and social roles-there is no interiority and no complex point of 
view-in the novel a crucial feature is the multiple possibilities for 
both point of view and for discrepancy between the inner and outer 
selves of characters, between their capacities and their lot in life, 
and so on. 

Bakhtin actually sees the rise of the novel as a product of the 
breakdown of the epic world view, which came about when writers 
began to parody and mock the styles, heroes, and world view of the 
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old forms. It was this intrusion into the closed epic world that led to 
the disintegration of the holistic world view, brought about the 
disjunction between the inner and outer man. The genre thus 
generated-the novel (or rather the new sensibility, novel-ness)-is 
therefore, by its very nature, forever iconoclastic, forever questing. 

These ideas of Bakhtin's can provide us with a theoretical 
framework for diagnosing the Soviet novel's modal schizophrenia. 
Its juxtaposition of "what is" and "what ought to be" represents 
the combining of two diametrically opposed time-value systems. 
This, in Bakhtin's view, is impossible, because to create any kind of 
bridge over the gulf between the epic past and the present is to 
destroy the essence of the genre. 1B 

But we can go beyond this. What sets the Soviet novel apart from 
most other serious modern novels is the absence in it of those 
features that can be seen as exploration or celebration of the 
objective I subjective split: parody, irony, literary self-conscious
ness, and creative or complex use of point of view. If the Soviet 
novel lacks this multiplanar dimension, it is not, in Bakhtin's view, 
a true novel. Or, to put it another way, though it may have a 
questing hero, it lacks a "questing form." 

The question arises: if some crucial aspects of novel-ness are 
absent, do we have a true collision of incompatible temporalities? Is 
it not perhaps the case that the "present," or novelistic dimension, 
is emasculated by this absence of its most dynamic components
mockery, irony, parody, etc.-and thus defers to its antagonist, the 
absolute epic past? 

Something like this is in fact the case. The generic incompatibility 
that most critics find in the Soviet novel is not as acute for those 
who share its informing values. For them there is an ontological 
hierarchy in which things of the "present," or novelistic, time-value 
dimension, are subordinated to an absolute epic past. 

The is/ ought-to-be dichotomy in Soviet novels is a reflection of 
the peculiar Stalinist cosmology abroad in the 1930s, when the 
traditions of Socialist Realism were formed. 'I;he sense of reality 
informing the official rhetoric of that time is very like the on~ Eliade ' 
describes in his accounts of traditional societies. I am referring to 
Eliade's theory of the dual sense of time characterizing these cul
tures: traditionalman on the one hand looks to a mythic Great 
Time and, onthe other, recognizes the present as a form of profane 
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time. The Great Time provides a transcendent reality, and objects 
and events of the pre~ent, profane world acquire their reality and 
identity only to the extent that they participate in this transcendent 
reality by imitating a mythical archetype. Although Eliade regards 
this pattern of the- two times as characteristic of traditional 
societies, he allows that it is present in many modern movements, 
and especially in messianic movements, which usually locate their 
Great Time in both the past and the future. 19 

In Stalinist rhetoric of the thirties one finds an ontological hier
archy very like the temporal hierarchy Eliade describes. The 1917 
Revolution, the Civil War, and certain crucial moments in Stalin's 
life became a kind of canonized Great· Time that 'conferred an 
exalted status on all who played a major part in them (World War 
II has since been added to the list). Likewise, the future, as repre
sented in the official version of history-History-functioned in 
rhetoric as another Great Time, a time when life would be qualita
tively different from present-day reality (and even from life in the 
time immediately preceding that quantum leap into Communism). 
There was an absolute cutoff between actual historical reality and 
the "reality" of these official Great Times. No event of the present 
time could transcend its profaneness unless it could be dignified by 
some identification with a moment either from the official Heroic 
Age or from the Great and Glorious F~ture; ·The meaning of all 
preserlt-day reality was derived from'lts relationship with these 
mythic times. Stalinist epistemology was an idiosyncratic variety of 
neo-Platonism. 

Thus the Stalinist novel was supported by a world view that 
tended to annul time, to write off that unbridgeable distance be
tween its own kind of absolute epic past and the present. Fictional, 
historical, and actual experience were homogenized insofar as they 
all tended to be refracted through the lens of myth to form one of 
the archetypal patterns. There is no collision in the novel between 
"is" (or "present") and "ought to be" (or "epic past"-or future), 
or, by extension, even between simple and complex. A complex 
form is merely a more prolix and diffuse version of the simple. And 
those sudden, unmotivated transitions from realistic description to 
idealized vision, which so often offend the critics, can be seen as 
analogous to what happens when myth is used in the Platonic di-
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alogues and the argument moves from rational dialectic to mythic 
assumptions. 

All this raises questions about the integrity of the real-life mate
rial in any Soviet novel. Since material from present-day reality is, 
ideally, to provide a lesser example of something more grandly 
present in the Great Time, it is not really valuable in itself and need 
not be particularized. This subordination of historical reality to the 
preexisting patterns of legend and history bridged the gap between 
"is" and "ought to be." Soviet literature got its tractors and its 
transcendence too. 

This conception of the nature and function of the Socialist Realist 
novel helps us to find more definitive answers to the questions 
posed above about the official pre-thirties models of Socialist Real
ism: Why was the-particular type of writing permitted by the state 
so narrow and restrictive in literary, as distinct from ideological, 
terms? And if it was to be narrow, why was that particular type 
chosen rather than one of the other varieties of writing proposed in 
the platforms of loyalist and zealous groups? The question can be 
posed in more specific terms: Why does the list of Socialist Realist 
exemplars not include certain other major novels of the twenties, 
such asK. Fedin's Cities and Years-novels that remain classics of 
Soviet literature to this day? (That is, they are novels that have not 
fallen into official disfavor but are discussed with pride in official 
histories as quality Soviet literature.) 

One is tempted to answer this question in terms of two factors. 
The first would be the political rating of the author at the time the 
canon was drawn up. Most of the canonical exemplars can be 
accounted for in these terms. The problem is that the author's 
political standing at the time does not always yield a valid reason 
why certain works were not included. Fedin's Cities and Years is a 
case in point. Fedin was probably closer to Gorky than any of the 
new Soviet generation of writers, and he also held office in the 
Writers' Union; yet the fiction he wrote in the twenties was 
bypassed. 

A second possible factor would be something like "popularity 
with readers" or even "literary merit." It seems probable that these 
criteria were relevant, since, for each work included in the canon, 
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there were many others, written to more or less the same recipe, 
that were not included. Publication figures from the twenties 
suggest that most of the works on the official list were widely read, 
although, since the market did not really determine print runs, it is 
impossible to ascertain to what extent these figures reflect real 
popularity. 20 

Neither of these two explanations is, however, very satisfactory. 
The choice of exemplars can be accounted for much more con
clusively in terms of the way the classics of the twenties meet 
two major criteria brought out in the above discussion of Socialist 
Realism's modal schizophrenia: first, the demand that Socialist 
Realism produce a literature that would be internationally 
acclaimed as literature yet remain accessible to the masses, and, 
second, that it endow secular literature with the power of myth. 

The institutionalization of Socialist Realism between 1932 and 
1934 can be regarded as an act of synthesis of major cultural con
tradictions. When the Bolshevik Revolution occurred, there were 
two major discrepancies confronting all those who wanted to create 
a truly Soviet literature. The first of these was evident in the gulf 
between, on the one hand, the main types of literature written by 
Party members and fellow-traveling writers, who published in liter
ary journals, and, on the other, the sort of literature actually pub
lished in the Party press. The second was that celebrated gulf be
tween the educated classes and the broad masses of the illiterate and 
semiliterate, who made up about four-fifths of the population. In 
their own way the events of 1932-34, willy-nilly, bridged these 
gaps. 

The nature of the problem can be demonstrated quite graphically 
by comparing the sort of literature published in Pravda between 
1917 and 1919 with the writing done in the same years by some of 
the recipients of major government funding and, a fortiori, by the 
Futurists. The mainstay of Pravda literature in those years was 
highly rhetorical poetry, written in clumsy imitation of one of two 
senses of literary kultura, such as might have been culled from a 
tsarist schoolroom or study group. One finds either the eighteenth
century neoclassical occasional ode, with heavy use of archaic lan
guage and dripping with Enlightenment symbolism, or a sort of 
secondhand Lermontovism, singing of "storms," "waves," and 
other surging forces. 21 This kind of writing has to be contrasted 
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with what might be described as cultural elitist avant-gardeism, that 
is, with writings that confronted the dated cultural modes in a 
bemused, parodistic, or iconoclastic spirit. In extreme forms, such 
as "trans-sense poetry" or abstract canvases, Futurist art was, to 
Bolshevik sensibilities at any rate, lacking in content. And while 
these self-styled cultural radicals contended that the aesthetic revo
lution of which they were the avant-garde was a necessary com
panion or even precondition of the political revolution, the mass 
and Party response to their works was largely one of incomprehen
sion and bewilderment. 

The twenties saw the progressive closing not only of the gulf 
between the literature of the Party press and other varieties of 
committed literature but the gulf between high culture and popular 
culture as well-between highbrow literature and Party rhetoric. 
This was largely achieved administratively, in the sense that between 
1932 and 1934 Soviet literature became centralized and placed 
under Party dominance. It was also achieved at a literary level: the 
gulf between the type of literature published in the Party press and 
most other committed fiction was gradually bridged. However, the 
major advances on the literary front were made well before the 
most crucial administrative changes; for the pre-Stalinist novels, 
which became cornerstones of Socialist Realism, led the way, yet all 
were published before the end of 1927, that is, they were published 
before the Party made much effort to bridge the gulf by "adminis
trative" means. 

All of the pre-thirties novels on the list of official exemplars were 
undoubtedly chosen because they were harbingers of the later 
mythologization and symbolization of all public language in the 
thirties, which made possible the close interaction between the press 
and public platform, on the one hand, and imaginative literature, 
on the other. It is no accident that the authors of almost all these 
classics have in common the fact that they worked both in the Party 
sphere (most commonly in its press) and in literature. Some began 
in literature and then spent some time in Party work, from which 
their Socialist Realist novels emerged (e.g., Serafimovich, Gorky, 
and Gladkov). Others, like Fadeev and Furmanov, took the reverse 
course and entered literature after a spell in Party administration 
and joumalism.22 In either case, three impulses met in their work. 
The first was to mythologize literature from the Bolshevik point of 
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view (this was especially true in the early twenties, when writers of 
this type tried to counter the popular myths of the Revolution in 
works by writers like Pilnyak). 23 The second was to make more 
literary the myths and notions to be found in Bolshevik rhetoric, 
and no matter how stodgy these writers might have seemed to the 
contemporary avant-garde, they did bring Party literature a little 
closer to contemporary European norms. The third impulse was to 
popularize ideology, to disseminate it in a form both attractive and 
accessible to the masses. 

It is because of these authors' primary commitment to Bolshevik 
myth24 that their texts became part of the canon, whereas works 
written in the twenties by authors like Fedin, Babel, and Leonov, 
who were more committed to describing the experience of the rev
olution, did not. But the commitment to mythmaking alone is not 
the mark of their Socialist Realism. The point of convergence that 
makes these disparate works form a single tradition is the informing 
scheme of human biography that underlies each work and has its 
roots in Marxist-Leninist historiography and revolutionary lore. 
This curious aspect of Socialist Realist composition is demonstrated 
most strikingly in two official classics that are autobiographical: D. 
Furmanov's Chapaev (1923) and N. Ostrovsky's How the Steel 
Was Tempered (1932-34). In these novels the author's own life was 
deindividualized as he patterned it to recapitulate the great legends of 
the revolutionary hero. Autobiography became autohagiography. 

It was this biographical pattern that was to provide the formulaic 
master plot. In the precursors of Socialist Realism (i.e., the pre
thirties exemplars) it is present only potentially, in imperfect or 
incomplete form. Although the common biographical pattern might 
not have been apparent in the twenties when one compared, for 
instance, The Rout and Cement, it could be "perceived" (to use 
Borges' term) once the tradition had been established in the thirties. 
One factor that obscures the affinity between the two novels is the 
different modes that dominate each work (The Rout is more "real
ist," Cemet!L!llQI..e...~ythieaW); but, as has been established, in 
the different cultural climate of the thirties, mode became a more 
purely surface phenomenon in fiction than is generally the case. 

Underlying the pre-thirties exemplars are two major biographical 
patterns, one positive and orie negative. The positive pattern has a 
proletarian, or Party, positive hero, as in Mother, Chapaev, The 
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Iron Flood, Cement, and The Rout. The negative pattern has an 
intellectual or bourgeois hero whose psychological and ideological 
makeup puts him out of step with the new age. Prime examples of 
this negative hero are to be found in the protagonists of Gorky's 
Klim Samgin and in A. Tolstoy's Road to Calvary. Since, by the 
mid-thirties, Soviet society had evolved to the point where most 
remaining bourgeois and intellectuals were deemed either class 
enemies or socialized to a degree, the negative pattern was rather 
poorly represented in novels from then on. In other words, although 
Gorky's and A. Tolstoy's epics, written in the twenties, are official 
classics of Socialist Realism, they have been productive primarily as 
supplying paradigms for subplots and lesser characters and will 
therefore receive little attention in this book. 25 

Thus the Socialist Realist tradition did not, as Soviet historians 
claim, grow up in a family-like atmosphere of writers helping each 
other as they worked toward a common cause. Nor, on the other 
hand, was it merely an incongruous medley "imposed from above," 
as we in the West are tempted to think. The official models for 
Socialist Realism have in common a biographical pattern, which 
structures them. Although it might not, and probably could not, 
have been perceived at the time by the authors of the various 
exemplars, it was this pattern that provided the basis for the 
Socialist Realist tradition that was established by administrative fiat 
in 1932. 



2 The Positive Hero in Pre
revolutionary Fiction 

The "positive hero" has been a defining feature of Soviet Socialist 
Realism. The hero is expected to be an emblem of Bolshevik virtue, 
someone the reading public might be inspired to emulate, and his 
life should be patterned to "show the forward movement of his
tory" in an allegorical representation of one stage in history's 
dialectical progress. A novel's positive hero(es) stand primarily for 
"what ought to be," and it is left for lesser protagonists, or some
times for "negative characters," to represent "what is." Not sur
prisingly, Western critics consider the positive hero the main culprit 
in the Soviet novel's modal schizophrenia, and he has been treated 
by them with almost universal scorn. 

However, the positive hero has always played a role in the great 
tradition of Russian literature (consider, for example, the heroes of 
Dostoevsky). This reflects the greater moral fervor to be found in 
modern Russian literature than in the West. Since the mid
nineteenth century, Russian critics have joined Russian writers in 
setting out two tasks for literature that, although found in Western 
literature, have certainly not characterized it for roughly the past 
hundred years. These tasks were, first, to draw "typical" char
acters--characters who were not so much individuals as repre
sentatives of commonly found social types through which the writer 
was to present a critique of Russian lif~and, second, to set forth 
models of behavior who might, by their example, show the way out 
of Russia's social ills. 

The Socialist Realist hero is not merely a successor to the positive 
hero of nineteenth century fiction. Although he became. a cor
nerstone of Socialist Realism, the idea behind the positive hero
that he should be "typical," should exemplify moral and political 
(or religious) virtue, and should show the "way forward" for 
Russia-was, as happened so often when an intelligentsia conven
tion was adopted into Soviet culture, interpreted with great 
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literalism, extremism, and rigidity. The nineteenth-century positive 
hero was necessarily, because of his didactic function, less individu
alized (more "typical") than his counterpart in Flaubert or James, 
and this was even truer of the Socialist Realist hero; he was, in fact, 
so deindividualized that he could be transplanted wholesale from 
book to book, regardless of the subject matter. 

Despite the Socialist Realist hero's surface resemblance to a 
nineteenth-century epigone, he is actually so deindividualized that he 
seems closer to a figure in one of the various genres of the Old 
Russian written tradition that tell the virtues of some positive 
figure. His image is reminiscent not just of hagiography, which tells 
of a saint's religious virtue as illumined in his life, but also of those 
sections of the old chronicles that tell of the secular virtues of 
princes, of the feudal sense of honor, duty, valor, and service to 
one's country. Whether the text told of a saint or a prince, the 
biographies were in both cases historicized. If actual historical 
figures were chosen as subjects, the details of their lives were 
pruned, embellished, or even ignored in order to make the subject 
fit the conventional patterns of the virtuous life. 

Much Soviet literature and history has also been written in this 
way. Although an amazing number of Socialist Realist classics are 
based on actual events, their protagonists' lives always manage to 
follow the conventionalized stages of the master plot. One can 
compare the portrait of the Socialist Realist hero and that of his 
counterpart in medieval texts not just in function and genre but (as 
will be shown below) even in terms of the actual cliches used to 
characterize them. 

The saints' lives were arguably a much more formative element in 
modern Russian culture than in the West (in Russia, people were 
still often brought up on them). Thus it is not surprising to find 
continuities when we compare the cliches used to describe medieval 
positive heroes with the cliches that describe both their Socialist 
·Realist counterparts and the heroes of nineteenth-century revolu
tionary fiction. 

I point these similarities out not merely to posit some line of 
genealogy or influence linking Christian iconology with the revolu
tionary or Bolshevik iconology, for one must be wary of seeing too 
much significance in continuity (or similarity) of signs. Still, one can 
trace a process whereby new meanings and new layers of complex-
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ity were added to the original signs as they were taken up in a new 
context (a staggered system). In medieval texts the cliches for the 
prince or saint formed a relatively simple system (indicating Chris
tian virtue and I or civic virtues appropriate to social status and, 
possibly, the role of martyr). In nineteenth-century radical texts 
there was an influx of new intellectual influences (such as utopian 
socialism) that modified the meanings of the old cliches and in
troduced new ones into the pool as well; there was also a change in 
the nature of the texts in which they were deployed (i.e., noveliza
tion), so that the signs were used more randomly than before. In 
Bolshevik-inspired Socialist Realism, this revised roster of cliches is 
used again, giving Bolshevik literature the stamp of carrying on the 
old intelligentsia traditions; but the signs now carry several .extra 
layers of meanings, which they acquired progressively, over time. 

There were two important moments in this sequence. First, with 
Gorky's Mother (1907), the cliches of nineteenth-century radi
calism acquired significances in terms of the Bolshevik model 
for historical deveopment, the spontaneity I consciousness dialectic. 
Later, from the thirties on, they took on two new sets of functions: 
they were used to legitimize both Stalinist succession and the reign 
of terror and to reinforce the new hierarchical social structure. The 
cliches became both highly codified and multifunctional. 

This, then, is why the positive hero is so important in Soviet 
Socialist Realism: not because he is so "positive" but because he is 
society's official mandala. In this chapter we will follow his evolu
tion through his first major transformation, in Gorky's Mother. 

Pre-Bolshevik Models 

During the second half of the nineteenth century the assorted radi
cal groups in Russia sought to convert large numbers to their cause. 
To this end they began to produce works of fiction that painted an 
inspiring picture of the radical activists and their good works. These 
works were of two different kinds: tracts and novels. The tracts 
were written for the masses and were geared to counteracting the 
influence of the so-called narodnye izdanija, which were mostly 
penny dreadfuls or religious chapbooks. To this end, authors strove 
for accessibility and so for the most part imitated genres they be
lieved would appeal to the masses: folktales, folk epics (byliny), 
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short stories narrated as if told by a peasant or worker, and reli
gious writings. 

Most of these tracts were relatively short, but the various radical 
movements also produced some novels intended to inspire the edu
cated classes (people like themselves) rather than the masses. The 
two most seminal of these have proved to beN. Chernyshevsky's 
What Is to Be Done? (1863), written to inspire the idealist populists 
of the 1860s and 70s, and A. Stepnyak-Kravchinsky's Andrey 
Kozhukhov (1889), written to inspire the populists' successors, the 
revolutionary terrorists. 

Generically, these novels were very different from the short, 
popularized tracts that the radicals also produced (their narodnye 
izdanija). Nevertheless, both novels and tracts drew on the same 
store of myths and symbols of revolutionary lore, and the three 
types of symbolic patterns that were also common to them should 
be mentioned here because they were later to play a major role in 
Bolshevik myth. 

In the first of these symbolic patterns, the particular political 
movement being championed is directly or indirectly identified with 
a "family." Often, and especially in the case of movements in
fluenced by utopian socialists, this "family" was to supplant mem
bers' natural families; their ties were to be redirected to this 
"higher" family .1 

The second is the pattern in which a relatively naive person is 
brought to see the light by some emissary of the new enlightenment. 
The stages of the conversion process often structured an entire 
work of fiction, and the two actors in this process were usually 
identified explicitly as "mentor" and "disciple" (uCitel' and ucenik ). 2 

Third, an almost ubiquitous element in radical fiction was some 
kind of martyrdom. Minimally, the revolutionary hero was ex
pected to lead an ascetic life of extraordinary dedication and self
deprivation. There were many conventionalized ways of providing 
palpable evidence of this, such as the hero's working late into the 
night while ordinary mortals slept.3 Ideally, however, the hero 
should make the supreme sacrifice of his life, and this event was 
commonly followed by a secularized version of the Christian 
death-and-transfiguration pattern: the hero's "resurrection" in the 
ongoing movement, often symbolized by one of his comrades pick
ing up the fallen banner.4 
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This penchant for depicting martyrdom is related to the second 
feature common to both varieties of radical fiction, their religiosity. 
Scarcely a text can be found that is not rich in biblical and liturgical 
language and imagery. Many are even stylized along the lines of 
traditional religious genres (sermons, saints' lives, and religious 
songs). Whatever the genre ostensibly used, a heavy-handed di
dacticism and religiosity soon entered the narration; consequently 
most radical fiction (including even the pseudo-folk and simulated 
low style I oral) soon surrendered its generic identity to the language 
of rhetoric and the church. 

Despite the martyrology and religiosity, nineteenth-century radical 
fiction never became what one could call hagiography or even sec
ular hagiography. It was never sufficiently formalized, and its 
heroes never attained that essential timeless guise. They were too 
individualized for that; that is, the texts were too "novelistic." This 
can be sensed even in that most famous segment of all Russian 
revolutionary fiction, the life of the revolutionary superhero 
Rakhmetov in N. Chernyshevsky's What Is to Be Done? Rakh
metov's life provides a good test case because it follows very closely 
the pattern of a popular Russian saint's life, The Life of Alek
sey, A Man of God (earliest version C12). 5 In both texts an 
upper-class dandy undergoes a conversion, gives away his property, 
leaves his home, eschews worldly success and true love, dedicates 
himself to the faith, and uses incredible means of self-mortification 
to drive out temptations to waver in his resolve (Rakhmetov trains 
his will by lying on a bed of nails). 

The practice of inserting a section of pseudo-hagiography was 
quite common in fiction of the late nineteenth century: consider the 
life of Father Zosima in Dostoevsky's The Brothers Karamazov 
(1880), which is very self-consciously hagiographic. Other varieties 
of medieval biography were also used in literature. For instance, the 
poet N. Nekrasov attempted to write a folk-epic hero (Savely the 
bogatyr') into his long poem "The Red-nosed Frost" (1863). This 
trend must be seen as an attempt to appropriate the semantic over
tones of the medieval text; authors hoped in this way to conjure up 
the lionhearted hero who helps his fellow men (a bogatyr') or the 
truly dedicated champion of the faith (a saint). 

When the saints' lives were inserted into fiction, the purity of the 
original form was never recaptured because of the tension between 
its aim of depicting a timeless hero and the novel's centrality of 
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idiosyncrasy and contingency. In the novel, at every point in the 
"saint" 's life his actions could equally well realize or violate the 
conventions of the vita. Dostoevsky essentially demonstrates this 
freedom at the end of Zosima's life, when Zosima's stinking corpse 
contravenes the formal expectations that, after death, the saint's 
body should exude an aura or occasion some miracle. 

Rakhmetov's character and actions are open to change, however 
slight. The possibility that he will surprise us is reinforced by the 
playful and self-conscious narrative tone of the text. The reader 
senses the presence of a narrator who frequently interpolates his 
own jesting speculations on the reader's probable reactions and 
expectations of what is to follow. Moreover, Chemyshevsky leaves 
the end of Rakhmetov's life as "open-ended" as his narrative: 
Rakhmetov disappears without trace. 

The various radical movements' essays in hagiography failed to 
take them far from contemporary fictional norms because they 
lacked that essential ingredient for epic genres-a completed his
torical world view. Merely to see the way forward as assured by 
following a particular revolutionary program is not to provide that 
total, unambiguous account of reality that makes possible, in pro
tagonists, complete consonance between their individual identity 
and their social role. Without this, there could be considerable 
overlap between the two genres but never absolute correspondence. 

Nineteenth-century radical fiction may have been different ge
nerically from Socialist Realism, but, paradoxically, its myths and 
imagery were the mainstay of official Soviet lore and hence of 
Socialist Realism. This paradox is only seeming, because there is a 
distinction between, on the one hand, isolated event and the mean
ing of that event in its isolated context and, on the other, the same 
event when put into the context of Socialist Realism's inter
dependent semantics and morphology. 

This paradox is most strikingly caught in the case of What Is to 
Be Done? The life of Rakhmetov (and, to a lesser extent, that of 
Andrey Kozhukhov) was consistently cited by the founding fathers 
of the Soviet nation as the text that had most inspired them in their 
revolutionary work.6 Every Soviet schoolchild has been brought up 
on Rakhmetov's life. Yet one is hard pressed to find any specific 
parallels between its formal features and those of a Socialist Realist 
novel. 

The general impact of the nineteenth-century radical tradition on 
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Soviet culture was considerable, but only as single elements, not as 
a total system. Its influence can be felt even in the lives of the 
nation's leaders. When, for instance, Lenin is said to have been 
"simple like the truth" (prost kak pravda), this is not just empty 
rhetoric, for Lenin in his extreme dedication seems to have felt 
role-bound to lead the austere life of the revolutionary and also be 
accessible to the common man. And when, as Solzhenitsyn shows 
graphically in the opening chapter of The First Circle, Stalin would 
stay up until all hours working on affairs of state, this may not have 
been a sign of madness or that "conscience robs him of his sleep," 
but an acting-out of the role of the revolutionary leader of radical 
myth. 

Gorky's Mother 

Most Soviet historians describe Mother as the novel that spawned the 
numberless Socialist Realist progeny. 7 This metaphor, though ap
propriate to the book's title, does not take into account Mother's 
relationship to earlier revolutionary fiction. I prefer to use another, 
borrowed from Pushkin, who once described translators as the 
"post-horses of civilization." Mother was that post, or station, 
where Bolsheviks coming out of the old intelligentsia tradition were 
able to stop and take on fresh horses to bear them on into Socialist 
Realism itself. Mother provided a system for translating the cliches 
of tsarist radicals into the determining formulas of Bolshevism. 

The plot of Mother fuses historical reality and revolutionary 
myth in a coherent political allegory. The novel describes an actual 
incident, a May Day demonstration that took place in the Volga 
town of Somov in 1902 and was broken up by the police. Those 
arrested insisted on conducting their own defense at the trial. This 
event heartened the Social Democratic (i.e., Marxist) party, for they 
took it as evidence of growing consciousness among workers. 
Gorky's attention was attracted to the incident; he spent some time 
with the defendants and their families and then wrote about one of 
their leaders, Pavel Zalomov (who appears in the novel as Pavel 
Vlasov), and his mother. 8 

The story has been idealized somewhat. Pavel Zalomov com
plained, for instance, that his mother was both more daring and 
more intelligent than the mother in the novel. 9 Also, if one com-
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pares the transcripts of the actual Somov trial with the trial 
speeches in Mother, one can see that Gorky made his Pavel much 
more politically conscious than Zalomov was. 10 In part these 
changes can be seen as adjustments made so that the story would fit 
the stock patterns of the preceding generation of revolutionary 
fiction. In order to create the conventional mentor I disciple pair, for 
instance, Pavel (the mentor) had to be more conscious than in re
ality, and his mother (the disciple), less. Additionally, as can be seen 
in the following plot outline, Gorky worked into the story such 
familiar radical symbols as the "family" of revolutionaries, the 
picking-up of the fallen banner, and martyrdom: 

Pavel Vlasov, born into an oppressed, working-class family, 
has a bitter drunkard of a father and a pious, submissive mother, 
who suffers endless beatings from her husband. Even as a child 
Pavel stands up to his father. A factory accident brings the father 
to an early grave, and the young Pavel has to go out to work. 
Initially he seems destined to repeat his father's bad habits (he 
starts to drink, etc.). But Pavel escapes this fate when he is at
tracted to a small group of underground socialists: he stops 
drinking and begins to dress neatly. Gradually, his mother be
comes curious about Pavel's interests. He explains some of his 
new beliefs to her, and she is shocked by his sacrilege in presum
ing to go against God and tsar. Then she meets his comrades and 
is attracted to them as people. When Pavel is imprisoned, her love 
for him leads her to help his comrades in his absence. This begins 
her gradual transformation from illiterate and pious housewife to 
inspired radical activist. As she changes, so does her sense of 
family change from one comprising merely Pavel and herself 
to one embracing the entire revolutionary group. At a May Day 
demonstration Pavel bears the red banner and is arrested again. 
His mother picks up its remnants and carries them home. Pavel is 
sentenced to exile for his role as leader of the demonstration, but 
by then his mother has become a convinced and fearless revolu
tionary. The novel closes as she is being beaten to death for her 
beliefs, defiant to the end.H 

Not all the discrepancies between historical reality and Mother's 
version of the Somov affair derive from earlier revolutionary 
cliches. Some come from a stock of discernibly new conventions. 
For example, the historical Pavel, Pavel Zalomov, complained 
about Gorky's having killed off the mother at the end of the novel, 
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pointing out that his own mother had continued as a political ac
tivist well into her eighties. 12 In this instance Gorky's embellish
ment reflects changing times. Whereas earlier a martyr had nor
mally been a male revolutionary leader, in recent fiction the vogue 
had favored political melodrama with beloved family members 
(very possibly females) as the sacrificial victims. Most radical au
thors of Mother's times centered their plots around a particular 
family, selecting members of it to play "mentor" and "disciple" and 
ending the work with a mass demonstration at which a close rela
tive would be killed. 13 

One such contemporary novel, A. Mashitsky's In the Fire (1904), 
seems to anticipate the plot of Gorky's Mother almost exactly: a 
drunk worker is killed in a factory mishap, his pious wife is con
verted to the revolutionary cause by her son, named Pavel. The son 
carries the banner at a May Day demonstration. His mother is 
beaten to death by the police, but the novel closes on an optimistic 
note: the revolution goes on. 14 It is generally assumed that Gorky did 
not know In the Fire at the time he was writing Mother. 15 Even if he 
did not have the benefit of its example, however, there were enough 
other works with similar plots for it not to be surprising that, in 
treating the Somov affair in fiction, he chose to focus on a mother 
and son rather than on the revolutionary group itself or just one 
revolutionary, that he charted the mother's gradual conversion 
through her son, and that he embellished her actual biography with 
a premature, martyr's death. 

In comparing the conventions of revolutionary fiction from 
Gorky's time with earlier examples from the nineteenth century, one 
is struck by how much more coherently the various elements of the 
older radical tradition were now organized. The old standard 
motifs ("family," "mentor" I "disciple," and "martyr") all became 
part of one narrative strand in works like In the Fire. With Mother 
this streamlining process went even further, and a single myth 
emerged. This development made possible the single master plot 
of Socialist Realism, which patterns the various motifs into one 
sequence. 

This process was not just a matter of depicting with ever greater 
skill the same features in the same landscape, for Mother represents 
a radical generic departure from the sort of fiction written before 
(including In the Fire) in the service of the cause. That revolutionary 
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fiction had been "novelistic"; with Mother, a new variety of secular 
hagiography was introduced. 

Several biographical reasons make it almost logical that Gorky 
would cast his revolutionary fiction as a form of secular hagiog
raphy. At the time he wrote Mother, for instance, he was already 
gravitating toward the position he articulated in 1907, when he 
espoused the Bolshevik heresy known as "God-building."16 The 
adherents of God-building believed that in communism man would 
attain such heights of human development that he would become as 
God. And so, to Gorky, Bolshevism was literally, and not just func
tionally, a secular substitute for religion. 

Mother's heroes seem to share Gorky's views, for when Pavel and 
a revolutionary friend explain their new beliefs to Pavel's mother, 
they say, "We have to change our god," for in truth man is like 
god. 17 And throughout the novel Gorky has used his ingenuity to 
provide secular substitutes for most of the major symbols and in
stitutions of Christianity. 

Besides Gorky's attraction to the God-building heresy, he came 
to consciousness surrounded by an environment drenched in Rus
sian iconology. Among the many jobs he had in his youth was one 
in an icon factory. In his childhood his grandfather had seen to it 
that he had a thorough grounding in the saints' lives, and Gorky 
even learned by heart the particular saint's life on which Cher
nyshevsky seems to have patterned Rakhmetov's biography, The 
Life of Aleksey, A Man of God. 18 But despite all this, the plot of 
Mother contains very few identifiable parallels with the formulaic 
stages of the saint's life. 

Nevertheless, Mother was more hagiographic than Cherny
shevsky's What Is to Be Done? or, indeed, than any of the quasi-reli
gious writing that had emerged thus far out of the various Russian 
revolutionary movements. While Chernyshevsky used hagiographic 
patterns to create something superficially like a saint's life, which 
served as a substitute, Gorky broke ground for a new and distinctive 
Bolshevik tradition of secular hagiography, which bore less surface 
resemblance to the old tradition but was closer to it on a deeper level. 

What has converted Mother from an idealized biography to a 
ritualized one is the pervasive presence of the Bolshevik account of 
history. One can sense the axial role played by the spontaneity I 
consciousness dialectic in both character and plot. This is not to 
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make claims for the novel's genesis. It need not follow that Mother 
was consciously written by a Bolshevik to illustrate the dialectic. 
After 1907 Mother became a more or less official Bolshevik tract. 
Thus, whether or not Gorky 'Yas much of a Party man at the time 
he wrote it (a moot point), 19 thereafter-to reinvoke Borges' term 
used in the last chapter-the distinctive patterns of Mother could be 
"perceived" as encoded representations of the Bolshevik model for 
historical development. 

A good way to get at the differences between Mother and earlier 
fiction would be to compare it with two comparable texts, 
Stepnyak-Kravchinsky's Andrey Kozhukhov and the Rakhmetov 
biography in Chernyshevsky's What Is to Be Done? The three texts 
are comparable because in each a young male hero (Pavel Vlasov, 
Andrey Kozhukhov, and Rakhmetov, respectively) becomes the 
true revolutionary. What differs in each case is how he becomes the 
true revolutionary, and these differences catch important dis
tinctions between the text types. 

In both Andrey Kozhukhov and Rakhmetov's life the re
lationship between the hero's inner and outer selves is a crucial 
factor in his progress. Andrey Kozhukhov, for instance, stresses the 
contrast between the two. Andrey is a man of seething passions, of 
uncontrollable emotions and violent jealousy, but, by supreme ef
forts on his part, he is able to appear outwardly calm, strong, and 
dedicated to the cause. In Rakhmetov's case the relationship be
tween the inner and outer man is not so much one of conflict and 
discrepancy; rather, it is from the inner self that the outer gains its 
power. Rakhmetov's conversion or "rebirth" is effected by dint of 
sheer will and "working on himself."20 

Chernyshevsky shows the before and after of Rakhmetov as he 
undergoes his conversion, but Gorky keeps the personality of Pavel 
fairly consistent throughout. Pavel remains to the end that strong 
and fearless character the reader first saw when Pavel, at the age of 
fourteen, forbade his father to lay a hand on him. He did change, 
first when he went to work and began to drink, and then again 
when he was converted, but Gorky does not show his hero during 
that time; he gives only sketchy reports of his hero's early activities. 
Gorky presents a full portrait of Pavel only after his conversion, and 
so the picture we get of him remains fairly stable. 
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Pavel's mother is not so static a figure. Indeed, the novel is osten
sibly about her development. In this sense Mother might be called a 
Bildungsroman, with the mother as the one being "formed." But, 
unlike a Bildungsroman hero, her final incarnation has already been 
determined when she begins her progress to "consciousness." She 
merely assumes in her turn the likeness her son had assumed before 
her (but modified in her case by the essential "motherliness" she 
retains to the end and by her relative lack of education). 

Rakhmetov and Andrey Kozhuknov make themselves, whereas 
Pavel and his mother are inspired by others to assume their likeness; 
their development is not, strictly speaking, one of character, for 
their inner selves play no significant role in it. The strength of the 
outer self is derived from extrinsic factors. In part it is due to the 
instruction and example of others, but these amount to no more 
than a ritual conferral of "consciousness." The dialectic of passion 
and reason that in earlier novels was played out in terms of divided 
selves has in Mother been transformed into an impersonal dialectic 
(between "spontaneity" and "consciousness") in which "charac
ters" are merely a symbolic medium. 

The crucial differences between the two varieties of revolutionary 
biography do not derive just from the fact that the more "novelis
tic" hero effects changes in himself by willpower and that his outer 
self is his own achievement. Nor do they derive even from the fact 
that the heroes of Mother are not in danger of becoming passion's 
slaves. The differences are based rather on the extraordinary degree 
to which the depiction of heroes in Mother is depersonalized. 

This depersonalization has left its mark on the actual mechanics 
of character depiction. In Mother one can detect a shift to greater 
abstraction as compared with earlier revolutionary fiction. Two 
main techniques are used to draw the positive heroes in Mother. 
One is a technique also commonly used in earlier radical fiction: 
symbolization of physical features. The furrowed brow or pinched 
.face, for instance, are signs of the revolutionary's dedication and 
sacrifice. The other technique is the use of code words, or epithets: a 
select group of adjectives that indicate moral political qualities 
and/ or corresponding nouns or adverbs (e.g. ser'eznyj, "serious"). 

Such epithets are widely used to describe positive heroes both in 
earlier revolutionary fiction and in Mother, but there is a crucial 
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difference in the function they perform in the two types of text. In 
revolutionary fiction they are essentially just the tersest of the vari
ous symbolic attributes that make up the roster of cliches. In 
Mother, on the other hand, the revolutionaries' portraits are so 
depersonalized that they are reduced almost completely to func
tions of their roles, which are themselves ideologically determined. 
As a result, the epithets (which are used much more frequently than 
in the early revolutionary fiction) do not simply constitute a pool of 
indiscriminate associations, available to be deployed. Instead, they 
form a system. They stand for ideas, already covered at greater 
length in theoretical writings, which they represent in more eco
nomical form. They have ceased to be really descriptive and have 
become cryptological. 

This mode of sketching the positive hero by means of sparse, for
mulaic details is reminiscent of the way the saint or ideal prince was 
depicted in medieval texts. The medieval scribe usually limited his 
written portraits to a catalogue of virtues plus an account of the 
subject's face and general mien. The motifs used were not only 
conventionalized but were restricted to a very select number. These 
motifs were themselves geared to showing the subject in a gener
alized, timeless guise-as he should be. As is frequently pointed out, 
his aspect was eminently comparable to that of a saint or prince on 
an icon. 21 In fact, passages describing a saint or prince are often 
called "word icons." 

As mentioned earlier, the similarities between the portrait of the 
positive hero in medieval texts (the saint or prince) and in Mother 
extend beyond the techniques employed and include, to a 
significant degree, the actual cliches used. The Soviet medievalist 
D. S. Likhachev cites a portrait of the Ryazan prince as a prototype, 
and I will use it here as a source of examples (the passage is actually 
from a chronicle of the thirteenth or fourteenth century). 

Before I introduce the prince's portrait, some qualifications must 
be made. One obvious difference between the portrait of the 
medieval prince and that of the modern revolutionary hero is that 
the former served Christ while the latter serves the revolution. A 
second one lies in the prince's joi de vivre as compared with the 
revolutionary's asceticism. This asceticism and the revolutionary's 
lust for martyrdom are in fact reminiscent of medieval saintly con
ventions, but medieval texts did not distinguish absolutely be-
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tween civic and religious virtue; saints often exemplified civic vir
tues and princes saintlike virtue. Thus the revolutionary hero and 
Pavel could best be compared with a saintlike version of the 
medieval prince. A revised version of the Ryazan prince's portrait, 
one pruned of the most clearly inapplicable attributes, would read: 

Loving Christ [cf. revolution], loving toward his brothers, fair of 
face, with shining [svetly] eyes, and a stern [grozny] countenance, 
extraordinarily brave, good-natured [alternative translations of 
this epithet---serdcem legky-include "open" and "simple" in the 
positive sense], good [laskovy] to his men [actually, "retainers"], 
majestic, strong in mind, stands for truth, keeps himself pure in 
body and soul.22 

The roster of cliches used for the positive hero of nineteenth
century radical fiction, of Mother, and, ultimately, of Socialist Real
ism itself is amazingly simjlar to the ones in this abbreviated list. 

One suspects that initially, in the nineteenth century, the saints' 
vitae were spectral presences guiding revolutionary writers in their 
choice of epithets. This can be sensed in the following examples of 
revolutionary portraits taken from both novels and chapbooks. 
Note that in all of the examples of revolutionary portraits, I have 
supplied in brackets the Russian words I regard as epithets and have 
consistently given the same English translation for each epithet in 
order to indicate recurrence, regardless of how stilted the resulting 
translation might seem. 

The first example comes from What Is to Be Done? Significantly, 
Chernyshevsky does not provide us with a portrait of Rakhmetov; 
the description below is of another revolutionary, Lopukhov. 

With a proud [gordyj] and brave [smelyj] look. "He's not bad 
looking [she thinks] and must be very goodly [dobr] but a bit too 
serious [ser' ezen ]. " ... It's a long time since anyone has led such a 
stern [stroguju] life.23 

Compare this with the description of a mentor, from a populist 
tract of 1874: 

His large, dark brown eyes had a fine look, which was brave 
[smelyj] and open [otkrytyj].24 

Finally, in a pseudo-folktale, a simple peasant woman describes her 
mentor: 
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The more I looked at him, the more my heart was drawn to him. I 
have never seen a face more goodly [dobroe] and intelligent [um
noe]. His brown eyes shone [svetilis'] with light and were full of 
intelligence [uma] and goodliness [dobroty] ... [he is] loving 
[laskovo] and calm [spokoen ]. 2s 

In these quotations a typical nexus of attributes emerges: the hero 
is good-looking, serious, stern and calm, proud and brave, with a 
light in the eyes, yet also open and full of an infectious human 
warmth and of intelligence and goodness. These attributes bear 
comparison with the following, exemplified by the Ryazan prince: 
fair of face, stern, majestic (proud equals majestic minus the role 
of potentate), brave, open (as one of the alternative meanings 
of "good-natured"), with shining eyes, good to others, strong in 
mind. Incidentally, nineteenth-century revolutionaries-and Pavel 
Vlasov-also "kept themselves pure in body and soul" and 
axiomatically "stood for truth." In addition to the general corre
spondences of the epithets, in two cases the same epithet was used: 
"shining eyes" (svetlyj) and "loving" (laskovyj), in the sense of a 
loving father. 

There are also differences. The epithets are, for instance, de
ployed more randomly. Also, the revolutionary hero is "serious" 
and "calm," qualities the prince did not have explicitly. These 
epithets are of course signs of the hero's revolutionary dedication, 
but they also mark an important shift that occurred in the modern 
period, a shift in the way characterization is conceived. They in
dicate something about the relationship of the inner man to either 
his outer self or action: "serious" tells us something about his at
titude to the cause, and "calm" something about how he has mas
tered his inner self. 

The roster of epithets used for Pavel in Mother is, generally 
speaking, closer to those of revolutionary fiction than to hagiog
raphy. This can be appreciated from the following representative 
sample of passages describing Pavel after his conversion to the rev
olutionary cause. 

[He has become] simpler [prosce] and gentler [mjagce]. 

[His mother thinks to herself:] My he's stern [strog]. 

[Pavel explains his beliefs to her:] Without looking at her, he 
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started talking sternly [strogo ]; for some reason ... he looked at 
her and answered softly and calmly [spokojno ] .... His eyes 
glowed with determination [uprjamo ]. 

Her son's eyes shone attractively and brightly [svetlo ] . 

. . . [his] swarthy, determined [uprjamoe] and stern [strogoe] face. 

His calmness [spokojstvie ], his gentle [mjagkij] voice and the 
simplicity [or "openness": prostota] of his face gladdened the 
mother's heart. 

He said seriously [ser'ezno ]. 26 

This selection from Mother provides considerable overlap with 
the first group, from revolutionary fiction. Some of the epithets are 
the same--"loving," "calm," "stern," "serious," and "with shining 
eyes"-and some are near equivalents, such as "determined" for 
"brave" ("determined" was actually commonly found in 
nineteenth-century radical texts) and, possibly, "simple" for 
"open." There are also some differences. For instance, Pavel is not 
described as "intelligent." The fact that he is not so described gets 
at a basic difference between the function of these epithets in 
Mother as compared with earlier revolutionary fiction. No matter 
how conventionalized "intelligent" may have been, it suggests a 
degree of individuation that is not present in hagiography. 

Every epithet used in Mother also has to have a meaning in terms 
of the Bolshevik model for historical development. In consequence, 
even when the same epithet is used in both text types, this sameness 
is illusory, for in the different context it must have a different 
meaning. By the time Mother was written, "calm," for instance, 
had become such a highly charged word that it could not be used 
casually: only if the hero was politically "conscious" could he be 
called "calm"; in fact the word's primary function was to indicate 
that this was so. 

The epithets in Mother are not only more abstract; they are also 
more systematized: If we delete "shining eyes," a traditional sign of 
grace, which in Mother is used more or less as the sign of Pavel's 
positivity, we find that most of the remaining epithets fall naturally 
into two groups: on the one hand, there are signs indicating Pavel's 
dedication and discipline, such as "serious," "stern," and "de-
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termined," and, on the other, there are signs indicating his human 
warmth, such as "gentle," "simple," and "loving." This dichotomy 
is not merely latent; it is quite often brought out in the text when 
Pavel is said to change his expression from one involving a combi
nation of epithets from the first group to one involving some combi
nation of epithets from the second. The following quotations 
provide examples: 

... his blue eyes, which were always serious [ser'eznye] and stern 
[strogie ], now burned so gently [mjagko] and lovingly [laskovo ]. 

His stern eyes shone more gently, and his voice sounded more 
loving [laskovo ], and he became more simple [prosce] 
altogether. 27 

This dichotomy translates the spontaneity I consciousness oppo
sition into patterns formed by systematizing the epithets. This is not 
to say that the dialectical opposition is directly translated into the 
dichotomy. It is not the case that the group "serious," "stern," and 
"determined" means "conscious," whereas the group "simple," 
"gentle," and "loving" means "spontaneous." Rather, the two 
clusters of epithets represent alternative external guises, which are 
not in conflict. This is because Pavel is the incarnation of higher
order, Bolshevik "consciousness," one in which the dialectical 
tension between "spontaneity" and "consciousness" (or tension 
between individual interests and the collective good) has been re
solved in a state where "consciousness" prevails and is nevertheless 
in harmony with "spontaneity." In Pavel there is a dichotomy be
tween two contrasting (but not conflicting) aspects of the one 
higher-order "consciousness"; although he is completely dedicated 
to the interests of the collective, he has not lost his capacity for 
human interaction. 

The primary sign of Pavel's consciousness is the epithet "calm." 
As can be sensed in the following two quotations (also cited earlier), 
"calm" can be used in combination with epithets from either side of 
the dichotomy: 

Pavel talked sternly ... he ... answered ... calmly .... His eyes 
glowed with determination. 

His calmness, his gentle voice, and the simplicity of his face glad
dened his mother's heart. 
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That it can be so used is of course due to the fact that "conscious
ness" must be present in both of the hero's two guises. Historically, 
however, "calm" has indicated the hero's triumph in transcending 
his turbulent inner self to appear externally calm. 28 In Mother, 
interiority is not a significant element, and the inner I outer split has 
been transformed into a much milder, and totally external, con
trast: the "loving" I "stern" dichotomy. At the same time, thanks to 
its prehistory, the epithet "calm" still carries some of the aura of 
triumph over dark, inner forces. 

The other epithets used for Pavel are also signs of his "conscious
ness" first and foremost, although at the same time they retain some 
of their customary meanings and some of the more metaphorical 
meanings they had acquired in the nineteenth-century revolutionary 
texts. The narrator could not, for instance, say that Pavel looked 
"stern," when it was not feasible that he should look "stern." Thus 
one can trace, over time, a gradual process of abstraction in the 
meanings of the cliches and of accretion of new layers of meaning. 

The semantic prehistory of the patterns of verbal symbols found 
in Mother does not begin with the nineteenth-century radical texts. 
The epithets used in characterizing medieval stereotypes probably 
cast their semantic shadows over Pavel's portrait, enhancing his 
role as a quasi-religious figure who stands firm in the faith. This 
possibility is particularly present in that characteristic dichotomy in 
Pavel's portrait, the stern I loving opposition. This dichotomy corre
sponds to the old dual image of the prince (and later the tsar) as a 
figure both stern (or statesmanlike) and loving (or paternal), which 
is now virtually a commonplace in Western conceptions of tradi
tional Russian popular attitudes to their heads of state. 29 One can 
see this dualism reflected in the above example of the typical prince, 
who is said to be loving, generous, hospitable, and good-natured, 
but also stern and majestic. Since Pavel, a Bolshevik revolutionary, 
was both an emblem of "consciousness" and a leader of the masses, 
his portrait conflates the traditional Russian sense of the authority 
figure with that of an incarnation of Bolshevik virtue. The tradi
tional leader image left its mark on the depiction of "conscious
ness," providing yet another instance of a general dynamic to be 
followed in this book: how basic Marxist concepts, once trans
planted in Russian soil, tended to be shaped by native habits of 
mind. 
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Pavel's portrait is not unique in the novel: it is depersonalized 
and is in large measure a function of his political (rather than 
individual) identity. All "conscious" revolutionaries in Mother, qua 
"conscious" revolutionaries, are given identical and highly for
malized portraits. Gorky goes to some pains to differentiate their 
physical appearance, but only in such minor externals as "blue 
eyes" and "a swarthy complexion" (in the case of Pavel). There are 
no external signs indicating a distinctive inner self. 

Mother is thus more austere in its characterization, more eco
nomical in its expression, than its forebears in revolutionary fiction 
were or even many of those short pieces in the populists' chap
books. Where earlier one might find prolix character description or 
homily, now one most often found terse verbal symbols involving 
several layers of meaning. 

In the plot of Mother there is also a high degree of abstraction 
and ritualization. This is quite striking in the novel's martyrological 
patterns. 

Martyrdom, a recurrent motif in Mother, was a commonplace of 
earlier radical fiction and lore. From at least Turgenev's Insarov in 
On the Eve (1860), virtually all revolutionary novels ended with the 
hero dying of tuberculosis, moldering in prison or exile, or expiring 
from a mortal wound inflicted by the revolution's oppressors (even 
the tuberculosis victim was a martyr, for he had given his health to 
the cause). But, no matter how myth-inspired this convention was 
in committed literature, its execution was novelistic in the sense 
that the martyrdom was the hero's individual feat, that supreme 
moment when he rose above his worldly ties, silenced the storms 
within, and stood, fearless, to confront his fate. When, for instance, 
Andrey Kozhukhov made an unsuccessful assassination attempt on 
the tsar, knowing that he would in all probability be executed and 
never see his true love again, he might just as well have echoed 
Darnley's words from A Tale of Two Cities: "It is a far, far better 
thing I do .... " 

The "conscious" heroes of Mother, by contrast, always wear the 
mask of one who has transcended selfhood, and their acts of self
abnegation are consonant with, and even logical for, their static 
identity. The mother, for instance, is actually less in revolutionary 
virtue than her son, but she outdoes him in martyrdom in the sense 
that she pays the supreme sacrifice (her life). Yet this sacrifice does 
not elevate her above the others: hers is essentially not an individual 
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act of sacrifice in the name of the many (as is Andrey Kozhukhov's) 
but one that might equally well have been performed by any one of 
the characters who embody "consciousness." To use Propp's terms, 
then, the action is a function. The mother's having performed it 
enhances not just her image but the image of all the others in the 
novel who exemplify "consciousness." 

The structure of Mother is comparable with that of a saint's life in 
that it is teleological: in Mother the hero's goal is a state of grace 
(albeit revolutionary rather than religious) enhanced by sacrifice, 
and all the stages of the novel's plot are subordinated to that end. 
Gorky. wrote this pattern into a fictionalized version of an actual 
uprising by ill-educated workers in a minor provincial industrial 
town in early twentieth-century Russia. But in the novel neither the 
setting nor the local identities of the protagonists are important 
(except that they are proletarian), for Gorky has given them a 
timeless guise, like that of the saints and princes in medieval icons 
and manuscripts. 

The plot of Mother represents a departure from medieval hagiog
raphy in that it uses twinning: not just one protagonist reaches out 
toward grace, but two. But the two are not equal, for mother and 
son are to each other as disciple and mentor. Although that par
ticular relationship was common, even explicit, in revolutionary 
fiction, in earlier texts the disciple did not often, as in Mother, 
attain such complete revolutionary consciousness that he could 
then play mentor for others. In Mother the disciple advances so far 
because this enables her life to provide an allegorical account of one 
stage in the working-through of history's great dialectic toward its 
ultimate resolution in Communism. 

The plot formula Gorky worked out for Mother (i.e., the disciple 
acquires the likeness of the mentor and hence acquires "conscious
ness") proved so efficient for structuring any novel as a parable of 
historical progress that it became the basis for Socialist Realism's 

. master plot. Or, at any rate, it was a beginning: most fully fledged 
Socialist Realist novels have a dual plot, combining a version of 
Mother's plot-what I call the "road to consciousness" (or to 
greater "consciousness") plot-plus an account of how some 
state-assigned task was fulfilled. 

After Mother emerged from comparative obscurity to be re
instated as an exemplar in the early thirties, many of the patterns 
used in it became hallmarks of Socialist Realist fiction. These in-



66 I. Socialist Realism 
before 1932 

elude the "road to consciousness" plot formula and the positive
hero character type. Additionally, almost the same set of attributes 
that indicate "consciousness" in Mother became the icon of "con
sciousness" in the Stalinist novel. The formulaic epithets for the 
positive hero constitute the core of the Socialist Realist novel's 
"system of signs," consisting in part of code words ("calm") and in 
part of symbolic traits and gestures (the hero's pinched face or his 
picking-up the banner of a fallen comrade). 

The post horses that Mother provided for Bolshevik literature 
were to take it a long way, but they could not deliver it to Socialist 
Realism in its most developed form. When Gorky wrote the novel 
in 1906, he could not have been expected to anticipate all the 
changes Bolshevik culture and ideology would undergo in the 
almost thirty years intervening between Mother and the time the 
canon was instituted. By comparison with Socialist Realist novels of 
the Stalin period, therefore, Mother seems much purer, simpler, and 
even quainter. 

A striking example of change would be the various transforma
tions that Gorky's plot formula had to undergo. They occurred 
partly because, heartwarming though the tale of a simple old 
mother rising to consciousness might be, it was not very usable or 
appropriate for a Soviet literature that had become the repository of 
official myths about the status quo. Most commonly in Soviet 
fiction it was an aspiring member of the vanguard who displaced 
the mother as "disciple"; humility and ignorance were not appro
priate traits for him. 

The greatest difference between the master plot as it began in 
Mother and its later expression in a Soviet Socialist Realist classic 
derives from Gorky's narrow sense of revolution and "conscious
ness." For him revolutionary "consciousness" is almost synony
mous with enlightenment (as was the original German word for 
"consciousness," Bewusstsein). In fact, in several sections of the 
novel, Gorky effectively warns his readers of the dangers of upris
ings by ill-educated peasants and of the urgency of educating them, 
to avert disaster.3° For many, however, the primary attraction of 
revolution had been energy and action rather than "light." In Marx
ism, action is regarded as a greater ingredient in historical change 
than ideas. 

Therefore, the static, icon-like image of the revolutionary in 
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Mother was, in later Socialist Realist novels, complemented with a 
dynamic hero who had a different literary pedigree and who gave the 
novel color and suspense. It was he who supplanted the little old 
mother of Gorky's novel as "disciple," and the main official model 
for him was Gleb Chumalov, the hero of Gladkov's novel Cement. 



3 Socialist Realist Classics 
of the Twenties 

When the Revolution occurred in 1917, it was followed by several 
crisis years. Between the Civil War and foreign intervention, the 
new regime was in danger of falling to any number of enemy forces, 
both within and without. The government was threatened by in
credible chaos, epidemics, and shortages of basic supplies. Only the 
most decisive measures could save the day, and great willpower was 
needed to carry them out. 

These extreme times gave rise to a new kind of hero. The static 
revolutionary martyr was replaced by a dynamic man of action. 
The new hero appeared not just in Party rhetoric and fiction. Those 
authors of non-Party, highbrow literature who were not completely 
alienated generated variants as well. 

Times were hard, but for many intellectuals they were not with
out their own frisson. The lure of action and excitement attracted a 
large number of them to the Revolution, some to act in it, others to 
gaze in fascination. To such people the Revolution was such a 
shattering event that traditional language could not express it. All 
writers, whatever their persuasion, struggled to find ways of de
scribing it. Mandelstam conveys the atmosphere well in a section of 
his poem "The Horse-Shoe Finder" (1923): 

Where to begin? 
Everything cracks and rocks. 
The air trembles with similes. 
No word is better than another; 
The earth hums with metaphor. 

Thrice-blessed is he who puts a name on a songP 

Many sought to "put a name on the song" or find a metaphor that 
might resound above the others and live on. It was a time that gave 
rise to inflated rhetoric and bombastic claims as writers struggled to 
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pin down the quintessential revolution while "everything cracked 
and rocked." 

Few of their epithets for the Revolution and its agents have sur
vived beyond the initial post-Revolutionary years, when they were 
coined. Yet the hero image to which the age gave rise, and which 
writers tried to "name," endured in Soviet lore for decades to come. 
While the epithets of this fiction were highly symbolic, they were 
still somewhat descriptive and individualized, drawn uniquely for a 

, particular hero. In consequence, one cannot take any single, iso
lated novel of the 1920s and discuss it as prototypical for the period 
as easily as one might a Socialist Realist novel from the 1930s 
or 1940s. 

The Socialist Realist novels of the 1920s were no exception in the 
use of imagery unique to a particular character in a particular 
novel. But, beneath this surface variety, most of them have much in 
common. This is because virtually all were written by Party mem
bers who took upon themselves the task of popularizing Party 
policies, and, in doing so, most of them drew on the same source, 
Pravda. Generally speaking, the concerns and imagery characteris
tic of Pravda in any particular year prefigure the trends in Bolshevik 
fiction published slightly later. Indeed, one can sometimes even pin 
down the single article that seems to provide the theme for a specific 
work of fiction. 

Of course, even Party rhetoric of the twenties expressed a greater 
variety of points of view than was possible under Stalin. Pravda
inspired fiction was also less homogeneous than it later became. 
Two major trends in Bolshevik fiction that proved highly produc
tive emerged during the twenties; they generated further paradigms 
in the thirties and beyond. F. Gladkov's Cement and D. Furmanov's 
Chapaev are the most seminal examples of these two broad trends. 

Gladkov's Cement 

In many ways F. Gladkov's Cement most comprehensively exem
plifies the prototypical Soviet novel. This is largely due to the fact 
that the plot and positive heroes of Cement were imitated more 
than any other in Soviet fiction, especially in the forties, when 
Gladkov was director of the Literary Institute, which trains writers. 
In addition, many of Cement's basic values became hallmarks of the 
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distinctive Stalinist ethos, which emerged in the thirties and forties. 
And yet, in many ways, it is wrong to see Cement as a fully 

fledged, completely achieved, Socialist Realist novel. It should 
rather be seen as an embryonic example of such novels, a relic of 
that stage when the "cement" had not yet hardened. It is much 
more novelistic than the later, truly Socialist Realist novels, which 
tend to an abstractness more characteristic of myth. 

Of the various official progenitors of Socialist Realism, Cement 
provides the most striking example of the complex evolution of 
Socialist Realism and the dialectic of the literary and extraliterary 
forces that accompanied it. Cement drew heavily on Pravda 
rhetoric and themes, yet it also used the language and imagery of 
several nonpartisan, highbrow literary schools and made gestures 
toward folklore as well. Later, during the thirties, many of Ce
ment's characteristic tropes became cliches of political rhetoric. It 
is, then, a text that can help us perceive that Stalinist culture was 
put together from a variety of preexisting elements, not something 
that sprang full blown from the Moustache. 2 

Pravda Influences in Cement 

When reduced to its thematic essence, Cement seems very typical of 
"proletarian" novels for the years when it was written (1922-24).3 

It even had a thematic near-identical twin inN. N. Lyashko's pro
duction novel The Blast Furnace, which was likewise published in 
1925 (much as Mother had a twin in In the Fire). 

Cement and The Blast Furnace both have an air of having been 
written with the express purpose of amplifying political rhetoric. 
They elaborate not just the general ideas of Marxism-Leninism but 
also the preoccupations of Pravda during the years when the action 
of Cement was set (1920-21),4 especially the central theme that the 
battle for communist survival must now be fought on the economic 
rather than the military front. 

Both novels emphasize this by providing heroes who have distin
guished themselves in Civil War battles but are now redirecting 
their energies to the tasks of reconstruction. The novels open as their 
hero, a former factory worker (Gleb Chumalov in Cement and 
Korotkov in The Blast Furnace), returns home triumphant from the 
Civil War only to be dismayed at the state of his home town. 
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The two plots run fairly parallel from then on. The cement 
factory I blast furnace is covered with rust and weeds; the local 
proletariat, betraying their class identity, have begun to raise goats 
and make cigarette lighters for sale (both goats and lighters being 
common symbols at this time for petty bourgeois enterprise).5 

When Gleb I Korotkov tries to shame local officials for having 
allowed the factory I blast furnace to remain idle after the Civil War, 
they claim that they have applied to the appropriate organs for 
permission to reopen it but that permission has not yet come 
through. The hero will not restwith this masked indifference on the 
part of the bureaucrats; calling a general meeting of the factory 
workers, he has himself appointed as their representative, and, to try 
tci get things moving, he goes to "the center" (i.e., the local town 
where agencies of the various government bodies he has to deal 
with are located). Both within the factory and at the center, Gleb I 
Korotkov is constantly running up against red tape and indifference 
from bourgeois experts and bureaucrats, most of whom advise him 
that it is both technically and economically unfeasible to reopen the 
factory at this time and that he is naive and insubordinate to insist 
on doing so. But eventually, by mobilizing worker enthusiasm for 
mass voluntary labor-and with a little help from the men in 
leather jackets (i.e., the Cheka, or security police)-the factory I 
blast furnace is opened. This event is marked by a mass meeting of 
workers at which Gleb I Korotkov is praised highly and asked to 
speak. He feels deeply moved but also inarticulate because, as a true 
son of the working classes, he operates essentially from the heart. 
However, he finally manages to summon up some words, and, as 
the novel closes, he points to the wonderful vistas that await future 
generations. 

There are, to be sure, some differences between the two novels 
(especially in their love plots). But the main difference is in the style 
and tone of the narration. Lyashko's narration is very spare and is 
presented in straightforward, colloquial speech, such as an ordinary 
worker might have used in recounting his experiences to fellow 
workers. 

Where Lyashko is terse, Gladkov seems to err in the other direc
tion, pulling out all the stops. His prose, highly rhetorical and 
hyperbolic, often reads like the purple passages of a cheap romance. 
All this was toned down in later Socialist Realist novels, where the 
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prevailing sense of literary decorum ruled out linguistic excess. But, 
although the canon required restraint in language, it called for 
hyperbole in characterization. Thus, while the lush prose of Cement 
was so often attacked that Gladkov rewrote the novel several 
times, 6 the hero image he projected in Gleb was to become a con
vention of Socialist Realism. The very matter-of-factness of Korot
kov, Lyashko's hero in The Blast Furnace, consigned him to relative 
oblivion, while his more colorful twin, Gleb Chumalov, went on to 
become one of the best-known positive heroes. 

One reason why The Blast Furnace was doomed to this fate was 
because, even though Lyashko was assiduous in covering the main 
economic issues taken up in Pravda, he failed to pattern his hero on 
the new image it presented. Gladkov picked up the new image, and, 
as a result, his novel's appearance was hailed by most major Party 
critics, who, though finding it compositionally flawed, welcomed 
the book as the first to present a "monumental" or "romantic" 
image of the proletarian hero. 7 Lunacharsky, the Commissar of 
Culture, declared in a May Day Pravda article of 1926, "Achieve
ments of Our Art": "On this cement foundation we can build 
farther." 

The new iconic image of the revolutionary hero had been used in 
Pravda articles for some time. A good example is found in Bukharin's 
obituary of Yakov Sverdlov (the head of the Soviet government), 
published in March 1919. Sverdlov, we are told, died "at his post" 
from pneumonia, continuing to work selflessly for the Revolution 
until the very moment of his collapse. Thus his death realized the 
biographical metaphors for the life and death of the true revolu
tionary of Russian radical myth, where the proper finale is prison or 
death from tuberculosis (exacerbated by work)-in either case an 
end the hero could have avoided had he not been so unswervingly 
dedicated to the cause. 

But Sverdlov, in Bukharin's Pravda obituary, does not appear as 
the typical martyr prince of prerevolutionary radical hagiography. 
He is not the stern, calm, serious but caring and gentle icon-like 
figure, all simplicity and shining eyes. The image is different, not 
simply because Bukharin refrained from using the same epithets for 
Bolshevik virtue as Gorky used in Mother. Bukharin's "prince" is 
not a static incarnation of virtue, but a dynamic figure, a veritable 
perpetuum mobile or, as Bukharin puts it, a "vessel of inexhaustible 
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revolutionary energy." Sverdlov's "surging nature," the reader is 
told, was never still. One saw this clearly before the Revolution, 
when no exile could keep him out of action: he always managed to 
escape, crossing the iciest of rivers. 

The Sverdlov of the Pravda obituary is a man of resolution and 
sangfroid, an "exceptional, metallic person." He knows "everyone 
and everything," and "all the threads of the administration pass 
through him." If one were to sum up the essential Sverdlov in a few 
words, Bukharin contends, they would be "energy, will, courage."8 

Although this obituary was written in 1919, readers will readily 
recognize in its characterization of Sverdlov the thirties image of 
Bukharin's own victorious rival of those years, Stalin himself, the 
"man of steel," of tireless energy and unflinching determination, 
who likewise knew "everyone and everything" and had all the 
"threads" of the Soviet administration in his hands. This connec
tion has broader ramifications. It is not just that Bukharin's 1919 
portrait of Sverdlov prefigures Stalin's iconic image (right down to 
the stress laid on his many escapes from tsarist exile through 
hazardous icy conditions). Rather, the catch phrases and com
monplaces of "nonfictional" Bolshevik rhetoric from the Civil War 
years (the Sverdlov obituary is a good example) were reechoed in 
the political culture of the thirties, when the formulaic biography of 
Stalin functioned as a sort of example of examples for the life of the 
true Bolshevik leader. 

Not just Stalin, but all heroes of the Stalinist thirties portray this 
new image, set in the early twenties: they are all "struggle," "vigi
lance," heroic achievement, energy, and another cluster of qualities 
rather like the "true grit" of the American frontier: "stickability" 
(vyderzka), "hard as flint" (kremen'), and "will" (volja). 

The new man of action was not likened to a frontiersman, how
ever, but to the mythical knight of the Russian oral epic or by/ina, 
the bogatyr'. The epithet bogatyr', which in tsarist times had been 
used as a standard term of commendation for military distinction 
and had since lost most of its original connotations of "fantastic," 
recaptured some of its old aura when Pravda used it to sing the 
praises of truly extraordinary "warriors," the heroes of the re
construction effort. They were likened to the bogatyr' because of 
the doctrine that the economy was now a sort of "second front" on 
which the battle for communist survival was to be fought. Fiction 
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followed suit, and bogatyr' heroes abound in mid-twenties novels.9 

But of all the bogatyri who charged over the pages of twenties 
fiction, Gleb Chumalov was to live longest in Soviet culture. Heroes 
cast in his mold were to appear in fiction of the thirties and forties, 
where the call to perpetual "struggle" was to sound again and 
again. 

Gladkov may have been influenced by one particular Pravda arti
cle in portraying Gleb Chumalov. This was a front-page piece by 
the Bolshevik leader G. Zinoviev, called "Yustin Zhuk." It reads 
like a capsule version of Cement, minus the love plot and a few 
other extras. Zinoviev's article is a tribute to Zhuk, a son of the 
working classes. Like Gleb, he led his comrades to restore a factory 
in his home town of Schlusselburg. Invoking a biblical reference to 
the just men who enable the city to stand, Zinoviev proclaims: "It is 
through such people that the proletarian state stands. Such people 
are the cement of the worker and peasant government,"10 a claim 
that was echoed in Cement, 11 alluded to cryptically in its title, and 
intoned again in Lunacharsky's eulogy of the novel ("On this ce
ment foundation we can build farther"). As if providing a clue to 
Cement's connection with Zinoviev's article, Gladkov even uses 
Zhuk as the name of one of his main characters (not a particularly 
positive one, probably because "zhuk" [zuk], meaning "bug," is 
not the most felicitous of names for a positive hero). 

We will not speculate on whether Gladkov had this article con
sciously or subconsciously in mind when he wrote Cement. "Yustin 
Zhuk" was just one sample of the cliches of Pravda rhetoric of that 
time, but it provides excellent examples for catching both the inter
play between newspaper rhetoric and novelistic practice and the 
changes the dominant Bolshevik hero image had undergone since 
Mother. Whereas Pavel of Mother was like the martyr-prince who 
"stands firm" for his faith and does not seek to avoid his oppres
sors' blows, both Gleb and Zhuk are warriors who seek out combat 
and battle to the end. Both volunteered to fight for the Reds in the 
Civil War. Zhuk died a hero's death in battle. Gleb, before return
ing to his home town, allegedly "died and rose again" in one par
ticularly vicious battle, and it was his military prowess that gave 
him his mandate to lead the workers on his return. 

Zinoviev's capsule description of Zhuk is not of a wasting, ded
icated revolutionary but of a robust figure: "giant Zhuk, a man 
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with the physique of a bogatyr'." Zhuk is said to "perform mira
cles ... in his strong, capable hands everything _moved." For the 
local workers he was "everything," and they were completely cap
tivated by him. In restoring the factory, Zhuk "overcame millions 
of obstacles and reached his goal." The image of Zhuk visibly 
converges with the image of Sverdlov, in Bukharin's obituary, as a 
"vessel of inexhaustible revolutionary energy." Sverdlov, reduced 
as he was by pneumonia, clearly lacked the "bogatyr"s physique," 
yet he could perform prodigies as if he were a bogatyr'. 

This new hero of Party rhetoric and literature, then, was most 
remarkable, not for his political virtue (like Pavel of Mother) or 
even for his economic achievements (like Korotkov of The Blast 
Furnace), but for his fantastic feats. And Gleb was a bogatyr' par 
excellence. 

Ostensibly, Cement is a novel about postwar reconstruction and 
has as its subject problems of supply, administration, labor re
lations, technology, and guerrilla insurgency on the part of counter
revolutionaries. But Gleb is not merely a concerned worker-cum
Party-official who devotes his energies to mobilizing the masses, 
bourgeois professionals, and bureaucrats for the task of re
construction. Such a description would more or less exhaust the 
role of Korotkov in The Blast Furnace, but not of this bogatyr'. He 
charges over the novel's world with the greatest of ease, taking on 
all manner of fierce, unremitting obstacles, each one of which he 
manages to overcome with amazing dispatch. Even though Gleb is 
ostensibly the workers' deputy on a number of committees and 
head of the Party cell at the cement factory, he rarely sits, does 
paper work, makes official reports, or reads proposals. Like 
Sverdlov, Gleb knows "everyone and everything," and "all the 
threads of the administration are in his hands." One admiring on
looker remarks, as he watches Gleb set every corner of the economy 
in motion with his incredible energy: "Dammit, Chumalov old 
man! Harness yourself to the factory instead of the dynamos, and 
you'll be able to make it work all by yourself."12 

As Gleb tears around at a frenzied pace, he is constantly engaging 
in combat. Bureaucratic organizations "stand in his path like a huge 
boulder." His efforts to obtain lumber for fuel are sabotaged by 
counterrevolutionaries who have "hidden in the crevasses like a 
wild beast ... they are charging here like hordes, gnashing their 
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teeth, whooping, giving off smoke and glinting with blood." 13 

Like the traditional bogatyr', Gleb copes with obstacles that seem 
beyond him, often without any real struggle taking place. He cuts 
through red tape and gains entry to officials very much as, in the 
by/ina, the hero would, for instance, force his way into a feast to 
which he was not bidden; thus Gleb "Straightened up, puffed out 
his chest ... hit out with his fist and strode forth with great 
strides ... burst open the door" and spoke "with a voice like a 
metal trumpet." 14 Like the by/ina hero, too, Gleb is full of humor 
and zest for life, often succumbs to great passion or anger, likes to 
flaunt his own prowess and intimidate others with threats of vio
lence. He is no saint and no gentleman, and yet, like the by/ina hero, 
he has his own code of honor: he is always true to his faith, to his 
"prince" (i.e., the central leadership), and to his people, the work
ing classes. 

The signal motifs for Gleb all identify him as a warrior hero: his 
military decoration of the order of the Red Banner and his military 
helmet, tilted back on his head. This iconic motif for Gleb facili
tates his identification with the bogatyr' because the pointed helmet 
of the Civil War soldier was very like the helmet worn by the 
bogatyr' in paintings. Gleb's appearances in the narrative are also 
usually accompanied by refrains that remind the reader of the 
hero's fighting past: "dead but alive," "gone through fire," "gone 
through blood," etc. The various bureaucrats in the novel are given 
individualized iconic attributes too, but mostly of metal and stone 
(stone, steel, cast iron, anthracite), symbolizing their intransigence 
and their function as obstacles in Gleb's path. 

Thus Ceme11t is an allegory of how the "fire" of battle was 
brought into the stolid, impassive environment of bureaucracy. In 
giving an almost literal illustration of the Pravda figure of speech, 
the industrial manager or activist as "bogatyr'," Gladkov gave his 
hero-bogatyr' more fantastic capabilities than were really envisaged 
even in Pravda. This can be seen in the following words Gleb ad
dresses to his wife, which prefigure a notion generally considered to 
be characteristically Stalinist. Gleb ends his speech by asserting that 
anything is possible if only one asserts one's will: 

Even here on the work front you have to have heroism. Here 
that's pretty hard; you find devastation, decrepitude and starva
tion .... That's right. The mountain has come crashing down and 
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has crushed man like a frog. You have to make a mighty effort, 
get on all fours, and heave that mountain back up again. That's 
impossible? That's just it ... heroism is doing what's im
possible.15 

This claim, made in the early twenties, shows that at this time there 
were individual writers whose views were more "Stalinist" than 
those of the current leadership, in which Stalin himself played a 
prominent role. Cement's faith in the great possibilities of the will 
form part of the prehistory of that singular political culture that 
makes the "Stalin" of Stalinism possible. 

Literary Sources for Cement 

In the twenties the pundits of the literary world rejected Cement as 
modern literature and described it either as crude pamphletry or as 
a pseudo-epic and therefore hopelessly anachronistic in the twen
tieth century. 16 Yet in many respects the novel's problem is not that 
it is out of step with the times but rather that Gladkov made exces
sive use of contemporary literary models. Cement is not just a 
subfunction of Pravda. It has literary sources totally unrelated to 
Party rhetoric, though these sources are mostly from the written 
tradition rather than the oral. Gladkov showed great zeal and en
thusiasm in making Gleb into a by/ina-like hero, but actually Gleb 
is no bogatyr', and Cement is no extended or updated folk narra
tive but a novel. 

In truth, Gladkov was too ambitious as a writer to be content 
with just following a simple folk form. He wanted his novel to be 
not a mere narodnoe izdanie, not a sort of folksied-up political 
pamphlet, but a work of literature. Cement was one of those at
tempts to convey the essence of those incredible times, to "name the 
song," as Mandelstam had put it. Gladkov did not rest with one 
single "name"-"bogatyr' "; he tried many. Like most novels, Ce
ment is generically very eclectic: it contains snatches of mass-labor 
pastoral, biblical motifs, neoclassicist hymns of praise, and even 
echoes of that "last moment before the gallows" motif that was a 
favorite of Dostoevsky's. 

There is a biographical reason for Cement's excessive literariness. 
When the provincial Gladkov, having moved to Moscow after the 
Civil War with the idea of continuing his prerevolutionary literary 
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career, read his revolutionary works to a sophisticated literary au
dience, he was booed off the stage and was subsequently told that 
his writing was twenty-five years out of dateP Gladkov told a 
literary friend of this humiliation, and the friend advised him to 
update himself by reading Bely and Remizov, masters of the highly 
self-conscious and stylized "ornamental prose" then in vogue in 
highbrow circles. 18 Gladkov was so crushed that he didn't write for 
another year, but when he did return to writing in 1922, Cement 
was the first major work he undertook. Not surprisingly, Bely's 
influence looms large in Cement, especially the influence of his most 
famous novel, St. Petersburg (l9J3-14). i 

Gorky objected to the "ornamentalism" he detected in Cement's 
prose, and Gladkov toned it down when he rewrote it successively 
in 1934 and 1941. The influence of St. Petersburg in Cement was by 
no means confined to style, for it can be sensed in much of Glad
kov's imagery. Cement is full of passages about "the abyss" and, 
"the flight into eternity" and about the sensation of the self ~udf 
denly exploding into tiny pieces. Even the metaphoric use of metal 
and stone in Cement to suggest the power and impassivity of bu
reaucrats cannot be considered exclusively Bolshevik in origin. In 
these years the Bolsheviks certainly did not have a monopoly over 
such imagery, and in Cement Gladkov's specific ordering of his 
stone and metal metaphors is actually highly reminiscent of the 
patterns in St. Petersburg. 

The novel St. Petersburg is perhaps best remembered for its motif 
of the bronze horseman (the St. Petersburg equestrian statue of 
Peter the Gt:eat) as a symbol of "inexorable" autocratic power and 
of the suppression of native Russian traditions in the Westerniza
tion and bureaucratization. of Russia. Starting from at least 
Pushkin's long poem of the same name, the bronze horseman had 
become the key image for the "myth of St. Petersburg," for debates 
about Russia's destiny that begin with the premise that its natural 
course was changed under Peter when he Westernized Russia, sym
bolized in the founding of St. Petersburg. 

In Cement one senses the spectral presence of the bronze horse
man of Bely's novel in many of the scenes involving Badin, Gleb's 
most powerful bureaucrat-antagonist. Especially reminiscent is the 
scene in which Badin rapes the young communist activist; Polya: 
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Badin approaches her bed "inexorably" and places his "heavy body 
on hers." 19 

The imprint of Bely's bronze horseman is even stronger in a scene 
where Gleb himself, in his capacity as incarnation of Bolshevik 
power, plays "bronze horseman" (supreme autocrat) to the 
bourgeois engineer Kleist, who has thus far refused to work for the 
rtew regime. Their encounter seems to be patterned on one in St. 
Petersburg, when the statue of the bronze horseman appears before 
an overwrought intelligentsia terrorist, Alexander Ivanovich, on 
whose collarbone it places its "ponderous hand" and pours molten 
metal into him. 20 In St. Petersburg the bronze horseman pours 
metal into Alexander Ivanovich to infuse him with the courage to 
murder his double-crossing fellow conspirator, Lippanchenko.)JJ. 
Cement Gleb pours his "iron" into Kleist so that the engineer will 
reorient himself from the values of bourgeois society to those of the 
"iron age"; Kleist becomes a changed man and begins to work for 
the factory reconstruction effort as Gl~):, .had commanded him to. 
Still, despite the many parallels, this scene in Cement is in some 
respects an inversion of the exchange in St. Petersburg: it is the 
representative of the oppressed classes (Gleb) who pours "iron" 
into someone representing the autocratic regime and,Westernism. 
As Kleist's name not so subtly suggests ("German Germanovich' 
Kleist"), Kleist stands for the classic Westernist values in the "myth 
of St. Petersburg": empty formalism; sterile, abstract, logical 
thought; a rigidly hierarchical sense; a condescending attitude to
ward native Russian endeavor; and the bureaucratic cast of mind. 

At the same time, some elements from revolutionary fiction have 
been written into this reworking of the St. Petersburg myth. For 
instance, those iconic adjectives for "consciousness"-"calm," 
"simple," and "stern"-are attributed to Gleb. Also, if the ex
change between him and Kleist parallels that between the bronze 
horseman and Alexander Ivanovich in St. Petersburg, it also hear
kens back to the mentor I disciple pattern of nineteenth-century radi
cal fiction (in his encounter with the more "conscious" Gleb, Kleist 
sees the light). 

Gladkov sees as the essence of Bolshevik power not a new form 
of autocracy but rather a purifying force that will finally liberate 
Russia from the wrong done her by Peter and his successors. In 
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literature of the early twenties this was a common interpretation of 
the Revolution's role. It was, for instance, at the heart of one cur
rent highbrow vogue, Scythianism, whose leading writer,)3_oris Pil
nyak, was the most popul:tt: writer in the Soviet Union in 1922, the 
year Gladkovbegin Tement. 2l 

These many interrelationships between Gladkov's Cement and 
texts from diverse traditions illustrate two important points. First, 
the extent to which the basic images and ideas of Stalinist culture 
should not be regarded as alien to and entirely separate from those 
of rival intellectual traditions; second, the dual origin of the twen
ties exemplars both in the language of the Party journalism of the 
time and in the language of highbrow-and to some extent folk
literary traditions. 

Cement's Plot as a Scrambled Version 
of the Master Plot 

Cement's plot presents something of a paradox: Cement is the 
source for the plot of the most common type of Soviet novel, the 
production novel (see Appendix A); yet, when it was written, the 
master plot had not yet fully evolved. Consequently, Cement con
tains most of the elements that later were to be more systematically 
articulated in the full-blown Socialist Realist novel. 

By comparison with those rigidly coded Stalinist novels, Cement 
is more open-ended structurally, less teleological, and more prod
igal in its use of symbolic forms. The phases of the plot have not 
yet become "functions," to ·use Propp's terms. The protagonists are 
still characters in their own right rather than mere subfunctions of 
their roles as in the master plot. Indeed, the various events in Ce
ment that were to become "functions" in Stalinist novels are scat
tered through the plot in what seems, ex post facto, to be a some
what haphazard fashion. Many functions that in later novels were 
conventionally performed only by the hero or his "mentor" are, in 
Cement, distributed among several protagonists--notably those 
performed by Sergey, a Party member who is purged toward the 
end of the novel and whose place on the positive I negative spectrum 
is difficult to pinpoint. The functions Sergey performs include the 
pivotal one: "the hero transcends his selfish impulses and acquires 
an extrapersonal identity."22 

In Cement the unsystematic distribution of the hero's functions 
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does not undermine the political moral to be drawn from the novel 
as much as it would in a later Socialist Realist work because Glad
kov has not divided his characters into "positive" and "negative." 
Badin is a good example of this. He is the very incarnation of power 
and effectiveness, and Dasha, Gleb's wife, admires him for this. Yet 
he is also Gleb's antagonist, and even a rapist. Later redactions made 
Badin more nefarious, yet he still does not emerge as a true "negative 
character." 

This diffuseness in Cement is not due entirely to its being an early, 
rudimentary example of the Socialist Realist tradition. Mother, the 
"founder" of that tradition, has an extremely coherent plot, with 
none of Cement's ambiguity in placing its heroes on the positive I 
negative spectrum: Pavel is always positive, while his mother be
comes consistently more positive. Gleb, by contrast, appears 
weaker or even less positive than other protagonists in some scenes, 
including not only meetings with his wife, Dasha, but even in en
counters with Badin. 

It is largely at the end of Cement that it begins to differ un
mistakably from the patterns of the standard Stalinist novel. It 
seems to lack a mechanism for closure, for rounding off the plot. 
Gladkov merely packs certain protagonists off in a major adminis
trative reshuffle, declares the factory reconstruction to be at an end, 
and used this as the sole motive for Gleb's transcendence of self
interest and being reconciled to the loss of his wife. But Gleb has not 
yet mastered his violent antagonism to Badin, and the reader does 
not doubt that the old conflicts and contradictions will resurface 
after the ceremony that opens the factory. The novel's lack of reso
lution derives from Gladkov's lingering attachments to novelistic 
conventions and his failure to fully mythicize his text. Gladkov 
leaves Gleb as an individual to the end and therefore does not use 
the ready-made, Marxist-Leninist formulas for historical resolution. 

One of the most problematical aspects of the novel for Soviet 
critics was Gleb's anarchic, willful tendencies. Gleb actually revels 
in his lack of control! The later production novels were able to use a 
bogatyr'-like positive hero without permitting his colorful postur
ing to undermine the novel's pervasive organization ethos and 
respect for hierarchy, but Gladkov, in Cement, comes close to 
celebrating grass-roots initiative without integrating it into a hier
archical structure. 

Not completely, however. Like the bogatyr' of the by/ina, who 
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always pays his ritual respects to God and the prince as he enters 
the prince's quarters, Gleb somehow remains on the right side of 
due process throughout: as head of the factory Party committee, he 
is himself part of the local hierarchy; he always takes his plans to 
the appropriate government bodies for approval; and while it is 
true that two government organs oppose the restoration of the 
factory (Glavcement and Sovnarkhoz), Gleb does manage to secure 
approval from another (Promburo). 

The problem is not so much that Gleb stands outside the hierar
chical structure and its practices but that his initiative from below is 
not matched (as it was in later production novels) by any prominent 
guiding force from above. In other words, Gladkov has dispensed 
with the convention of the mentor I disciple pattern: Gleb has no 
mentors to temper his willfullness and teach him self-control. Sev
eral protagonists assume this function at times (his wife, Dasha; the 
Cheka head, Chibis; even Badin!), but not consistently or with 
palpable effect. 

Cement not only appears to celebrate willfulness, but, when it 
actually deals with agents of authority and control, the reader en
counters ambiguity, sketchy development, and fuzziness. 
Symptomatically, the meaning of the crucial epithet of the Soviet 
novel, spokojnyj ("calm, confident"), is not fixed. As we saw in 
Mother, spokojnyj is conventionally used as a sign of complete 
self-control and firmness in the revolutionary faith. In Cement, 
however, this sign is used not only with great ambivalence but 
primarily to indicate a negative quality: bureaucratic indifference 
and smugness. 23 This fluctuation is a surface indicator of the 
changing times in which the novel was written. In twenties fiction, 
spokojnyj did not have a fixed meaning because, at the time, inter
pretations of the Marxist-Leninist opposition spontaneity I con
sciousness were highly controversial and fluid. 

The Spontaneity I Consciousness Dialectic and 
Bolshevik Novels of the Twenties 

For most of the twenties the Party position on the respective roles of 
"spontaneity" and "consciousness" in bringing progress to Soviet 
society was not fixed. In part, this reflects disagreements within the 
Party itself. Also, during the crisis months of the Civil War, 
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Bolshevik rhetoric gave "spontaneous" forces a much more posi
tive role in history than had been the case before: the Party was 
confronted by a series of economic, political, and military crises in 
all of which peasant support was a key factor in pulling through. 

As the Civil War came to an end, however, and the Bolsheviks 
began to gain the upper hand, their concern was less sheer survival 
than to regularize the economy and their own administration. 
These new concerns necessitated a shift in values-to efficiency 
rather than sheer bravery, consistency and control rather than 
popularity, etc. The union between the highbrow cult of "spon
taneity" (as sheer, elemental energy) and Bolshevik interest in 
"spontaneity" (as peasant support) began to come apart. 

One can detect the changes in official attitudes from the end of 
1919 (in March 1919 the Sverdlov obituary was published in 
Pravda). In a Pravda article of November 25 entitled "Two Types," 
the author, N. Kostelevskaya, contrasts two kinds of military 
leader. The first is daring, energetic, and popular, yet the author 
compares him unfavorably to what she calls the "vigilant 
helmsman," the solid, knowledgeable bureaucrat who can run an 
efficient operation, has a strong sense of the way forward, and, 
although he may not captivate his soldiers' imaginations, can earn 
their respect and guide them to the right end. 24 In other words, 
while the daring folk hero might captivate the masses, his useful
ness, unless he was "conscious," would be doubtful and very 
short-lived; that is, judged by prevailing attitudes in Pravda, Ce
ment was very dated by the-time it was published in 1925. 

In Soviet literary histories it is a cliche that during the 1920s 
literature went from the cult of "spontaneity" to one of "con
sciousness."25 In fact, however, this happened quite early. No 
sooner had the Bolshevik press begun to temper its enthusiasm for 
"spontaneous" heroes than many committed writers began to sing 
the praises of the "conscious" heroes and to disparage the "spon
taneous." Predominantly, these writers were themselves Party 
members with some experience in writing for the Party press, men 
such asS. Serafimovich with The Iron Flood (1924), Y. Libedinsky 
with A Week (1922) and The Commissars (1925), D. Furmanov 
with Chapaev (1923) and The Revolt (1924), and A. Fadeev with 
"Against the Current" (1923), "The Flood" (1924), and The Rout 
(1927). It will be noted that all these books were published in or 
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before 1927-in other words, before Stalin was absolutely in power 
and before the Party as such had made much effort to guide writers 
in their choice of themes. In other words, these writers decided to 
celebrate "consciousness" in their fiction on their own initiative. 
Most of these works were written because the author felt annoyed 
at the influence of some popular book that idealized "spontaneity" 
(especially those written by Pilnyak) and hoped to counteract its 
influence. 26 

Three of the works cited above were adopted in the thirties as 
official models of Socialist Realism-D. Furmanov's Chapaev, A. 
Serafimovich's The Iron Flood, and A. Fadeev's The Rout. Whether 
as a cause or effect of their adoption, they became important in 
shaping the master plot as a parable of the triumph of "conscious
ness" over "spontaneity." Of the three, Chapaev will be discussed 
here because it provides both a more explicitly articulated example 
of this type of twenties prose than the other two and because, 
thanks largely to the enormous success of the 1934 film based on it, 
Chapaev played an especially formative role in Soviet culture of the 
thirties. 

Furmanov's Chapaev 

Chapaev is based on historical fact. It tells of a legendary peasant 
Red Army commander, Chapaev, who commanded regiments in 
Siberia and the Urals during the Civil War. Furmanov had worked 
as a commissar, or head of political affairs, in Chapaev's regiment 
for part of the Civil War, and the book describes his own experi
ences in dealing with Chapaev. It is narrated in the first person by 
Chapaev's commissar, who, although he goes by the name of 
Klychkov, pretty much represents Furmanov himself. Most of the 
other protagonists are either fictional or given fictitious names, but 
both Chapaev and Frunze (his senior commander) are given their 
real names and assume much the same roles in the book as they did 
in historical reality. 

Thus, potentially, Chapaev provides an interesting example of 
the tension in Socialist Realist fiction between showing "what is" 
(or, in this case, what was) and showing "what ought to be" (ought 
to have been). Furmanov intended his book to make a contribution 
to Party history rather than to literature, and it first came out with 
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the publishing house History of the Party;27 but its ultimate role 
was to survive as a model work of Soviet fiction. This change of 
identity was not as radical as might first appear, for, once the 
perception of reality is guided by the Marxist-Leninist world view, 
one can invent extra or synthetic figures and events to fit into that 
reality without distorting its basic veracity (in Marxist-Leninist 
terms). 

Chapaev represents a variety of creative journalism. It illustrates 
the points made in the Pravda article cited above, N. Kos
televskaya's "Two Types." Chapaev and Klychkov are presented in 
much the same terms as the two contrasting types in the article. 
Klychkov, an educated, selfless working-class Party official, is the 
more solid, "conscious," and efficient leader, less dashing than 
Chapaev but more reliable and, ultimately, more valuable. 
Chapaev, by contrast, is a semiliterate peasant leader and is quite 
explicitly identified as an example of the traditional "spontaneity" 
of the peasant rebel, the buntar'. 28 He is a Party member but is 
very confused about its ideology and policies, is anarchic, self
seeking, and impetuous as a commander, and is a mob orator who 
can only speak illogically, "from the heart." As with the "two 
types" of the Pravda article, Chapaev is daring and commands the 
unflinching loyalty of his men as he takes them from victory to 
victory, whereas Klychkov, less popular and less spectacular in his 
achievements, is a better administrator. 

Throughout the book Klychkov muses on the strengths and lim
itations of Chapaev as a prime example of the "spontaneous" hero. 
In Klychkov's view, the risk in giving authority to a Chapaev is very 
high because "the spontaneous and elemental [stixija] ... God only 
knows what direction it will take."29 He concludes that, given 
Chapaev's fame, his enormous power to sway the peasant masses, 
and his great military gifts, every effort should be made to "take 
him in hand" and "make him into a spiritual captive."30 

Klychkov begins the task of "enlightening" Chapaev in a series of 
comradely, low-key talks about politics, knowledge, etc. Chapaev is 
at first resistant, but Klychkov is soon able to report, using a bibli
cal metaphor from What Is to Be Done?, that "the seed is falling on 
fertile ground."31 Soon the proud, gruff folk hero has become tre
mendously close to his mentor, Klychkov. Chapaev is very upset 
when Klychkov is promoted and posted away from the regiment. 
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By then he is showing promise of maturing into a relatively "con
scious" and reliable Party cadre. This hope is never realized, for he 
is killed shortly afterward. The book closes as his men return to the 
place where he was killed and swear oaths over his grave before 
moving on to further battles. 

The plot of Chapaev sounds rather like that of Gorky's Mother: 
the tale of how an ignorant, superstitious peasant progresses in 
"consciousness" and knowledge under the tutelage of a formed and 
"conscious" mentor. But there is a crucial difference in that 
Chapaev is far from being a humble, modest disciple, like his coun
terpart in Gorky's novel (the mother herself); he in fact far excels 
his mentor, Klychkov, in courage, vigor, fame, and even military 
strategy. 

In these respects Chapaev is comparable with that other popular 
and dashing hero, Gleb Chumalov, of Gladkov's Cement. Thus, 
effectively, Chapaev has two types of hero, one (Chapaev) the in
carnation of a very positive and vital form of "spontaneity," as was 
Gleb in Cement, the other (Klychkov) the incarnation of "con
sciousness," as was Pavel in Mother. But Chapaev did not retain the 
same identity (as "spontaneity" incarnate) to the end. The plot 
charts his progress from a state where he primarily exemplified 
"spontaneity" to one where he exemplified greater "conscious
ness." Chapaev did not complete this progression and attain true 
"consciousness," but his martyr-like death in revolutionary battle 
conferred on him something like the "grace" (to use a religious 
metaphor) of true "consciousness." 

Thus in Chapaev we find a plot that provides a formula for com
bining the different hero types of Mother and Cement and also for 
resolving some of the fuzziness and open-endedness we saw at the 
end of Cement, where the hero is still prey to "spontaneity" and has 
not yet really resolved the dialectic within himself. In effect, the 
Socialist Realist master plot involves combining elements from 
Mother and Cement by means of a formula one can derive from 
Chapaev. This does not mean that, in writing Chapaev, Furmanov 
deliberately sought a way of amalgamating the other two novels. In 
point of fact the publication of Cement postdates that of Chapaev 
(1925 as compared with 1923); but even if that had not been the 
case, each of the novels is far from unique in its plot structure and 
represents general trends in committed fiction. The synthesizing of 
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these trends occurred not in the twenties but in the thirties. 
When Furmanov wrote his "historical" account of Chapaev and 

himself into the Marxist-Leninist pattern of the spontaneity I 
consciousness dialectic, he was not so much distorting reality as 
refracting it through the prism of his own deeply felt world view. 
The novel is less a "fictionalized" or inaccurate account of reality 
than it is generically somewhat like the Old Russian genre of the 
chronicle: events are narrated to confirm and embellish the histori
cal position of that power-the Party-which Furmanov serves as 
scribe. Crucial aspects of writing such a narrative are selection and 
ordering of historical material and the adjustment of facts to pro
vide a more economical and cogent illustration of that higher-order 
reality, History. 

In his diaries Furmanov discussed his dilemmas in writing 
Chapaev and how he tried to negotiate a course somewhere be
tween actual events and invention. He favored presenting his hero 
"as he really was" rather than as a "fantastic figure." At the same 
time, he explicitly rejected a purely "photographic" approach in 
favor of submitting the petty detail of reality to a "strict selection 
process" in order to allow his narrative to express something "more 
enduring, more momentous, and deeper" by means of what he 
called "symbols."J2 

Many of the "symbols" Furmanov uses come from the common 
pool of nineteenth-century revolutionary lore, and they provide 
good examples of the way much of that old lore was being coopted. 
For instance, the novel's end, with the death of Chapaev and the 
graveside oaths of his remaining comrades, was a basic motif of the 
old narodnye izdanija and other nineteenth-century texts. In the 
twenties you can find graveside oaths in much Bolshevik fiction, 
rhetoric, and even public ritual (consider Stalin's celebrated oath 
after Lenin's death in 1924), and this convention continued into the 
thirties and beyond as a major symbol of Stalinist culture. 

The key element in Furmanov's "strict selection process" con
sisted not in his choice of symbols but in his ordering of the material 
according to the Bolshevik account of history. Both Klychkov and 
Chapaev appear as eminently human and even vaguely idiosyn
cratic, each with his own foibles and fears~ Yet, at the same time, each 
has an extrapersonal identity, each fulfills a role shaped for him by 
History. This aspect of the novel comes out in different ways. For 
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instance, Chapaev, at thirty-five, is in fact no younger than 
Klychkov, but, because he is politically immature (in Marxist
Leninist terms), he is frequently described as "childlike."33 Also, 
since Chapaev's conversion to "consciousness" is motivated by 
History, it does not have to be accounted for by means of plot and 
character and occurs almost as effortlessly as Gleb (in Cement) 
clears the many hurdles standing between him and his goal. In other 
words, the plot of Chapaev is mythologized. 

Ironically, one of Klychkov I Furmanov' s greatest concerns in 
Chapaev was to demythologize his hero. At every opportunity 
Klychkov points out how, in the given instance, the Chapaev of 
legend is greater than the Chapaev of reality, whose heroism and 
military feats were really no greater (and perhaps even less) than 
those of many other Red Army commanders who never became as 
famous. Klychkov concludes that Chapaev's achievement was not 
due to any enduring superhuman qualities. Rather, his particular 
traits happened to coincide with the needs of the Revolution at that 
particular time; at another time, in another place, and in other 
circumstances, a rather different type of leader would have been 
necessary. 34 

Furmanov's cool skepticism about Chapaev reflects his opposi
tion to the then commonly held view that Soviet writers should 
"romanticize" their subjects. Furmanov does not so much de
mythologize, however, as countermythologize: he sets himself I 
Klychkov up (impersonally) as a counterexample to that of the then 
popular hero type, the "spontaneous" folk leader. 

With works like Chapaev, then, the trend in Soviet fiction that 
was later to be known as Socialist Realism made what can be seen 
ex post facto as a major step toward its final place in the tradition of 
the Stalinist novel. Although the plot of Chapaev was similar to that 
of later Socialist Realist classics, its mode of narration was not. For 
instance, Chapaev has a highly conscious first-person narrator, a 
form that is extremely rare in later Soviet literature. Chapaev, with 
its direct or semidirect representation of the spontaneity I 
consciousness dialectic and its relatively motivated plot, is in stark 
contrast to the more symbolic and ritualized modes of later novels. 

Thus, in Bolshevik fiction of the twenties, both literary and extra
literary forces were closely implicated. In Cement, for instance, a 
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determining role was played both by Symbolist rhetoric (Bely) and 
by journalistic rhetoric from Pravda. During the thirties the inter
twining of the literary and the extraliterary became even more 
marked. It is obvious that after the "homogenization" of literature 
between 1932 and 1934, political mythology was more consistently 
reflected in literary structures than before. However, in the ensuing 
chapters, I hope to document what is less obvious but equally im
portant: the degree to which political mythology was itself in turn 
affected by literature, even by ideas and imagery that were present 
in earlier, non-Bolshevik texts. 





II High Stalinist Culture 

Introduction 

When Stalin came to power around 1927, the revolution was 
already a decade old. It was to pass its second decade during the 
height of the thirties purges, 1936-37. To have sustained the origi
nal revolutionary elan for so long would have been an incredible 
achievement, yet, during the thirties, the leadership did maintain 
some sort of an elan, partly by fiat and partly by creating a fantastic 
age. That is, whether the achievements were fantastic or not, the 
ethos was charged with fantastic symbois. 

Although consistent in its extremism, Stalinist culture was not in 
fact a single entity. During the period between Stalin's accession 
and World War II the culture generated two antithetical myth 
systems. These could be described in terms of the two somewhat 
contrary aspects of a socialist or communist revolution. Such a revo
lution involves bringing about a more rational, egalitarian, and 
harmonious society, but, in order to achieve that result, it requires 
extraordinary events and radical change. After Stalin came to 
power, the leadership, with typical Russian literalism and ex
tremism, separated these two aspects of revolution and tried each in 
turn, benefiting from the resultant lack of ambiguity by being able 
to take each to an extreme. 

The first phase in this sequence corresponds roughly to the years 
of the First Five-Year Plan, 1928-31, when the Soviet government 
launched its campaign for industrialization and for the collectiviza
tion of peasant farms. These two programs were accompanied by a 
very specific ethos and by specific cultural myths. It was an age of 
radical utopianism, of egalitarian extremism: all of Soviet society 
was to be submitted to a compulsory leveling until there were virtu
ally no tall trees other than Stalin. There was a cult of the "little 
man," of the everyday, the prosaic, the practical task. People 
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looked to a well-regulated, smooth-running social order, to a mod
ernized society in which the technological level was high and en
lightenment was spread evenly over the land. 

Around 1931 a wave of reaction set in against the Five-Year Plan 
ethos. It was as if everyone had tired of the "little man," of sober 
reality and efficiency; they looked for something "higher." This 
wave of reaction peaked in the mid-thirties in an age of truly fan
tastic superheroes (and dramatic purges). The culture of this period, 
High Stalinism, will be analyzed in the chapters of Part Two. 



4 The Machine and the 
Garden: Literature and 
Metaphors for the 
New Society 

In December, 1920, the Civil War was drawing to a close and the 
Soviet government was turning its attention to building up the econ
omy. Lenin addressed the Eighth Party Congress and introduced a 
slogan for the way forward: "Communism equals Soviet power 
plus the electrification of the entire country." Lenin maintained that 
without electrifying all sections of the economy-agriculture, in
dustry, and transport-the Soviet state would be doomed to remain 
a backward realm of "small peasant holdings." But as he elabo
rated the theme further, it became clear that Enlightenment values 
colored his vision: electrification would bring an end to the "dark" 
of the villages, bring them "enlightenment," and put an end to the 
nation's scourge of "illiteracy."1 

Lenin's enthusiasm for electricity had its precedent in Marx, who 
gave that recently discovered wonder a central role in his materialist 
theory of science. Marx declared that the "age of steam," in which 
the capitalist world had been living, was rapidly being superseded 
by a more revolutionary "age of electricity." He contended that the 
political revolution he sought would follow this technological rev
olution.2 Thus, for both Lenin and Marx, electricity was a symbol 
of technological progress, of knowledge, and of society organized 
on a rational, scientific basis. 

Stalin always took care to identify his policies as Leninist, and in 
one of his key Five-Year Plan addresses (at the Central Committee 
Plenum of November, 1928), he invoked Lenin's slogan in justifying 
his policy for large-scale collectivization of agriculture: by "elec
trification," Stalin said, Lenin meant industrialization in general, 
and the time was now ripe for industrializing the entire country, 
including agriculture, which would be "industrialized" in the sense 
that the rural sector would be converted from one based on small 
holdings to large-scale operation, highly mechanized and subject to 
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central planning and control. 3 And so began the drive to collectivize 
Soviet farms. 

As this statement by Stalin suggests, during the Five-Year Plan 
period he, and large sections of Soviet society along with him, were 
infatuated with a vision of industrial utopia. They wanted to con
vert all the diverse workings of their society to the one model of 
industrialization: everything should be scientifically planned, 
mechanized, and large-scale. Indeed, so obsessed were they with the 
benefits of industrialization that they subsumed under the one 
ritualized myth of industrialization not only the economic but the 
political and social revolutions as well. They even believed that 
social ills could be cured by industrialization. Indeed, it was often 
claimed, especially in fiction, that human psychology could be 
changed by putting people to work at machines: inexorably, the 
machine's regular, controlled, rational rhythms would impress 
themselves on the "anarchic" and "primitive" psyches of those who 
worked them. 4 

The machine stood for harmony, progress, control, while that 
which was not integrated with the machine was condemned as 
"chaos, hard labor, primordial, and lacking rhythm."5 It was even 
pointed out (taking a cue from Stalin)6 that the traditional revolu
tionary values of enthusiasm and sacrifice, while laudable in their 
own way, could never achieve as much as that which was planned 
and controlled and that utilized the latest technology. Standard 
pieces in literature of this period show the contrast between what a 
single machine can do as compared to many men or horses. 7 

In this atmosphere of fervid industrial utopianism, the machine 
became the dominant cultural symbol for Soviet society. Society 
was a "train," rushing forth into space to shorten the distances in 
that vast land, to collapse time and advance Soviet society rapidly 
over the hundred years it lagged behind the West, so that it could 
catch up in "ten years," as Stalin had promised in a speech of 
1928.8 It was a "planned city," in which everything was sci
entifically coordinated and the latest technology used; it was a 
tractor, purring contentedly; a crane, a dirigible, an airplane, and so 
on. The machine metaphor was even used for pre-Soviet Russia. In 
L. Sobolev's novel Complete Overhaul (1932), tsarist society is 
likened to a naval ship, taking part in the Russo-Japanese war, 
which needed a "complete overhaul."9 

The modern technological age also provided figurative models 
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for the relationships between the various elements in society. The 
individual was conceived as a "part" of that greater whole, the 
machine, and the relationship between him and his society was seen 
as mechanical and regulative. Man was a "bolt" or a "whistle" in 
the great train of society, a ball-bearing in the tractor, etc. Pravda 
rhetoric of these years commonly called Party bodies "levers," and 
the Party itself was, to use the titles of two novels of the period, like 
the society I train's Driving Axle, or the society I factory's Great 
Conveyor Belt. Leaders were also to epitomize machine-age values: 
they were to be tireless, disciplined, efficient, and relentless
subfunctions of the great "machine" they worked for. 

It would seem, then, that the industrial nightmare that Charlie 
Chaplin portrayed in his film Modern Times was the dream of 
Soviet society in those years. Alternatively, the machine could be 
seen as a vindicating symbol used by a regime bent on imposing 
totalitarian order. I believe the machine became a cultural symbol 
more out of utopian enthusiasm than a sinister design to manipu
late. During the First Five-Year Plan, many were affected with mil
lennia! enthusiasm. They held that man and his society could be 
changed virtually overnight. 

In a sense the first Five-Year Plan represents a daring, utopian 
attempt at an instant solution to Russia's nagging dilemmas: the 
gulf between the illiterate masses and the educated classes, between 
rich and poor, between city and country, and so on. The govern
ment and large sections of the population truly hoped to resolve 
these dilemmas by bringing "the city" (electricity, technology, edu
cation, planning) to the entire countryside. The plan's aims can be 
compared with those of Peter the Great when he tried to Westernize 
Russia and built a new model city, St. Petersburg, as a beacon to 
guide Russia out of darkness into the modern era. Just as Peter 
imported know-how from Europe to achieve his goals, the Soviet 
Russians studied and imported American expertise (especially from 

. Detroit) to start them on the right road. In spite of the xenophobia 
of these years, analogies were often drawn between Stalin and Peter 
(the "Westernizer").1° 

The goals of the Five-Year Plan also had some specifically Marxist 
coloring. The leadership aimed not merely to modernize but to 
eliminate conflict between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, be
tween mental and physical labor, and so on. For both the age-old 
Russian and the specifically Marxist problems, the general solutions 
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were the same: a compulsory "leveling," so that the privileged 
would dissolve in the masses and everyone and everything would be 
harnessed to the immediate tasks of the industrial effort. 

Bringing the "city" to the "country" was the prevailing but not 
the only scheme proposed for attaining this harmony. A significant 
minority sought, with some official backing, to achieve it not by 
bringing the city to the countryside but by abandoning the big cities 
and resettling their population in smaller urban communities. The 
entire country was to be filled with a network of small-scale 
"socialist" or "green" towns. An explicit aim of many planners of 
these towns was to free citizens from the oppressive authority exer
cised on them in the cities. Many antiurban planners wanted the 
buildings in their towns not to be set out on a grid but to "meander," 
to be scattered haphazardly over the terrain.U 

The antiurban planners, however, shared many of the "enlighten
ment" values, including a reliance on advanced technology, egali
tarianism, and the belief that man could be changed by his environ
ment. For both urbanists and antiurbanists, the crucial element in 
planning the town of the future was Lenin's symbolic panacea, 
electricity, and especially electric trains. 

This urbanist I anti urbanist dichotomy among Five-Year Plan 
visionaries provides a good illustration of a very basic division 
among Soviet enthusiasts in interpreting the Revolution. This split 
is dramatized in the contrasting interpretations Five-Year planners 
had of the meaning of that seemingly straightforward material 
phenomenon, "electricity." For the urbanists eh!ctricity meant, 
above all, "light" (order, progress, knowledge, technology); for the 
antiurbanists it meant, above all, energy-the force that would 
drive trains at such speeds that the distances between settlements 
could be broken down and the country deurbanized and de
centralized. 

These contrasting concepts of electricity correspond roughly to 
the different twenties interpretations of the Revolution. For Bol
shevik intellectuals of the twenties, taking their cue from Lenin, the 
Revolution meant primarily bringing "light" to the country
"consciousness," a regulated, rational order, an end to all prejudice 
and superstition, and modernization. But for many others it meant 
primarily some release of energy. There were several different for
mulations of this sense of the Revolution as bringing a release of 
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"energy." For the Scythians, the Revolution was the expression of a 
native Russian force or "energy" that had burst forth to rend asun
der the corrupt, artificial, autocratic, and Western tsarist order; it 
was something natural, anarchic, and instinctive to the Russian 
people. But for many intellectuals-and here E. Zamyatin was a 
prime and seminal representative--the Revolution represented a 
release of energy in a more philosophical sense. To Zamyatin, rev
olution was an "explosion," a setting "afire" of the planet to 
"thrust it off the smooth highway of evolution." In revolutions, 
received truths and dogmas are overturned; what seems certain and 
predictable is confounded. Revolution is, in other words, the oppo
site of bringing "light" and "truth." Zamyatin admired heretics, the 
arbitrary, and the contingent. For him no "truth" could be immu
table; it must be something both Promethean and protean, and only 
the heretic-artist could perceive it.12 

The Five-Year Plan aimed to bring not only "light" to Russia (as 
order and knowledge) but also technology. In this the Plan was 
flying in the face of the intelligentsia's traditional ambivalence on 
modernization. While most Party intellectuals and proletarian writ
ers were enthusiastic about the machine, among non-Party in
tellectuals there was a fear of the technological age and of 
mechanized, regulated society generally. The avant-garde Futurists 
and Constructivists were something of an exception, but even in 
their case (and for their leader, Mayakovsky, especially) the 
exuberance with which they sang of the machine in the early twen
ties was tempered by doubts by the end of the decade. 

So, while for many Soviet writers the Five-Year Plan goal of 
eliminating the gap between the educated and the masses was most 
laudable, the Plan's central goal of ushering Russia into the 
technological age with all possible speed was more problematical. 
These writers were able to wear the mantle of a sort of "repentant 
nobleman" and dissolve themselves in the masses of "the people" 
more readily than they could sing the praises of industrial utopia. 
Many were caught up by the age's millennia! pathos and overcame 
their traditional attitudes, although often their hymns of praise to 
the machine seemed a trifle stilted. The nonmachine world, that 
which is natural and visceral, came creeping into panegyrics to 
technology. 

How long Soviet writers could maintain the stance required of 
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them by "the age" was a real question. But the incipient conflicts 
did not come to a head because, in 1931, the radical utopian tide of 
the Five-Year Plan reached its high point and then began to retreat. 
The retreat itself was sounded from the highest quarters. In a speech 
of July, 1931, to Soviet managers, Stalin proposed a highly differ
entiated system of wage payment, which discriminated against the 
unskilled worker, and a change of policy toward the old pro
fessional intelligentsia-a change from a policy of "rout" to one of 
"encouragement and concern."13 The immediate reasons for Sta
lin's signal speech were no doubt largely economic (the hour of 
reckoning for the Five-Year Plan-1932-was drawing near, and 
production targets had not been met). But it provided a pretext for 
putting the entire ensemble of Five-Year Plan values up for review. 
Among other things, authoritative voices began to lament the fact 
that the age's obsession with technology, statistics, and immediate 
practical needs had crowded out that higher and more enduring 
value, ideology. 

Although Soviet sodety continued to give industrialization high
est priority-and has done so to this day-the machine was quickly 
jettisoned as the root metaphor of the new society. It provided a 
cogent image of a society where all were to be united as brothers for 
an all-out industrial effort, but it had serious limitations as an 
illustrative figure for Marxist-Leninist-Stalinist ideology, with its 
heavy voluntarist coloring. A machine is too impersonal, a sort of 
perpetuum mobile. It does not provide for the guiding role of the 
Party and its leaders (even the "driving axle" of the "train" is 
locked into the same inexorable rhythm as its minor parts); it cannot 
encompass change and historical development, establish legitimacy, 
or "show heroes"-all increasingly important tasks of Soviet 
rhetoric. Nor, above all, can it express that key notion of the 
Stalinist vocabulary, "struggle." 

For literature, this reaction against Five-Year Plan values was 
especially crucial because it coincided with momentous changes in 
Soviet literary life in the early thirties. Stalin's speech to the Soviet 
managers came just a month after Gorky's triumphant return to 
Russia. Less than a year later, all Soviet writers were organized into 
a single Writers' Union, and required to follow the one literary 
method, Socialist Realism. Moreover, Socialist Realism itself was 
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not yet fully formulated at the time it was adopted as the method 
for Soviet literature. Thus, the guidelines for Socialist Realism were 
thought out during a wave of reaction against machine-age values. 

When, after 1931, the literary world was able to join the rest of 
Soviet society in a reaction against the cult of the machine, it was no 
longer able to go back to some of the popular alternative cults of 
the twenties, such as the celebration of mass upheaval or the cult of 
the artist-heretic as a "seer" of the way forward. When Western 
writers react against machine-age urban society, they usually look 
nostalgically to the preindustrial environment, to nature. In Soviet 
literature the natural world began to supplant the machine too, 
although without the nostalgia or sense of refuge from the urban 
world that one finds in Western literature. Metaphors from nature 
began to supplant machine metaphors in the press and in official 
speeches as well. 

In literature the cult of the machine was even shorter-lived than 
in official rhetoric, lasting for only a year or so at most. In
creasingly, novels sang the praises of nature and billed their heroes 
as adventurers in the physical world who were engaged in some epic 
struggle against brute, elemental forces. When the ostensible subject 
of the novel was some factory or construction project, writers 
nevertheless contrived to bring nature into the world of the ma
chine. Trees growing in the factory yard became important sym
bols in the everyday lives of the workers. Machinery was an
thropomorphized so that, instead of impressing its inexorable 
rhythms on human psyches, it took on natural rhythms or even 
anarchic rhythms. Natural disasters in the very stronghold of 
technology were staged so that the essential drama took place in the 
natural world, with the machine as mere cardboard backdrop.14 

When situations proved intractable to the introduction of nature 
herself, novelists nevertheless usually used nature as the source of 
their novels' controlling metaphors. In other words, to reverse the 
title of Leo Marx's study of American pastoral, if, in American 
literature, the new Adam was dismayed to find "the machine in the 
garden," Soviet writers strove to put "the garden in the machine." 15 

Once the machine was supplanted by the garden, it became 
essential that all heroes be shown to have a strong affinity for 
nature. In many novels the child of the city would be taken out into 



100 II. High Stalinist Culture 

nature by his parents, and its impact on his development into the 
positive hero would have the same formulaic status as the miracu
lous signs of sainthood which, in vitae, conventionally occurred 
before the saint's adulthood. 16 That this practice represents a 
change from Five-Year Plan fiction can be seen in Panferov's classic 
of collectivization, Brusski, which came out between 1929 and 
1933 and therefore straddles the age of the machine and the age of 
nature. Its central hero, Kirill Zhdarkin, is, in the sections which 
appeared between 1929 and 1930, shown to have been formed for 
collective-farm leadership by his exposure to the city and the ma
chine, but for the sections appearing in 1933 the account of Kirill is 
virtually redone. The machine is deprecated, and Kirill's leadership 
qualities are imputed to his childhood among wild horsesY 

One is tempted to account for this trend by pointing to the fact 
that most Soviet Russians were peasants or of peasant origin but 
were being rapidly propelled into the industrial and urban age. It 
might be said that, by finding signs of nature in the machine world, 
Soviet authors were both ''mediating" the transition from rural to 
urban life that so many of their readers had to make, and reflecting 
the world as sensed in a predominantly peasant or recently peasant 
society. While there is some truth in this, it is not the whole story. 
One should not forget that, in this period, writers were being of
ficially urged not to concern themselves so much with the practical 
tasks of the economy but to provide what amounted to ideological 
parables; and, for these, "nature" was a rich metaphorical source. 

Whatever its incarnation in a given Soviet novel, "nature" is 
essentially an abstraction. Whether present actually or only 
metaphorically, it is not ultimately self-valuable but stands in for 
concepts to be dramatized in novel form. The main sources of 
"nature" must be sought in the world of ideas, in ideology and 
literature, rather than in the life of the masses. 

The Struggle with Nature as 
a Central Stalinist Image 

One important catchphrase of the Five-Year Plan was "The Strug
gle with Nature." Many of the famous construction projects of the 
Plan years were launched under this rubric. The great hydroelectric 
stations, which were the pride of all, were built to tame the arbi-
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trary and destructive powers of the rivers. Collectivized, modern
ized agriculture would not be slave to the whims of climate. 
Drought was to be combated with dams, shallow waterways with 
canals, and so on. The machine would triumph over elemental 
forces. 

One aspect of the wave of reaction against Five-Year Plan values 
was that in rhetoric the aura of the god-machine was eclipsed by the 
aura of the god-man. In consequence, the "struggle with nature" 
scenario was revised somewhat. In fiction the theme of socialist 
construction was soon transformed from a discourse on geography, 
technology, statistics, and the virtues of the socialist system (as in 
M. Shaginyan's Five-Year Plan classic Hydrocentral, of 1932) to an 
epic struggle between man and the elements in which the machine 
often played no greater role than that of the trusty steed in a by/ina. 

As the thirties continued, the "struggle with nature" theme in 
both literature and rhetoric become less tied to socialist construc
tion and more and more an autonomous route to heroic status. 
Soviet man proved himself superior to all men who had existed 
before by combating the natural phenomena of greatest symbolic 
resonance in traditional Russian oral and written literature: water 
and ice (floods, disasters as the ice breaks up, snowstorms, etc.). Of 
the two, the struggle between man and ice held the highest place: 
Soviet man was said to triumph over the cold as no other people 
could-and especially not the Americans. 18 This triumph was to be 
found above all in authority figures: a standard moment in the 
mid-thirties biography of a Soviet leader is how he withstood exile 
or imprisonment in frozen Siberia before eventually escaping. The 
leader of leaders, Stalin, truly excelled here: after repeated escapes 
from Siberia, he was finally tested by a stint of exile in the Arctic 
Circle, with which he coped very well. 19 

Literature was given a fairly explicit injunction to use the theme 
of Soviet triumph in the snowy wastes. In 1935, when a welcome 
was organized in Leningrad for the leaders of the famous Chelyus
kin expedition to the Arctic, N. Tikhonov, a Writers' Union official, 
declared in his speech: "our legendary [Chelyuskin] camp was a 
true Bolshevik fortress which repulsed all onslaughts of the Arctic 
elements .... Thus it is a living example of the sort of Socialist 
Realism which our literature is striving to attain."20 And in fact the 
potentially dissident writer V. Kaverin, like Zamyatin a champion 
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of the artist as heretic-seer, found a way to enter mainstream 
Stalinist fiction by taking up the theme of Arctic exploration. By 
doing so he was advanced from the author of such dubious books 
as Artist Unknown (1931) to the author of a Socialist Realist 
exemplar (in which he nevertheless managed to champion in
tellectual values), The Two Captains (1939). 

The Arctic theme in literature had earlier, and politically very 
acceptable, precedents. The Soviet Union had virtually coopted as 
its own that popular American author Jack London, best re
membered for his tales of the Alaskan wilds. This source for Soviet 
writers was especially hallowed by the fact that London had been a 
favorite author of Lenin's; he had a Jack London story read to him 
just before his death in 1924. 

Krupskaya reports in her memoirs that Lenin's favorite Jack 
London story was "Love of Life": 

In a wilderness of ice, where no human being had set foot, a sick 
man, dying of hunger, is making for the harbor of a big river. His 
strength is giving out, he cannot walk but keeps slipping, and be
side him there slides a wolf-also dying of hunger. There is a fight 
between them: the man wins. Half-dad, half-demented, he 
reaches his goal. The tale greatly pleased Ilyich. 21 

One aspect of this story that no doubt pleased Lenin was the fact 
that "man" triumphed over "beast" and "elements" not by virtue 
of superior physical strength but partly by native intelligence 
(though he was "half-demented" toward the end) and, above all, by 
willpower. This interpretation of who survives the cold and why 
(through will, determination, and sometimes cunning) is typical of 
London, but it was to become a motif of Stalinist fiction. 

Perhaps the clearest example of direct influence from London 
would be Boris Polevoy's classic of the postwar years, A Story 
about a Real Man (1946). Polevoy's "story" is about a pilot who is 
shot down by the Germans behind enemy lines in a primeval forest 
and in bitter winter. The first part of the novel describes how the 
pilot, Meresev, gets himself back to Soviet territory, and it follows 
London's "Love of Life" in many ways (Polevoy uses a bear in place 
of London's wolf). The second half of the novel is taken up with 
another struggle against overwhelming odds: Meresev (now legless) 
fights the red tape of Soviet bureaucracy in his bid to be allowed to 
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fly again. Thus Polevoy gives what was first done against the roman
tic backdrop of snow and dense forest a more prosaic rerun in the 
world of Soviet institutions. Usually the situation is reversed: in a 
given novel, what was first treated at a prosaic level is taken for the 
climax to a more dramatic setting in the world of the elements. 
Either way, the typical Soviet novel is able through this parallelism 
to encompass, as required, "the most matter-of-fact, everyday re
ality and the most heroic prospects." 

Man alone, unprovisioned, in conditions of extreme cold and in 
constant danger of attack from wild beasts, is in a sense a model for 
testing human will and ingenuity against the limits set by "nature" 
and historical necessity. In conditions of extreme cold, scientists 
say, man must die. But these stories suggest that an exceptional man 
can defy that inevitability, and such notions were well embedded in 
Stalinist culture. A well-known obsession of Stalin's, which became 
much stronger over the thirties, was the notion that anything can be 
accomplished if only one tries hard enough: the laws of science are 
only "blinkers" imposed on man to prevent him from reaching his 
full potential. Hence mastery over ice became a major symbol of 
antiscientific, Stalinist voluntarism. The snowy wastes provided the 
ideal arena for acting out those favorite catchwords of Stalinism: 
"stickability," "hard as flint," "will": true grit. 

These words had sounded before, during the Civil War. They 
appeared again in the thirties rhetoric in a conscious attempt to 
identify the leadership's "struggle" against the many enemies 
within and without that Golden Age of the Civil War years. 
Much of the fiction, biography, and memoirs that came out in these 
years was about the Civil War. Indeed the Socialist Realist classic of 
the thirties, N. Ostrovsky's How the Steel Was Tempered 
(1932-34), was written largely about the Revolution and the Civil 
War. Ostrovsky's novel provides a kind of link between the Civil 
War years and the thirties; in the novel's second part, which ap
peared in 1934, the author takes his hero's struggles into the world 
of ice and floods. 

The drama of man pitted against the elements, a common theme 
of thirties fiction and rhetoric, functioned as a symbolic saga of 
struggle that stood in for and enhanced that other "struggle" then 
taking place all over the land. Several Party writers depicted the 
"struggle" with internal and external enemies directly (e.g., M. 
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Sholokhov's Virgin Soil Upturned and P. Pavlenko's In the East), 
but most writers preferred to engage this theme through a variant 
on the struggle with nature. This was not only because the grim 
reality of the purges was thus distanced, but also because battling 
the elements had its own attraction for them. In the rhetoric of these 
years, menacing elemental forces had become a key metaphor of 
struggle as something challenging and dangerously willful that 
could be tamed only if it met its match in willpower; and writers 
could relate to that because it came close to the sense of nature that 
had been popular with Russian writers since the height of Byronism 
and the Romantic influence (consider Lermontov, Tyutchev, Ap
pollon.Grigoriev, and Blok). During the thirties the prevailing ethos 
made it possible for the Soviet novelist to indulge in the Romantic 
sense of the fatal attraction of storms, wild passions, darkness, and 
even that romantic concept, the ineffable. This was not the first time 
such elements had found their way into revolutionary literature: 
nineteenth-century texts like Andrey Kozhukhov and even early 
twenties issues of Pravda abound in them. 

In the thirties, however, there was this difference: novels could 
naturally not praise willfulness or anarchy, so they were written as 
adventure novels in which order triumphs in the end. There is an 
irony here. During the early twenties, Western adventure fiction 
became very popular with the Soviet reader (especially E. Bur
roughs' Tarzan, translated in 1922).22 Many avant-garde theorists, 
such as Zamyatin, Shklovsky, Lunts, and Kaverin, then declared 
that Soviet literature needed to be more exciting and might learn 
from Western adventure stories.23 Under the rubric "a communist 
Pinkerton," writers set out to write Soviet adventure novels in the 
style of Tarzan and Pierre Benois.24 This trend was viewed with 
alarm in many quarters of the literary community in the twenties 
because it was Westernist and seemed to be advocating a frivolous 
bourgeois literature for the new society, but in the thirties and 
forties one again caught glimpses of the T arzans and Pinkertons 
who had been frightened off by late-twenties criticism. 

A good example of a thirties Socialist Realist classic with an 
adventure-novel tinge (other than Kaverin's Two Captains) would 
be V. Kataev's A Lonely White Sail Gleams (1936). The title in fact 
comes from that well-known poem by Lermontov, "A Sail" (1832), 
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which closes with the lines "And he, rebellious, seeks out a 
storm I As if in storms he will find peace." 

Kataev's novel is set in Odessa at the time of the 1905 Revolution 
and is in many respects a rerun of Gorky's Mother. Its counterpart 
of Gorky's simple old mother who travels the road to "conscious
ness" is a middle-class boy, Gavrik. Like Pavel's mother, Gavrik has 
no political awareness and must overcome the prejudices of his 
background. He does so because, like Pavel's mother, he is attracted 
to someone more "conscious" than he, an older, working-class 
playmate, and is gradually converted to the side of the revolution 
until he comes to play a part in it (distributing arms clandestinely 
and assisting in the prison escape of a sailor from the Potemkin). 
However, Gavrik is attracted to work for the revolutionaries not so 
much by their example and the "light" he detects in their eyes (as 
Gorky's mother was) as by the "frisson of danger" in the work they 
do.2s 

Thus, in much thirties fiction, it is not so much reason and order 
that are celebrated as danger and adventure. This is largely because 
of the informing sense of reality as "struggle"; Stalinist rhetoric 
itself often reads like a script for an action serial in which adven
tures and herculean tasks waited around the corner in every Soviet 
enterprise. 

If the Stalinist sense of reality is of "struggle," is this then really 
encompassed by the term "garden"? In the Stalinist context, can 
"garden" be said to provide the most appropriate contrast to "ma
chine," as it did in Leo Marx's book? One does not have to take 
one's terms from Leo Marx. One could, for instance, take 
Ray~ond Williams' terms, which uses for the title of his book, The 
Country and the City. For Stalinist Russia, the best formulation for 
the opposition described in this chapter would be not machine I 
garden or country I city but the most traditional and general oppo
sition: nature versus culture (the latter representing machine, city, 
and enlightenment all in one). In this opposition, however, "na
ture" too does not have one meaning or even a single group of 
meanings. There were two contrasting general senses of nature 
dominant in Stalinist culture: first, there was nature as the garden of 
harmony; second, there was nature as the arena for struggle with 
elemental forces in which the will was tested. 
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Thus "nature" in Stalinist culture is one of those multivalent 
sign!! like "electricity," but of course much richer in associations. In 
literature, "nature" became that point at which the non-Party in
telligentsia, the Bolsheviks, and even the specifically Stalinist writ
ers could converge. "Nature" plays a crucial role in the typical 
Socialist Realist novel's plot, but at the same time it is a potential 
source of variety, a place where some of the traditional in
telligentsia attitudes can shine through in a Stalinist world. 

The traditional intelligentsia response to that ensemble of experi
ences that is called "nature" is usually marked by ambivalence. Not 
surprisingly, throughout the Stalin era and even in the present day, 
the nature I culture opposition has been a kind of dialectic in Soviet 
intellectual life. At times, machine-age values hold sway (order, 
efficiency, technology, planning, education), at other times values 
from one or the other of the two aspects of nature-nature as 
garden of harmony or as arena of "struggle" with elemental forces. 
And who could doubt that this dialectic is a very basic one and has 
not yet run its course? 

The Stalinist Novel as Pastoral 

By the forties, the paradigms of the Soviet novel had become some
what worn and tired. The conventional patterns for using "nature" 
were now so hackneyed and outmoded that many forties novels 
read like incongruous idylls. One example would be S. Babaevsky's 
Cavalier of the Gold Star, winner of the Stalin Prize in 1947. In this 
novel a soldier-hero, Sergey, returns from the horrors of World War 
II to an isolated and backward farming region. He is bent on ad
vancing it into the technological age-on electrifying it, even. Os
tensibly, he would bring the machine into the garden. And he does: 
at the end his dream of a power station is realized. Yet somehow it 
never really affects the landscape or the pastoral tone, which can be 
sensed the moment he sets foot in his "garden" and espies a 
"swarthy shepherdess" tending her oxen. She becomes his bride, to 
stand by his side at the novel's end and survey the "velvet green 
fields" lit by the "dawn" of the Soviet-given light. 26 

William Empson has said that "good proletarian art is usually 
Covert Pastoral, " 27 and, after reading a few Stalinist novels of this 
ilk, one might begin to suspect that the assertion is true. However, 
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though the Stalinist novel makes heavy use of nature, it is not 
"pastoral" in the old conventional sense. But there is a modern 
"version of pastoral"' that Empson himself uses, and in this there is 
no necessary connection with a setting in nature, let alone with 
shepherdesses and Arcadian fields. Rather, literature is called 
"pastoral" if, as P. Marinelli puts it, it 

deals with the complexities of human life against a background 
of simplicity. All that is necessary is that memory and imagina
tion should conspire to render a not too distant past of compara
tive innocence as more pleasurable than a harsh present. 28 

A way out of the "harsh present" is also an important underlying 
motive of the Stalinist novel, but it situates it in the future instead of 
looking nostalgically to the past. 

In the early thirties, when authoritative voices began to tell Soviet 
writers what Socialist Realism was to be, they recommended that 
literary works be set in present-day Soviet reality but insisted at the 
same time that they should include "future prospects," that they 
should show how Marxism-Leninism leads out of present-day 
problems and on into Communism. 

In order to collapse time as instructed and put "intimations" of 
the future in the present, novelists had to simplify. This is the mo
tive behind much that is "pastoral" in the Soviet novel. However, 
the pastoral impulse also derives from the novel's informing ideol
ogy, from Marxism-Leninism's own account of history. 

A very important moment in the Marxist account of history came 
with the division of labor. Thereafter, the working man was 
"alienated" from the means of production and his life became op
pressive. In many respects this account is but a variant of the change 
from a Gemeinschaft society to a Gesellschaft society, to use Ton
nies' terms29-the change, in other words, from a simple, unified 
society to the more complex, pluralistic society of the industrial and 
urban age. The aim of Marxism was to restore the wholeness that 
had been lost with the division of labor, to bring back the 
Gemeinschaft world. Marx discussed this in terms of the worker's 
ability to change jobs and diversify his work experience. However, 
a major goal of Marxism in trying to reverse the division of labor 
was to restore the lost harmony between the individual good and 
the collective good. 
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During the thirties, writers were enjoined explicitly to show how, 
in the new society, the division of labor would be abolished and all 
conflict between individual and collective good eradicated.30 In 
meeting these requirements, writers gravitated toward nature or 
nature-like settings for their novels because this brought them 
closer to the Gemeinschaft society, where all conflicts were more 
readily resolved. This use of nature was a way of simplifying a 
complex reality, of making Soviet life seem closer to the world of 
traditional Russia. This did not necessarily represent a deceit or 
ruse. It could be seen as yet another instance of a kind of late
blooming romanticism, one to which many modern intellectual 
movements have succumbed. Even Marx's account of alienation 
and the division of labor can be seen as a variant of that megamyth 
of man's Fall from unity, which began with Adam and Eve's 
banishment from the Garden of Eden and which became especially 
popular among intellectuals as they confronted the realities of in
dustrial and urban society. Russian intellectual history provides 
many variants, such as those nineteenth-century hankerings after 
the concord of the village commune, or mir, and the intelligentsia's 
obsessive dilemmas about how to resolve Russia's glaring social 
contradictioas and rid it of autocratic repression. 

The primary task of the novel was to show Marx's way out of 
these dilemmas. According to his account, a Gemeinschaft world is 
to be found not merely before the division of labor but also after its 
abolition in a state of communism. Between this "before" and 
"after," society is not only cast out from the garden of 
Gemeinschaft but also thrown into a state of turmoil as the di
alectical forces of history work themselves through. Thus the 
Stalinist novel is no pastoral, in the sense that it does not show the 
protagonist entering, temporarily, a period or place of relative tran
quility, a reality simpler than the one in which he normally lives. 
On the contrary, since the Stalinist narrative must duplicate 
the sequence of history a Ia Marx, it is framed by periods of 
Gemeinschaft harmony and order, but the bulk of the novel shows 
the period after the fall. Unlike the pastoral that is set in one place 
or state but has built into it an implied contrast with the more 
complex reality of the present from which the protagonist has 
come, the Stalinist novel comprises a sequence of contrasting states, 
A 1, B, A 2 , with the motivation for this progression coming from the 
informing ideology, Marxism-Leninism. 
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The master plot that took all Stalinist novels through these three 
stages was not based on Marxism alone, but on Marxism
Leninism-or, rather, Marxism-Leninism-Stalinism. According to 
the Leninist version of Marxism, the way forward to the resolution 
of all conflict between individual and collective good lay through a 
series of ever-higher resolutions of the spontaneity I consciousness 
dialectic. In effect, Soviet novels were expected to provide an exam
ple of the resolution of this dialectic in modern society. To do so in 
the world of Stalinist Russia was somewhat problematical because 
of a certain resistance on the part of the state to its scheduled 
withering-away. In truth, during the thirties, the Soviet state was 
daily becoming more powerful, bureaucratized, and centralized, 
more punitive and more hierarchical. But Soviet novels had to be 
"optimistic." They had to show the resolution of these con
tradictions and of all those other enduring Russian social problems 
for which Marxism-Leninism claimed to be a panacea, such as the 
conflict between the ill-educated and the elite, between urban Rus
sia and the countryside, between the individual and the state. 

In writing these problematical aspects of Soviet reality into the 
Marxist-Leninist master plot, which required some account of their 
resolution, writers eschewed the mimetic mode in favor of the 
mythic. Stalinist novels project a less complex, more idealized 
world, one in which these contradictions can be more readily re
solved. These novels are pastorals in the sense that they create an 
ideological ecosystem, one that artificially pares reality down and 
rids it of all pollutants so that the "garden" may flourish. 

From the thirties on, most novels of the Stalin period were set not 
in the complex modern cities of Moscow or Leningrad but in a 
model provincial microcosm-a town, factory, kolkhoz, construc
tion site, or army unit far removed from the advanced urban cen
ters. In such an environment "nature" could play a greater role in 
the lives of the protagonists. But above all, reality could be "sim-

. plified." Some of its harsher aspects, such as the oppressive, hierar
chical state bureaucracy, could be made to seem more benign in a 
setting where the officials would be few and the gap between their 
status and that of the ordinary people less. The impersonal, all
powerful bureaucrat could become a sort of village elder. 
Gemeinschaft could prevail. 

Even within such a simplified ecosystem, the problem of resolving 
the old social conflicts is merely reduced, not removed. The Marxist 
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model for resolving all social conflicts was the dialectic, with its 
three-stage progression of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis, ·which 
coincides with the Stalinist novel's overall scheme of harmony I 
discord/ reintegration. In the Stalinist novel's attempt to make lived 
reality mythical, it more often than not reduces itself to a simple, 
overriding dialectical pattern. It charts a movement between dia
lectical forces symbolizing order, on the one hand, and disorder, 
on the other. This dialectic is resolved at the novel's conclusion in a 
higher-Gemeinschaft-order. Social conflicts become, as it were, 
not so much grim realities, important in themselves, as fodder for 
the homogenizing narrative dialectic. Moreover, the conflicts are 
often not directly depicted. They are present only in symbolic oppo
sitions which are, a fortiori, metaphorical in their resolution. 

It is in this master narrative of the Stalinist novel that nature 
plays its most crucial role. There is a certain logic in this, since the 
Russian word for "spontaneity," stixijnost', is formed from the root 
stixija, meaning "the elements." As the abstract substantive formed 
from "the elements," the Marxist-Leninist term "spontaneity" does 
not mean merely something unconscious and uncontrolled; it can 
also mean something either natural or willful and out of control. 

Even this does not exhaust the very broad range of meanings 
"spontaneity" could have in thirties fiction and rhetoric. Let us take 
just one specific source, Gladkov's Five-Year Plan novel Energy, of 
1932. "Spontaneity" is used in it a number of times to refer to 
menacing, elemental forces of nature, but elsewhere it refers to 
recalcitrant workers, human passions, and petty-bourgeois self
centeredness.31 Gorky himself commonly used "spontaneity" to 
refer to social deviants and class enemies. 32 This list does not 
exhaust the range of meanings commonly found for "spontaneity" 
in thirties texts. Others include the advancing enemy and even 
technological breakdowns. In other words, all willful things that 
threatened the common good (the interests of the state) were 
labeled "spontaneous." This identification having been made, it 
became possible to use "spontaneity" in its primary meaning of 
elemental, natural forces to stand in for any of the other secondary 
meanings of political significance. In this way the account of his
torical development in terms of the spontaneity I consciousness di
alectic, which had been presented quite explicitly in a twenties 
novel like Furmanov's Chapaev, could be represented symbolically 
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in a thirties novel by the actions of forces that were literally or 
metaphorically "elemental." 

Since the spontaneity I consciousness dialectic is conventionally 
translated into the Soviet novel in parable form as a struggle be
tween elemental forces and those who seek to control them, the 
novel typically has as its core the time-honored opposition of 
pastoral literature--that between nature and culture. In Marxism 
itself this opposition is, in a sense, resolved in favor of culture. For 
Marx, Gemeinschaft would prevail in a better regulated, more 
efficient and streamlined kind of Gesellschaft. Lenin was largely in 
agreement with Marx on this. And in a way it was precisely this 
kind of rationalization that was attempted during the Five-Year 
Plan years. But most Soviet intellectuals were at heart deeply am
bivalent about industrialization. To them, nature was more whole
some and pure, more vital and captivating; and yet, to their very 
considerable chagrin, nature was more retrograde. Thus nature 
both helps and hinders the bringing of harmony to man and his 
society. 

It is perhaps because of Soviet writers' lingering affection for the 
wild, spontaneous, and unregulated that the age of the machine was 
so short-lived in Stalinist literature. The seductive hold of nature 
over the writers' imaginations also colored their retelling of 
Marxist-Leninist doctrine in novel form. 

The writers' ambivalent attitude toward nature is built into the 
very structure of the Stalinist novel. Nature symbolizes both the 
path to Gemeinschaft and the enemy that obstructs it. It provides 
both the novel's setting and the chief antagonist for the hero. When, 
at the novel's conclusion, peace and harmony come to its little 
world, this is usually described in terms of the harmony of nature. 
Yet it is also nature that provides the controlling metaphor linking 
all the various forces that threaten harmony. These forces are wild 
and elemental, they are either literally or metaphorically of nature . 

. But although their objective status is negative, they are also a given 
novel's source of excitement and color. 

Thus the Soviet novelist has conventionally constructed an 
ideological ecosystem for his novel's world even in the literal sense 
that he has given its protagonists an optimal natural environment. 
He has transposed an essentially political and contemporary drama 
into that epic-tribal world of man and nature. The main symbolic 



antagonists for his hero as a crusader for order are floods, storms, 
ice, fire, attacks by feral enemies, and bestial or uncontrolled 
human passions. Some of the most problematical social conflicts 
can be mediated mythically in novel form. Nature itself is nonper
sonal and so provides a highly abstract medium for representing 
real-life phenomena in fiction, one in which they can be manipu
lated rather more readily than even fictional characters can be. 

The setting in nature has other advantages. It takes political con
flicts not merely out of the place where they really occur-the com
plex modern world-but also out of the time sequence in which it is 
so difficult to resolve them-contemporary history. The Marxist 
schema for the progress of history from harmony through discord 
and back to higher-order harmony is a complete circle, or rather a 
narrowing gyre as a series of syntheses bring man ever closer to final 
harmony in communism. The normal reckoning of history is 
chronological or linear, but nature is cyclical and thus is subject to 
change yet is outside linear time. So most Stalinist novelists place in 
the foreground the time of nature and the seasons rather than the 
time of the modern world. 

By the forties it had become common for the action of a novel to 
last one year. Indeed, for the forties novel, the year is virtually the 
unity that day was for neoclassical drama. However, this one year is 
not a calendar year, in the sense of being marked out in days and 
months. Rather, the action lasts for one complete cycle of the sea
sons (or sometimes two cycles): it usually begins in the early sum
mer and ends at the point in the cycle where it began. 

It is the way of nature that all things must change. Man must be 
born, must age and finally must die. Floods and storms must abate, 
fires die down, and ice melt. Thus when the Stalinist novelist sets his 
novel within the cyclical time of the seasons, he gives himself a way 
of resolving even the most difficult of conflicts. When disorder is 
symbolized by a flood that menaces a construction site, that 
flood-no matter how inexorable its ravaging advance may 
seem-must, by nature, eventually retreat. 

This aspect of the "struggle with the elements" is quite explicit in 
A. Chakovsky's novel Here It's Morning Already (1949). The lives 
of a fishing crew out on the high seas are imperiled by a sudden 
storm. The fishermen are such dedicated citizens that they resist all 
temptation to jettison either their equipment or their precious cargo 
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of fish. Then, suddenly, the storm abates and their lives are out of 
danger. As if by some miracle? The narrator comments: "It was as 
if nature had turned the whole storm on merely so that she could 
test the will of the people on the fishing boat."33 

Even raging human passions can be reconciled by the course of 
the natural cycle. A birth, death, or marriage of someone dear to 
him commonly gives a protagonist the inner harmony he seeks. The 
prominence given to the life-cycle and the cycles of nature in these 
essentially political dramas imparts to Soviet order a spurious aura 
of organicity and sense of continuity with past traditions. When, in 
a given novel, the balance of nature is restored, then, at a symbolic 
level, the ideological balance is restored, with all contradictions 
resolved. 

The organization of the typical Stalinist novel fits the schema in 
Frye's Anatomy of Criticism so well that the novel almost seems 
made to his order. The novel begins in the summer of harmony and 
plenitude, proceeds through the autumn of increasing doubt and 
conflict, through the ice of winter and I or the devastating floods and 
storms of early spring, to come out at last, at the novel's end, into 
the sun of a higher-order Gemeinschaft. In this second, brighter 
summer is a world of wholeness, faith, and harmony wherein new 
life is born to the community as a harbinger of those better sum
mers that will come with future revolutions of the gyre. 



5 The Stalinist Myth of the 
"Great Family" 

One of the obsessions of thirties rhetoric was the nation's 
"enemies." Since coming to power, Stalin had always invoked 
spectral "enemies," both internal and external, in order to justify 
his extremist policies, but during the thirties the external enemies, 
at any rate, materialized. To the west, in Europe, the fascists were 
growing in power and belligerence, while, in the east, Soviet troops 
had several skirmishes with the Japanese. In literature, themes from 
military history, such as tsarist or Civil War engagements between 
Russians and foreign foes (especially the Germans or Japanese), 
became very common. And in public life a special place was given 
to the Soviet border guards. On the opening day of the Third 
Plenum of the Writers' Union in February, 1936, one of their de
tachments was marched into the hall, eulogized by all the speakers, 
and then marched solemnly out. 1 

When the Soviet leaders warned of danger from enemies both 
within and without, it was in part to provide a mandate for the 
extraordinary degree of social cohesion they demanded and the 
extreme means they were using against "unmasked enemies." This 
crisis atmosphere was an important element in forming the key 
myths of the thirties, which replaced the machine symbols of the 
Five-Year Plan. 

Like Germany and several other countries in this period, the 
Soviets focused on the primordial attachments of kinship and pro
jected them as the dominant symbol for social allegiance. Soviet 
society's leaders became "fathers" (with Stalin as the patriarch); the 
national heroes, model "sons"; the state, a "family" or "tribe." 
The new root metaphor for society provided the state with a single 
set of symbols for enhancing its increasingly hierarchical structure 
by endowing it with a spurious organicity. The metaphor also 
served the needs of the Stalin faction in its "struggles": it provided 
formulas for a symbolic legitimization of the actual leadership (the 
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succession of generations in the "family" stands in for the succes
sion of political leaders and for Stalin's accession to power after 
Lenin's death in particular), for the way forward (through the evo
lution of ever greater sons), and for the unquestioning loyalty of 
citizens (blood is thicker than water). 

This call for greater attachment to the symbolic family of the 
state did not entail a demand for weaker attachment to actual kin. 
In fact, in the mid-thirties the state actively sought to strengthen the 
nuclear family. 2 As was made quite explicit at the time, however, 
the nuclear family was to be strengthened because it was regarded 
as a microcosmic auxiliary to the state. Indeed, it was considered 
valuable only insofar as it served the state. 3 As the educator A. 
Makarenko expressed it in 1935, "The family is the primary cell of 
society, and its duties in child-rearing derive from its obligations to 
produce good citizens."4 

Thus the state was prior. If there was any conflict between the 
state's interests and the nuclear family, citizens were urged to jetti
son their sense of family, based on blood ties, and replace it with a 
higher one, based on political kinship. If need be, they should even 
reject members of their own family, as the school-primer hero Pavel 
Morozov had done when he denounced his own father to the courts 
as a kulak conspirator. 5 Sinister though Pavel's example might 
seem, the general principle behind it-rejection of corrupt blood 
ties in favor of the higher-order bonds of political community-was 
commonly held by many generations of Russian radicals before the 
Stalin era. Many nineteenth-century utopian groups, socialists and, 
later, communists, sought to tear individuals away from their own 
families and regroup them in that higher community of the 
phalanstery, artel, or party. Both Chernyshevsky's What Is to Be 
Done? and Gorky's Mother provide object lessons in this process. 
Later, Party fiction of the twenties abounded in individuals who 
were attracted to the "familial warmth" of the Party and came to 
break their blood ties (if nonproletarian) and throw themselves into 
work for the Party. 6 

By the Stalin period, society was thought to have made such 
progress that the nuclear family would not be in opposition to the 
state but would, rather, be its helpmate. In the thirties the press 
published poignant examples of actual kin enacting their familial 
roles in that greater symbolic family of the nation. When at the 



116 II. High Stalinist Culture 

Writers' Plenum of 1936 the speaker Kirshon issued the challenge, 
"If any border guard dies, someone will become his brother and 
replace him. Let our enemies know this," 7 the enemies did not have 
to wait long. The journal Bolshevik of March, 1937, cites two 
different cases (one on the eastern borders, the other on the west) 
where a border guard was killed and his act!Jal brother replaced 
him.8 

The symbolic patterns for this "family" have precedents not only 
in earlier revolutionary lore but also in the social organization of 
the traditional Russian peasant family. The peculiar geographical, 
economic, and political conditions of tsarist Russia favored ex
tended households as the basic units of peasant society. For practi
cal reasons such households often recruited new members who had 
no blood ties to the core family but would be accepted in it as what 
anthropologists call "structural relatives." In describing this 
phenomenon, both ethnologists and the peasants themselves drew a 
distinction between the "small family" (malaja sem'ja, the nuclear 
family or slightly extended type) and this artificially extended 
"great family" (the bol'saja sem'ja). 9 This dichotomy comes close 
to what was envisaged as an ideal in the mid-thirties. Indeed, by the 
forties, writers treating the relationship between the nuclear family 
and Soviet society commonly referred to them as the "little family" 
and the "great family," respectively. 10 

Most anthropologists classify family organization in two ways, 
either laterally, along "the horizontal axis" (i.e., in terms of sib
lings, cousins, etc.), or along the "vertical axis" (in terms of genera
tions). Looking at kinship in terms of the horizontal axis, one finds 
that Russians considered a wider range of people to be kin than was 
customary in the West (milk brother by the same wet nurse, 
adopted brother, coparents-in-law, ritual sibling, etc.). By contrast, 
the number of people included in the vertical or generational axis of 
reckoning was smaller in Russia than in the West. The vertical axis 
marked the lines of authority and descent and was patrilineal: the 
wife always moved into her husband's family on marriage, and the 
line of male descent running through her husband's family was 
considered more powerful and authoritative than her own.11 It is 
thus perhaps no coincidence that, although the kinship myths of the 
Stalinist "bol'saja sem'ja" abounded in 'brothers" and "sisters," 
their authority figures were "fathers," not "mothers." 
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These alternative possibilities for reckoning kinship in traditional 
Russia-by the horizontal axis of brothers and sisters, or by the 
vertical axis of generations of fathers and sons-provide useful 
heuristic models for describing the changes in political symbolism 
that occurred during the thirties. During the First Five-Year Plan, 
the root metaphor for society was a machine, but this was some
times translated into human terms as a big "family" of brothers. In 
the machine no part is self-valuable; it is worthy only insofar as it 
contributes, together with the other parts, to the overall running of 
the machine. So, likewise, in Soviet society, all citizens were "little 
men" who worked together with their brother "little men" and 
were valuable only insofar as they contributed to the harmonious 
running of the whole of society. The machine-part /little-man anal
ogy and its fraternalist ethos can be sensed in the following passage 
from V. Ilenkov's 1931 novel The Driving Axle, in which one 
worker reproaches another for his aspirations to outstrip his 
brother workers: 

Let us take the train, for example: it has a furnace, and wheels, 
and driving gear, and assorted minor bolts-and everything 
has its own place. And that is how a train manages to carry 
thousands of tons. But the bolts are important, and the whistle 
is important, and the smoke stacks-and all equally so. But you 
like only the driving axle. That's not the right approach. 12 

Of course, the machine analogy for the relationship between part 
and whole in Soviet society had to be modified to make provision 
for the Party as the guiding force or vanguard. In Ilenkov's novel, 
for instance, the Party was "the driving axle." But there was a 
marked tendency in this period to emphasize the parts in their 
relation to the whole rather than to give a major role to any guiding 
mechanism. This was the age of the "little men," of "massism" and 
"proletarianization." In literature, critics were so much in the grip 
of the anti-elitist ethos that writers were likely to be chastised if they 
so much as depicted the factory foremen rather than its "little 
men." 13 

This fraternalist zeal was one of the many Five-Year Plan values 
that were reversed in 1931, when Soviet society abandoned its cult of 
the machine. Stalin's July, 1931, speech signaled an end to the era 
of the "little man," because in that speech he emphasized the value 
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of expertise. He also coined the slogan "Technology is the answer 
to everything."14 But increasingly, in official rhetoric, emphasis was 
placed on the need not for mere experts but for good leaders and 
managers. In 1935 Stalin explicitly replaced the slogan of the 1931 
speech with a new slogan, "Cadres are the answer to everything."15 

The literary world kept pace with these changes; before long the 
writer was urged to abandon such follies of the Plan years as the 
worship of statistics and the machine. Above all, it was said, readers 
need to be given human subjects they can emulate. In the symbolic 
landscapes of Soviet models man was no longer to be dwarfed by 
the machine or to be admired as a reliable "bolt" or "whistle" in 
the great train of society. Even the stock hero of the Plan years, the 
shock worker, was rejected as being too "small" to be an appropri
ate protagonist for Soviet fiction. 16 It was time to give the "driving 
axle" its due, to show the people their "fathers," as the leaders were 
now calledY And so the thirties saw not merely the end of the 
machine as the dominant social symbol but also a change in the axis 
of kinship metaphors from the horizontal to the vertical. 

A second fundamental change occurred in the prevailing time 
perspective. When the ideal was one of infinite brotherhood, no 
distinction between generations was implied and therefore no be
fore and after-only the NOW. During the First Five-Year Plan, only 
the immediate practical needs of the Plan were considered worthy 
of attention; but as the vision of soCiety acquired generational 
layers, a new concern arose for the past and for origins. 

Gorky was a prime mover in introducing the historical perspec
tive in literature. On his initiative several series of collectively writ
ten histories were launched: The History of the Factories (1931), 
The History of the Civil War (1931), The History of Young Men in 
the Nineteenth Century (1932). Now that MAN had elbowed 
technology and statistics out of the limelight, he (man) became the 
focus of most of these histories, which were largely biographical. For 
instance, the factory histories contained either chronicles of entire 
dynasties of working-class families, elaborated to several removes, 
or biographies of individual workers. 

This transitional period from 1931 to late 1935 also saw the rise, 
largely under Gorky's aegis, of a second kind of biographical an
thology, giving accounts of assorted social aliens' "rebirth" in 
Communist society .18 As the Five-Year Plan ideal of the homogene-
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ous, "proletarian" society was sloughed off, it was stated quite 
explicitly-by Stalin no less-that the bourgeois could potentially 
be integrated into society. 19 His reintegration would be achieved in 
much the same way as, during the Five-Year Plan, it was believed 
that the antisocial worker or homeless hooligan could be 
socialized-through labor in the factories, camps, and colonies for 
vagrant youths. 

By the mid-thirties the theme of the misfit being socialized to 
become an adopted member of the great family of the state was 
losing currency. The main topic of biographies was not the making 
of reliable citizens but, to use the title of yet another series of 
biographies founded by Gorky (in 1933), The Lives of Remarkable 
People. 

In mid-thirties rhetoric, an entire series of "remarkable people" 
was singled out as official harbingers of a revolution in human 
anthropology soon to affect every Soviet man. These new men were 
not merely "bigger" than that earlier paradigm, the "little man"; 
they were the "biggest": they represented an order of humanity 
unlike that of the lvans. The fantastic age had begun. 

Although all official heroes were of a truly extraordinary caliber, 
they were not all equally "big." In rhetoric they were represented as 
a symbolic family in which the "biggest" were model "fathers," 
while the less-than-absolutely-extraordinary were model "sons." 

The "fathers" were largely the political leaders. The rationale for 
this role may be found in Stalin's frequent reinvocation of his 1924 
claim that Bolsheviks (by which he meant primarily the leadership) 
were people of superior mettle. In a speech to the Red Army 
Academy of May, 1935, for instance, he declared:"We Bolsheviks 
are people of a special cut. We were forged by the great Lenin, our 
leader, our teacher, our father." 20 It is the leaders' link with the 
founder of the dynasty, Lenin, that makes them exceptional, and 
they can, in turn, bestow this exceptional nature on their "sons." 

The "sons" were not, as one might expect, the "fathers' "succes
sors. They were not promising Party officers who would furnish the 
next generation of leaders; rather, they were successors to the "little 
man"-"little men" grown "big." The clearest case of this would 
be the Stakhanovite movement, which began in late 1935. The 
Stakhanovites were production heroes who were honored because 
they outdid the norms of production many times over. The original 



120 II. High Stalinist Culture 

Stakhanovite, Aleksey Stakhanov, was a coal miner, but there were 
others in fields like cotton and sugar-beet harvesting, textiles, and 
factory piece-work. 

The Stakhanovites would seem to be successors to the "Shock 
Workers of Socialist Labor" and other production heroes who 
came before them, but the rhetoric of the times insisted that there 
was no comparison. Their feats bore witness to a qualitative change 
in human anthropology. A local revolution had occurred, and a 
select few men had become radically different from all those who 
had gone before. 

The Stakhanovites were not the only model "sons" singled out in 
public rituals. The list of those feted includes border guards, long
distance skiers, violinists, mountain climbers, parachutists, and, 
above all, aviation heroes. Few of these categories (except the 
Stakhanovites) distinguished themselves in any way that might be 
said to have much connection with "building communism." The 
official heroes also did not really have any status in the crucial 
spheres of politics and management. The Stakhanovites, for in
stance, were mostly unskilled or semiskilled workers, with the most 
rudimentary education and no claim to political rank or "con
sciousness." They were, in other words, precisely Soviet society's 
"little men." Many of the aviation heroes were exceptions to the 
general rule and were actually Party members, 21 but they did not 
play a political role of national significance. 

How was it that such a radical change, of great political 
significance, could come about in such otherwise unprepossessing 
or relatively inconsequential people? An initial answer would be 
that the change was radical only insofar as it was claimed to be so. 
After Soviet society had striven so hard during the Plan years to 
bring about a kingdom of the ordinary, it had now reset its goals 
and begun work toward creating a society of the extraordinary. 
Individual feats, such as climbing mountains and breaking inter
national records for long-distance airplane flights, were among the 
more readily available examples of out-of-the-ordinariness. How
ever, even the Stakhanovites' feats are dubious indicators of major 
human change toward a higher-order, communist man. Aleksey 
Stakhanov himself obtained incredible production figures for min
ing coal largely because an auxiliary crew was set up to do many of 
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the tasks a miner would otherwise do by himself. 22 Stakhanov had 
merely to wield his pick furiously for one shift. 

The public conferral of the status "new man" on the Stakhano
vite, aviation, and sporting heroes, etc., may be seen as a sort of 
ritual elevation of structurally inferior (Stakhanovite) and I or extra
systemic figures (aviation and sporting heroes). While such "super
men" certainly could claim real achievements, their function was 
largely symbolic. They will be referred to as "symbolic heroes." 

There were also "symbolic villains." They were exposed during 
that other major public ritual of the mid-thirties, the great purge 
trials. Indeed, the Kremlin meeting held in November, 1935, to 
celebrate the Stakanovites' achievement occurred virtually on the 
eve of the worst Stalinist purges (1936-37). The celebration of the 
"sons' "feats provided, on the one hand, a necessary positive coun
terpoint to the purges (revolution achieves radical change by ex
treme means, which are in turn justified by its results). It also pro
vided the occasion for ritual denunciation of the villains. So, while 
public announcements extolled the achievements of the Stakhano
vites, the managers and engineers at their enterprises who 
(allegedly) tried to block the Stakhanovites' initiative were at the 
same time reproached. 23 There were also signs of this pattern in the 
case uf the aviation heroes. 24 

Both the lionization of the age's symbolic heroes and the large
scale application of extreme measures to its "villains" represent 
expressions of a thirst for radical change and renewal-for revolu
tion. This same thirst had led to the ritual "leveling" of the non
lowly (the bourgeois specialists, etc.) during the earlier, compul
sively fraternalist phase of the First Five-Year Plan. 

At the same time, both the symbolic heroes and the "villains" 
must be seen as integral parts of the power struggle that the Stalinist 
faction waged during the thirties against real or alleged supporters 
and leaders of rival factions within the Party (such as Trotskyites). 
As compared to the twenties, the power struggle was on a different 
plane both in scale and in means (e.g., physical elimination or in
carceration of Party rivals rather than politicking and polemics); it 
too was "big." 

The age's heroes had to undertake an epic struggle against 
enemies both within and without, and it was necessary to find titans 
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as guarantees that the struggle itself was of epic proportions. There 
were constant reiterations of the claim that Bolsheviks are excep
tional people. In Stalin's "We Bolsheviks" speech, quoted above, he 
asserted that others had tried to deflect the Bolsheviks from the true 
Leninist path, but they had stood firm. The official champions or 
mascots of the Stalinist faction, the symbolic heroes, had, therefore, 
to be "mighty" as well. 

The Bolshevik leadership tried to document their extravagent 
claims to preeminence. Along with the renewed interest in history 
they and their supporters began to produce self-justificatory writ
ings that not only involved immediate polemics with rival factions 
but gave an entire coherent account of Bolshevik history. They 
established their legitimacy both by merit (in terms of outstanding 
achievements) and by lines of continuity stretching into the past. 
This development culminated in 1937 in the publication of the 
Stalinist "little red book," The Short Course, a comprehensive ac
count of Bolshevik history that was allegedly produced under the 
close supervision of Stalin. 

In this context the "lives of remarkable people" were written in 
the thirties. It was an age when it seemed that virtually everyone 
who put pen to paper was writing a heroic biography of one of the 
offiCial heroes (a member of the Stalinist leadership, a Civil War 
hero, a leader figure from the national past, like Emelian Pugachev, 
or a symbolic hero). Whichever of the standard subjects was chosen 
for a biography, an important function of the book would be to 
rationalize the status quo and legitimize the current leadership 
(with a pre-Stalin subject, this could be done allegorically). 

Biographies have commonly been a medium of political legitimi
zation. In ancient Rome, emperors often had their biographies re
written to demonstrate their genealogical links with the gods. In the 
Soviet context the corresponding privileged origin was an associa
tion with Lenin. This was established for Stalin in countless ways. 
For two other categories of thirties official hero-other members of 
the Bolshevik leadership and the Civil War heroes-the link was to 
be with Stalin rather than Lenin; biographies of them invariably 
highlighted their role in at least one of the following moments, 
which are crucial in Stalin's self-justificatory record: pre
revolutionary exile and prison (which Stalin also underwent-his 
suffering provides one of his many mandates); the Civil War, and 
especially the rout of the White Army at Tsaritsyn (allegedly di-
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rected by Stalin and therefore the moment of the Civil War); the 
Lenin I Stalin succession; and Kirov's murder in 1934 (a point of 
reference in justifying the purges). 

With the period's new sense of the need for comprehensiveness, 
coherence, and continuity in all its official chronicles, it was no 
longer considered sufficient for establishing a subject's worth to 
point to a link with the great "father" and to some heroic deeds. As 
in traditional hagiography, the moral status of the subject and his 
actions had to derive from an entire biography, including his child
hood. Moreover, as was already the tradition in Bolshevik fiction, 
the claim to political legitimacy and to human superiority was ex
pressed, primarily, not in terms of deeds but in terms of character. 
Stalin set a precedent for this when, after Lenin's death in 1924, he 
gave an address to the Kremlin Military School. This opened with 
the words, "I do not think there is any need for me to deliver a set 
speech on Lenin's activities. It would be better, I think, to confine 
myself to a few facts to bring out certain of Lenin's characteristics 
as a man and leader."25 In thirties and forties rhetoric and literature 
the "Leninist" characteristics that Stalin listed in that speech (such 
as modesty and the ability to communicate with the common man) 
became the iconic traits of "father" figures, together with those 
formulaic epithets (such as "calm" and "serious") that in Bolshevik 
literature were already conventional signs of the positive hero. 

In the thirties the distinction between fiction and nonfiction, be
tween a factual biography and a fictionalized one, became fainter 
than ever before. One did not just find, as in earlier Bolshevik 
biographical writing (such as Furmanov's Chapaev), a definite or
dering and selection of the real-life material to fit the patterns of 
Marxist-Leninist historiography. All biographies were now stan
dardized so that every subject's life, in both fiction and nonfiction, fit 
mythicized patterns. A case in point would be Vs. Ivanov's Par
khomenko (1938-39), an account of the Civil War commander of 
that name. This work was called a novel, and it was published in 
the literary journal Molodaya gvardiua, but, by the conventions 
of the time, it could equally well have been published elsewhere 
as biography. Whether classified as fiction or nonfiction, all biog
raphies were now fantastic: the Gleb Chumalovs of fiction now 
dominated nonfiction, too. 

These biographies were of two types. One gave the formulaic life 
of a "father," the other the life of a "son." The two formulas were 
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related in that both were derived from a common source; but they 
were also distinct. The best-represented category among biographies 
was that of "father," and especially of the Party leader. This was 
so even in fiction: in a 1937 list of works in progress by Lenin
grad writers, for instance, the majority were about Stalin, Kirov, 
Voroshilov, or Ordzhonnikidze.26 There were, of course, especially 
copious biographies and memoirs of Stalin, including a major biog
raphy by the Frenchman Henri Barbusse (1936). 

What is most striking about the accounts of Stalin's life is that 
they follow pretty much the same pattern as those of the other 
Bolshevik leaders, such as Kirov and Voroshilov. Biographers em
phasized the poverty of Stalin's family in his childhood; they cited 
vivid incidents when he was discriminated against on account of 
this and had trouble getting himself an education. But Stalin (Kirov, 
Ordzhonnikidze, and so on) overcame all these handicaps, and 
more besides, to emerge as a national leader. He did so largely 
because of certain essential character traits that were strikingly evi
dent even in childhood: energy, daring, antiauthoritarianism, a 
strong will, and love of life and freedom. 27 He also showed, quite 
early, definite signs of a sort of embryonic "consciousness," just as, 
in childhood, the saint showed some sign of his saintly qualities. 

The lives of the Stalinist leaders were meant to inspire the 
populace, but the lives of the "sons" were meant to provide models 
for the populace to emulate. 28 Earlier biographies of citizens had 
informed working-class readers of their pasts and had instilled in 
them a dynastic pride or had demonstrated the transforming power 
of socialism. Beginning in the mid-thirties, the hagiographic or 
icon-like function was paramount, and the biographies that best 
filled it were set up as exemplars for writers to imitate. 

The formulaic course of the early life of a "son," though very 
similar to that of a "father," was not entirely identical, for a "son" 
was bound to be more childish and irresponsible. Since the biog
raphies of all the symbolic heroes (or "sons") follow much the 
same pattern, only one type will be analyzed here. 

The Aviation Hero as the Paradigmatic New Man 

In many countries aviation feats were a matter of national prestige 
during the thirties, and there was an ongoing rivalry between the 
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U.S. and the U.S.S.R. in long-distance flights. Accounts in the Soviet 
press of various record-breaking Soviet flights reveal how impor
tant the aviation hero was, not merely as a prestige symbol but as a 
chosen "son," a fine example of new-order man. With each 
achievement the newspaper writers made claims for the superiority 
of Soviet aviation, but the main thrust of their claims was in terms 
of human superiority. 

There were two standard arguments. First, it was said that Stalin 
felt a genuine concern for the well-being of his fliers, which was 
impossible in a "capitalist" head of state. The Western flier had no 
"close fellows"; 29 he was a "lone hero," and his country did not 
value human life. 30 Stalin, by contrast, in an oft-recounted con
versation with one aviation hero, insisted that when there was some 
danger that the plane would crash, the pilot should make every 
effort to save his own life rather than the plane.31 And in this cosy 
group comprising the fliers and their "caring" leader the pilots used 
to refer to each other as "brothers" and to Stalin as "father." 

The second argument was in terms of Russian superiority in 
combating the onslaughts of the elements. Each aviator's flight be
came, as it were, his ritual trial by the elements to prove his worth 
as a "son." Each "trial," while not directly political iri significance, 
did have broad symbolic resonance of a political nature. This link 
was set up when Stalin originally made the claim that "We 
Bosheviks are of a special makeup." He continued: "It is not given 
to every man to be a member of such a party. Not every man could 
withstand the storms and tempests connected with membership in 
such a party."32 

It was "given" to most of the aviation heroes to be Party mem
bers, however. So, when they returned triumphant from one of 
those many flights to the frozen regions, they in a sense realized the 
Stalinist metaphor. This is suggested in a Literary Gazette editorial 
celebrating the return of the Chkalov expedition in August, 1936: 
"The steel bird, driven by the Soviet heroes, forged its way through 
cyclones and storms; the crew with Bolshevik tenacity, will, and 
mastery triumphed over all obstacles and completed a flight with
out precedent in the history of aviation."33 

The various accounts of the feats of the Arctic fliers not only 
established to whom it was "given" to be a member in the family 
but also articulated the family members' ritual roles. The stories of 
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the pilots' lives and works rationalized the "family" 's hierarchical 
structure in terms that in literature have conventionally stood in for 
ideological categories. These two aims-to write ideological para
bles and to write myths of maintenance of the status quo--are 
linked, since a single system of signs performs both functions. 

The iconic attributes of the aviation hero represent a positive but 
childish brand of "spontaneity." He was presented in both fiction 
and nonfiction as a man of impatience, high spirits, reckless daring, 
and indefatigability. He was, as the following typical description (of 
Chkalov, in this case) ran, all "energy which brooked no obsta
cles," "will," and "determination." The description continues: 
"Chkalov was full of great elemental [stixijnaja] strength. He was 
constantly testing it, playing with his muscles, will, and powers of 
endurance."34 Several other salient traits contributed to the sym
bolic heroes' outstanding success: they were poor and educationally 
deprived but in childhood showed an especial affinity for nature. 35 

They came from the people, were defiant, powerful, unswervable. 
The "fathers" had likewise from early childhood been marked as 

"energetic," "bold," and "freedom-loving."36 However, even in 
childhood one could discern an important difference between those 
who later assumed the role of "father" and those who were to 
become "sons": the fathers were not capable of the sort of gratui
tous irresponsibility and bumptiousness that marked the sons. 

From the very beginning these gifted but high-spirited children 
needed greater discipline and self-control ("consciousness"), which 
the "fathers" never lacked, not even in childhood. Inexorably, the 
"sons" derive most of their "consciousness" from the "fathers." In 
biographies of the symbolic heroes one finds an echo of the stock 
pattern from prerevolutionary radical texts and Bolshevik fiction: a 
"disciple" (son) acquires "consciousness" under the tutelage of a 
"mentor" (father). 

It was Stalin who most often performed the ritual role of "father" 
or "teacher" and taught the fliers greater self-control. After all, the 
conventional epithets for Stalin were "father" and "teacher." He 
proved himself worthy of those titles by exuding "fatherly warmth" 
whenever he met pilots.37 It was even suggested that Stalin's 
"warmth" was so powerful that it could protect his fliers against 
the Arctic cold. 38 

The father's care was especially expressed in a series of public 
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rituals. Stalin usually bade the pilots farewell on their departure to 
attempt a record, communicated with them en route, and was there 
at the airport to welcome them on their return. Whenever a prom
inent airman fell ill, Stalin would intervene to supervise his medi
cal treatment.39 If he was killed in some disaster, Stalin would act as 
pallbearer at his funeral. 4 0 

Together with the father's care came his authority. A pilot's at
tempt at a record-breaking flight was usually made on direct orders 
from Stalin. Indeed, the entire operation was fairly closely directed 
by Stalin, including selection of the crew and equipment. On the eve 
of Chkalov's historic Arctic flight of 1936, the crew visited Stalin in 
the Kremlin, where he proposed changing their entire flight route. 
They readily agreed.41 Later this route was named the Stalin Route. 

These various meetings between Stalin and the fliers amounted to 
more than post facto celebrations or briefing sessions. They were 
ritual exchanges between "mentor" and "disciple," between 
"father" and "son," which conferred greater "consciousness" on 
the fliers. Since such encounters were necessarily few in number and 
elevated in atmostphere, they were so highly charged that they 
became kairotic moments. All the pilots testified to this in their 
memoirs. Chkalov, for instance, reported: "After my meeting with 
the great leader ... the content of my life became richer; I began to 
fly with greater self-discipline than before."42 And his biographers 
claimed that after that "turning point in his life ... a new life 
began.''43 

For the "fledgling children of Stalin" (Stalinskie pitomcy) as the 
fliers were often called, 44 he was not merely a nurturing father but 
also their mentor. He tempered their "spontaneity" and resolved in 
them that problematical dialectic between "spontaneity" and "con
sciousness." Stalin played the same role for almost every one of the 
various categories of symbolic hero advanced at that time. In many 
biographies of Civil War heroes, like Parkhomenko, the meetings 
with Stalin took place at Tsaritsyn.45 For the Stakhanovites they 
occurred initially by proxy, for it was a speech by Stalin that led 
them to perform their great feats; later, at Kremlin receptions, they 
met with the "leader" himself. 4 6 

Despite the transformations that took place in the symbolic 
heroes during these encounters with their "father," they did not go 
on to become "fathers," too. This is most surprising in the case of 
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the fliers, since most of them were Bolsheviks and professionally 
trained. The fliers' encounters with Stalin, like their battles with the 
elements, are often said to make them "older,"47 yet they never 
acquire the epithet "father." The distance between them and the 
father of fathers is so great that the acme of self-realization for them 
is to become his model sons. 48 

Besides Stalin there were others who enjoyed the status of a 
father. While there was no question that Stalin was the greatest 
living father of them all, "father" was essentially a symbolic title. 
The role of father within the "great family" was a function rather 
than a fixed identity and so could be conferred on others
conferred but certainly not assumed. In reality the role was always 
filled by the great leader, but in rhetoric others were sometimes 
elevated to this status. Many of those so elevated were already dead 
(Kirov), but those still alive fell generally into two categories: either 
selected members of the top political leadership who supported 
Stalin (Voroshilov, Ordzhonnikidze, etc.) or authority figures in 
specialized areas whose authority was largely limited to that area, 
people like Makarenko (education), Gorky (literature and culture), 
and Marr (linguistics). These authority figures had, to chosen sons 
within their area of specialization, an analogous relationship to the 
one Stalin had to the aviation heroes, Stakhanovites, etc. As 
"fathers," their lives tended to be written to the same pattern as 
that of the political-leader "fathers": they were poor and under
privileged in childhood, "bold, energetic, and freedom-loving," etc. 
In their later lives the pattern tended to diverge; to be manifestly 
without peer and advanced in one's field was sufficient mandate for 
the more limited authority figure. 

What was it in the biography of the "father" that gave him his 
mandate to lead, and why were model "sons" not destined to ac
quire it even after their meeting with Stalin? One reason, to judge 
from a common focus of the Bolshevik leaders' biographies, is that 
the sons had not undergone the incredible suffering and sacrifice 
that their fathers endured in exile and prison in tsarist Russia.49 In 
the specific case of Stalin, a legend was also cultivated in the thirties 
to the effect that Lenin, before his death, had summoned Stalin and 
passed the Bolshevik leadership to him. 50 This legend was dis
credited after Stalin's death, when Khrushchev published Lenin's 
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Last Testament, in which Lenin expressed doubts about Stalin as a 
possible successor. 

The father-son relationship illustrated in the case of the flier was 
a basic paradigm of thirties political culture. It was not applied 
exclusively to such dramatic cases as the fliers and their leader but 
could be translated, mutatis mutandis, into any number of lesser 
situations, in which any authoritative figure could play "father" to 
a subordinate or assume some other paternalistic role. For instance, 
Chkalov called his flying instructor "dad," while Stalin he called 
"father. " 51 Similarly, Aleksey Stakhanov had an "elder" mentor at 
the mine, the Party head Dyukanov, but only Stalin played "father" 
for him. 52 In other words, because the primary model for de
termining one's role in the "great family" was binary and simple 
(father I son), it could be adapted to all levels of the Soviet hierarchy. 

Thus the rhetoric of the mid-thirties provided for a new utopian 
kinship model projected on the basis of the few examples of the 
"biggest" human being extant in Soviet society at that time. The 
model posited an ongoing hierarchy of fathers and sons, the model 
sons being found in the various superlative examples of positive 
"spontaneity" (such as the Stakhanovites and Arctic fliers), and the 
fathers in Stalin and anyone else accorded vaguely comparable 
"wisdom," "care," and "sternness" to guide the chosen sons to 
"consciousness." The father-and-sons paradigm replaced the 
Five-Year Plan ideal of infinite fraternity and provided a new pat
tern for determining status within the "family" in terms of a hier
archy of maturity and care. But, despite the many gradations of 
maturity, society's sons were not to grow into fathers; rather, they 
were to be perfected as model sons. The burden of paternity was to 
fall on the very few. 

The Novel of the Thirties 

What happened to the novel when the "great family" emerged as 
the master trope of Soviet rhetoric? Not only did authors stop 
writing about little men and technology to write of big men and 
their amazing feats; novels also adopted from rhetoric the con
ventional pattern of fathers and sons. The myth of the great family 
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gave the Socialist Realist novel its final shape or master plot. 
In the mid-thirties, authoritative critics began for the first time to 

demand that novels be tightly organized. This demand impelled 
writers to adopt the master plot. The pressures can be sensed in 
criticism. A case in point is P. Pavlenko's novel of 1936, In the East. 
This novel seems in every respect to be the sort of writing called for 
in the thirties (and critics acknowledged that fact). 53 It is about 
guarding the Soviet borders in the Far East against the Japanese and 
White Guardists, and it appears to have all the ingredients neces
sary for approval: a collection of former Civil War heroes who bear 
familial affection for each other; a mentor from among them 
(Schlegel) who is now a senior official in the security organs; a 
young and energetic heroine (Olga) who yearns to perform great 
feats but must be brought to greater political maturity (since her 
father has died, his old Civil War comrades form a family of surro
gate fathers to guide Olga); the taiga, nature, aviation, new con
struction, battle, parachuting, border guards-all this and much 
more (including Olga's seeing Stalin). 

Yet critics all fasten on one particular flaw, which they deem 
fatal: the novel's "fragmented composition,"54 a quality that had 
often been noticed, in passing, in earlier reviews of novels but was 
not considered tremendously important until now.55 In the case of 
In the East the problem was that, as the authoritative Fadeev re
marked in one review, "it is poorly constructed, and many of the 
characters are not sustained."56 "Poorly constructed" has a specific 
meaning here, i.e., "not corresponding to the paradigm." The 
young heroine, Olga, was never "changed" by one of her mentor 
figures, nor did Pavlenko ever make proper binary pairs out of his 
protagonists, one representing "spontaneity," the other "con
sciousness." Even in the relationship between Schlegel and Olga 
there are elements of sexual attraction on Schlegel's part, which of 
course undercut his ritual role. In another article of the same period 
Fadeev said: "It is high time it was realized that in creative writing 
even the most 'correct' political views will not ring true unless they 
find their own living, model, artistic incarnation."57 In effect, then, 
by the mid-thirties the mandatory quality "party-mindedness" did 
not merely entail using politically correct attitudes or themes; it 
required of the novel a "lifelike" incarnation of political values, 
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organized "correctly". In other words, the novel became a 
ritualized biography. 

The final adoption of the master plot did not, however, represent 
the imposition on literature of patterns taken over wholesale from 
rhetoric. There was a complex pattern of cross-fertilization between 
the two. The myth of the "great family" informs some important 
Socialist Realist novels published before it became a convention of 
Party rhetoric, i.e., novels published before the mid-thirties. An 
excellent example of this provided by one of the all-time classics of 
Socialist Realism, N. Ostrovsky's How the Steel Was Tempered. 

Ostrovsky's novel was originally written in the late twenties, and 
its plot follows a stock pattern for minor committed fiction of those 
years. 58 He had trouble getting his novel published in literary jour
nals because of the "unconvincingness" of its characters; but a 
former member of the Party underground, who worked on the 
Komsomol journal Molodaya Gvardiya, defended the novel and 
helped get it published there (Part I, 1932; Part II, 1934).59 How
ever, no one outside the journal paid the book much attention. 

In late 1934 the situation changed radically when a biography of 
Ostrovsky was published in Pravda. Before long the army took up 
the novel and set it for study circles; it was soon studied by civilian 
organizations as well. The novel became enormously popular 
(although it is impossible to ascertain whether this popularity pre
ceded public recognition or not). Ostrovsky was already dying of 
bone tuberculosis by the time the Order of Lenin came through, but 
his last months were gladdened by extravagant public recognition; 
the radio and press broadcast daily bulletins on his health, and 
thousands came as pilgrims to his Crimean villa (provided by the 
state).60 Incidentally, Ostrovsky was completely untrained as a 
writer, and his novel was scorned by the pundits of the literary 
world. His lionization could therefore be construed as a further 
example of the ritual of status reversal. 

It was not just because Ostrovsky was a lowly figure that How 
the Steel Was Tempered was so extravagantly promoted in the 
mid-thirties. His novel provides an ironic instance of latter-day 
"social command."61 Almost every major feature of both the novel 
and Ostrovsky's life coincided with a defining aspect of High 
Stalinist political culture. The novel sang the praises of' the Civil 
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War ethos, of struggle, heroism, and "Bolshevik will," but, above 
all, it provided what the age demanded-an entire heroic biography 
to function as an example for others. 

Certain crucial aspects of the life and character of both Os
trovsky and of Pavel Korchagin, the hero of this autobiographical 
novel, correspond to the iconic attributes of the symbolic hero of the 
thirties. Korchagin (Ostrovsky) is humble in origins and poorly 
educated, and in his childhood and early manhood people shake 
their heads at his pranks, his daredevil feats, his anarchic tendencies 
and lack of discipline. 62 Even after he matures sufficiently to join 
the Party, he shows no interest in Party studies and usually fails to 
do his reading assignments and to obey directives. 63 To counter
balance all this, however, Pavel proves to be a man of unsurpassed 
energy, will, endurance, and dedication to the cause. He 
survives--often by dint of sheer will-a long series of encounters 
with death. This dying and reviving hero comes through one strug
gle after another only to find himself, at the end, the victim of a 
terminal disease. Yet, even in the final debilitating months, Pavel is 
not broken or bitter; his only fear is that he might have to "leave the 
ranks" before the mighty struggle is won. 64 

Pavel Korchagin, like the mid-thirties symbolic hero, stands for 
the individual who, though distinguished by his humility and his 
readiness to give his all for the cause, represents a highly childish 
brand of positive "spontaneity." The thirties symbolic hero was 
said to come to "consciousness" in a momentous meeting with 
Stalin, but the great leader did not play so crucial a role in the life of 
Pavel Korchagin. As became a convention of Stalinist fiction, the 
novel's hero has, as his mentor, not Stalin himself but a sort of 
Stalin-to-scale, a figure with Stalin's significance but proportionate 
to the small world in which the action takes place. 

Most thirties novels have a single mentor as their positive hero. 
How the Steel Was Tempered, however, is picaresque, and there
fore the mentor tends to change with each new "microcosm" Pavel 
Korchagin visits. But it is a clear example of the tendency to make 
the "son" of lesser political stature than his mentors. Paradoxically, 
then, although the mentor figures are unquestionably more positive 
than Pavel himself, he is the hero of the novel. Indeed, from the 
mid-thirties on, the consensus of Soviet criticism has been that Kor-
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chagin is the positive hero of Soviet literature, the model figure for 
the Soviet people to emulate.65 

The reason why the positive hero is, in political terms, of lesser 
stature than some other protagonists (his mentors) is because it is 
his role to resolve symbolically that problematical dialectic between 
the forces of "spontaneity" and those of "consciousness." Like his 
counterpart in the real world, the symbolic hero, such as the 
Stakhanovite or Arctic flier, he is an actor in a ritual mediation of 
political contradictions (people vis-a-vis leaders, etc.). Reality's 
contradictions, and the disparities between Marxist-Leninist-Stalin
ist theory and practice, are all mediated in myth. 

In fiction the issue of legitimate Leninist succession was also 
written into the father-sons pattern. In most novels this issue was 
not engaged directly, only symbolically (included in the list of con
ventionalized signs for the hero's mentor is some association with 
Lenin). Except for Stalin's guest appearances, the senior stateman 
was usually a major protagonist only in that happily removed setting 
of an earlier historical period (the Civil War, at most recent). Even 
in such cases, however, it was common for the author to have his 
hero leader pass through an initial period of childish exuberance 
and impulsiveness before donning the austere cloak of supreme 
responsibility. 66 

In one historical novel of governance, A. Tolstoy's Peter the First 
(published in installments from 1929 to 1945), the author does 
appear to be working the issue of legitimate Leninist succession into 
the symbolic pattern of the passage of the generations from father 
to son. Moreover, the relevant section, once again, was published 
before the mid-thirties. In Part II, which appeared in 1933 (and was 
authoritatively described as a marked improvement on Part I), 67 A. 
Tolstoy treats the theme of the death of Peter's mentor, Lefort, in 
such a way as to suggest that his real point of reference is that 
crucial mome!lt of Soviet history when Lenin died and Stalin suc
ceeded him as the only true successor. 

Lefort had been Peter's chief advisor in his plans for modernizing 
Russia. He had also (according to A. Tolstoy's account) encouraged 
Peter to be wary and tougher with his political enemies. When 
Lefort falls unexpectedly ill and dies, Moscow is secretly overjoyed, 
but the courtiers all fake grief over his coffin. Only Peter is truly 
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grief-stricken. He says farewell to his mentor, touching the edge of 
his coffin as he does so (a gesture symbolic of clasping the baton 
from his mentor), and declares: "I shall not find another friend like 
him. Together we shared our joys and our sorrows; in our thoughts 
we were of one mind." Then, suddenly, Peter pulls away from the 
coffin, dries his eyes, and assumes an august, aloof pose to the rest 
of the world. He is changed and will henceforth be tougher in his 
dealings (the spirited and impulsive tsar will be more "conscious"). 
Indeed, his conclusion, on seeing the behavior of the hypocrites 
around him, is "We should not have started at Azov [i.e., with a 
military campaign against external enemies] but with Moscow!" 
(vindication of the purges?). Only to his mistress, Anna Mops, can 
Peter express his grief. To her he says, "We have been orphaned .... 
Death has taken the wrong person."68 

The symbolic pattern of the passage of generations is, in the 
Stalinist novel, rarely as clearly linked to that crucial moment when 
Stalin succeeded Lenin. But Lenin's death in 1924 and the "oath" 
Stalin delivered to mark the occasion cast their semantic shadows 
over all the many scenes in later Socialist Realist novels when the 
positive hero stands by the deathbed or bier of his mentor. 

A. Tolstoy's stress on orphanhood is of interest because of the 
major role orphanhood plays in the political myths of fathers and 
sons. It is surely no · accident that a very high proportion of all 
thirties heroes, both fictional and real, were either fatherless at birth 
or lost their father in early childhood. The term orphan was even 
used to describe children who had one parent still alive. 69 The list 
here extends through such political leaders as Kirov, cultural au
thority figures like Gorky and Marr, Civil War heroes like Schors, 
to Aleksey Stakhanov himself and a virtual majority of novel 
heroes. And let us not forget the enormous attention paid in the 
thirties to the besprizorniki, the actual or de facto orphans of the 
streets. 

This trend could be ascribed to the fact that both Lenin and Stalin 
lost their fathers at an early age or perhaps simply to the high death 
rate among underprivileged Russians during those hard times under 
the Old Regime. But such explanations are inadequate and a bit 
simplistic. It should be remembered that from at least Oedipus to 
David Copperfield and beyond there has been a marked tendency 
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for literary heroes to be orphans. This is because the child without a 
father is to that extent a child without an identity. And in the great 
tale of Soviet society, whether told within fiction or without, all are 
orphans until they find their identity in the "great family." 



6 The Sense of Reality 
in the Heroic Age 

The official abandonment, after 1931, of the "little man" as the 
cornerstone of the new society was not an isolated change; it was 
part of a sweeping reevaluation of basic ideals encompassing most 
aspects of reality. One way of synthesizing the changes that took 
place during the first half of the thirties is to see them as represent
ing a reorientation from a horizontal, undifferentiated ordering of 
reality to a vertical, hierarchical ordering. Citizens were encouraged 
to look not alongside, to their "brothers," but upward to the 
"fathers." The sense of time shifted from a temporality that was 
homogenized (everything is Now), to a new sense of the importance 
of history and genealogy. 

An alternative way of synthesizing these value changes is to see 
them not in terms of a swing in the axis of value orientation from 
the horizontal to the vertical but as a basic philosophical reorienta
tion with repercussions in most aspects of Soviet life. During the 
thirties the Soviet Union de facto abandoned its faith in positivism 
in favor of a variety of idealism verging on mysticism. 

During the Plan years, positivism had reigned. Facts and statistics 
had a charisma unequaled before or since. Positivism matched not 
only the age's concern for practical matters and technological prog
ress, but also Marxism's self-image as a form of "scientific 
socialism" grounded in "the materialist world view." Moreover, 
positivism was in keeping with the the Plan years' militant anti
elitism; it was a democratic, undifferentiated way of knowing: no 
fact was manifestly superior to any other, the only ground for value 
being verifiability. 

After 1931 the positivist craze was quickly sloughed off, along 
with the other extreme enthusiasms defining the Plan years. The 
official platform was soon to become even antipositivist. Many 
articles appeared in the thirties attacking positivism as "objec
tivism" or "pseudo-objectivism." When rhetoric alluded to this de-

136 
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parture from positivism, it commonly invoked the Marxist distinc
tion between quantitative and qualitative change. 1 "A positivist," it 
was claimed, "is the person for whom science is a form of accurate 
accounting done with facts of 'medium dimensions' which are 
reckoned by quantity and not quality," and this leads to "in
difference to everything great, significant-a tendency to reduce 
these to the dimensions of banal phenomena."2 

This distinction between quantitative and qualitative change was 
also stressed in the authoritative Short Course of Party History 
(1938) in the crucial fourth chapter on dialectical materialism, at
tributed to Stalin. 3 In this chapter Engels is quoted on the distinc
tion between qualitative and quantitative change. Engels draws a 
comparison with physical processes, pointing out that, when water 
boils, there are at first progressive, quantitative changes as the 
water gets hotter. But when the boiling (or freezing) point is 
reached, a qualitative change occurs, a change in the water's actual 
physical structure.4 By analogy with these changes in water, there 
are so-called "qualitative leaps forward" (kacestvennye skacki) in 
history. A revolution is precisely one such qualitative leap forward: 
when the dialectical tensions reach their boiling point, a revolution 
brings about a qualitative change in society. This formula for 
evaluating change became a commonplace of theoretical writings in 
the late thirties. 

The formula was found not only in theoretical texts. It was pre
cisely in terms of "qualitative leaps forward" that the Stakhano
vites' achievements were described. Their production records were 
claimed to be immeasurably greater than any previously attained, 
so much so, it was said, that they could not be measured quantita
tively by those mere "facts of medium dimensions." Only by leap
ing off the mundane ground of the feasible were they able to attain 
such fantastic heights of production. 

Although these leaps were officially grounded in theory, once the 
leaper took to the air he was already in the realm of the fantastic. 
The thrust up from prosaic reality to somewhere "higher" be
came a key image of political culture in the thirties. All those para
gons of the new master race, the symbolic heroes, were said to make 
such a leap, figurative or actual, and thus go "higher." The Arctic 
fliers, for instance, were described in rhetoric as "reaching out into 
higher realms,"5 or "flying higher than anyone else in the world," 6 
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and the Arctic itself was called the "highest" point on the globe. 7 

"Ever Higher!" (vse vyse) became the cry of the age. 
These symbolic supermen seem almost to have anticipated 

Superman of the American comic book (who entered the scene in 
1938, three years after the Stakhanovites). Because of the age's 
concern for establishing lines of continuity reaching back into the 
past, its fantastic heroes were not totally new creations, as Super
man was, but harked back to the great epic heroes-some real, like 
Pugachev or the Civil War heroes, others purely legendary, from 
Russia's past. In rhetoric, virtually every important person or event 
was named after some counterpart in folklore, revolutionary his
tory, or traditional times. 

Every Soviet schoolchild of these years was taught that, in the 
words of a current slogan, "F airytale Has Become Reality." In their 
classrooms they sang songs like "Ever Higher": 

We were born that fairytale might become reality. 
To conquer the vastness of space 
Reason gave us steel wings for arms, 
And in the place of a heart they gave us a fiery motor. 

Ever higher and higher and higher 
We urge on our bird's flight, 
And in every propeller there breathes 
Peace for our borders. 8 

So much of what is quintessentially "mid-thirties" is contained 
in this song: feats reckoned in spatial terms, conquest, securing the 
borders, transposition of things pertaining to the modern world of 
technology into the epic tribal world of nature and the elements, 
and, finally, the cry "Ever Higher!" 

In rhetoric the major analogy given for the symbolic heroes was 
that figure of folk literature the-bogatyr'. The heroes' entire image 
was patterned along the lines of this colorful figure. Like the 
bogatyr' the symbolic hero was not merely a man who performed 
amazing feats; he was also defiant and high-spirited. The most 
commonly used adjective for the traditional bogatyr' was "daring" 
(derznovennyj); for his modern incarnation it was a variant of the 
same word, derzkij, 

Except in relation to Stalin (their "prince"), these modern 
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bogatyri were, like their antecedents, essentially rebels. The sym
bolic hero's antiauthoritarianism was directed largely at bureau
crats and scientists, who performed for him a function similar to 
that of the monsters or obstructions barring the traditional 
bogatyr"s path on his way to serve his prince. The bureaucrats and 
technical experts tried with all manner of red tape and "scientific" 
arguments to prevent the symbolic hero from performing his 
larger-than-life feats. But the modern bogatyr' always persisted and 
won through. As one panegyric said of the flier, Chkalov, in 1939: 

... limited and malicious people tried to force him into the 
dead-end of old norms [for flying], of limits to the possible, 
regulations, etc.; nevertheless, he-true Soviet man that he was!
shattered all these impediments with one bogatyr' -like thrust 
from the shoulder.9 

These thirties bogatyri imitate the patterns of Gleb Chumalov. In 
Gladkov's Cement (1925), Gleb, like the Stakhanovites and avia
tion heroes, strode into Soviet institutions in his seven-league boots 
and with one bogatyr'-like gesture sent flying all the red tape, re
strictive orders, and constraini~g advice from the experts. 10 The 
"tale" of the twenties had been coopted into rhetoric. 

As in Cement, in thirties rhetoric the Civil War provided a con
necting link between the traditional bogatyr' and his Soviet re
incarnation. One of the symbols used to link all three was a close 
relationship to horses. In thirties biographies of Civil War generals, 
writers stressed that even in childhood the hero had had a way with 
horses, an early sign of his heroic mettle. 11 Before long not only 
Civil War heroes were said to form early bonds with horses, but 
other thirties heroes as well. 12 In short, this became another sign of 
a hero's positive "spontaneity." 

If the hero missed out on spending time with horses in childhood, 
alternatively, as an adult, he would perform feats with some 
metaphorical "horse." The aviator was often said to drive not a 
plarre but a bird, which can be compared with the firebird on which 
the prince often rode in folklore. The aviator and the bird were 
usually so close that they were as one, as is implied in the line from 
the song "Ever Higher," quoted above ("Reason gave us steel wings 
for arms"). 

The close relationship was usually with a wild horse. In fact, the 
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hero's childhood affinity with wild horses seems to have been an 
early sign of the "surging initiative" that will lead him in adulthood 
to abjure the tame and make his leap forward. It is perhaps 
significant that in Russian the word for "leap forward" is skacok, 
or a leap on horseback. 

The thirties symbolic hero is somewhat like the wild mustangs of 
cowboy romance, which prove themselves superior to tame horses. 
The Stalinist hero is the "Thunderbird Son of Flicka;' of those vast 
Soviet expanses. But one does not have to go as far afield as th~ 
American cowboy to find comparisons for the function of the horse 
in the life of the thirties symbolic hero. Native Russian literary 
traditions are rich in horse symbolism. In Gogol's Deal Souls, three 
horses drive the troika, which is Russia, unremittingly on to her 
future destiny. In Bely's St. Petersburg, the horse bearing the auto
crat is about to take a great leap into the unknown. In Soviet fiction 
of the twenties, the "Scythian," that wild horseman of Russia's 
past, charges over the steppes, at one with his steed, symbol of that 
which is natively Russian, instinctive, antirational, and elemental. 

In all three images the horse's leap or ride is inexorable, icono
clastic, not born of reason but of innate powers. The horse's place 
in high Stalinist myth had its rationalization as a motif for the Civil 
War hero, but it also reinforced those defining traits of the symbolic 
hero-defiance and iconoclasm-contained in that common cap
sule description of him as the one who "breaks established norms" 
(lomajuSCij uzakonennuju rutinu) .13 

The thirties hero-bogatyr' as a figure who "dares," who 
"breaks" established norms of science or conventional bureaucratic 
practice, seems strangely at odds with the authoritarian, dogma
bound society in which he works. There is an incipient paradox 
between his "daring," "freedom-loving" nature and his ritual role 
as a model son. 

To some extent this paradox is resolved because the model "son" 
is not rebelling against the "father" but, on the contrary, is like him 
in nature. The "father" had, in early childhood, also defied au
thorities (i.e., the tsarist and church authorities) as his "sons" are 
now doing. Also, while the symbolic hero does indeed defy, he also 
relishes an opportunity to pay tribute to a truly luminous authority 
figure, a "father." It is only those false authority figures, the stul
tifying, restrictive bureaucrats, whom the hero's "surging" nature 
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leads him instinctively to defy. Thus his "revolt" is more a matter of 
joining the father in his struggles against those bureaucrats and 
their ilk. 

Stalin is in many respects the greatest bogatyr' of them all. As 
Barbusse describes him in the 1936 biography: "The story of his life 
is an unending series of victories over countless monster-like obsta
cles."14 If the model sons have seven-league boots, their father must 
have seventy-league boots, for it is said that, with his stride, Stalin 
covers ten times the distance anyone else covers. 15 Stalin also 
"dares" to break through established norms for the attainable. One 
metallurgical engineer remarked ecstatically, after meeting Stalin: 
"For Stalin there are no limits, no canons, and no traditions that he 
will not break."t6 

Stalin is capable of the greatest leaps forward of all. His powers 
are often represented in bogatyr'-like terms, but the father is a more 
protean figure than the sons, and his essential nature is not as easily 
exhausted by a single analogy. 

The Neo-Platonist Element in High Stalinist 
Epistemology 

The thirties reaction against the earlier cult of positivism and mun
dane materi"alism reached an extreme in a cult of higher-order 
knowledge. In a sense the thirties cry "Ever higher!" embodies its 
own mysticism. It reflects the general tendency in language of this 
period to draw away from its directly referential function into the 
associational or merely allusive one. The language of these years 
could almost be called incantatory. It was the medium of a system 
whose beliefs were ultimately inexpressible. They could only be 
alluded to. 

In many respects the system of knowing had by the mid-thirties 
developed into a variety of Neo-Platonism. Many of the attacks on 
"objectivism" implied that empirical knowledge represents mere 
"appearance," something as insubstantial (when compared to the 
real truth) as the shadows to which, in Plato's myth of the cave, 
most mortals are limited in their perceptions.17 Besides merely "see
ing appearances," it was possible to "know" a higher reality, but 
this reality was accessible only to the fathers. 

The symbols and myths of High Stalinist culture suggest an entire 
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new cosmology, organized vertically. At the lower, "ground" level 
are ordinary mortals, who form a shadow world. The Kremlin, 
which by the mid-thirties had already acquired enormous symbolic 
value, stands above them as a link, a Jacob's ladder, between the 
terrestrial and that which is "higher." Above, at a great height, 
stand those supraterrestrial beings, Lenin and Stalin. 

That Lenin had access to higher-order truth was axiomatic in this 
period. That Stalin had it also was implicit in the various descrip
tions of him given in biographies and memoirs. He is described by 
Barbusse as a man of few words-"like an ancient prophet."18 He 
is to knowledge what his son is to action: a "titanic sage" able to 
take "ten paces" to his bogatyr' 's one because he "sees far ahead" 
and has access to "mystery."19 One contemporary remarked that to 
listen to Stalin was like seeing a work by an artist of genius whom 
you don't understand at first; only years later do you begin to grasp 
what he is trying to express. 20 

Ironically, one is reminded here of the artist-seer who became for 
certain twenties intellectuals an important symbol for the anti
dogmatic. Examples of idealization of the artist-seer can be found 
in Zamyatin's works and in Tynyanov's description of Khlebnikov 
in his introduction to the collected works of Khlebnikov, published 
in 1929 (on which Kaverin based his portrait of the artist-hero 
Arkhimedov in his novel, Artist Unknown, of 1931). For 
Tynyanov, Khlebnikov was an artist in the sense that he was a man 
who had a new "vision," a figure who had the "courage" to ignore 
the norms and taboos of conventional art. Anyone who cared to 
follow such an artist, Tynyanov maintained, would "see" differ
ently from the way he had seen before; or, rather, since the artist
seer would be so far ahead of his times as to be able to "predict the 
future," anyone who sought to grasp what the artist had "seen" 
could do so only hazily. 21 Thus the notion that Stalin was a seer 
who sees far ahead and, like his "sons," breaks established norms 
provides a further example of the extent to which thirties political 
culture shared many of the ideas and images of earlier, non-Party 
(or even dissident) intellectual movements. 

This cult of the artist-seer among certain groups of twenties in
tellectuals was an implicitly aristocratic cult. High Stalinism de
mocratized the notion by giving access to higher truth to the model 
sons as well. However, while the father had complete access to the 
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"forms" of higher-level knowledge, the sons could grasp them only 
intuitively, inchoately, and with their father's guidance. This aspect 
was especially stressed in accounts of the Stakhanovites. At the 
October, 1935, meeting held to celebrate the Stakhanovite move
ment, Stalin said: "The thing that strikes us above all is the fact that 
this movement began, as it were, of its own accord, spontaneously 
[stixijno]; it was a movement from below, not born of any pressure 
whatsoever on the part of the administration of our enterprises."22 

The Stakhanovite was humble in origins and education, yet his 
achievement in raising production norms was quite explicitly not 
due to sheer physical strength. 23 The secret of his success lay in his 
daring to discount scientifically established norms. Any man who 
had the courage to go beyond that threshold, it was claimed, could 
outdo production quotas by "ten to one hundred times."24 Thus the 
Stakhanovite stood as an emblem not only in daring and achieve
ment but in epistemology as well. Among the many extravagant 
epithets coined for him, "Prometheus unbound" suggests precisely 
that.25 

But whence came his knowledge if not from science, education, 
or direction? Actually he was directed; but the official answer is 
"spontaneously," on the one hand, and "from Stalin" on the other. 
The Stakhanovites in their various autobiographical writings 
always stressed that it was some speech by Stalin that had inspired 
them originally to perform their feats. 

The main source of all the thirties symbolic heroes' "knowledge" 
came ex post facto (after their. feats), in encounters with Stalin at 
the Kremlin. In the many published accounts of these meetings, one 
gets a vivid sense of the striking parallels between High Stalinist 
myth and Plato's myth of the cave. When bidden to meet Stalin, the 
symbolic heroes typically approach the Kremlin with trepidation 
and nervous confusion; they feel all churned up inside and unable 
to express themselves. 26 When they enter the Great Hall of the 
-Kremlin, where they are to see Stalin, they are dazzled at first by a 
"blinding" light.27 But once they look at Stalin, they find the cour
age to speak, to put in words what they "know" within about their 
feats. 28 After such a meeting, everyone detects a radical change in 
the heroes. One participant in a Kremlin ceremony reports, for 
instance, that, ever after, he "saw differently than ever before."29 

In such meetings with Stalin is the great paradox resolved: out of 
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the surging elemental darkness the wild, inchoate "mustang" comes 
to see the "forms" in the dazzling Kremlin hall in order that hence
forth he may have words to express what he has so far grasped only 
hazily and intuitively. Once he "knows," he changes from rebel to 
leader and is reintegrated: he commonly starts studying at some 
institute, and he joins the Party. 

These Kremlin rituals provide a striking example of the crossover 
between fiction and Bolshevik reality. The meeting with Stalin is the 
ultimate stage in the gradual evolution of the mentor-disciple ex
change, a basic pattern of prerevolutionary radical fiction. The 
exchange has become a more elaborate, ritualized, and elevated 
occasion, and it now occurs not just between some lower-class 
everyman and a bearer of consciousness but between an upcoming 
citizen and the head of state. No longer does the mentor figure merely 
happen, due to circumstances, to be more conscious than his dis
ciple (as in Gorky's Mother), who, once enlightened, can go on to 
play mentor to others in turn. In the later version of the rite, the 
mentor has privileged access to the mysteries and will impart them 
only to the chosen and worthy. 

In Bolshevik fiction of the twenties one can find embryonic 
examples of this developing trend in the conventional mentor
disciple pattern. For instance, in Gladkov's first redaction of Ce
ment (1925), Gleb at one point goes to visit the Cheka head, Chibis, 
senses in him "mystery" and "vision," and concludes that Chibis 
must have seen Lenin in order to have such knowledge. 30 Gladkov 
thus anticipates the day when the mentor-disciple exchange would 
involve not simply the occasion for exchange of "consciousness" 
but also a myth for maintenance of the status quo. "Privileged" 
access is via the nation's leadership or its official forebears. 

In the third redaction, of 1941, the exchange between Gleb and 
Chibis has been expanded slightly to include the new convention in 
which anyone privileged enough to speak to one of the great fathers 
will have "new words": 

You see, I haven't seen him [Lenin], Comrade Chibis, and it 
seems to me I have missed out on the main thing in life. If only I 
could see him and hear him, then I would discover myself anew. I 
can't express this-I am poor in words .... But then they would 
be different .... Big and profound .... 31 
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Lenin passed his "light" and "mystery" on to Stalin. Now Stalin 
was passing it on to his chosen few. The myth of the "great family" 
provides not only for a succession of generations but for a chain of 
kairotic moments akin to the laying-on of hands in a church 
adhering to the doctrine of apostolic succession. In his meeting with 
Chibis, Gleb missed out on the laying-on of hands and therefore 
failed to transcend his state of "spontaneity" and gain an extra
personal identity. 

For the time being; however, the chain is not infinite. Not all are 
able to receive the "mystery" and "light" that the leaders have to 
give. The number of "sons" chosen to undergo the rite with their 
"father" is very small. It comprises only the symbolic heroes. 
Others, though they will grow in "consciousness" by means of a 
series of lesser mentor-pupil exchanges, are not yet sufficiently 
"high" to "see" the mysteries. 

Thus, in the thirties, the chosen "fathers" and "sons" had a differ
ent status in society from that of all other citizens. Although the 
rationale for their election derives in part from their superior na
tures, extraordinary service, and sacrifice, the ultimate criterion is 
epistemological: only if they "know," only if they have "seen" or 
been given directly the "mystery" and "light" of the other, more 
real, world (as in Plato's myth of the cave), can they claim the right 
to lead. 

In a sense this division between those who "see" and those who 
cannot provides a rationale for the elitism of the vanguard. But it is 
not merely a rationalization. This ontological division is very fun
damental to High Stalinist thinking and reaches into most aspects 
of life. The chosen I not chosen dichotomy is only one of a series. Two 
other dichotomies of especial importance are the two kinds of time 
and the two kinds of place. 

A striking example of the two orders of time can be found in 
Aleksey Stakhanov's description of his first Kremlin meeting with 

-"Our Father." During the meeting, Stalin addresses the assembled 
Stakhanovites, and at the end they respond with the inevitable 
tumultuous applause. Stalin repeatedly tries to put a halt to this 
flow of applause, but in vain. As a last resort he takes out his 
watch and points to the time. But, Stakhanov reports, "We did not 
acknowledge time." So they continued to applaud, undaunted. 32 

The Stakhanovites did not "acknowledge time" during their 
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meeting with Stalin because the time of that meeting was of a 
different order from that of everyday reality, something akin to the 
"great time" of which Mircea Eliade speaks in his analyses of 
myth. 33 It was a time that could not, like the quotidian, be reckoned 
in "facts of medium dimensions"-by measures of progressive, in
cremental, "quantitative" change (such as how many minutes have 
elapsed). 

There are two orders of place, too: those that are close to the 
forms, on the one hand, and, on the other, those that embody 
merely that temporary, present-day stage attained in historical 
evolution. In general, Moscow (or the Kremlin alone) symbolizes 
the higher-order place. Like the Stakhanovites, it represents a pre
figuration of that which is to come; it is the place from which that 
Jacob's ladder rises, leading to "higher" ref1lity (one Stakhanovite 
actually reported that, when he met Stalin at the Kremlin, he felt as 
if he were on a high tower).34 

In the mid-thirties the Soviet leadership set out to make Moscow 
literally higher than other Soviet towns. A decree of 1935 for the 
transformation of Moscow called for building higher buildings. The 
press reports of this scheme were colored by rhetoric to the effect 
that Moscow was in some way more advanced than the rest of the 
country.35 The leadership seemed to be trying to create a "myth of 
Moscow" to supplant the myth of St. Petersburg. As if to confirm 
that aim, not only was Moscow to be "higher"; it was to be more 
rationally planned as well, and built largely in granite, the building 
material associated with Peter's work in St. Petersburg. 

In Stalinist culture of the thirties there were, then, two orders of 
reality, ordinary and extraordinary, and, correspondingly, two or
ders of human being, of time, of place, and so on. Ordinary reality 
was considered valuable only as it could be seen to reflect some 
form, or ideal essence, found in higher-order reality. The dis
tinctions between ordinary reality and fiction lost the crucial im
portance they have in other philosophical systems. 

At this time, as at no other, the boundaries between fiction and 
fact became blurred. In all areas of public life-in meetings, the 
press, speeches, ceremonials, in those incredible, carnival-like mass 
processions where "enemies of the people" were borne in effigy, in 
the infamous political trials of 1936-38-the difference between 
fiction and fact, between theater and political event, between liter-
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ary plot and factual reporting, all became somewhat hazy. 
Not only did literature and life converge in these years, but the 

dominant literary modes were affected by the change in the pre
vailing sense of reality. The more Soviet society came to reject 
positivism and that empirical truth of "medium dimensions," the 
more the imaginative element came back into literature. In the ear
lier, prosaic days of the Plan years, positivist zealots, in their effort 
to squeeze the last bit of fiction out of all literary works, had left 
them almost bone dry. As a result, plot lines embodied mechanical 
and transparent motivations for providing readers with statistics, 
technological data, and object lessons in the value of mass labor. 

The reaction against these trends was gradual, but by the mid
thirties it had reached the opposite extreme. At first, critics merely 
denigrated "industrial fiction'' as being dull and lacking in human 
interest. They called for a literature about people rather than statis
tics, but based on "the typical in reality." Soon this catch phrase 
began to lose its appeal. In terms of Zhdanov's formulation of 
"socialist realism" at the First Writers' Congress of 1934--that 
literature should combine "the most matter-of-fact, everyday re
ality with the most heroic prospects"36-it could be said that, up to 
that point, "the most matter-of-fact" had tended to dominate in 
fiction but that, having been bogged down on the flat plains of 
reality for so long, Soviet literature now seemed to anxious to climb to 
more heroic heights. 

In order to describe homo extraordinarius, one needed more 
fabulous forms, such as fairytales. In fact, Gorky had for some time 
been advocating a sort of marriage between literature and folk 
forms, especially since his return from exile in 1931. In his speech to 
the First Writers' Congress (1934) Gorky called on literature to 
model its heroes on those of "folklore, i.e., the unwritten composi
tions. of the toiling man."37 Initially, this admonition resulted 
chiefly in the investment of resources in collecting oral folklore: 
hundreds of people went scurrying around the countryside record
ing tales and byliny, and a plethora of journals, institutions, con
ferences, etc., were set up to classify and disseminate the material 
thus collected. Js 

Before long, folklore ceased being a sort of cottage industry for 
academics and was incorporated into the myths of the "great fam
ily." Efforts were even made to establish a connection between the 
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country's "fathers" and its folklore. In the new biographies of Sta
lin, Voroshilov, and others that were being published at this time, it 
was stressed that in childhood these leaders had been prepared for 
heroism by imbibing folklore from their mothers.39 In his thirties 
speeches, Stalin used what he had learned from his mother by often 
referring to some folklore figure. 4o And Gorky, in a 1935 article 
"On Folktales," gave a touching account of how, in the extended 
family in his grandparents' house, they would settle down on winter 
evenings to hear his grandmother's fairy stories, and he remarked 
that these had had a much more profound effect on him than the 
religious tales offered by his austere and authoritarian grand
father.41 

When the tale-teller was given a place in the "great family," the 
marriage between the fable and Socialist Realist literature soon 
followed. Heroes became larger than life, their feats ever more 
fantastic and epic, and the language of the text ever richer in 
epithets and imagery transplanted from the folk tradition. Produc
tion heroes were now fed fairy stories and adventure tales rather 
than statistical manuals as models to guide them in writing sketches 
about their work. 42 

The use of folk genres for didactic pieces, popularizing ideology 
and policies, was not new, for it had been a feature of the narodyne 
izdanija turned out by revolutionaries in the nineteenth century. But 
there were two major differences in the thirties revival of folk 
forms. First, the Soviet literary establishment attempted to turn 
back the clock and create a genuine folk literature in praise of the 
new age. Second, the primary function of thirties "folk" literature 
was to legitimize the Stalinist leadership. 

In 1937 the publishing house "Two Five-Year Plans" invited 
some genuine singers of byliny to venture out of their remote vil
lages and come to Moscow to create byliny about the won
ders of the new age. With the concern for legitimacy and origins 
so typical of official bodies in the period, they invited a certain 
Marfa Kryukova because she was the granddaughter of the by/ina 
singer used as a source by the great nineteenth-century collector of 
folklore, Rybnikov.43 Indeed the Western scholar C. M. Bowra 
includes in his book Heroic Poetry not only the family tree of the 
impressive Kryukov dynasty of bards but that of another dynasty as 
well, the Ryabinins, whose fourth generation was likewise coopted 
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to sing the valor of the new bogatyri. 44 

These were no isolated examples. Starting with the First Writers' 
Congress in 1934, when the bard Suleyman Stalsky was pre
sented to the Congress and given a special ovation, folk bards 
(especially representatives of non-Russian peoples, like Stalsky 
from Dagestan and Dzhambul from Kazakhstan) were assigned 
major roles in Soviet literature and honored with awards like the 
Order of Lenin and the Stalin Prize. 

The care taken to ensure that thes~ bards had good pedigrees was 
not a reflection of mere officiousness. The main work done by the 
by/ina singers was celebrating the greatness of the dynasty of 
fathers and sons and, to a lesser extent, the symbolic heroes. A 
typical list of subjects about which byliny were written comprises 
Lenin, Stalin, Voroshilov, Ordzhonnikidze, Kaganovich, Kirov, 
Kalinin, Chapaev, Budyonny, Schors, the aviators, the polar ex
plorers, and the Stakhanovites.4s 

The majority of the neo-epics featured Soviet leaders who were 
prime actors in the official saga of Stalin's life and works. The 
pervasive obsession was with the legitimacy of the Lenin I Stalin I 
Trotsky succession. One finds negative epics (such as Dzhambul's 
"Destroy!," composed for the 1938 trial of Bukharin, Rykov, and 
Trotsky)46 and positive epics celebrating the magnificent line of the 
leadership. A good example would be Kryukova's "Tale of Lenin" 
(Skazanie o Lenine, 1937), whose protagonists are "the red sun 
Vlademir" (Lenin); the half-fabulous pagan prince of the tradi
tional Russian epic, the "Big Idol" (idolisce, Alexander III); the 
"magic knight" (Klim Voroshilov); Stalin -svet ("light"); the "furi
ous viper" (Lenin's would-be assassin, Kaplan); the "villain 
Trotsky"; and several bogatyri, such as Chapaev and Blyukher. 

The poem commences in the late nineteenth century with the 
execution of Lenin's older brother for terrorist activities, and it ends 
with Lenin's death and Stalin's succession. Its plot follows the gen
eral outline of the rewritten Stalinist version of Bolshevik history, 
but most of the well-known stages in the progess toward Stalin's 
hegemony are translated into by/ina cliches. For instance, Lenin 
makes a revolution in 1917 by gathering all the people around a 
magic pillar and tugging away at a "magic ring" until Mother 
Russia is turned away from the landlords and manufacturers. Like 
the folktale, this poem is also built on a triadic pattern: it is 
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punctuated by three meetings between Lenin and Stalin, after each 
of which Lenin sends Stalin out into the world to do his work.47 

The heavy use of the oral folk tradition in the written literature, 
the rhetoric, and even the public ritual of the thirties did not really 
represent a "marriage" between two previously distinct traditions. 
Indeed, the list of heroes Gorky presented to the First Writers' 
Congress as good models for Socialist Realism-a list compiled, he 
said, from "folklore, from the unwritten compositions of the toiling 
man"-includes Hercules, Prometheus, and Doctor Faustus.48 In 
other versions of this list Gorky included even Don Quixote, that 
pioneer figure in the history of literary self-consciousness. 49 

Moreover, the most persistent theme of Gorky's articles on litera
ture published in the thirties was the necessity of purifying the 
literary language and expunging all regionalism, earthiness, and 
folkisms from Soviet prose. so 

Literature was to provide either occasional pieces written to cele
brate the honor and glory of the Bolshevik leaders or models of the 
new man. These aims were not particularly well served by reviving 
folk genres. Indeed, for all the inspired outpourings of the people's 
bards, nowhere were the state's interests better served than in that 
old mainstay of literature, the novel. In the "folk" epic or tale, the 
crudity of the engrafted folksiness and the transparency of the de
vices reduced its effectiveness as a repository of myth. When an 
actual event, like the Revolution, was translated into a specific 
folklore motif-such as tugging at a magic ring and turning it away 
from the owning classes-its singular political and ideological 
significance was diluted. 

The thirties novel was more popular, but it was never very "folk." 
In writing a novel, the author would usually invoke parallels or 
imagery from folklore merely to embellish the plot. 51 In other 
words, folk elements were nonessential features in the Stalinist 
novel because the hero's exploits were not self-valuable as "feats," 
as they are in traditional folklore; the novel was, rather, a political 
allegory. 

It might seem that mid-thirties literature simulated a certain folk
siness rather as it simulated organicism and the Gemeinschaft 
world and that the powers-that-be cultivated the "people's bards" 
as court chroniclers because this enhanced their claim to be of and 
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by the people. The extravagant recognition they gave these largely 
illiterate singers and tellers of tales who came from outside the 
literary establishment provides another example of the ritual of 
status reversal. Just as Stakhanovites did not, in reality, perform 
their feats without direction but were instructed by local officials 
(Party officials, primarily), 52 so, too, professional writers were usu
ally assigned to the people's bards to "help'~ them compose their 
byliny and folktales. 53 

Yet the neo-folk elements did not represent mere clever packag
ing or embellishment of propagandistic tracts, for they were also a 
symptom of the convergence of "the real" and "the fictional" in 
High Stalinist ontology. One cannot discount the possibility that 
the leaders of the thirties were themselves partly caught up in the 
age's official myths. Robert Tucker has argued in his Stalin as Rev
olutionary, for instance, that Stalin's self-image as a Bolshevik rev
olutionary was patterned by the object of his childhood fascination, 
the Georgian epic hero Koba, whose name he sometimes took as an 
underground alias in his prerevolutionary days. 54 

The use of folk elements in thirties rhetoric and literature had 
broader functions than providing patterns for the hero cult. Their 
primary function was to provide a medium-"words"-to convey 
the new sense of reality. Thirties values comprised a belief system in 
which the notion of transcendence was central: going "higher," 
going beyond the this-worldly and mundane, beyond the realm of 
mere appearance. It was in effect a neoreligious doctrine of salva
tion and rebirth. For this belief system a new language was needed. 
However, the language most often used in the West in such 
situations-the language of Christian symbolism-was officially 
proscribed. And so, in a sense, folklore was, in the rhetoric of the 
thirties, a makeshift, used more as an enabling language, a medium, 
than anything else. In the postwar forties, this veneer of folkism 
rubbed off as easily as, in the thirties, it had been laid on. 

The natural generic antecedents of thirties literature, therefore, 
are found not in folktales but in the written tradition of religious 
literature. The incantatory nature of the rhetoric should not be 
confused with the characteristic repetitions of folk genres. It could 
be compared with the highly stylized medieval Russian homiletics 
(usingpletenie slaves). In other words, for all Gorky's claim to have 
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been influenced in his own work by the oral tradition and to have 
rejected the religious texts that were read to him in his early child
hood, the works produced by the new literary tradition-Sodalist 
Realism, which he was brought back to guide-were, like his own 
Mother, closer to the tradition he claimed to have jettisoned: the 
religious texts. 

The God-building Heresy as a Subtext 
of High Stalinist Culture? 

In the thirties the iconic attribute of all official heroes was "daring." 
But "daring" (and, especially, "daring" to discount all established 
norms and constraints) is a central concept in Nietzscheanism. In 
short, there was a heavy dash of Nietzscheanism in that decade's 
political culture. Indeed, even the purges could be regarded as an 
exercise in Nietzschean praxis. 

Nietzscheanism and Marxism-Lenism were for the most part 
antithetical philosophical systems. The element of Nietzscheanism 
in Stalinism could thus be seized on as evidence corroborating the 
perennial claim that Stalinism represented a departure from, or 
perversion of, true Marxism-Leninism. 

Actually, it is highly doubtful whether Nietzsche was a direct 
source for the image of the thirties hero as a man who "dares," but 
he may have left his mark by proxy. Nietzsche's ideas colored the 
writings of many Russian thinkers of this century, including, in the 
twenties, Zamyatin, Tynyanov, and Kaverin. Nietzsche even had an 
influence on some Party intellectuals, an influence reflected in the 
philosophy of God-building that Gorky himself espoused for a time, 
early in this century. Lenin denounced God-building as a heresy. And 
yet the God-builders (Gorky, Lunacharsky, Bogdanov, and others) 
seem to have had the last laugh, for the language, ideas, and myths of 
their earlier works, inspired by the ideas of God-building, can 
almost all be found in the official rhetoric of the thirties. 

There are many examples of this in that most curious work of 
Gorky's neo-Nietzschean phase, his short prose piece of 1903, 
"Man." "Man" is a conflation of disparate trends in the intellectual 
history of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. At the same time, 
"Man" contains many of the catchphrases and ideas of High 
Stalinism; for instance, it was written not as a paean to Everyman 
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but to the man who could go "far ahead of the ordinary man and 
above life."55 It praises the man who is not of "medium di
mensions" but reaches up "higher." As with the Soviet superhero of 
the thirties, the pattern of man's progress to true "awareness" (soz
nanie; cf. Marxist-Leninist "consciousness" or soznatel'nost') runs 
through a series of combat engagements with willful, irrational 
phenomena which are overcome partly because the hero "dares." 
The recurring refrain that accompanies man's progress is this: "And 
so rebellious man proceeds on through that terrible murk of the 
mysteries of existence. Onward and upward! Forever onward and 
upward!" This refrain is often shortened to simply "Onward and up
ward!" Here, it would seem, we have the origin of that defining 
catchphrase of the thirties, "Ever onward, ever upward!" Indeed, 
Gorky himself used it in articles he wrote in the thirties. 56 

A later work that Gorky wrote during his God-building phase, A 
Confession (1908)-the work Lenin attacked-basically ex
pounded the same ideas as "Man" but showed less European in
fluence. It drew more from native-grown and Russo-centric in
tellectual movements, and especially from certain varieties of 
Slavophilism that idealize the folk rebel and Mother Earth. A Con
fession, like "Man," also contains many ideas and catchphrases 
that seem to anticipate High Stalinist culture. For instance, one can 
find parallels with the patriarchal line of the "great family." The 
narrator I hero is a foundling, abandoned on a noble estate. When 
he grows to manhood and sets out on a spiritual quest, he becomes 
convinced that each of the mentor figures he encounters must be his 
true father. 57 

In A Confession Gorky also used particular phrases that were 
to reecho in the thirties (e.g., ''the people are immortal" and 
"the tribe"). His language, however, was distinctly liturgical 
(e.g., "Veliko-mucenik velij, cem vse, cerkov'ju pravoslalennye----5ej 
bo esi bog, tvoraj cudesa" ["You are a great martyr, greater than all 

. those who have been glorified by the church-for you are god, you 
perform miracles"]).58 Gorky undoubtedly chose this language be
cause he quite explicitly wanted God-building to replace the Chris
tian religion, but his use of it goes beyond conscious stylization. For 
all his emphasis on reason and knowledge in his writings of these 
years, these are mystical, elusive categories. 

All this evidence would suggest that High Stalinist rhetoric and 
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fiction were colored by the ideas, tone, and even the language of 
God-building-that Marxist heresy deplored by Lenin. Still, it 
would be wrong to make a direct identification between the symbols, 
language, and ideas of one social-intellectual context and another. 
In attempting to assess Gorky's influence on Soviet rhetoric and 
literature, it must first be recognized that Gorky's own ideas and 
key symbols did not come to him in vacuo. As presented in "Man" 
and A Confession, they represent a mixture of different elements, 
derived from both Russian and Western European intellectual 
movements. Thus it is not necessarily the case that Gorky was a 
kind of intellectual bogatyr' who singlehandedly moved the great 
"boulder" of Soviet culture. 

Although much of the symbolism of Gorky's God-building 
period surfaced again in Stalinist rhetoric, in the new context 
neither its functions nor its meaning were exactly the same as be
fore. This can be appreciated if one looks at Gorky's 1933 essay 
bearing the suggestive title "Onward and Upward, Komsomol!" 
Gorky here urges the komsomol to be zealous in eradicating 
"two-legged parasites" (people clinging to old, bourgeois, self
centered values) and to keep before him the image of Pavel 
Morozov, the pioneer hero who denounced his father as a kulak 
and died a martyr's death for it. In other words, Gorky himself later 
used, in support of the "vigilance" whipped up for the Stalinist 
trials, the language and symbols of his original idealistic vision in 
"Man." 

During the First Five-Year Plan Gorky was himself an advocate 
of values that were implicitly opposed to those he expressed both 
later and in his earlier, neo-Nietzschean, phase. In an article of 
1928, "On Little People and Their Great Work," he expresses a 
new vision, one of countless little men (rather than the godlike big 
men) who performed great deeds with small, modest, collective ef
forts. 59 The ideal that Gorky proposes here involves a long process 
of gradual, incremental or "quantitative" change and is implicitly 
opposed to the ideal of radical, "qualitative" change, of "great 
leaps forward." 

Thus it might be said that, when Gorky arrived in Moscow to 
head up Soviet literature, he stamped the idiosyncratic imprint of 
the ideas he brought with him not only on Socialist Realist litera
ture but on Stalinist political culture and rhetoric. Yet it could also 
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be said that Gorky himself was caught up in the major cultural 
vogues of Stalinism and that he changed his ideas along with the 
swings of the axes of value. For Gorky, as for so many other actors 
in the thirties, the questions "Who whom?" (kto kogo), "Who 
what?," and "What whom?" are ultimately insoluble, for "who," 
"what," and "whom" were all part of the single interacting process 
in which fiction, myth, ideology, reality, actors, and historical 
figures all were caught .. 
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7 The Prototypical Plot 

In some ways the most definitive characteristic of Socialist Realism 
is not the mode of writing it envisages but its radical reconception 
of the role of the writer. After 1932 (at least) the Stalinist writer was 
no longer the creator of original texts; he became the teller of tales 
already prefigured in Party lore. Consequently, his function is 
rather like that of the chroniclers of the Middle Ages, as described 
by Walter Benjamin: 

By basing their historical tales on a divine plan of salvation-an 
inscrutable one-they have from the very start lifted the burden 
of demonstrable explanation from their own shoulders .... [They 
are] not concerned with an accurate concatenation of definite 
events, but with the way these are embedded in the great inscrut
able course of the world. 1 

The Stalinist novelist must present a fictionalized account of re
ality and events, but these "historical tales" must be based on 
something analogous to the "divine plan of salvation" followed by 
the medieval chronicler, namely, on the Marxist-Leninist account 
of history. None of the discrepancies between theory and practice 
that give such headaches to the theorists (such as the state's resis
tanceto its scheduled withering-away) needs to concern him, for he 
does not have to prove anything. As chronicler he merely shows 
how, in the particular model situation he has chosen, social and 
political contradictions work themselves out in successive resolu
tions of the spontaneity I consciousness dialectic. 

A corollary of the Soviet novelist's status as mere teller of tales is 
his lack of autonomy over his own texts. It is the prerogative of his 
editors, critics, and patrons to see to it that the purity of the tale is 
preserved in the novelist's work. This prerogative has been demon
strated again and again by evidence that writers have been pres
sured into rewriting and I or that their works have been altered by 
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editors without their permission. The author's creativity is not 
completely frustrated, however; for, working within the well
known parameters of the Socialist Realist tradition, he can yet bring 
his ingenuity and imagination to bear in translating History into 
symbolic form. Thus one can find a range of literary quality even 
among works that have preserved the purity of the tale. 

A. Fadeev's The Young Guard (1951) provides a good example. 
For reasons of textual history, the purity of the "tale" has been 
more conscientiously preserved in this novel than is usual even in 
the classics of Socialist Realism. Thus the novel is virtually a 
textbook example of the master plot; yet this does not prevent it 
from being one of the finer examples of Socialist Realism in terms of 
literary quality. Actually, it is an example of the master plot in its 
most generalized form. This is not a production novel; hence, many 
of the functions to be found in that fuller version of the Soviet novel 
(outlined in Appendix A) are omitted. 

In the summer of 1943 the Central Committee of the Komsomol 
assigned Fadeev the task of writing about Komsomol resistance in 
the Donbass mining town of Krasnodon during the German occu
pation of late 1942 and 1943. At that time Fadeev was secretary of 
the Writers' Union. As captain of the team, he could be expected to 
obey all the rules. Fadeev prepared himself for this task very consci
entiously. He read the diaries of the participants and their families, 
sifted through documents, and spent a month in Krasnodon taking 
interviews. 2 The resulting novel was a tribute to Komsomol 
heroism that singled out as hero the real-life commissar of the 
Krasnodon Komsomol movement, Oleg Koshevoy. 

When Fadeev published The Young Guard in 1945 in the Kom
somol journal of the same name, it was acclaimed by the critics. In 
fact, their response suggests that The Young Guard had been 
chosen as the paradigm of Socialist Realism for the forties, to be for 
that decade what N. Ostrovsky's How the Steel Was Tempered had 
been for the thirties. It was in this climate of enthusiasm that The 
Young Guard received a Stalin Prize, First Class, in 1946. 

In late 194 7 the situation changed. The eulogies came to an 
abrupt halt as critical reviews of the novel appeared in Culture and 
Life, Pravda, and other authoritative periodicals. All of the attacks 
on the novel centered on the minor role accorded to the Party in the 
dramas at Krasnodon. It was suggested that, had Fadeev felt a little 
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less bound by the documents he had read, he would have written 
the novel differently.3 To translate these criticisms into the terms I 
have used in Part Two, Fadeev was too tied to "appearances" and 
failed to depict the higher reality of the "forms." He extolled the 
exploits of the "sons"-which would have been admirable, except 
that he neglected to tell of the pivotal role of the "fathers." In other 
words, Fadeev did not tell the tale correctly. Several other prom
inent writers were also attacked for failing to depict the Party's 
role accurately (e.g., V. Kataev for For the Power of the Soviets 
[1949] and K. Simonov for Smoke of the Fatherland [1947]). But 
Fadeev was the most senior. For all his status as titular head of 
Soviet literature and author of two Socialist Realist classics (The 
Rout [1927] and The Last of the Udege [1930-40]), for all the care 
he took to research his story, Fadeev was not entitled to autonomy 
over his own text. 

Rather than be judged a poor chronicler, Fadeev met those criti
cisms and set about rewriting the novel. The second redaction was 
published in 1951 and was given the official stamp of approval in a 
Pravda editorial of December 23, 1951. This redaction was there
upon reincorporated into the Socialist Realist canon as an exemplar; 
consequently, the second redaction is the source referred to here. 

The main changes Fadeev made in rewriting The Young Guard 
were additions. The number of chapters swelled from fifty-four in 
the first redaction to sixty-four in the second, and many of the old 
chapters were expanded. Most additions show the work of the 
"fathers" in the form of local Party officials and the role of an 
internal mentor in the Komsomol group, Ivan Turkenich, a 
wounded Red Army officer who directed the Young Guard's 
Party-given assignments. 

In particular, Fadeev gave a central role to the head of the Party 
underground, Lyutikov. In the first redaction Lyutikov had been a 
shadowy figure, having no major role and, in any case, killed in 
chapter 29. But in the second redaction it is Lyutikov who provides 
the main guidelines for the Young Guard's work (while Turkenich 
directs the day-by-day operations). He is the mentor figure for the 
novel's model "son," Oleg. Besides giving Oleg a ritual "father," 
Fadeev also strove in the second redaction to enhance the "son" 
quality of Oleg, to make him more of a normal lad and less the pure, 
heroic martyr.4 
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The second redaction represents a remarkably pure and classical 
version of History's "divine plan" told in terms of the myth of the 
"great family." The novel is almost perfectly transparent and lacks 
the impurities that most other Soviet novels have--e.g., ambiguity, 
characters who are individualized and not complete subfunctions of 
their historical roles. 

This redaction was published in 1951, only two years before 
Stalin's death. However, since the first redaction, which provides 
the bulk of the text for the second, was published in 1945, before 
the distinctive conventions of the forties had evolved, the novel is 
(even in its second redaction) closer in imagery, plot, and charac
terization to fiction of the "heroic age" of the thirties than to typical 
forties prose. 

The Plot of The Young Guard 

In Socialist Realist fiction, the Soviet "divine plan of salvation," or 
Marxist-Leninist account of History, is condensed by means of 
highly codified conventions and told as a tale. This tale is of a 
questing hero who sets out .in search of "consciousness." En route 
he encounters obstacles that test his strength and determination, 
but in the end he attains his goal. 

Thus described, the structure of the typical Socialist Realist novel 
does not appear to be very distinctive. The hero's quest is but a 
variant of the most common plot type of all. How many heroes of 
world literature set out to attain a goal, encounter obstacles en 
route, and so on! The Soviet novel is somewhat distinctive in that 
the hero's quest typically has a dual goal. On the one hand, he has 
before him a task from the public sphere. He may, for instance, aim 
to supervise the construction of a dam or to raise production yields. 
But his second, and more important, goal is to resolve within him
self the tension between "spontaneity" and "consciousness." Since 
the public and private goals are fused, the hero's personal resolu
tion becomes a historical allegory. 

In the following summary of The Young Guard one can see how 
the public and private tasks are fused in a single plot: 

In late 1942 the inhabitants of the Donbass mining town Kras
nodon are confronted by an imminent German invasion. Most 
attempt to flee, but many are forced to return when they en-
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counter the advancing Germans. The Party organization and 
partisans manage to evacuate, but they do so only after organiz
ing an underground Party organization to stay behind under the 
leadership of Fillip Petrovich Lyutikov. Many attempt to flee the 
town, including the novel's hero, Oleg Koshevoy. While Oleg is 
absent from the town, his role as "son" is temporarily assumed 
by a younger lad, Seryozha. But Oleg is turned back, and, to
gether with other members of the Komsomol who did not man
age to flee, he organizes a resistance organization called the 
Young Guard (which is also the name traditionally used for 
the Komsomol movement). The Young Guard is led by Oleg as 
commissar and by Ivan Turkenich as commander. Some mem
bers of the group establish contact with the Party underground, 
and Oleg periodically has secret meetings with Lyutikov, who 
gives him advice and instructions for the terroristic and counter
propagandistic work of the Young Guard. The Young Guard 
executes a series of daring coups against the German occupiers; 
but before the Soviet troops advancing from Stalingrad are able 
to liberate the town, the Young Guard organization is uncovered 
by the Germans. Most of its members are arrested (together with 
Lyutikov and another member of the Party underground), and, 
after prolonged torture and interrogation, they are executed. 

Oleg's public task is to undermine the Germans' grip on Krasno-
don by organizing the Young Guard (under Party guidance) in 
terroristic and counterpropagandistic activities. As he sets about 
this task, Oleg grows in "consciousness." Through his Komsomol 
work Oleg gains greater confidence, experience, and maturity and 
an increasing understanding of the need to subordinate his individ
ual initiative and even his sense of what is right to the judgment of 
the collective. 

In Socialist Realist novels the public task provides content and · 
specificity (it tells which obstacles are to be overcome, etc.) for the 
hero's ritual progress toward "consciousness," but it is only periph
erally a motivating force. The actual motivating structure that en
ables the hero to attain "consciousness" is closely tied to the vari
ous myths of High Stalinist rhetoric. 

Nature in The Young Guard 

It will be recalled that the characteristic tropes used in High 
Stalinist rhetoric to describe modern Soviet Russia gave it the air of 
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an epic, tribal world, where man communed with·nature and the 
elements. This tendency is quite marked in The Young Guard, 
where only occasionally does the reader get a sense that the action is 
set in a mining town of the mid-twentieth century: One of the 
specific ways in which Fadeev gives his modern setting a more 
traditional aura is by using that great classic of early Russian liter
ature The Igor Tale as a hidden referent. The theme of The Young 
Guard lends itself to this identification, for both texts are about 
brave princes who go to fight a foreign foe but are, most of them, 
slain or captured (Oleg is a "prince" in the sense that he was a 
Komsomolleader). In The Igor Tale these events are meant as a call 
for national unity, and this was a prevailing motif of forties rhetoric 
in the Soviet Union, too. 

As in the epic (and High Stalinist rhetoric), the hero's main feats 
and challenges are against foes and nature (or nature-like 
phenomena). The setting is ostensibly a twentieth-century industrial 
town complete with rival bureaucracies, modern armies, coal 
mines, tanks, jeeps, etc. But the metaphorical system for presenting 
the heroes belongs "mostly to the vocabulary of the hunt, of the 
domain of agriculture, and to that of meteorological phenomena." 
This description comes from Nabokov's commentary on The Igor 
Tale, 5 and it is appropriate for a work about twelfth-century Rus
sia. Yet it applies almost equally well to The Young Guard. 

Nature's role in the novel amounts to considerably more than 
providing an occasional decorative simile. Closeness to nature 
seems to be a major criterion for establishing that a protagonist's 
"spontaneity" is positive. On the surface of things, Oleg could 
hardly be described as a child of nature. He lives in a mining town 
and is from a fairly educated family, which has close Party ties. His 
mother is a schoolteacher, and his late stepfather had had technical 
training. An uncle who lives with them is a mining engineer. Yet, in 
a lyrical passage, where Oleg recalls his mother as she was in his 
childhood, we are given a pastoral idyll composed of brief scenes 
one would associate with the daily life of a rural peasant. 6 

In Stalinist novels nature usually provides not merely the setting 
but the antagonist (or the controlling metaphor for the antagonist), 
i.e., the major obstacle of the hero's path to "consciousness" and 
task fulfillment. The Young Guard is untypical in that a natural 
disaster does not occur at the novel's climax. The device is not 
essential to this novel because of the vicious, "elemental" obstacle 



165 The Prototypical Plot 

in the form of the German occupation. As the enemy advances over 
the plains to take the town, the narrator likens the roar of its tanks 
to the droning of bumblebees, 7 and he likens the advancing troops 
first to "a black shadow looming up behind [the people's] backs, 
with its wings already extending north and south"8 (here there are 
also hints of the eclipse which the princely heroes saw as a bad 
omen as they rode to battle in The Igor Tale), and then to "A long, 
fat, green serpent, with its scales glittering in the sunlight, which, as 
it wound its way forward, extended farther and farther from the 
horizon."9 

The struggle with nature is used mostly as a training ground for 
the sort of manliness it will take to meet such a foe. For instance, 
Oleg recalls his stepfather's part in his upbringing as constituting a 
"training in courage" consisting of "working in the fields, hunting, 
training to handle horses, canoeing on the Dnieper."10 And when 
Oleg emerges from this preparatory period, his first exploit is to 
rescue a fair maiden from distress by calming the stampeding horses 
that threaten to harm her. 11 

In the political culture of the thirties, special abilities with 
horses-especially with wild horses-was, as I have mentioned, a 
mark of the truly valiant son-bogatyr', the reincarnation of the 
legendary Red Army cavalryman of the Civil War. The Civil War 
plays an important role in preparing the "sons" in The Young 
Guard, too. Almost all the "father" figures of this novel had been 
active in the partisan movement or the Red Army during the Civil 
War. 12 Oleg's stepfather had been also, and much of the "training" 
in courage he gave to Oleg consisted of imparting skills that would 
be useful in partisan life. When Oleg becomes involved in under
ground work, he takes his stepfather's old code name (Kaschuk) 
from his partisan days.13 

Fadeev's use of the distinctive symbols of High Stalinist rhetoric 
is even more marked in his descriptions of another young hero in 
the novel, Seryozhka, the young Komsomol who assumes Oleg's 
function as positive hero in the early sections of the book, when 
Oleg is absent from the town. Seryozhka is marked from early 
childhood as one who performs great physical feats. A true example 
of positive "spontaneity,'' his hallmark is extraordinary energy and 
extraordinary ambition for doing something truly great. His en
ergy, however, is accompanied by a childish highspiritedness that is 
always getting him into scrapes. His models for the "truly great" 
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feat come either from the epic-tribal world or from the roster of 
thirties official heroes and their achievements. 

In one section, Seryozhka goes over in his mind the kinds of feats 
he longs to emulate. He first enumerates wistfully a series of daring 
deeds involving prowess over nature: swimming deep under water, 
scaling the loftiest peaks, battling storms and reefs at sea, wrestling 
with boa constrictors, jaguars, crocodiles, lions, and elephants. He 
brings his list into the modern period by adding some official heroes 
of the thirties: "People who are just as simple as you," i.e., "Frunze, 
Voroshilov, Ordzhonnikidze, Kirov, and Stalin," the Chelyuskin 
(Arctic) expedition, the most famous aviation heroes (Chkalov, 
Gromov, and Papanin), and Stakhanovites from Seryozhka's native 
Donbass. 14 The Party leaders' feats are described solely in terms of 
fleeing exile, the fliers in ten~s of triumph over physical obstacles. 
The Stakhanovites' feats are never made explicit; only their fame is 
described. In other words, Fadeev has stripped his account of the 
official Soviet heroes of any material that might make their actions 
seem incongruous as a natural sequel to such exercises in courage as 
wrestling with jaguars. 

This is but one of the many places in the narrative where nature is 
used to suggest the organic status of the Party and its government in 
Soviet life. In a passage describing Seryozhka's childhood, for in
stance, the narrator reveals the device, so to speak, by implicitly 
identifying the struggle with nature with the preparation of cadres. 
He observes: "Seryozhka grew up like grass in the steppe. He was 
toughened [zakalen] by all the suns and the winds, and the rains 
and the frosts, and the skin on his feet grew tough, like a camel's, 
and no matter what ill or wounds might befall him in life, every
thing would be healed in an instant, just as with the fantastic 
bogatyr'. " 15 Thus, on the one hand, this child of nature is explicitly 
identified with the bogatyr', while, on the other, his nature-given 
powers are the "powers" of the incipient bureaucrat or Party 
executive; the word zakalen, which Fadeev uses here, is a standard 
term of Party rhetoric for "trained" and "tested" cadres. 

Zakalen occurs in a context that has no other ostensible connec
tion with political life, but, since zakalen is a sign with a very clear 
referent to any Soviet reader, the political dimension is implicit in 
the narrator's observation. Through the use of just such signs and 
other analogous techniques, the subject of Soviet political in
stitutions and leaders is always engaged in a novel, whatever the 
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subject matter. Consequently, whenever a hero attains the end of 
his quest, whenever he reaches "consciousness," then, symbolically 
at least, he also resolves any apparent contradictions there may 
have been between his own inclinations and interests and those of 
Soviet society. 

The Plot as a Rite of Passage 

The Stalinist novel usually depicts modern institutions and hierar
chies, yet the motivating structure that brings all conflicts to their 
resolution harks back to the traditional world. This can be seen in 
the main plot elements of the typical Socialist Realist novel. A hero 
sets out consciously to achieve his goal, which involves social inte
gration and collective rather than individual identity for himself. He 
is inspired by the challenge of overcoming the obstacles that bar 
him from realizing those aims: those "spontaneous," i.e., arbitrary 
and self-willed, aspects of himself and forces in the world around 
him (predominantly the elements themselves but also other obsta
cles that have the force or quality of the elements). The hero is 
assisted in his quest by an older and more "conscious" figure who 
has made just such a successful quest before him. All these aspects 
of the typical Soviet novel's plot suggest that the most appropriate 
analogy to it can be found not in one of the many literary variants 
on the quest structure but rather in the rite of passage of traditional 
culture. 

The most classic form of this rite is a tribal initiation. A youth 
undergoes a series of trials and, if successful, is initiated into man
hood status and becomes a full-fledged member of the tribe. An
thropologists do not, however, confine their discussions of the rite 
to traditional or even to preurban societies, for rites of passage are 
at least metaphorically present in many of our present-day social 
customs (e.g., graduation ceremonies). However, because society is 
presented in the Soviet novel as if constituting a simple, organic 
whole, and because the hero is constantly engaged in tussles with 
elemental forces, it is in fact more appropriate to draw a structural 
(as distinct from a thematic) analogy with the rite of passage in 
precisely its most classic expression-initiation into a tribe. 

In the majority of Stalinist novels the plot runs roughly as fol
lows. In the opening sections the hero is presented with some task in 
the public sphere, the fulfillment of which will really test his 
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strength and determination. In the middle sections he endeavors to 
complete the task, against formidable obstacles, and, as he meets 
each test, he gradually achieves the required degree of self-mastery 
and impersonality to be initiated. The novel reaches its formal end 
in a scene where the moment of passage is enacted. A character who 
has already attained "consciousness" presides and helps the hero 
shed the last vestiges of his individualistic consciousness and cross 
over to "there." At that moment the spontaneity I consciousness 
dialectic is symbolically resolved. 

Since the moment of passage is the novel's structural pivot, the 
character functions of the two who take part in it are absolutely 
crucial-that is to say, the hero's function and the function of those 
who officiate at the hero's passage, or, in the present context, the 
initiate (hero) and the elder (his helper). In order to maintain the 
exalted "there" -ness of the state reached by the hero at the end, the 
number of characters who assume either of these functions is lim
ited to the smallest possible number. Usually only two are selected 
from among all the positive characters-in The Young Guard, only 
Lyutikov as elder and Oleg as initiate. But each is given a whole 
series of extra markings (other than "serious," "calm," etc., for 
"consciousness,"16 plus the Leninist traits) that establish and justify 
his unique ritual role. 

Some of the differences between the markings used for an initiate 
or elder and those used for other positive characters are purely 
qualitative. In order to be an elder or initiate, for example, a given 
protagonist must be more "conscious," more committed, and ex
hibit more leadership qualities than other positive characters. 

Two additional sets of criteria must also be taken into account. 
First, since legitimization of the present leadership is an important 
function of the Stalinist novel, it is crucial that the initiation rite be 
enacted in such a way as to proclaim symbolically the purity and 
perpetuity of the Leninist line. It is essential that the rite occur 
under the auspices of an elder whose biography and attributes place 
him in a line of direct Leninist succession. Consequently, the mark
ers for the elder are fuller and more conventionalized than those of 
the initiate. 

The character who assumes the role of elder should be of pro
letarian origins or at least have been in the Party for some time and 
hold a fairly high rank in the local administration (there are rec-
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ognized substitutes for elders of a younger age group or who are 
not Soviet). He should have been tested by revolutionary or enemy 
fire, and, as a token of his preparedness for sacrifice, he should bear 
such scars as physical wounds or personal loss. The elder should 
also have seen Lenin or have worked for the cause in Lenin's day. 
As time goes on, it has been harder to meet this last criterion, and 
several alternative ways of establishing a Leninist connection have 
evolved. 

The initiate's fu~ction, which is to aspire to elderhood, predicates 
change. This function therefore does not have its own criteria, in
dependent of those for an elder. Even the stipulation that the ini
tiate be less experienced and less self-controlled than the elder is not 
independent. Consequently, at the beginning of the novel, when the 
initiate should be farthest from elderhood, there are no rigid 
specifications for initiate status; but, the more criteria for elderhood 
that are met by a given character representing the positive form of 
"spontaneity," the more likely he is to be singled out as the initiate. 
During the novel the initiate will acquire more and more of the 
features that would qualify him for elderhood. In a sense, the main 
purpose of his series of trials is to make up for any deficiencies his 
vita may have at the outset. But he does not have to make them up 
fully in order to be initiated. They are, as it were, compensated for 
in the act of initiation itself. It is unrealistic, for instance, that a 
young initiate in a novel of the 1940s should have seen Lenin, but 
he can acquire this characteristic through ritual; then, in the words 
of the Soviet slogan, "Lenin lives on" in him. 

Fadeev followed most of these conventions in The Young Guard, 
but there are some minor departures from the standard pattern. For 
instance, almost all of the ten or so local Party officials meet the 
criteria for elderhood, but Lyutikov is the logical candidate because 
all the others are either junior to him or are out of town during 
most of the novel. Likewise, neither Lyutikov nor Oleg bear any 
-"scars" acquired in revolutionary struggle, but they cancel out 
that deficiency at the end, when both make the supreme sacrifice. 
Finally, since the age gap between initiate and elder is greater than 
is customary-Oleg being a mere sixteen-year-old, while Lyutikov 
is over fifty-Oleg lags far behind Lyutikov in meeting the criteria for 
elderhood; but many of the criteria not met by him are met by other 
members of his family-on his behalf, as it were. For instance, his 



170 III. An Analysis of the 
Conventional Soviet Novel 

grandparents were proletarian, his stepfather had been a partisan in 
the Civil War, and several of his relatives had also been active in the 
Party. 17 

A final set of markings for elder and initiate derives from their 
respective roles in the motivating structure, the rite of passage. The 
main formula here is that the elder should be shown to be old and 
about to "pass on," while the initiate is young and maturing. Thus, 
regardless of the actual age of the elder, he will be described as 
being tired, gray, wasted, and stooped. If the author does not see fit 
to represent him as aging, he may achieve a similar effect by ren
dering his elder seriously ill or badly injured (he has given his health 
to the cause or has risked his life for it). By contrast, the initiate is 
conventionally hale and hearty, and, as the novel progresses, he is 
seen to "grow": his back may become straighter and his step more 
sprightly and assured. 

In The Young Guard Fadeev not only adopts this schematic con
trast but emphasizes it. His initial description of Lyutikov and Oleg 
at their first meeting runs: "a heavily aging man ... and a youth in 
his prime." For all the most elevated moments he consistently pre
fers to use the epithets "the youth" and "the old man" rather than 
their actual names. Furthermore, when Fadeev introduces Lyutikov 
into the novel, he begins by describing how Lyutikov is old, over
weight, constantly short of breath, and has been in ill health for 
some time. Only after that does he provide the reader with in
formation about Lyutikov's biography and present position!18 In
deed, it is difficult for Lyutikov to make any appearance in the 
narrative without Fadeev's refreshing our memories on these 
points. 

In most novels the pivotal opposition of elder and initiate is not 
immediately apparent to the reader because the elder, being so 
hallowed a figure, rarely occupies the center of the stage. In some 
novels, indeed, he does not appear any earlier than the initiation 
scene. In such cases, the author merely has some local senior put on 
the mask of the elder for this scene, or he has some elder figure 
appear as if from nowhere, like a deus ex machina. Usually, how
ever, the elder is involved for at least one scene prior to the initia
tion, when he prepares his initiate for the rite. 

For this preparatory phase of the rite, the elder's role vis-a-vis the 
initiate is like that of a mentor to a disciple, a father to a son. In 
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other words, it is but a variant of that archetypal binary model for 
the process of (political) "enlightenment" that Stalinist rhetoric in
herited from nineteenth-century Russian literature and further de
veloped in its myth of the "great family." In most Stalinist novels 
there are several such man-to-man exchanges in which a relatively 
experienced and politically advanced character helps one less ad
vanced to "progress" by some combination of personal example 
and persuasion. The initiate and mentor may also be involved in 
such exchanges with personages other than their ritual partners. In 
The Young Guard, for instance, Oleg is "enlightened" not only by 
Lyutikov but also by the Young Guard commander, Turkenich, and 
the list of people his mentor "enlightens" during the course of the 
novel would be too long to enumerate here. But there is a difference 
between the ritual exchange of initiate and elder and all other such 
exchanges in a given novel: the initiate's "progress" is qualitative 
but for all the others it is quantitative (incremental). 

All scenes involving the elder and initiate are customarily more 
symbol-ridden than those describing the meeting of any other 
mentor and novice. In The Young Guard, for instance, Fadeev 
stages the meetings between Lyutikov and Oleg in such a way that 
they seem like mystical rites occurring in a world totally cut off 
from the everyday. To begin with, the meetings are confined to the 
magical number of three, and they are spaced out in the text in such 
a way as to make them into symbolic landmarks dramatizing Oleg's 
progress toward "consciousness." They do not begin until halfway 
through the book-not, as it were, until Oleg has made enough 
progress to be singled out for such an encounter. The second occurs 
about three-quarters of the way through the book, and the third 
and final meeting takes place during the closing pages. 19 Addition
ally, in all three, Fadeev makes heavy use of dark/light symbolism, 
as if to create a mystery-enhancing chiaroscuro. 

The difference between the status of these three encounters and 
all other mentor I novice exchanges in the novel can be sensed by 
comparing the way Fadeev stages Lyutikov's second meeting with 
Oleg and another, somewhat parallel, meeting between Lyutikov 
and a different novice, the Young Guard member Volodya. In both 
cases Lyutikov goes to see his novice in order to persuade him to 
temper his feelings and appear to cooperate with the Germans in 
the interests of the cause. In each case the narrator observes that 
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Lyutikov "taught" the youth in question for some time, after which 
the novice was able to see Lyutikov's position. But in closing his 
account of Lyutikov's second meeting with Oleg, the narrator never 
actually indicates when it ends; the final paragraph devoted to it is 
followed by a complete nonsequitur, describing entirely different 
people and events. 20 It is as if "there" is so remote from "here" that 
the narrator cannot convey the transition in words. For Lyutikov's 
meeting with Volodya, by contrast, the narrator reports that, when 
Lyutikov left, he joked with those in an adjoining room, thus 
establishing the continuity with ordinary life. 21 

The first two encounters between Oleg and Lyutikov represent 
rites preparatory to initiation; their final meeting embodies the act 
of initiation itself. To make clear the functions these three meetings 
perform, some general observations about the initiation rite and its 
parallels in the plot of the Soviet novel need to be made. In his 
classic account of the rite of passage, Van Gennep identifies three 
phases for all such rites--separation, transition, and incorporation. 
Separation involves taking the subject away from the previous envi
ronment he knew and possibly attempting to expunge all memory 
of it. The transition phase is often marked by "instruction in tribal 
law and gradual education as the novice witnesses totem cere
monies, recitation of myths, etc. [while the] final act [incorporation] 
is a religious ceremony. "22 

Detailed parallels between the traditional rite of passage and the 
ritual in the Soviet novel are few, but the general structure of the 
rite is nevertheless adhered to. For instance, most Soviet novels 
open as the hero leaves his "habitual environment" and goes to 
another place. (In The Young Guard, the action takes place in 
Oleg's home town; but, at the beginning, he leaves the town and, 
when he comes back, it is already under German occupation and is 
therefore very different.) This new environment then functions as 
the testing ground of his manhood and the place of instruction in 
"tribal law," "myths," etc. In other words, the bulk of the Soviet 
novel describes the middle phase in the rite of passage, the "transi
tion," in Van Gennep's terms. 

The novel culminates in a scene marking the moment of passage 
itself, the rite of incorporation. The elder pre.sides and confers his 
own status as a tribal elder on the initiate. Very commonly the elder 
will give the initiate some advice or "instruction." Since this is a rite 
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of incorporation, the elder also often hands the initiate some object 
or token that symbolizes belonging to the "tribe''-e.g. a banner, 
badge, or Party card. Alternatively, the two may be linked tem
porarily when both touch the same object (as when Peter briefly 
touches Lefort's coffin in A. Tolstoy's Peter the First). 23 

In the initiation scene of The Young Guard we find both instruc
tion and the symbolic physical link. The scene takes place when 
Lyutikov and Oleg have already been captured by the Germans and 
are led out, bound together, to be interrogated. Lyutikov makes a 
last statement to his captors, in the tradition of the revolutionary's 
trial speech. His speech is not intended to move his captors, who are 
essentially outside the bounds of the family. When Lyutikov begins, 
"The words I speak are not for you," Oleg stands by listening, and 
"his big eyes ... have a clear expression, clearer now than ever 
before."24 He has made the passage into "consciousness." 

Beyond such symbolic gestures, most Stalinist novels contain no 
action that could be said to constitute the act of initiation. Indeed, 
in some novels this act amounts to no more than a conversation 
between the two protagonists. Nevertheless, the conversation has 
the status of an initiation rite because it changes the life of the hero 
forever after. Furthermore, if the events themselves do not suggest 
anything particularly portentous, the deficiency is more than com
pensated for by the narrator. Not only does he elevate his tone for 
the occasion, but he often describes the final encounter as one in 
which the "baton" (estafeta) is passed on or as one in which the 
elder gives his "testament" (poucenie). 25 

This final scene represents a passage not just to "elderhood" but 
to a resolution of the spontaneity I consciousness dialectic, and this 
is accomplished in no vague allegory; that is, the dialectic is not 
resolved in an imagined world but in a particular time and place 
and by very specific people. In other words, although the resolution 
of the dialectic is symbolic, those who participate in the rite are 
Clearly identified as representing the Soviet leadership of the time in 
which the novel was written. By implication, then, only they can 
give access to "there," and thus the rite that serves to mediate a 
problematical conflict in society simultaneously serves the function 
of legitimizing the status quo. Both functions--mediation and 
legitimization-are well served by the enormous prominence given 
in the Soviet novel to the remaining element cited in Van Gennep's 



174 III. An Analysis of the 
Conventional Soviet Novel 

account of the rite of passage: death and rebirth. 
The symbolism of death and rebirth lies at the heart of any rite of 

passage; one self must die so that the other may be born. When the 
Soviet hero sheds his individualistic self at the moment of passage it 
could be said that he dies as an individual and is reborn as a func
tion of the collective. This symbolic death enables the initiate to be 
"born anew" and-like his counterparts, the symbolic heroes of the 
thirties platform-"see," "know," and "speak of'' new things; for 
in that moment he leaves the everyday world (the kingdom of mere 
appearance) and goes to that other place, to "there." 

The elder and initiate, then, function as bridgers of those huge 
ontological gaps between History and the here and now. The elder 
in his ritual role always resides in History. But the initiate (and the 
elder, too, whenever he puts aside his "mask") can participate in 
both times. In the fairytale, or any other genre in which the hero 
goes to a remote time or place, it is normally explained how he got 
there: on a broomstick, for example, or through Baba Yaga's 
house, or via a time machine. But in the Soviet novel the mechanics 
are not explained. Death is sometimes used to smooth over this 
problem. Nevertheless, there are· often rapid, unmotivated tran
sitions, like the one at the end of Oleg's and Lyutikov's second 
meeting. 

The unmotivated element in these transitions is most marked 
when the hero makes his crossing into History. The mandate to lead 
is normally acquired by the initiate on two levels. On the first plane, 
it is established that he is more efficient, energetic, knowledgeable, 
and dedicated than any other positive protagonist (save the elder). 
But at times the argument moves to another plane, to myth; and 
ritual then takes over from reason. In general, the two planes com
plement each other, except that on the plane of "reason" the initiate 
appears much more mortal than he does in the ritual scenes (in 
everyday situations, Oleg, for instance, often blushes and feels 
awkward). Nevertheless there is a disjunction between the two, a 
"suddenly." The protagonist who on the "reason" plane appears to 
be most eligible for initiate status receives it by fiat on the second 
plane. 

In some ways this disjunction can be explained as a mere change 
in mode-i.e., from the mimetic to the symbolic. After all, there is 
no need to explain how the hero got "there" because, actually, he is 
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still "here": Oleg never leaves the region, and, from the materialist 
standpoint, he does not do so even in death. Still, even a change in 
mode has to have some justification. What makes rapid changes 
possible in the Soviet novel is the fact that the Soviet sense of 
History enables Great Time, in Eliade's sense, to be present in the 
everyday-even if only symbolically. 

Soviet thinking is millennia!. So much emphasis has been placed 
on dramatic changes that a sense of gradual linear progress is weak. 
Official spokesmen are constantly trying to recapture the Revolu
tion. A typical example of this is Stalin's famous Five-Year Plan 
remark, "We are behind the leading countries by fifty to a hundred 
years. We must make up this distance in ten years."26 Many great 
moments have been identified in the past, and many are foreseen for 
the future; in the interim, a lot of ordinary time has to elapse. This 
problem is smoothed over by making the future goal and past 
glories invest the present with their significance. A hierarchy is thus 
established in which the present moments are not valuable in 
themselves but represent modest, particular instances of Great 
Moments. 

This sense of History informs the text of The Young Guard. No 
incident there is unique, nor is its significance confined to the action 
of the novel. Each occurrence either echoes or prefigures a greater 
event. By being linked to their counterparts in History, those that 
are essentially mundane and trivial become magnificent, and even 
the novel's most elevated scenes are further enhanced. One striking 
instance of the latter is a lyrical passage inserted toward the end, in 
the midst of successive accounts of the arrest and interrogation of 
Young Guard members. In this passage an unidentified narrator 
recalls his sense of loss when his closest friend and Komsomol 
comrade was killed in the Civil WarY The narrator, telling of his 
great grief, which found expression in an unbearable desire to drink 
from the boot of his dead comrade, implicitly invokes a recurring 
pattern in the Igor Tale, where Igor dips his helmet in the Don to 
drink of grie£.28 Thus Fadeev sets up an endless series of similar 
great moments of patriotic sacrifice, a series begun in Russia's past 
and continuing into the future. 

The hierarchical pattern present in the Soviet account of time is 
also built into the novels themselves, where events of major import 
reverberate in parallel but lesser occurrences. In The Young Guard, 
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some of the "light" that was caught in Lyutikov's second meeting 
with Oleg is reflected in his more pedestrian meeting with Volodya. 
When a minor character loses his life in a novel or is wounded, the 
incident gains importance by standing in for the greater tragedy 
that would have occurred had the hero himself died. 

Thus, through a mix of symbolic actions and parallel events of 
more everyday proportions the "broad processes at work" in Soviet 
society are dignified by their ideational forms. History is more 
"real" than reality, and the changes back and forth within a novel 
from the realistic to the symbolic are not as radical as they appear 
to be to the Western reader. Even the climactic moment of passage 
is but a shadow of the "form" of the passage into Communism. 



8 Three Auxiliary Patterns 
of Ritual Sacrifice 

Sacrifice was a dominant value in the nineteenth-century in
telligentsia's ethos. Revolutionaries strove to become what the 
populist N. K. Mikhailovsky called "martyrs of history."1 Prison 
and exile, death from tuberculosis or some other debilitating dis
ease, brought on by sacrificing one's health to the cause, separation 
of lovers and families-all became not traumatic limitations but 
opportunities for election. 

The Bolsheviks incorporated this particular strand of general 
radical lore into their own mythology. Mother provided a panoply 
of variations on the theme of sacrifice, culminating in the ultimate 
sacrifice made by the mother herself. Later, in the thirties, the 
ritualized biographies of the Bolshevik elect all stressed their sub
ject's great suffering at the hands of tsarist oppressors. For instance, 
Pavlik Morozov's martyr's death (so young!) at the hands of the 
kulaks ensured him the role of the exemplar of loyalty to the "great 
family." 

The increasing emphasis on revolutionary sacrifice in Stalinist 
hagiography more or less coincides with the increasing "sacrifice" 
in Soviet political practice, i.e., with the instensification of the 
purges. Indeed, the emphasis laid on the personal price paid by 
Bolshevik leaders in earlier years can be seen as an indirect vindica
tion of the "price" they were then exacting from their own victims. 
However, it is also probable (and this is a point that Merleau-Ponty 
explores in his Humanism and Terror) 2 that, during those in
.credible show trials, executions, etc., both accusers and accused 
saw the sacrifices impersonally-saw them as the results of His
tory's inexorable onward march. 

Sacrifice played a major role in all Stalinist novels. The reasons 
for this, however, were not limited to Russian revolutionary myth 
and actual Stalinist practice. They were, at least in part, formal; 
that is to say, sacrifice is a major element of the traditional rite of 
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passage, both in the preparations for that rite and in the moment of 
passage itself. 

In a traditional rite of passage, the preparation of the initiate is 
usually classified as a "transitional" or "liminal" phase, liminal 
because it involves "a symbolic retrogression into Chaos. In order 
to be created anew, the old ... must first be annihilated." The ini
tiates "receive protracted instruction from their teachers, witness 
secret ceremonies, [and usually] undergo a series of ordeals."3 

There is an enormous variety in the types of ordeals; some of those 
commonly found are "circumcision, long periods of seclusion or 
food taboos, symbolic or token wounding, and deprival of sleep."4 

As in traditional expressions of the rite, the Stalinist novel used a 
wide range of preparatory "ordeals" and sometimes even dispensed 
with them altogether. The majority of ordeals represented symbolic 
encounters with "chaos," i.e., with the elements or with elemental 
forces. "Ordeals" involve not only suffering but the transcendence 
of suffering. The transcendence theme was not confined to the 
hero's struggle with elemental forces; it is also represented in three 
auxiliary narrative patterns, auxiliary because they are structurally 
subordinate to the central plot, which charts the hero's progress 
toward "consciousness." These narrative patterns are of death, 
love, and villainy. Most Socialist Realist novels contain some ele
ments of all three, but love and villainy, being essentially auxiliary 
to the central plot, are not mandatory. All Stalinist novels include 
some kind of "death," however, because death is involved not only 
in the preparatory or liminal phase of the rite but also in the mo
ment of passage itself. 

Death 

The symbolism of death and rebirth lies at the heart of any rite of 
passage-the killing of one self to give birth to the other. The 
majority of initiatory ordeals more or less clearly imply a ritual 
death-or at least some token mutilation-followed by a resurrec
tion or new birth. In the Stalinist novel, death and token mutilation 
have a predominantly mythic function. When the hero sheds his 
individualistic self at the moment of passage, he dies as an individ
ual and is reborn as a function of the collective. 

This death also assists that important function of all conventional 
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Stalinist novels-legitimization. Since the novel seeks to show that 
members of the present leadership are the only legitimate agents of 
History, the importance of death-and-rebirth symbolism extends 
beyond its function of assisting the individual hero's passage from 
individual to collective status. 

Martyrdom has always been a primary mode of vindication. 
Death as the supreme sacrifice acts as the ultimate sanction. Mar
tyrs leave to the living an obligation to emulate their high moral 
example. The most obvious case of this is the imitatio Christi. But 
in many civil states there are also martyrs who are held up as 
examples, and in Soviet rhetoric extremist practices are often 
justified by citing past sacrifices and the need to anticipate future 
dangers. 

Death also assumes enormous importance in the Soviet sense of 
history and national identity. Most of their great moments-the 
1905 Revolution, the 1917 Revolution, the Civil War, Lenin's death, 
and World War 11-are marked by human sacrifice and loss. Fur
thermore, these moments seem to be more crucial as points of 
reference for defining Soviet identity than other great moments that 
might appear to have more to do with "building communism"-the 
First Five-Year Plan, for instance. 

In the Soviet novel death plays a major part in the rite of passage, 
which is a rite not merely of maturation but of election: the 
elder confers on the initiate a mandate to rule as one of the chosen 
few (i.e., as a member of the vanguard). This crucial difference, 
which reflects on the status of the hero vis-a-vis all the other posi
tive and "spontaneous" heroes (the "tribe" will not accept all adult 
males as elders), makes symbolic death all the more important an 
element in the rite. Death is not only a preliminary to rebirth and the 
highest point on the Richter scale of sacrifices. So many of the elect 
(and Lenin in particular) have preceded the initiate in death that, if 
he is to legitimize his own rule and inherit the past by a rite of 
"incorporation," he must undergo a symbolic death that will place 
him momentarily together with "them." A journey to that timeless 
land beyond the grave also removes the problem of the gap between 
"their" time and the actual time in which the novel is set. 

Death has traditionally been an important element in becoming a 
hero. In death the Greek hero often achieved semidivine status. 
Ritual sacrifices were offered at his tomb, to honor and also to 
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appease him, since he continued to be powerful even in death. 
Heroes were those who had "wrought or suffered in some ex
traordinary way," especially "in the field of warfare or other stren
uous activity." 5 

The "heroic code" or cult of heroism was also important among 
the Russian intelligentsia in the second half of the nineteenth cen
tury. Leopold Haimson has likened it to the ancient cult of heroes: 
only those who had suffered in revolutionary struggle could· be 
honored as heroes. 6 These values were largely transferred to the 
Stalinist myths, where they provided ready-made formulas for 
myths that served to maintain the status quo (those who lead are 
those who have fought and suffered most). 

Since heroic death is a true sign of heroic status, it is a rare 
Socialist Realist novel that fails to include either death or threat of 
death for the hero(es). Normally death hovers over the pages of the 
entire novel and claims many victims-and, even more, near 
victims-but only symbolically will it claim the hero's own life. 
Looking death in the face is, of course, an excellent test of the hero's 
manhood. Usually he all but makes the ultimate sacrifice in several 
variants of two basic incidents: trial by revolutionary (or enemy) 
fire, and some struggle with forces that are either literally or 
metaphorically elemental. The most dramatic of these is saved for 
the climax of the hero's ordeals. 

In this final trial the hero comes so close to death that he is often 
believed dead or dying until he "comes through," an action that 
both provides proof of his exceptional strength and capacity for life 
and represents symbolic rebirth. In this catastrophe, one of the 
hero's subordinates usually dies or is wounded as a surrogate 
sacrifice (this tokenism bears comparison with the traditional cus
tom of mutilating the initiate as a part of the rite of incorporation). 
The funeral of the tragic victim becomes an occasion for great 
pomp and ceremony. 

Societies often use funeral orations as occasions for "a public 
reformulation of the social norms [which] serves as a sanction for 
behavior."7 In Russia there was just such a tradition among the 
revolutionary intelligentsia and Bolsheviks. Both their actual lead
ers and their fictional heroes were wont to make graveside speeches 
about History and the need for sacrifice, after which they often 
swore oaths to affirm their undying revolutionary resolve. 
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In Socialist Realist fiction the author often does not content him
self with a token sacrifice but has the hero die himself. This happens 
in The Young Guard. The moment of passage occurs, it will be 
recalled, when Oleg and Lyutikov are bound together and Lyutikov 
gives Oleg his last testament in the form of an address to the Ger
man interrogators (of such lofty content that he assumes they will 
not understand it). But this final exchange between elder and ini
tiate is enacted not for its traditional sequel, in which the initiate 
goes on to assume the status and duties of an elder. Instead, the 
two are separated by their captors, and each is later executed. Thus 
a ritual of regeneration by succession ends tragically in the death of 
the one who is to succeed. 

This variant, which is no less representative than symbolic or 
token death, does not actually undercut but rather serves to 
heighten the theme of regeneration. A leader of great potential dies, 
but this does not mean that he has died to History. Even death 
cannot deter History's onward march. In The Young Guard, for 
instance, though Oleg and over sixty other Komsomol and Party 
heroes perish at the hands of the Germans, other heroes survive to 
carry on. 

Moreover, it is not necessary that there be any specific survivor to 
mitigate the tragedy. The hero's body may have died, but his spirit 
lives on: a death-and-transfiguration situation. In The Young 
Guard this interpretation of the hero's death is made quite explicit 
when, in describing the final tortures Oleg and Lyutikov undergo, 
the narrator makes a distinction between their earthly bodies, 
which are subject to these tortures, and "their spirit," which 
"wafted at an immeasurable height, wafted as only man's creative 
spirit can."8 The same distinction between a revolutionary's earthly 
body and his spirit, which lives on after his death, was a cliche of 
both Bolshevik and nineteenth-century revolutionary fiction. 9 It is 
also implicitly present in the slogan about Lenin: "More alive than 
the living" (zyvee vsex zivyx). 

The death-and-transfiguration variant does not represent a dif
ferent denouement but only, as it were, the other side of the same 
coin. In the Soviet novel either the hero actually dies and lives on 
symbolically, or he dies symbolically and lives on in actual life. But 
the difference between "symbolic" and "actual" here loses its 
significance when it is recognized that in both versions the death's 
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primary importance is symbolic. Any individual death merely im
itates the paradigms that are to be found in the great moments of 
Soviet history-the Revolution, the Civil War, and so on. In par
ticular, because the hero dies in body but lives on in spirit, this act is 
but a reflection of an Idea-Lenin's death in 1924-which in the 
Soviet Union represents the highest point of reference for any rite of 
legitimization, and also underwrites all death-and-transfiguration 
ritual. At the same time, should it happen that the elder dies rather 
than the initiate, since his "baton" will be grasped by a young, 
"serious," and exceptionally energetic leader, this is essentially 
another symbolic reenactment of Lenin's death; it is merely taken 
from a different aspect {it shows Lenin as the authority figure rather 
than as the one who died too young). 

The death of the hero is a mere reflection of a form that is prior 
and more essential. This fact contributes to the extraordinary de
gree of depersonalization in depicting the hero. Whether he lives on 
after the moment of death or not is of no great consequence, for the 
individual tragedy is not History's tragedy. 

Thus, in the novel, History assumes such overwhelming priority 
that everything specific to an individual, including his physical self,' 
is of consequence only if it is assigned a symbolic function. This 
makes the Stalinist novel distinctive in modern literature. In the use 
of death as a plot element, this dissimilarity of the Soviet novel is 
not as noticeable, because death enjoys a symbolic function in liter
ature in general. But the differences become glaring when love en
ters the plot. 

Love 

In his book The Characters of Love, John Bayley remarks: "It has 
become difficult to imagine literature without love. Since the Mid
dle Ages the two have depended on each other more and more, and 
their interrelation now is as complex as civilization itself." Bayley 
goes on to claim that "It is ... eros rather than agape with which 
literature is most concerned."10 He has, of course, taken an extreme 
position here; nevertheless, the interdependence of love and litera
ture is commonly assumed in the West. 

In the Stalinist novel, however, love is an auxiliary ingredient in 
the plot. The hero's love life is not valuable in itself; it serves only to 



183 Three Auxiliary Patterns of 
Ritual Sacrifice 

aid him in fulfilling his tasks and in attaining "consciousness." This 
is so much the case that in the West the standard Stalinist plot has 
been somewhat snidely dismissed as "Boy gets tractor." This quip 
could be expanded slightly by the addition of "plus or minus girl." 
Whether he "gets girl" or not is of little importance as long as he 
gets "tractor," i.e., successfully completes his public task, which is 
inextricably tied to his quest for "consciousness." If he gets "girl" 
as well, this enhances the general glow of well being at the novel's 
end. If he does not, this loss becomes another of his sacrifices, and it 
serves to heighten the sense of his achievement in reaching the goal 
of his quest. 

Love is played down for an additional reason: the well-known 
puritanism of Socialist Realism. When the hero does "get the girl," 
he cannot get her as an erotic object; she must be his spiritual 
companion and a means of adding to the new generation of the 
"family." 

This puritanism was not always mandatory in Soviet literature. 
Much of the literature of the twenties was highly erotic (including 
many scenes in Gladkov's Cement). As late as 1930, when the third 
installment of Brusski, Panferov's classic on collectivization, came 
out, it was still possible to treat eros in literature fairly explicitly. In 
that installment the reader is treated to this sensual scene: the 
heroine swims in the river naked and her husband and would-be 
lover dive in and try to embrace her in turn.H 

In 1933-34, when the theory of Socialist Realism was being formu
lated, those in authority rejected this sort of "naturalism," "zoolo
gism," and dwelling on the dark side of human nature. 12 A puritan
ical climate prevailed for most of the thirties and forties, and explicit 
sex relations involving positive heroes were virtually taboo in novels. 
Instead, one often finds oddly suggestive scenes, such as the fol
lowing, from Babaevsky's Cavalier of the Gold Star (1947-48): 
Sergey, the hero, goes to visit a "swarthy shepherdess" and is ob
liged to stay overnight "because of the rain." He wakes in the 
middle of the night to find the shepherdess in his room "in a white 
dress." They go off for an idyllic moonlight walk on the steppes. 
Break. The action resumes next morning, when Sergey discovers he 
feels "unusually good, as if that night had poured new strength into 
him." 13 

Soviet puritanism cannot, however, account fully for the modest 
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role that love itself, as distinct from sex, so often plays in the plot. 
Its modest role becomes more explicable if we view the novel as 
patterned on the initiation rite. In traditional versions, the rite usu
ally begins when the youth is taken away from the mother- or 
female-dominated world in which he has lived until then. 14 The 
"ordeals" he then goes through are not conducted in a world with
out females, but they are primarily tests of his manliness, and suc
cess in love is not considered a criterion of manliness in the context 
of tribal initiation. The three main variants of the love plots in 
Soviet novels of the thirties are conditioned by the fact that the 
hero's prime concern is to prepare himself for initiation. 

In the first variant, the hero undergoes trials in a world that is 
without female attachments. This void may be absolute or merely 
circumstantial. He may have a loved one, but, because of specific 
circumstances-the war, their being posted to different stations, 
illness, etc.-she is not present in his world for the period of the 
trials. The author may well see fit to reunite the couple for the 
happy finale. Alternatively, the loved one may in theory be close at 
hand, but in fact they meet very infrequently. It is as if, during the 
excitement of the ordeals, the love plot tags along behind. 

One sees something of this in The Young Guard, where Oleg is so 
engrossed in his struggle against the German occupiers that he 
really has no time for love. In the second redaction, in order to make 
Oleg more of an ordinary "lad," Fadeev inserted short passages 
showing Oleg attracted to local girls, but none of these attachments 
is followed through. 1S 

Another common variant can be related to the fact that in most 
tribal initiations the initiate is a youth who has just arrived at 
puberty and is therefore only on the brink of adult sexuality. In this 
second variant the love object is more mature than the hero. She is 
often older, but it is not so much her age as her greater political 
maturity that is important. Hence the hero's somewhat adolescent 
attachment to her becomes a stage in his progress toward initiation. 
The love object functions as an example for him and often provides 
him with "instruction." The attraction may even involve mawkish 
sexual interest on his part, but the "older" woman responds to this 
with bemusement, sternness, or all that "care" that agape can 
bring.16 

In the third variant of the love plot the hero is also assisted in his 
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progress toward "consciousness," but here the function of his love 
attachment is paradoxical, for the woman is a witch and temptress. 
It is only in this variant that explicit sexuality is permissible. As in 
hagiography, the hero must overcome his sexual temptations if he is 
to achieve "grace" and be initiated. Indeed, for the Soviet hero, his 
sexual drives (as distinct from the desire to propagate, to found a 
Soviet family, which is quite different) are but another manifesta
tion of the willful forces of nature that he must transcend. 

The woman as witch has been a stock-in-trade of Soviet literature 
since its very beginnings. Most often the "witch" represents the 
wrong social class and its interests or else petit-bourgeois individu
alistic values. Who else would present herself as a sex object, after 
all! If the hero becomes attached to her, this will undermine his 
work for the collective good. In such cases, as was said in Kaverin's 
Dr. Vlasenkova (1952), "This is not love [on the hero's part] but a 
disease of the will." 17 

Besides providing the initiate with trials, his sexual infatuation 
functions as part of the "liminal" phase, i.e., the period of psychic 
chaos through which the initiate must pass before he can achieve 
psychic stasis. Another common sign of his psychic chaos is the 
temptation to show anger toward his class enemies or pity for them. 
All such impulses are, like sexual passion, expressions of willful
ness and must be mastered: the hero must attain an extrapersonal 
perspective. 

Villainy 

The villains and class enemies of Stalinist fiction must be van
quished, purged, or "rehabilitated." The formula varies according 
to how hard-line the particular novel and/ or current platform is. 
Villains threaten the Gemeinschaft world-are interlopers in the 
"family" and undermine it. Thus the hero can prove his manliness 
by having the strength and courage to eliminate this threat. The 
way he does this provides the third of the Socialist Realist novel's 
auxiliary patterns of ritual sacrifice, the tale of villainy. 

It should not be forgotten that much Stalinist fiction was written 
during one or another of the many purges. Several Western com
mentators have likened the purge trials themselves and their ac
companying ritual (such as the mass demonstrations, at which 
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those to be tried were borne aloft in effigy) to "dramas of victim
age." In the words of Hugh Dalziel Duncan, "the 'bad guy' is 
transformed into a victim whose suffering and death purges the 
social order. In art this is called 'catharsis,' in religion 'purifica
tion.' " 18 

To some extent, this dynamic is also present in the Soviet novel. 
The villain is a symbolic victim who must be purged in order for the 
microcosm to be purified. But this is not a complete explanation of 
the function of villainy. The tale of villainy is subordinated primar
ily not to the aim of social cohesion but to the initiation ritual. And, 
since it is thus subordinate, it is an optional extra. 

One must distinguish between external enemies (invaders, spy 
infiltrators, etc.) and internal enemies (Soviet citizens). In Stalinist 
novels, external enemies are largely faceless or they are caricatures 
(as in The Young Guard). The major exceptions to this rule are the 
individual foreign agents who penetrate the country and live there 
in disguise (a good example of this would be the Japanese spy 
Murusima in Pavlenko's In the East [1936]). 

A substantial villain plot is normally mounted only for internal 
enemies. Internal enemies can function as one of the many possible 
monster-antagonists that block the hero's path to the "tractor,'' to 
fulfilling his public task. They may be active saboteurs, or persons 
seeking to reverse the Revolution and bring back the old regime or in 
league with or under the spell of foreign powers, or, in their mildest 
versions, they can be simply misguided bureaucrats. Such villains 
are often represented as being very formidable, potentially more 
powerful than the hero; in the end, of course, he vanquishes them 
finally, irrevocably, and often somewhat suddenly-as it were, with 
one thrust of his bogatyr' shoulder. 

The villain is routed with despatch because, although he may be 
useful in fleshing out the plot by providing trials for the hero, it is 
preordained that he will prove less powerful than the hero: History 
is incontrovertibly on the side of the positive heroes. Also, the 
forces of chaos must be dispelled before the hero attains true "con
sciousness.'' Therefore, the villain is usually eliminated before the 
hero is initiated by the mentor figure. Alternatively, this rite will 
give him the strength he needs to stride forth and vanquish his foe. 

The depiction of villains in Stalinist novels is quite different in 
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mode from that of positive heroes. There is, for instance, very little 
trace of a system of signs, used for portraying positive heroes (i.e., 
"calm," "stern," etc.). In fact, villains commonly receive a fuller 
psychological portrayal than the heroes do, although they are not 
very individualized. 

The cliches for the Stalinist villain were in fact very like those of 
twenties prose. But their origins can be traced even further back. 
The depiction of the villain is comparable with the standard ways in 
which the prince's enemies were portrayed in the chronicles. 

To account for how a particular villain could still exist in Soviet 
society, novelists normally invoked his social origins. But the matter 
did not rest there. Like the medieval chronicler before them, the 
novelists typically delved into the villain's psyche for further 
sources of his nefariousness. Their findings were standard; in fact, 
the villain's motivations were quite like those attributed to the 
prince's enemy in the chronicles, namely, pride, envy, vanity, or 
greed. 19 The result of frustrated pride, envy, vanity or greed was usu
ally malice. Most Soviet villains are quietly seething with it and 
yearn for an opportunity to take their revenge. 

A more important parallel with medieval texts is found in the 
author's tendency to delve into the inner selves of negative 
protagonists-something they do not often do for the positive 
heroes. 20 This differing treatment of villains and heroes had its own 
logic, since both the Soviet Russians and the medieval chroniclers 
were officially inspired in their writing by a world-historical view 
that included an image of the ideal man. Model figures had to have 
"epic" wholeness; the villain was a person who was not whole. 
Most often, in fact, there was a contrast between his inner and 
outer selves: he would present one guise to the outside world but 
have quite another identity in private. 

This way of depicting villains added a level of complexity
however rudimentary and conventionalized-to the otherwise 
largely "simple" narrative found in the Stalinist novel. Irony and a 
satirical or even jocular tone--elements otherwise unknown in 
Stalinist novels (unless the novels are explicitly satires)-can come 
into play in the treatment of villains. 

Villains who present one face to the world and another in private 
also illustrated the rhetorical dictum that the country was full of 
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"masked enemies," pretending to be loyal citizens but, underneath, 
seething with anti-Soviet sentiment and watching for every oppor
tunity to use it effectively. Thus the villains of fiction served the 
further function of providing object lessons in the need for "vigi
lance," the need "to take nothing on trust but examine everything 
very closely." 



IV Soviet Fiction since 
World War II 

Introduction 

Although the Soviet people emerged from the Second World War as 
victors, they were to face some very hard years in the ensuing 
decade. The war had been won at an incredible cost. West of the 
Volga most of the industrial plant had been razed, along with the 
cities, farm buildings, and bridges. Twenty million people had 
perished, not to mention livestock slaughtered and crops burned. 

The era of postwar reconstruction was inevitably grim. With 
little equipment and few horses or able-bodied men available, many 
tasks had to be done with rudimentary tools or bare hands. 
Shortages were the order of the day. There were several famines, 
and many died from starvation. The regime gave economic recovery 
priority over human welfare, and the country was even exporting 
grain for foreign currency from the very areas in which people were 
dying of starvation. 

The political climate of these years matched the economic in sheer 
grimness. The forties saw the beginning of the Cold War, a rise in 
Russian national chauvinism, and a return to large-scale purging. It 
was a particularly hard time for the Soviet intellectual. Many of 
them suffered because they did not follow the correct authority 
figure in their work or were too "cosmopolitan," i.e., pro-Western 
or Jewish. 

The Khrushchev era has been hailed in the West as having saved 
the day for the Soviet intellectual. Many of the excesses of the Stalin 
era were attacked. The power of the secret police was weakened. 
Vast numbers of political prisoners were released. The anti
cosmopolitan campaign ceased. Many of the crazy dogmas and 
canons of the forties were discredited. Greater freedom was granted 
to both writers and intellectuals. 

At the time, these changes seemed dramatic indeed, yet now the 
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Khrushchev era seems in many respects (except for those mentioned 
above) not radically different from the Zhdanovist. Rather, the 
Khrushchev era was a distinctive part of a definable whole
postwar Soviet Russia. This period began around 1944 (when 
Soviet society had already begun to think in postwar terms, even 
though the war was not yet over), and it continues through the 
present. It comprises three distinct subperiods: the postwar Stalinist 
years (1944-53), the Khrushchev years (1953-64), and the post
Khrushchev years (1965 to the present). 

The three postwar subperiods shared much the same ethos, and it 
is very different from that of the thirties. The pervasive concern of 
postwar Soviet society has been not with the heroic and the ex
traordinary, as in the thirties (although forties rhetoric still cele
brated reaching for "higher" or impossible feats), but with the true 
and the false. The questions asked in this period were not How can 
a feat be performed? but How should one live? What is artistic 
truth? Who is the true intellectual, the true leader, the true (or just) 
human being? Each of the three subperiods in the postwar years 
posed different questions touching these issues, and each period had 
its own defining answers, but the same general concerns obtained 
throughout. 
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In Soviet rhetoric of the forties one finds few new images or myths. 
Symbols that had been the mainstay of thirties culture continued to 
be used: the elements, fathers and sons, bogatyri, and so on. Many 
of them had now lost their cogency and so were used rather 
routinely, less discriminately; for example, elements from 
"machine-age" and "fathers and sons" rhetoric were often lumped 
together. It was almost as if the Stalin era, having continued for so 
long, had exhausted its power to generate new mythic paradigms, 
as, twice before, it had been able to do. 

Whether rhetoric clung to the old because the Stalin era was too 
tired to come up with anything fresh, or whether this happened 
through fear of change is hard to say. The effect remains the same: 
all areas of intellectual .life were marked by an imposed con
servatism, and in each field the parameters of what was acceptable 
were even narrower than they had been in the thirties. 

This was especially true in literature. In Western literary histories 
the Soviet forties are often referred to as the "Zhdanov era," so 
named for the chief Party spokesman on cultural matters, A. A. 
Zhdanov (also remembered for his speech to the First Writers' 
Congress in 1934), whose ex cathedra pronouncements set "the 
line" in most intellectual fields. In 1946 he delivered a "signal" 
lecture (regarding the journals Zvezda and Leningrad, which were 
considered to have transgressed the permissible) that put an end to 
the relatively liberal literary climate of the war years. In this lecture 
Zhdanov reaffirmed the tenets of Socialist Realism he had outlined 
in his 1934 address. 

As a consequence of this lecture, the literature of the entire de
cade of the forties was marked by a zeal for Socialist Realist purism. 
The zeal was not confined to safeguarding first principles; it was 
also applied to keeping intact the tradition of the "model novels." 
Many articles were devoted to praising one or another of them. 
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In response to such articles, writers in the forties did a lot of 
homework on the official exemplars, and it shows in their novels. 
They used the stock symbols of Socialist Realism, the roster of 
conventional epithets (such as "stern" and "calm"), the old catch
phrases, like "stickability," and the stock plot devices and func
tions. Almost all of the decade's production novels, for instance, 
stage a natural disaster for the climax. Also, woven into the fabric 
of almost every novel there is mention of such favorite topics of the 
thirties as the Arctic or taiga explorers, aviation heroes, the suffer
ings of prerevolutionary Bolsheviks in prison and exile, and 
Stakhanovites. 

Many forties classics read like reruns of either Cement or How 
the Steel Was Tempered, or of a combination of the two. Cement 
was an especial favorite. In Babaevsky's Cavalier of the Gold Star, 
for instance, it seems to be impossible to put the local economy 
back on its feet again (in this case by building a power station rather 
than restoring a cement factory) until the hero (Sergey) points out 
that all problems can be solved by organizing local volunteers to 
collect timber. When petty bureaucrats undermine Sergey's vision
ary plans for the region, he goes to the local "center" to get 
support, and the progress of the plan slows down while he is away .1 

Some of the thirties cliches have been modified for the new times. 
For instance, the use of a special affinity for wild horses as a sign of 
the hero has been largely supplanted by a closeness to the birch tree 
or to the forest as a whole. The forest and the birch are both 
Russian symbols for the native land, and this change reflects the 
growing nationalism (and the increasingly less anarchic positive 
hero: the rustling forest is no "mustang"). Also, the Stakhanovite 
theme and the theme of triumph over the elements are now com
monly combined and vested in a Michurinist or Lysenkoist strand 
in the plot: the hero I heroine is either personally engaged, or im
pressed by someone else who is engaged, in overcoming the lim
itations of the environment (usually climate). He I she is developing 
plants or animals that can flourish in conditions hitherto considered 
impossible ("Nothing is impossible" and "Man can triumph over 
nature" echo the thirties slogans). In this context the hero will often 
encounter the Great Father, who now has "wise gardener" and 
"knower of nature's secrets" added to his standard epithets.2 

Besides perpetuating the stock symbols of Socialist Realist fiction, 
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writers were now required as never before to preserve the purity of 
the "tale." In their anxiety to prove their dedication as "chroni
clers," writers tended to overdo their obeisances to the master plot. 
Most of its standard functions do not occur once, but are pro
liferated throughout a given novel. For example, a novel typically 
has not just one mentor figure but many. In consequence, the forties 
novel often is to its thirties antecedent as baroque is to classical. 
Functions lost their logic and their ideological purpose in the 
novel's overall design and became yet another pattern of whorls in 
some superabundant decoration. 

The two functions used with greatest extravagence in forties 
novels were the mentor's "last testament" and the scene in which he 
symbolically "passes the baton" to the hero. Most novels did not 
rest with one such scene but contrived to introduce at least two or 
three. Perhaps the one that outdoes them all in this respect is the 
rewritten version of V. Kataev's For the Power of the Soviets 
(1951). The novel's hero is a young boy, Petya, who, together with 
his father, is stranded by chance in Odessa when the Germans take 
the town during World War II. He spends most of the occupation 
with a group of partisans who have hidden in the Odessa 
catacombs. 

Petya receives so many batons in this novel that one begins to 
suspect that his function is to receive batons. Even on his way to the 
catacombs he stumbles on a dying sailor, who entrusts him with his 
banner and Komsomol ticket. Once in the catacombs, Petya first 
receives a pistol from a partisan who, it transpires, is soon to be 
captured and killed (when he takes the pistol, Petya looks at him 
"as if he were the sun"). 3 Then, from a dying old worker Bolshevik 
who has been in the Party since 1908 but whose health had been 
broken by the struggle (and who takes almost the entire length of 
the novel to die), Petya receives a cigarette lighter and a candlestick, 
which the worker had made himself and which, at the end, enable 
Petya to guide the partisans out of the catacombs (light/ darkness, 
once again). On their way out they of course pass by the grave of 
the Old Bolshevik for one of those customary scenes by the grave of 
a fallen comrade. Before leaving the catacombs, Petya has also been 
given a radio set, and he is thus able to transcribe Stalin's 
November 7, 1943, speech before the Battle of Stalingrad; in this 
task his father assists him, and the chief of the partisans, Druzhinin, 
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rests his hand on Petya's shoulder all the while. Finally, after they 
enter liberated Odessa, Petya reads on the prison wall the last 
words of this same Druzhinin, written just as his German captors 
were about to drag him off to his execution. 

The effect of such superabundance in forties novels is not to 
reinforce the master plot but rather to undermine it. The functions 
become so diffuse that the overarching plot loses much of its inner 
logic. The result is the main weakness of forties novels-incongruity. 

Several other literary idiosyncrasies of the decade also con
tributed to this incongruity. For instance, although life in the 
Soviet forties was decidedly grim, the response of literature was to 
become "gayer." With the partial exception of novels about the 
war, most works exemplified the promise that Stalin made in his 
November 7 Stalingrad speech, "Even our street will have a feast 
day [prazdnik]." In literature everything was rosy-hued, and a re
curring scene was the feast of plenty, especially in kolkhoz novels. 

This "glossing-over of reality," or lakirovka, as it was called by 
unsympathetic writers, went hand in ha.nd with another literary 
doctrine widely held in the forties, "conflictlessness" (beskon
fliktnost'); according to this, Soviet society was now so advanced 
in its progress toward communism that it was somewhat un
realistic to depict villains in contemporary settings. Rather than 
show the clash or "conflict" between the good and the bad, authors 
should show the tension or dialogue between the good and the 
as-yet-less-good. 

Western critics have held that such doctrines and practices led 
not to the end of "conflicts" in fiction but to the end of literature 
itself. The repressive climate of the forties produced hollow literary 
characters and hollow literary forms. 

There is much truth in this observation; but one should not dis
miss the forties altogether, for it was, paradoxically, a seminal 
period. Though the forties were in many respects similar to the 
thirties (e.g., in the priority given to heavy industry and in the terror 
and intellectual tyranny), in the matters that are central to my 
discussion this continuity was superficial, and it obscured funda
me~tal changes. For all the tired, cliched rhetoric, for all the 
Zhdanovist repressiveness and cultural conservatism, there was in 
fact a new spirit abroad in forties culture, a spirit that defines the 
postwar era. 



195 

The Pursuit of "Culture" 

The Postwar Stalin Period 
(1944-53) 

In recent years a number of Western scholars have opened up new 
persepectives on the forties and have called into question the stan
dard Western account. A good example of this is Vera Dunham's 
book In Stalin's Time (1976). Dunham contends that the hallmark 
of forties culture was not repressiveness and grimness, not 
shortages and hardship, but acquisitiveness, philistinism, and even 
naked greed. She is perceptive in seeing the "feast day" tone of 
postwar fiction as not representing mere falsification, covering up 
shortages with pictures of plenty, but reflecting the new values and 
aspirations of the growing middle class. As she says: "In postwar 
novels, objects, from real estate to perfume, took on a voice of their 
own. They provide a material inventory of embourgeoisement." 
Two small details from forties novels that she singles out as signs of 
the new times are a preference for the color pink (a diluted form of 
red!) and "scalloped edges" on a student's dormitory bedspread, the 
sort of touch that would have been scorned in the prewar era of 
ascetic revolutionaries. 4 

Perhaps one should not go quite so far as Dunham and write off 
the decade as the heyday of a New Class, characterized by con
formism and galloping greed. Although her well-documented ac
count errs in the direction of overstating the case and bringing out 
the decade's less laudable aspects, she has made an important con
tribution in jogging Western thinking on the forties out of its rut of 
seeing those years as dominated by the same evils as in the thirties, 
only in worse form. 

In the forties the veneration for "culture" superseded the cult of 
the heroic. When, in the thirties, rhetoric sang the praises of those 
many "symbolic heroes" from aviation, production, exploration, 
etc., their feats were reckoned in terms of quantity (tons of coal, 
etc.) or physical measures--speed, height attained, prowess, etc. In 
the rhetoric of the forties, the heroes tended to be scientists, in
ventors, scholars, and creative people generally. 

The Stakhanovite movement was not abandoned. There was, 
however, a significant shift in its focus: the major arena for "re
vitalization" changed from the factory, kolkhoz, and bureaucracy 
to academic and scientific circles. There the Stakhanovites were 
used as model "sons" to storm "the doors of the temple of science" 
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in the name of "a new science." Many experts were required to 
revise their textbooks to accommodate the "scientific discoveries" 
made by Stakhanovites. 5 Also, the doctrines of certain cultural au
thority figures of humble origins and often rudimentary or belated 
professional training-"fathers" in their field of specialization (e.g., 
Marr, Lysenko, Gorky, and Makarenko)-were declared axiomatic 
for the given field, to the detriment of experts who had attained 
their status by more traditional routes. 

Clearly, much of the attention paid to intellectuals during the 
forties was repressive. Yet this very repressiveness reflects the in
creased importance learning and culture had achieved in society. 
Moreover, not all the state's attentions were oppressive, for the 
status and material rewards that went with success in intellectual 
fields offset many of the restrictions and hazards. 

Soviet Russia, once interested in rivaling the West in record
breaking flights, mountain climbing, etc., now desperately wanted 
to establish priority in scientific discoveries. Even the Great Father 
had ambitions in that area. One of his last works, the essay "Marx
ism and Questions of Linguistics" (1952), was intended not merely 
to be a contribution to Marxism-Leninism but also (as Solzhenitsyn 
suggests in his satiric portrit of Stalin in chapter 19 of The First 
Circle) to establish Stalin's own credentials as an intellectual. 

In the forties, then, the key terms were "culture," "science," 
"thought," "art," and "technology." The last term, "technology," 
had been prominent in thirties rhetoric, too; but with its new pen
umbra of "culture" and "science," it had a grander ring. 

This widespread change in values was soon reflected in literature. 
Writers were as vehemently enjoined to write of scientists and en
gineers as, in the thirties, they had been urged to stop writing about 
them, it having then been said that scientists and engineers were 
lily-livered intellectuals, probably bourgeois to boot, and therefore 
less worthy subjects than the rugged Stakhanovite, border guard, or 
aviation hero.6 Writers who in the thirties had made a living out of 
hagiographic biographies of that age's heroes now started churning 
them out about scientists and engineers. Even Kaverin moved on 
from the topic of Arctic exploration and aviation (in Two Captains) 
and started a trilogy about biologists (The Open Book, 1949, 1952, 
1956). Y. Trifonov entered the field to produce a work called Stu
dents (1950) and, in the same year, M. Slonimsky emerged from the 
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relative obscurity he had enjoyed since the twenties to put out one 
called Engineers. Even when a novel's title or subject matter was 
not about intellectuals, it was nevertheless mandatory for all of its 
positive heroes qua positive heroes to have some experience of 
culture or higher education. Even in that great pastoral of the for
ties, Babevsky's Cavalier of the Gold Star, the hero's "swarthy 
shepherdess" could not bring herself to marry him without first 
furthering her education. 7 

The new emphasis on "culture" did not mean just higher educa
tion, operas, books on the shelf, scholarly research, etc. The Rus
sian word for culture, kultura, is broader in its range of associations 
than the English word. It includes such things as using a handker
chief, saying "Thank you," and having a well-furnished apartment. 
In other words, the details that Vera Dunham has culled from 
fiction to support her claim that forties literature was imbued with 
petit-bourgeois, philistine values are in Russian eyes no less the 
proper accoutrements of "culture" than creative writing and schol
arship, which Western intellectuals might find more praiseworthy. 

"Culture" in Russian has traditionally stood for what happens 
when a peasant moves from his wooden hut and abandons his 
traditional dress in favor of a more urban and I or Western way of 
life. The more divans and bedspreads with "scalloped edges" he 
acquires, the more "cultured" he proves to be. Alternatively, it has 
stood for the way the aristocrats live as distinct from the masses. 
"Culture" is modernization (a sewage system, paved roads). "Cul
ture" is politeness. It is in that broad context that culture is also 
learning and the arts. 

As the Soviet Union became an increasingly industrialized and 
urbanized modern nation, and as more and more people acquired 
higher education and were employed as white-collar workers or at 
least as skilled laborers, the aspirations and interests of its citizens 
were inevitably affected. The Soviet Union developed into what we 
in the West would call an "organization man" society. Most of its 
working population achieved, or hoped to achieve, a place within 
some institutional hierarchy. They sought to rise in the hierarchy of 
status and enjoy a higher standard of living, and to this end they 
endeavored to comport themselves as was deemed fit for a person of 
their standing. The heroic age was at an end. 

This change did not come precisely with the end of World War II. 



198 IV. Soviet Fiction since 
World War ll 

Many of the postwar values had begun to emerge even before the 
war. This can be sensed in thirties fiction. The hero of How the Steel 
Was Tempered (1934), Korchagin, is an irresponsible, anarchic 
fellow whose instincts are in the right place but have to be tamed. 
By contrast, the hero of Y. Krymov's classic The Tanker Derbent 
(1938), Basov (a Stakhanovite leader), is never exuberant or mis
chievous but always concerned about orders and his duty. 

The change in postwar values reflects the increasing confidence 
that individual Russians felt after World War II, but it was also 
generated from above. It was an official doctrine that the experience 
of World War II had brought about a radical change in Soviet man, 
who was now more sophisticated than he had been before. Ironi
cally, the canonical source for this doctrine was that same Zvezda 
and Leningrad lecture by Zhdanov that had turned back the clock 
in Soviet literature. The claim that Soviet man was now different 
was presented most strongly in one particular paragraph toward 
the end of Zhdanov's lecture. That paragraph was to become the 
authoritative source cited whenever anyone wanted to advocate, or 
make some claim of, any sort of change at all. The passage runs: 

With each day our people attain an ever higher level. Today we 
are not the people we were yesterday, and tomorrow we will not 
be as we were today. We are already not the same Russians 
we were before 1917. Russia is not the same, and our character 
has changed too. 8 

Even though the role of the war was not explicit in Zhdanov's 
speech, his rhetorical words had the effect of elevating that event to 
the status of a second revolution tn the Soviet roster of Great 
Moments-a revolution that had wrought a qualitative change in 
Soviet man. Zhdanov's lecture did not introduce this doctrine 
(which had been around since 1944), but it canonized it for the 
entire decade. 9 

In literature it thus became ari axiom that the man who had been 
through the war emerged from it changed. This privileged experi
ence was not confined to soldiers: in many a kolkhoz novel the 
wife left behind became (in the tradition of Dasha in Cement) 
the finer and more committed person for having been forced to cope 
with the hardships of the war years without the support of a hus
band.10 In general, however, it was at the front that man was 
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changed. The heroes of most novels had either fought in the Battle 
of Stalingrad or, better still, had made that famous progress from 
Stalingrad to Berlin. If he was somehow unable to do it himself, 
then his loved one, his brother, or his best friend did it, as it were, 
on his behalf.U The Battle of Stalingrad or the march from Stalin
grad to Berlin became the hero's own ordeal, a ready-made sub
stitute for the trials that, as initiate, he had had to undergo in a 
thirties novel. 

These high points from World War II became new additions to 
History's Great Time. It seemed appropriate for Stalin to partici
pate in them (as he did in most forties novels anyway). Very often, 
authors contrived to have Stalin appear in person. In Bubennov's 
The White Birch Tree (1947), for instance, the hero loses con
sciousness after being wounded in battle but comes to to find Stalin 
standing above him (then, surely, he must have reached "that other 
world" of the fairytale!). 12 

Since in actual fact Stalin was .not very much in evidence at the 
front, his usual role in war fiction was to deliver one of his major 
wartime speeches over the radio (most often the November 7 
speech before the Battle of Stalingrad). This is of course a form of 
"testament." In areas under occupation, the speech was run off and 
distributed clandestinely, in which case it is something like passing 
the "baton." In short, in forties novels Stalin functioned as a 
superior mentor. 

The End of the Heroic Age and 
Its Implications for Literature 

Because the war and Stalin's wartime speeches had been estab
lished as Great Moments, novelists were relieved of much of 
their obligation to show extraordinary feats and extraordinary 
changes. These had already occurred in the war and I or were being 
taken care of by a figure from outside the novel's world, Stalin. 
Consequently, in the forties it was possible to depict more everyday, 
unexceptional moments, more of the quotidian world, than it had 
been in the thirties. Because kairos was assured, chronos could 
continue. 

Chronos could continue, but it had to be of a different order from 
what it had been before the war. After Zhdanov's speech it seemed 
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incumbent on the literary world to formulate an explicit model for 
demonstrating change. The critics found one in the positive heroes. 
It became a cliche to remark that Pavel Korchagin (the hero of How 
the Steel Was Tempered [1932-34]) and Oleg Koshevoy (the hero 
of The Young Guard) were "worlds apart": Pavel and his comrades 
had been a valiant few who had tried to lead the people forward in 
the face of many alien and hostile social elements; the people of 
Oleg's generation lived in a more "conscious" and comradely envi
ronment. Now, "the socialist way of life has already entered the 
flesh and blood of Soviet man and is reflected in our every reac
tion."13 Consequently, today one finds Pavel Korchagins reproduced 
"in the millions."14 In fact, some reviewers claimed that "all are 
heroes." 15 

These views did not, as one might expect, sound a return to the 
First Five-Year Plan goal of the kingdom of the "little man." Soviet 
society was already very hierarchical, and the qualitative cutoff 
between the ordinary man and his leader was often mentioned in 
fiction as an assumption not requiring proof. But these doctrines 
did mean that if all, or most, men are "positive," they do not have 
to combat menacing villains, and, if their environment is superior to 
any known before, then their lives are, to that extent, less heroic 
than were the lives of the Pavel Korchagins. 

As "culture" began to supplant the heroic or extraordinary as a 
central value of both rhetoric and literature, it was perhaps inevi
table that the vogue for the pseudo-folk would come to an end. Once 
again, the official signal for this change was sounded in the 
Zhdanov lecture of 1946. What Zhdanov found most offensive in 
the recent works of several of the authors he attacked (including 
Zoschenko) was that they made Sovkt reality and Soviet man seem 
"primitive."16 He continued: "We have changed and grown. The 
time has come to raise the level of sophistication in literature. The 
reading public is now better educated and simply will not tolerate 
poor or simplistic literature."17 

The reign of the people's bards was finally challenged. As recently 
as 1946 Kryukova, the famous composer of Stalinist byliny, had 
been awarded the Order of Lenin to mark her seventieth birthday, 
but by 1947 the situation had changed. Critics came out in strength 
to attack the folk bards, and with a certain alacrity, which no doubt 
reflected attitudes long suppressed while the bards were lionized. 
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They invariably cited the catch phrase from Zhdanov's lecture, 
"Russia is not the same," when they argued that the policy of 
encouraging folk-epic occasional poetry was misconceived. 18 Gen
erally speaking, this cooling toward folk forms applied only to 
Russian folklore ("Russia is not the same," but ... ). The contempo
rary bards of non-Russian (especially non-European) peoples con
tinued to be feted. 

The reaction against folk forms was specifically against old oral, 
not written, forms. In the forties the place of the by/ina was largely 
taken by The Igor Tale, a medieval Russian epic from the written 
tradition, which was frequently published in a modern translation. 
Motifs from it were used in many war novels besides The Young 
Guard. This change was not merely formal or stylistic (e.g., con
tained fewer folkisms), but also thematic: the heroes of The Igor 
Tale were not spirited, fantastic folk adventurers, but princes of the 
Russian land. Correspondingly, the heroes of forties novels were no 
longer the daring youths of the thirties but older, more responsible 
people. 

The typical hero of the thirties novel was a youth. His forties 
counterpart was probably between thirty-five and forty. 19 His lack 
of "youth" was not, however, so much a function of age as of 
status. He was no longer a potential member of the Soviet hierarchy 
but actually in it, usually as a junior executive in the Party, military, 
or government administration. 

The forties hero was a leader (rukovoditel') and an organization 
man. He believed that, if orders came from above, they would be in 
the organization's interests and therefore should be obeyed without 
question. 20 He tried to wear at all times the Soviet equivalent of the 
gray flannel suit, i.e., a neat uniform or coat and tie. Even Oleg 
Koshevoy, in The Young Guard, could not, as an officeholder in the 
Komsomol, be seen fleeing the Germans across the countryside in 
midsummer heat without wearing a coat and tie. 21 In several novels 
the hero was even said not to drink alcohol (in contrast to certain 
less worthy members of his organization).22 

To be an officeholder in some hierarchy involved more than auto
matic compliance and conformism. Leadership was said to be an 
"art"-a part of "culture," in other words. Hence the aim of the 
hero's quest in both war and production novels was not to perform 
some extraordinary feat but to master the art of leadership. 
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Thus, the typical forties novel is not so much an allegorical tale of 
an individual's quest for "consciousness," symbolizing the greater 
quest of society as a whole; rather, it tells how one individual 
perfects himself as a leader. The metaphoric and adventure-tale 
elements, which were quite strong in thirties fiction, were palpably 
weaker in the forties. In fact, together with attacks on pseudo-folk 
literature came rumblings against "Jack Londonism."23 The hero's 
antagonists became less like monsters, fierce beasts, or elemental 
hordes. 

Forties fiction was also less dominated by the rite-of-passage 
structure than its forties counterparts had been. Since the hero was 
often not a youth, the motif of initiation was in any case less fea
sible. Also, the hero of most novels was a Soviet official who, having 
usually crossed over into a state of "consciousness" already, merely 
had to be perfected in that state. Consequently, the initiation of the 
positive but "spontaneous" youth often provided a subplot rather 
than the central plot: it was the wife, son, younger friend, or sub
ordinate of the hero who was initiated, not the hero himself. The 
central plot was often a tale of promotion or preparation to enter 
the Party. Indeed, the quality sought in the hero was closer to 
"conscientiousness" than to "consciousness." Like "spontaneity," 
the Russian word used for the ideological category "conscious
ness," soznatel'nost', is polysemic and includes "conscientiousness" 
in its range of meanings. 

In novels of this period the "last testament" or "passing of the 
baton" very often occurred between the hero and his superior, the 
local Party head, or Stalin, or, since forties novels were somewhat 
baroque, with all three. 24 The high point of the novel was often a 
mere routine promotion or reshuffling in the organization, yet it 
was usually attended by the same atmosphere of initiation into 
mysteries that was typical of the youth's rite of passage in the earlier 
novels. But of course the elevated tone was not merely for the 
promotion itself: at the moment of passage, once again, many of the 
conflicts and contradictions in society were resolved. There was 
still, in other words, a major allegorical element in forties novels, 
even though they were often set in the prosaic, organization-man 
world. 

These observations do not apply equally to all forties novels. The 
change from heroic to organization-man novel is a trend that begins 
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in the late thirties and develops during the forties. Therefore, forties 
novels were in part organization man and in part heroic. By the late 
forties, even war novels had become strikingly less heroic. 

The stock antagonist of forties novels was a bureaucratic oppo
nent. He was an antagonist rather than a villain, because he was not 
especially wicked; he was simply less perfect than the hero. This is 
what was envisaged in the doctrine of "conflictlessness." The bu
reaucratic antagonist came from within the organization. He was not 
opposed to it and was not normally even a "masked enemy" (except 
in warnovels); he was simply misguided. The hero's chief antagonist 
was the bureaucrat who was too overbearing with his underlings, 
too neglectful of human welfare, too cautious, and unable to push 
the pace of the production or construction enterprise he supervised 
beyond conventional limits, too much a prisoner of his bureaucratic 
mentality, a so-called formalist who clung to paperwork and im
peded results. 

Such people were hardly evil. Rather, as one critic, Kovalchuk, 
proposed, "In the new stage literature has reached, negative material 
is more organically linked to positive examples. In fact, negative 
material is itself a medium for advancing what is new and progres
sive."25 In other words, the principal negative character in a forties 
novel is not so much the hero's antagonist as he is his Janus face; 
Rather than a villain, he is a negative example of the hero's positive 
quality (primarily "consCiousness" or conscientiousness), which in 
his case has somehow been distorted or carried to excess. Con
sequently, negative characters are usually not purged but are re
habilitated in some way, usually by means of a salutary demotion 
or relegation to the ranks. 26 

Thus in the forties the old political parable of how the forces of 
"consciousness" triumph over the forces of "spontaneity" was ex
panded. Each of the two ideological categories to be represented in 
the parable was split into positive and negative versions. The typical 
plot involves both characters personifying positive forms of 
"spontaneity" and "consciousness" and those exemplifying nega
tive forms, such as being (instead of "spontaneous") headstrong, 
self-centered, or susceptible to "elemental" passions, or (instead of 
being "conscious") having a mania for red tape, being too wedded 
to the office and not responsive to the world outside. Even the 
conventional dual image of the mentor figure (stern but loving) was 
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often split up by providing two mentors, one "stern," the other 
"loving. " 27 

Forties Variants on the "Little Family" I 
"Great Family" Pattern 

In fiction, one symptom of the end of the "heroic" was the increas
ing role given to the hero's private life. In the thirties the hero often 
had to sacrifice or transcend his personal attachments, but in the 
forties he was expected to regularize his relationships as a way of 
proving himself worthy of a position of responsibility in the "or
ganization." 

There are several reasons for this change. Since the hero was 
usually at a later stage of the life-cycle than his thirties counterpart, 
he was therefore often a husband and father, who was not expected 
to abandon his wife or child. Also, the hero was now quite often a 
woman, probably a wife or mother, and it was clearly even less 
acceptable that she should neglect her duties to her nuclear family. 
Dasha, a hero of Gladkov's Cement, had neglected her family, 
and her little daughter had even died as a result. But that was in the 
twenties, in an age of revolutionary extremism. Times were differ
ent now, and gestures such as Dasha's were unthinkable. 

There were other, extraliterary reasons why positive heroes of 
forties fiction never abandoned their families. During the forties the 
government took extraordinary measures-even greater than in the 
thirties-to strengthen the nuclear family as a "cell" of that greater 
family, the state. It was important to increase the birth rate and 
discourage sexual license. Family morality was not considered a 
private matter. After all, it was pointed out, if a man's wife com
promises him with another, this harms his work performance. 28 

In literature, the "little family" and "great family" became more 
closely interrelated. In fact, although forties novels were usually set 
in "the organization," many of them were set in the hero's family. 

The two spheres did not overlap completely. The hero's family 
was inevitably smaller in scope than the public sphere in which he 
worked. But because several family members usually worked, an 
author could manage, with a certain ingenuity, to squeeze quite a 
large proportion of one or two families into leading roles within the 
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local hierarchies. Those local officials who escaped the "family" net 
could be coopted as structural family members. V. Kochetov's The 
Zhurbins (1952) provides a striking example example of this. Be
tween his four-generation family of shipbuilders (the Zhurbins), 
their spouses, their girlfriends, and their families, Kochetov almost 
manages to make his one "little family," the Zhurbins, coexten
sive with his local "great family." 

Ordinarily, however, the mentor figure (or figures) comes from 
outside the hero's "little family." Even so, he usually assumes the 
role of "structural elder" in the private life of the protagonist. The 
mentor figure will urge a young hero to marry his girl, counsel him 
against an impending adultery, comfort him if his loved one is lost 
in war, and, if a woman finds her husband unworthy, will often 
counsel her to try to keep living with him. In Babaevsky's second 
kolkhoz idyll, Light over the Earth (1949-50), we find not merely 
an avuncular "father" but a mother figure as well: the district Party 
secretary plays matchmaker for the young hero, Sergey, and "loves 
him like a son," while the secretary's wife gives Sergey's "swarthy 
shepherdess" advice and feels toward her "as a mother to a daugh
ter."29 

Conversely, dramas of the public sphere and of ideological con
sequence were largely played out in terms of "little family" re
lations. Family problems were usually patterned in terms of false 
and true family members who were false or true in their public roles 
as well. In V. Panova's novel, Kruzhilikha (1947), for instance, the 
protagonist Listopad, a factory director, is a poor and inconsiderate 
husband toward his first wife and, to a comparable degree, a poor 
administrator; both defects are corrected with the second marriage. 
Also in Fedin's An Unusual Summer (1947-48), an Old Bolshevik 
revolutionary's search for and discovery of his foundling son {lost 
due to tsarist repression and brutality) becomes the discovery of a 
Bolshevik revolutionary's "true" heir: he gives his "last testament" 
to the son. 30 

Family members who are false in blood terms will prove false in 
values, too. In G. Nikolaeva's Harvest (1950), for instance, the hero 
and kolkhoz Party leader Vasily Bortnikov is disturbed to find his 
father and brother corrupted by his (wicked) stepmother. He is even 
obliged to denounce his father to the kolkhoz for appropriating 
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wheat meant for the orphanage. His father is taken in hand by the 
kolkhoz and improves but is soon stricken by cancer and dies con
fessing to his son that he took "the wrong road" in life. The young 
brother later breaks with the stepmother and becomes a dedicated 
member of the kolkhoz. "The father's blood came out," triumphs the 
narrator. 31 Family harmony and kolkhoz harmony are restored. 

It was not just family relations that were given a bigger role in 
forties fiction. Love relations were, too. As the initiation plot be
came more often relegated to the subplot, that is, it had a lesser 
character as its subject, so, proportionately, the love plot became 
not an auxiliary plot but an integral part of the main plot, an aspect 
of the hero's public life. Love was no longer one of the hero's 
"ordeals"; rather, it was said to enhance his work performance. 
Indeed, the climax of the love plot and the novel's kairotic moment 
now often come together. In P. Pavlenko's novel Happiness (1947), 
for instance, the kairotic moment occurs when the hero, Voropaev, 
sees Stalin in Yalta. Voropaev himself is a sort of updated version of 
Ostrovsky's Pavel Korchagin and has been wounded in battle so 
many times that he has decided he is too debilitated for love and 
personal happiness. But when he emerges from his meeting with 
Stalin, he feels "1,000 years younger" and goes home to .start an 
affair with his landlady.32 

In some novels, by contrast, love and the kairotic moment do not 
occur in rapid succession; in these, love is the kairotic moment. In 
V. Panova's Krukhilikha (1947), for instance, the moment Listopad 
and his future second wife spend their first night together proves to 
be the turning point in all his professional problems. Being thus 
renewed, he is able to solve them all. 33 

Intimations of Metaphysical Quest 

In typical forties fiction, then, love helps the hero solve his man
agement problems, and the plots commonly revolve around con
flicts between positive and negative examples of the conscientious 
bureaucrat. Such conventions do not, on the face of things, seem 
particularly auspicious for a vital literature. These sorts of things 
gave Zhdanovism its bad name. Nevertheless, it should not be pre
sumed that the literary world of this decade was lacking in vigor 
and controversy. 
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Surface bombast, surface adherence to Socialist Realist con
ventions, and homage to Stalin notwithstanding, the pervasive 
concern of forties literature was with what was "false" and what 
was "true." Critics spoke of false idealization, of false realism, and 
of false literary forms (neofolkism, Jack Londonism, etc.). Books 
depicted false leaders and true leaders, false goals and true goals, 
etc. What lay beneath this interest in the false and true was not just 
a need to find the "correct line." Rather, as is quite clear in the 
polemics themselves, the main concern was with the quality of life. 
In other words, although certain forties novels perhaps show undue 
attention to scalloped bedspreads and other such objects, this really 
represents only the philistine end of an entire spectrum of concern 
for the quality of contemporary life. This concern, moreover, was 
increasingly articulated in terms of present-day reality (byt) rather 
than the myth-inspired life lived according to some heroic code. 

The stress on love in forties novels (in contrast to those of the 
thirties) was not only an effect of the government's insistence that 
all adult citizens found "little families." It also reflects the way 
people were reevaluating earlier basic assumptions about priorities 
in life. In Pavlenko's Happiness, for instance, the retired officer 
Voropaev not only learns to bring love's balm into his hard life in 
the Crimea; he is also opened to new possibilities for living. The life 
of the soil he encounters in his association with Crimean kolkhozes 
teaches him about a richer world than that of epaulets and pro
motions in the (military) hierarchy. There are echoes of Tolstoy as 
Voropaev confounds an ambitious young officer acquaintance by 
rejecting his offer of a prestigious military post, saying that he 
prefers to be where he is, among the tillers.34 Thus, even in the 
forties one can find intimations of the cult of the village and the 
"soil" that was to emerge more fully in the prose of the sixties and 
seventies. 

The questions that most troubled the literary world of the forties 
came out in discussions of those aspects of Zhdanovism that have 
been fairly universally condemned since then: "conflictlessness," 
idealization, and unrealistic standards of personal morality. The 
doctrine of "conflictlessness" and the practice of "glossing over" 
the negative were not swallowed without a murmur. All through 
the forties, critics spoke out against them in articles and polemics 
that were published quite freely. Many an article was published 
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attacking the kolkhoz idylls of Babaevsky, for instance (though 
critics of the Khrushchev era, who were anxious to establish that 
the policies of that era were new, found it expedient to claim that 
Babaevsky's defects were not noticed under Stalin).35 

Many of the questions that most preoccupied forties society cen
tered around the interrelation between one's individual, private 
world and one's public life and duties. For this, writers still used the 
schematic contrast of the "great family" and the "little family." 
They focused especially on an -issue that was a major concern, the 
right of an individual to engage in adultery. But this was a narrower 
focus, almost a metaphor for the larger issues at stake, which were, 
for political reasons, more dangerous to handle. It was not, how
ever, the preserve of "dissident" intellectuals to be concerned with 
these issues. As is clear from the example of Pavlenko's Happiness, 
a broad spectrum of the intelligentsia was preoccupied with them. 

The more the forties progressed, the more the shadow of adultery 
could be sensed hovering over the lives of all fictional protagonists. 
Of course, this was a way of making up for the diminished role that 
adventure and exploit were to play (as compared with a thirties 
novel) and of giving a potentially dull novel some frisson and sus
pense. It was generally considered not good literary decorum to 
allow positive heroes actually to indulge in adultery-at least not 
for more than the odd "mistake" that occurred while he was meet
ing his "trials." The nuclear family had to be intact for the finale. A 
common way of motivating the reunion of husband and wife was to 
have the straying husband become so involved in his work that the 
new lease of life it gave him helped him feel closer to her. 36 

With each new batch of novels the adultery plot became more 
dominant, until the possibility of saving the family's purity for the 
finale became less and less viable. Here we find the conflict between 
"real" and "ideal" raging just beneath the surface. Matters were 
reaching the boiling point, and in fact they were able to overflow 
shortly after Stalin's death-and to overflow then not just on this 
one issue but on many others, too, which were obscured by the 
steam. 

In a bitter article of 1951, entitled "Truth in Art [emphasis 
mine]," Aleksandr Tvardovsky provides a satirical synopsis of a 
hypothetical "typical" long poem of the forties. His synopsis 
applies equally well to many standard forties novels: 
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You find [in the poem] a backward kolkhoz and a model one. 
There is one kolkhoz president who is a man of foremost opin
ions and one who is high-handed and does not understand the 
new conditions brought about by human development. There is a 
girl Galya and a tractor driver Vanya. There is a Party organizer 
as well, and his only occupation is to organize the affairs of the 
heart of this young pair. 37 

So, in forties literature, "boy gets tractor" (plus girl), but, as he does 
so, he increasingly tries the patience of both critics and public, who 
look for a more meaningful quest. Tvardovsky here decries such 
phony trash and calls for "truth in art." It was but one step further 
from there to what happened during the various thaws after Stalin's 
death. 



10 The Khrushchev Years 

When Stalin died in March, 1953, the maJority of the Soviet 
populace was grief-stricken. Mourners flocked into central Moscow 
on the day of his funeral, crowding so thickly that several people 
were trampled to death. But together with the people's great 
sadness-or so eyewitnesses tell us-came their anxiety: How can 
we carry on without him? 1 

Yet, before long, Stalin's work was being undone. At the Septem
ber Plenum of the Central Committee, later that same year, the 
policies announced for agriculture implied new principles for man
agement in general. Then began the large-scale releases of prisoners 
from the camps and the countless "rehabilitations." 

In February, 1956, came the most climactic moment of the de
cade. Khrushchev delivered a "secret" speech to the Twentieth Party 
Congress. In this speech he indicted Stalin on the grounds that he 
had distorted and ignored the true "Leninist" principles of Bol
shevik leadership. Khrushchev did not question the achievements of 
the Stalinist leadership (the development of heavy industry, collec
tivization, etc.) but attacked its "anti-Leninist cult of personality" 
(i.e., the excessive adulation of Stalin) and its breach of "revolu
tionary legality." As evidence that Stalin had flouted this principle, 
Khrushchev cited numerous instances of unjust repression, arbi
trariness, and falsification. 2 

Khrushchev's "secret speech" encouraged writers to be bolder in 
exposing (as they had already begun to do) the absurd and counter
productive extremes to which various key Stalinist values had been 
taken: "vigilance," the titanic hero, the hard-driving, unflinching 
leader, the duty of the state to monitor the private lives of its 
citizens, and the Zhdanovist literary doctrines of "conflictlessness" 
and "glossing over" the negative. This public washing of so much 
of the Stalinist dirty linen, known as "destalinization," more or less 
reached its peak in 1962. Khrushchev "retired" from the leadership 
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only a few years later, in October, 1964. In short, the hallmark of 
the Khrushchev years, 1953-1964, was destalinization. 

The writers were in the forefront of this age of dizzy upheaval. 
Nowhere did the cry for liberalization sound more loudly than in 
literature. And it had its audience. When that semiofficial poet 
laureate of destalinization, E. Evtushenko, read his poems at the 
Lenin Stadium, it would be filled to capacity, as if for a soccer final. 

The decade is marked by three "thaws" or high points in the 
process of destalinization within literature. Each of these took its 
cue from some recent Party convention that had marked a 
significant shift away from Stalinist norms. The first occurred in 
1954, following the September 1953 Central Committee plenum; 
the second came in 1956, following the Twentieth Party Congress 
in February, at which Khrushchev made the "secret speech"; and 
the third and final thaw came in 1962, in the wake of the Twenty
Second Party Congress. 

A closer look at the actual substance of the changes reflected in 
fiction under Khrushchev reveals that they were often not as radical 
as the rhetoric suggests. A novel's hero often "unmasked" a wrong 
that was in fact fairly commonplace in forties prose (an overbearing 
bureaucrat, neglect of the housing needs of local workers, abuse of 
privilege by officialdom, rote learning of catch phrases instead of 
being brought to understand the essence of communism, etc.). In so 
doing, the hero commonly either detected intimations of change 
that was to come as the result of the policies promulgated at some 
recent Party meeting in Moscow, usually the September 1953 
Plenum, the Twentieth, or the Twenty-Second Party Congress 
(whichever occurred most recently), or he extolled the regenerative 
power of the new policies. The Party conferences enjoyed in 
rhetoric the status of an official kairotic moment, comparable with 
a meeting with Stalin in thirties and forties rhetoric. 

In some ways the entire drama of destalinization can be seen as a 
ceremonial legitimizing of the new government. Just as the Stalinist 
leadership evolved rituals for marking itself off from the factions 
over which it had triumphed, so, too, the Khrushchev leadership 
found other rituals (milder and less histrionic) for marking itself off 
from the Stalinist-of saying, "Stalin is dead. Long live the new 
collective leadership I Khrushchev." 

Thus, much of the ostensibly dissident fiction of this decade was 
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in fact occasional writing, celebrating the wisdom of the leadership 
and its new policies. Moreover, this occasional writing was fairly 
formalized, as under Stalin. The great traditions of Socialist 
Realism were still largely intact; the new age merely demanded cer
tain new tropes and adjustments in the master plot. 

Much of the writing that made claims for a new era used the 
forties convention of the "true" and "false" leader (i.e., the "true" 
leader represents a positive form of "consciousness"; the "false" 
one, an excess or distortion of true "consciousness"). Now, how
ever, the "true" leader was identified with the new age, the "false" 
one with the values of the superseded, Stalinist, era. Sometimes, as 
in Galina Nikolaeva's 1957 industrial novel Battle en Route, the 
author provided a double set of functions, i.e., "false" and "true" 
examples of both the mentor (Blikin, first secretary of the Regional 
Party Committee, as false; Grinin, the second secretary, who will 
replace him before the book is out, as true), and the disciple (Val
gan, the factory director, as false; Bakhirev, his energetic opponent, 
as true). Also, fifties prose dispensed with the conventional di
chotomy in the mentor between his "stern" and "loving" guises. 
Now the "false" mentor was often "stern," but the true mentor was 
rarely shown to be anything but "loving." In part this was due to a 
real change in values, but, under the post-Stalin leadership, it was 
also an act of public relations {the new leadership cares more). As 
such, it was the fifties answer to that forties literary sin of "glossing 
over" the negative. 
, It should be asked whether, for all the veneer of "protest" and 
'radical overhaul, the Soviet people were not, underneath it all, 
getting the same sort of fiction as they got under Stalin. In other 
words, did the change consist merely in different rhetorical 
flourishes? Was fifties prose only a lot of occasional writing cele
brating new decrees and marveling at the leadership, as before? Were 
the people not merely being served the "mutton" of Zhdanovist 
prose dressed up as the "lamb" of a new spring? 

They were, and they were not. Fiction under Khrushchev was 
more liberal than under Stalin, although not to the degree claimed. 
It was also more various. Indeed, the Khrushchev years do not 
constitute a homogeneous era. To mark them off as a distinctive 
time period is to make a rather arbitrary time division, motivated 
by a sort of "cult of personality" of its own (Khrushchev's, that is). 
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On the one hand, trends that mark both ends of the period can also 
be found in the intellectual life of the adjacent years (i.e., im
mediately pre- and post-Khrushchev). On the other, the Khrushchev 
years were relatively volatile ones (relative to the Zhdanovist or 
Brezhnev years, that is), and, within the decade, there were several 
distinctive subperiods. 

The Early Fifties to 1957: 
The First Wave of Reevaluation 

In many ways the new values that emerged after Stalin's death 
represent a broadening and intensification of changes in priorities 
and public values that had already begun to be felt toward the close 
of the Stalin era. Stalin's death in 1953 and the subsequent turnover 
of leadership merely quickened a process that had already begun. 
Things finally reached (or were permitted to reach) the boiling point 
and then boiled over. Earlier, the issues had been expressed primar
ily in terms of the right of an individual to his own private life and 
to artistic truth. After Stalin's death, however, the right to privacy 
and artistic truth were expanded in scope to include, respectively, 
the question of where to place the point of tradeoff between the 
state's interests and the needs and ideas of the individual, and the 
issue of intellectual truth in general. In both cases, discussion was 
facilitated not just by the change of leadership but also by a general 
rescaling and shifting of priorities in the public platform, which 
now laid more stress on efficiency, professionalism, and human , 
welfare and gave correspondingly less weight to such forties fetishes 
as political reliability and anti-Westernism. 

Much of the initial post-Stalin platform seems to have come out 
of discussions among intellectuals during the forties. For the most 
part, however, these were not, strictly speaking, "dissident" in
tellectuals; rather, they represented minority views within the spec
trum of postwar public debate. Their views did not coincide initially 
with the official position, but that platform came closer and closer 
to their position until, beginning in 1952, a marked shift in that 
direction occurred in the official platform itsdf. 

In forties fiction one can find prophetic, if tentative and cautious, 
reevaluations of basic Stalinist values. Examples include V. 
Panova's Kruzhilikha (1947), E. Kazakevich's The Star (1947), 
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I. Ehrenburg's The Storm (1947), V. Kaverin's Doktor Vlasenkova 
(1952), V. Grossman's For a Just Cause (1952), and D. Granin's 
short story "The Second Variant" (1952). 3 With the exception of 
Kazakevich and Grossman, all these writers produced fictional 
works during the first half of the Khrushchev period that were in 
effect reruns of these forties works of theirs; the difference was that 
they were now more outspoken and direct. 

In 1952 there were several indicators that the leadership had also 
begun to reappraise some of the assumptions that guided policy in 
the forties. For instance, in Malenkov's speech to the Nineteenth 
Party Congress of that year he called for managers to pay greater 
attention to their employees' material welfare,4 a directive that 
found some echo in virtually every fictional work published 
through 1957 and, to a lesser extent, thereafter. Additionally, in 
1952 a serious study of Western technological and scientific litera
ture was proposed, the first major sign that the intellectual 
chauvinism that had been a hallmark of the forties was going to be 
reversed.5 Finally, Stalin's own essay of that year, "Marxism and 
Questions of Linguistics," which attacked "monopolistic" author
ity figures in the various fields of Soviet science and learning, gave 
some impetus to the movement leading to the bitter attacks on 
dogma and on cultural authority figures that marked the first two 
post-Stalin thaws. 6 

In 1952 a distinct new wave began in literature, as compared with 
isolated earlier expressions of post-Stalin values. This trend was far 
from dissident; on the contrary, it was dominated by Party members. 
It began with the publication in 1952 of a sketch, "District Routine," 
written by the Party writer Valentin Ovechkin. In this sketch 
Ovechkin explores, in the limited context of rural management and 
getting the Plan fulfilled, the tradeoff between "initiative" and 
"discipline"-between individual and state interests. The sketch 
was relatively mild in its conclusions, but it was followed by an 
entire series of sketches, each more radical than the last, published 
between 1952 and 1956 under the same general heading, "District 
Routine." Ovechkin's views probably represent a segment of new 
thinking in the Party, one that would gain official support after 
Stalin's death. Thereafter, all of his sketches were published in 
Pravda in at least extract form, and often they were published 
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before the Party itself passed the very measures suggested in one of 
the sketches. 

Thus, in the early fifties, the main thrust for change came from 
within the system. The champions of "the new" did have their 
radical wing, 7 but, generally speaking, the whole movement was .~· · 
officially sponsored. Why this reevaluation of values--values that· ·· 
seemed almost intrinsic to postwar Soviet society? One answer > · . 

might be found in societal changes. By the beginning of the fifties 
the Soviet economy had recovered from the devastation of World 
War 118 and was thus in a better position to be liberal, to pay 
attention to human needs. Moreover, if it was to go on to create a 
truly advanced, technological nation, it needed more expertise, 
foreign know-how, and flexibility. This sort of explanation would 
certainly make the changes seem reasonable, but, given that element 
of the arbitrary in the history of Soviet policy, it could never pro
vide a complete explanation. 

If one analyzes the various changes in values that occurred during 
the early fifties, one will find that most of them can be accounted for 
as effects of yet another shift in values: in a reaction to the values of 
High Stalinism resulting in a return to a milder version of the First 
Five-Year Plan ethos. Even the reversal of anti-Westernism in sci
ence and technology can be associated with the Plan years, since, 
during that time, the country both imported and studied zealously a 
great deal of Western technology. 

The main thrust of early fifties prose was, however, one of reac
tion against High Stalinist values rather than specifically toward the 
Five-Year Plan ethos. Directly or indirectly, the main target of writ
ers, critics, and even policy-makers was that backbone of High 
Stalinist political culture, namely, hierarchy and privilege, and the 
cult of the titanic hero that went with them. Despite these assaults 
on the very axioms of High Stalinism, however, writers did not go 
to the opposite extreme of the First Five-Year Plan's cult of the 

. "little man"; its protagonists were still largely managers and pro
fessional people, as in the forties. 

The fifties saw a growing cult, not of the "little man" as a "cog" 
or "bolt" in society's great "machine," but rather of the ordinary 
person as an individual. This cult was reflected in several ways: in 
campaigns to reintroduce "sincerity" and "the lyric" in literature 
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(read: individual expression, debunking of unrealistic characteriza
, tion, and paying more attention to love and other feelings) and in 
; concern for the right of individuals to a full and unhindered private 

life. Positive heroes began to indulge in adultery, as they had not 
been able to do since the early thirties. Anyone in authority who 
sought to prevent it was represented not as a paternalistic figure, as 
in the forties, but as a pathetic or cynical busybody, someone to be 
shouted down by public opinion. 

"The Year of Protest," 1956 

In 1956 this cult of the individual grew in scope beyond the realms 
of private life and human welfare. In this year the slogan "Pravda! 
Pravda!" (Give us truth!) was blazoned forth in response to 
Khrushchev's secret speech to the Twentieth Party Congress. For 
several writers it represented not just the demand that the abuses of 
the Stalin era be righted but actually that, henceforth, everyone 
should not merely have but actively fight for "One's Own Opin
ion" (the title of a short story of that year by D. Granin). 

In fiction of 1956, writers were more outspcken than before. 
They not only responded to cues given them in official speeches but 
often acted on their own. At the time, Western commentators be
came quite excited by these "protests" and calls for the exercise of 
independent judgment. Harold Swayze even claimed that the dis
cussions in 1956 literature "threatened to extend beyond, if not to 
call in question, that 'great truth, the Party's truth and Lenin's.' " 9 

In fact, however, very few writers went so far in their fiction
although it is of course always a matter of opinion as to what 
constitutes "Lenin's truth." 

Many Western commentators were blind~d by the sight of the 
word pravda and assumed that 1956 writing was about "truth" 
when most of it wasn't, at all. They tended to assume, for instance, 
that when a Soviet writer speaks of pravda-particularly when, in 
the same breath, he vociferates against conservatism and au
thoritarianism or expresses his disgust at Soviet "double talk" (i.e., 
saying what one is expected to say rather than what one knows to 
be the case)-he is contrasting objective truth and dogma. In actual 
fact, all three elements (anticonservatism, antiauthoritarianism, and 
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hatred of cant) can be found in a book as servile toward received 
attitudes as Azhaev's Far away from Moscow of 1948.10 The only 
novelty about much 1956 writing is the actual use of the word 
pravda, which was an innovation as far as mainstream Socialist 
Realist fiction was concerned, although it had actually been used in 
some 1952 works that were harbingers of post-Stalin attitudes. 11 

In 1956, most writers insisted that there were two truths-the 
new and the old. Just as, between 1953 and 1955, they contrasted 
the attitudes of an "old-style" administrator with a "new," in 1956 
they contrasted a cynical leader's attitudes with those of a living 
incarnation of the platform of February, 1956, and cried out 
Pravda! in doing so. 12 There were other writers, however, who 
under the banner of "pravda" managed to champion values that 
were not completely identical with those of the Twentieth Party 
Congress platform. Most of them identified their ideas hopefully 
with the spirit of the new age and, most insistently, with 
"Leninism." 

The most radical example of fiction that championed a non
received sense of pravda (in this case, the author did not even 
bother to identify it as "Leninist") is V. Dudintsev's 1956 novel Not 
by Bread Alone. The novel treats a popular 1956 theme of struggle 
against careerists who have corrupted and frustrated true scientific 
endeavor, but it goes to unprecedented extremes in the extent of the 
corruption it depicts, the implication of the Party in the corruption, 
and the negative picture of the possibility that "truth" will prevail. 
This made the novel an especial bete-noire, and it caused quite a 
commotion when it was published. 

Not by Bread Alone concerns an inventor, Lopatkin, who has 
invented a new machine for the centrifugal casting of sewer pipes. 
Unfortunately, to adopt this machine would mean scrapping the 
one slated for adoption, which, although inferior, was invented by 
the authority figure in this branch of engineering. Consequently, the 

.director of the provincial factory where Lopatkin works, Drozdov, 
blocks the project quite cynically. Lopatkin both loses his job and 
has to fight his own battle against overwhelming odds to see his 
machine accepted. In 1956, Drozdov became an emblem for the 
cynical, careerist bureaucrat who lives in great material comfort 
himself. 
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In Not by Bread Alone the agents of authority are almost over
whelmingly corrupt, but this picture is counterbalanced by a posi
tive account of a handful of the elect, the fighters for "truth," 
comprising largely Lopatkin and Nadezhda, Drozdov's wife, who 
soon leaves Drozdov for Lopatkin. In building up his picture of the 
elect, Dudintsev has essentially created a new heroic vita but one 
still modeled on that of the conventional Soviet hero. Lopatkin 
meets many of the standard criteria for the true revolutionary hero: 
he is of working-class origins and has proved himself under fire in 
one of the Great Moments of Soviet history (wounded in World 
War II, he was decorated with the Red Star).13 The one thing miss
ing is a Party background. Still, Lopatkin, in defying the bureau
crats who want to keep his Promethean spirit "bound," re
capitulates the pattern of the Stakhanovite, who, it will be recalled, 
did not have to be a Party member. 

Lopatkin also meets the exigencies of the Heroic Code. In his 
single-minded bid to get his invention adopted, he scorns 
"bread"-material comfort-and stands fast before the slings and 
arrows with which the mockers and antagonists assail him. In the 
tradition of the best of the Old Bolsheviks, he survives a prison term 
(which the wronged husband, Drozdov, organized for him) with his 
faith intact. Lopatkin does not, of course, attain quite the heights of 
Rakhmetov, the hero of Chernyshevsky's What Is to Be Done?, 
who submits himself to a bed of nails to train his will and transcend 
the bodily. Nevertheless, Lopatkin's rigorous asceticism and zeal
ous guardianship of his spiritual purity (he allows himself only 
physical exercise and uplifting concerts of classical music; all else is 
work and thin gruel) make Pavel Korchagin or any other of the 
Soviet "new men" seem profligates by comparison. 

Lopatkin's single-mindedness is not directed toward any Bol
shevik or Marxist ideal of grace in some collective harmony. On the 
contrary, Dudintsev's novel is redolent with intellectual-elitism-an 
elitism, moreover, that echoes the ideas of Zamyatin and Tynyanov 
(twenties intellectuals who stood outside the world of Party think
ing). Throughout the novel Dudintsev draws a distinction between 
two types of people, a distinction highly reminiscent of the one 
Zamyatin drew in the twenties between "inquirers" (izobtretateli) 
and "acquirers" (priobretateli). For Dudintsev (as for Zamyatin) it 
is given only to a select few people (the inquirers) to make the truly 
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radical intellectual discoveries that will bring about great changes in 
history. Most of mankind, basking in the benefits of the progress 
thus brought about, seeks only material self-aggrandizement. Un
able to see beyond the present stage of human thought, they are 
mere "acquirers." Also, in connection with figures like Lopatkin, 
Dudintsev invokes some of the key terms Tynyanov used in his 
1928 essay on Khlebnikov, that cult figure of certain twenties in
tellectual circles: Lopatkin and his like have true "vision" (zrenie), 
they have true "daring" (smelost'). 14 He also (through a minor 
character, who quotes Bryusov) talks of the "torches" of thought 
that people like Lopatkin carry, torches that must be hidden in the 
underground (the "catacombs") so that they will not be extin
griished.1S 

In all these respects, Not by Bread Alone reiterates ideals of the 
twenties, but in others it prefigures the ideas of Solzhenitsyn and 
other intellectuals of the sixties, who bore witness to the camps and 
the purges in a spirit of proud defiance. Lopatkin's imprisonment is, 
for instance, embellished with declarations that seem to come right 
out of Solzhenitsyn's The First Circle ("A thinker is unable to stop 
thinking," and "Whoever has learned to think can never be com
pletely deprived of freedom"). 16 One might, however, equally well 
associate these ideas with the nineteenth-century myth of the mar
tyred member of the intelligentsia-a myth coopted into Bolshevik 
lore as the myth of the revolutionary who defies tsarist prison and 
exile. 

Here we are once more confronted with that great irony of Soviet 
culture, the fact that in many ways "dissident" and "orthodox" 
values form, not two opposed traditions, but different forces locked 
in a dialectical relationship within the one system, each feeding on 
the other. Moreover, High Stalinist values resemble the views of 
leading dissident thought during the periods of relatively liberal 
cultural climate that frame the Stalin years, i.e., the twenties and the 
fifties. 

Paradoxically, then, during the 1956 thaw the one novel that is 
most "dissident" more closely resembles Stalinist fiction than any of 
the more "conformist" writings of that year. Just when the bards of 
the "new era," bent on dismantling the High Stalinist ideals of the 
Heroic Code and its titanic figures, were calling for moderation, 
pragmatism, and democratization, we find in Not by Bread Alone 
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such salient traits of Stalinist culture as Promethean symbolism, the 
notion that there is a higher-order knowledge accessible only to the 
chosen few, and the myth of the martyred member of the in
telligentsia. The only crucial element lacking is a mentor figure for 
Lopatkin, and Dudintsev provides vestiges of that in various "car
ing" designers whom Lopatkin encounters during the course of the 
saga. However, these relationships are not followed through. 17 

There is no organization into which Lopatkin is to be inducted after 
instruction by an elder figure; he stands virtually alone with his 
muse. 

Not all the writers who in 1956 championed intellectual values 
saw the process of truth-seeking in terms of a simple binary opposi
tion (us/ them, inquirers/ acquirers, etc.). Some writers maintained 
that there is not a "true" and "false" truth to be sought or champi
oned but that, rather, truth is complex. Their concern was not 
merely to champion another variety of truth from that of received 
truth but to show the pitfalls of insisting on any form of truth, no 
matter how right and "true" it might seem to be; it is up to the 
individual to ascertain his own beliefs. 18 

Complex truth and individual autonomy in ascertaining truth are 
attributes of a Gesellschaft world view and imply rejection of, or a 
superseding of, the ideal of Gemeinschaft. But in 1956 it was not 
really Gesellschaft values that predominated. Most writers still be
lieved that the kingdom of Gemeinschaft could be theirs; they had 
merely taken the wrong turning on the path to it during the Stalin 
years. Those who maintained that truth is complex represented a 
small minority. The dominant group among the so-called protest 
writers of 1956 were actually communist idealists. Most of them 
were Party members who were determined that the experiment of 
1917 should not come to naught. They were therefore in some ways 
more ruthless and zealous in their rejection of Stalinist ills than 
uncommitted writers (except, that is, for Dudintsev). 

Ovechkin was a leading figure among the idealists. In fact, the 
year 1956 in some ways represented the zenith of the movement for 
change in administration of which he had, all along, been in the 
vanguard. His sketch of 1956, "A Hard Spring," is his most out
spoken and ambitious expression of the call for change. In it 
Ovechkin explores that most problematical issue of Marxism
Leninism: how to strike a balance between allowing the people to 
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participate in their own government and to use their own initiative, 
on the one hand, and, on the other, adhering to the Party principle 
of democratic centralism (edinonacalie, or one-man manage
ment).19 

In this sketch the usual positive hero, Martynov, first secretary of 
the District Party Committee, breaks his leg and is hospitalized for a 
while. In his absence the administration is taken over by a new 
figure, Dolgushin, who, in his determination to rid the region of 
corrupt administrators, calls an open Party meeting at which the 
people vote to exclude all the corrupt local bureaucrats from the 
Party. This action is controversial, for it raises some basic issues of 
Party rule. As Martynov muses in his hospital bed on what has 
happened, he jots down the following thoughts on the matter: 

Initiative and discipline-independence and compliance with or
ders from above. How can they be reconciled? Where can one 
define "the bounds of the permissible"? Where is the dividing line 
beyond which one can't go if one wants to avoid creating anar
chy? I don't know. As yet this is not quite clear to me. But is it 
clear to those comrades who have begun to bandy about the 
word "initiative" so often of late in newspaper editorials?2° 

It appears from internal evidence in "A Hard Spring" that 
Ovechkin intended to continue his discussion in later sketches. But 
this was the last one published in the series. 

Neither Ovechkin nor any other writer pursued further the major 
questions of governance in a communist society raised in 1956. 
This was not so much because it was politically unwise (after the 
1956 thaw ended) as because, in pursuing them, they had reached a 
sort of impasse. That this was so is suggested in the quotation from 
Ovechkin's "A Hard Spring": "Initiative and discipline
independence and compliance with orders from above ... ," Mar
tynov mused, and he virtually concluded that no answer could be 
found. 

In the specific context of Marxism-Leninism, an answer could 
not be found as yet. No true "answer" or resolution can come until 
the spontaneity I consciousness dialectic is resolved in a classless 
society. Until then, any solution must necessarily be makeshift, im
perfect, and guided by the historical circumstances of the moment. 
But the issue itself is larger than its specific Marxist-Leninist for
mulation: it is a dilemma of modern society. 



222 IV. Soviet Fiction since 
World War II 

Not only the initiative/ discipline issue, but also virtually every 
other question raised in 1956 can be viewed in two contexts: in the 
context of Stalinist ills and, on the other hand, in the more general 
context of the problems that beset any society dominated by 
bureaucracies or corporations. In that second, more general con
text, the problems can be seen as part of the perennial dilemma: 
how is it possible to maintain the individual citizen's identity, in
tellectual integrity, dignity, and private life without voluntarily or 
involuntarily submitting to the demands of "the organization" (in 
the Soviet case, the Party or state), and how is it possible to foster 
initiative while yet assuring efficient administration and achieve
ment as the major goals? In other words, at some level of generality, 
much of the 1956 "protest" was not ultimately about "Stalinism" 
per se. It was rather the sort of stock-taking that was bound to occur 
when the Soviet Union came of age as a modern society. The 
coming-of-age had occurred in the late thirties, but the stock-taking 
had largely been kept out of print hitherto. Now it could be made 
public. The issues raised in 1956 were variants on the problems 
endemic in all modern societies but exacerbated in a centralized and 
bureaucratic state. That they were not recognized as such in 1956 is 
in a sense a sign of the naivety that characterized the initial post
Stalin period. 

Ovechkin and the other idealist communists writing during these 
years did not really have a solution to the initiative I discipline di
lemma. The nearest Ovechkin came to it was when he periodically 
implied that all would be well if administrative power were reserved 
for what he called the "true communists at heart" (dusevnye kom
munisty)Y In other words, the solutions to these various dilemmas 
were ultimately not to be found in legislation or decision but in 
things innate, felt ("spontaneous"?). Writers in this initial post
·stalin period continued to wax lyrical about efficiency, technology, 
· rational regulation of norms, reasonable (uninflated) goals, etc., but 
underneath it all there was a lurking attachment to things spiritual, 
not accessible to regulation, natural. 

Thus the questions raised in 1956, firmly grounded as they were 
in that year's agonies of destalinization, nevertheless bring back 
again the "eternal questions" of the Bolshevik experiment as an 
attempt to work out traditional Russian dilemmas and intelligentsia 
myths through some eschatological vision of an age when time 
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would stand still. At a certain level of generality, the initiative/ 
discipline dichotomy (itself a variant of the spontaneity I con
sciousness dichotomy, which has been at the center of my entire 
inquiry) is an expression of a basic problem of communist idealism. 
For those who seek to found an ideal fraternalistic community, the 
problem arises of how to maintain a state of ideal community in 
fraternity without invoking the countervailing impulse: to structure 
(to institutionalize, organize, hierarchize). The official Bolshevik 
solution to this dilemma was a form of normative community.22 

Equality and fraternity were mandated, and society was subjected 
to all the distortions of the ideal this mandate entailed, including, 
especially in this case, excessive regimentation and hierarchy. In the 
attempt to correct these distortions (1956 and all that), many writ
ers suggested that what was needed was to perfect the structure that 
was supposed to maintain community. Yet there was, at the same 
time, a strongly felt impulse to go to the other extreme, to the 
existential sense of community that defies time, is inwardly felt, is 
pure and spontaneous. 

For all the talk of bringing about a more rational order, the 
appeal of the revolution in Russia from the very beginning came 
from a desire to transcend human limitations, from an unwilling
ness to take more impersonal and "necessary" forces into account. 
One sees this again in the Soviet period in, for instance, the slogan 
that Lenin, though dead, is "more alive than the living" and in the 
Stalinist dictum that nothing is impossible for man-one has only 
to will it sufficiently. Even though much of the writing and policies 
of the post-Stalin fifties was directed toward deflating the extrav
agant claims of the Stalin era and setting more reasonable goals, 
their authors still wanted to deny necessity, and the necessity of 
structure (real structure, actual bureaucracy) above all. 

Generally speaking, the Russian intellectual tradition has prized 
organicity and rejected, or at best felt ambivalent about, bureau
cracy. Bureaucracy as a formal structure has been a traditional 
symbol for the inorganic (in literature especially). In 1956 Soviet 
intellectuals had effectively reached an impasse in the route they 
had taken for tackling the several ills ascribed to "Stalinism": its 
assaults on truth, on individual integrity, private life, etc. Of course 
"Stalinism" exacerbated all these problems, but, even if its par
ticular excesses were combatted, the problem would still remain of 



224 IV. Soviet Fiction since 
World War II 

how to maintain traditional intelligentsia ideals in postwar, modern 
society. 

Ironically, it was the "necessity" of the Hungarian uprising in 
late October, 1956 (a major crisis in administration), that jolted the 
idealists out of agonizing over how to have "structure" without 

,necessity, how to have a bureaucratic society that would not 
·' threaten such fifties values as "sincerity" and "one's own opinion." 

The event itself made it politically impossible to discuss such issues; 
but, even when the climate became more liberal, totally different 
solutions and ideals began to emerge in fiction, solutions closer to 
the mainstream of traditional intelligentsia thought. 

In the literature of the last seven years of the Khrushchev era, 
1957-64, the movement for destalinization was expressed primar
ily in two ways. On the one hand, it continued that common theme 
of the early fifties, the need to pay greater attention to human 
welfare; what was now especially questioned was the right to take a 
human life in the name of the cause or simply because, otherwise, 
one would be disobeying orders. 23 The enormous attention paid to 
these issues was hailed as the new "humanism" born of the Twen
tieth Party Congress. 24 Under its banner came a new wave of war 
literature that was antiheroic and even somewhat pacifist. 25 

On the other hand, new themes were found in the specific 
Stalinist abuses cited in Khrushchev's secret speech. These include 
the deportations; the excesses committed in the name of collectivi
zation and dekulakization; Stalin's not having the country prepared 
for World War II; and-a topic allowed only from 1962 on-the 
camps. 

Thus, after 1956, and especially after 1961, writers were able to 
discuss some extremely sensitive political issues they had been un
able to discuss before. Yet, except for talk of the need for bureau
crats to be more conscientious and less self-seeking (a perennial 
Soviet theme), few writers returned to the ticklish questions of gov
ernment raised in 1956 (initiative versus discipline, etc.). 

The Heroic Revival? Fiction of the Late Fifties 
and Early Sixties 

In many respects, fiction of the late fifties was born of a wave of 
reaction against the particular brand of idealism that had domi-
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nated literature during the initial post-Stalin years. The more con
servative authors (such as Kochetov in his late-fifties novels) were 
reacting against what they saw as a dangerous liberalism and an 
irreverence for Stalinist achievement. In general, however, the reac
tion was not especially political (i.e., conservative versus liberal). 

The late fifties saw yet another twist in the constant dialectic of 
Soviet culture, something like the thirties reaction against "ma
chine" values in favor of "the garden." Of course, the early fifties 
were not, like the First Five-Year Plan years, an age redolent of the 
spirit of Chaplin's Modern Times; in fact, "the machine" was not a 
compelling symbol for early-fifties writers. Nevertheless, the ideal of 
an efficient but benevolent bureaucracy, which informed so much, 
of fiction through 1956, is comparable to the idea of society as a! 
smooth-running machine, an idea that had informed so much 
fiction in the First Five-Year Plan years (in the fifties variant, "the 
machine" is conceived of in explicitly less mechanistic terms). In 
reaction to this, almost all novels of the late fifties and early sixties, 
both "die-hard" and "liberal," there was a return to the "garden" 
and "storm" romanticism of the late thirties. Many of these works 
used the precise thirties ensemble of flight, struggle, and the ele
ments as the setting for an allegorical saga of Soviet man's quest. 

Of course, after Sputnik was launched in 1957, the Soviet people 
again found in aviation (and space exploration) a rallying point for 
national pride. Thus it is not surprising that the "heights" of the 
skies and the stars became major motifs once more. But while Sput
nik can probably be credited with the resurgence of the earlier 
theme of flight, the resurgence of those other thirties symbols
struggle, the elements, and the harmony of nature--has no identifi
able historical cause and must be seen as yet another twist in the 
nature I culture dialectic. 

Nature once more appeared everywhere in novels ostensibly ded
icated to the industrial theme, 26 but in late-fifties novels it was 
predominantly not a garden but a place of challenging, elemental 
forces. A stock hero of late-fifties fiction is the intrepid construction 
chief who builds giant enterprises in wild, remote regions. But 
whether Soviet man's struggle was to be fought in the skies or in 
hostile climes, he would, once more, win through because of his 
"stickability" and his being "hard as flint." The drift away from the 
heroic, which had been going on since the forties, was finally halted. 
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The many "revelations" of 1956 ritually delivered a mighty blow 
to the "great family," making it effectively impossible for writers to 
return completely to the plot patterns of Stalinist fiction, which 
were articulated in terms of "fathers" and "sons." When the great 
patriarch of the Soviet family, Stalin, was discredited, a shadow fell 
on the dynastic line that was at the heart of all Soviet legitimizing 
myth. It might have seemed possible simply to pick up the pieces of 
the shattered "great family" and regroup them on a slightly differ
ent familial line (e.g., some dynastic line stretching from Lenin to 
Khrushchev while bypassing Stalin, the "false" father), and this was 
effectively what was done in the fiction of the early post-Stalin 
years, with its conventional opposition of the new-style leader to 
the old-style administrator. But 1956 saw such sweeping de
nunciations of the old father figure that it was really incumbent on 
writers to employ positive heroes untainted by close ties to him (a 
reason in itself, incidentally, for using younger heroes). Literature 
was expected to present a ritual celebration of 1956's officially 
engendered Angst. Hero after hero was heard to exclaim something 
like "Given all these devastating revelations, how can I go on func
tioning in Soviet society?" Hence, the usual way the positive hero 
attained social integration-through the guidance of a father figure, 
senior to him in the local Party or government hierarchy-was no 
longer a viable option. 

Who could play "father" for him now? Usually it was an Old 
Bolshevik or an old worker, and it was always established that he 
had begun his political life well before Stalin's rise to power. Often 
he was wrongly "repressed" under Stalin (and therefore untainted) 
but had not lost his Leninist faith. Such a figure was often used as a 
deus ex machina to add the last amen when the moral of the work 
was brought out in its closing pages. 

Authors in the late fifties sometimes did not rest content with this 
but actually generated out of the old master plot an entirely new 
variant, the "youth novel," which first appeared in 1956. 

The youth novel might be described as a kind of mutation, for 
though most of the standard events of the plot are different from 
those of the typical Stalin novel, the underlying structural impulse is 
the same: a rite of passage by which the hero passes from a state of 
"spontaneity" to one of "consciousness" and thus achieves social 
integration. The sequence of events thus remains much the same as 
before. 
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The main "mutations" are to be found in the patterns used for 
the symbolic dialectic between the "great family," or public do
main, and the "little family," the nuclear family or private world of 
the protagonists. The pattern is no longer one of tension between 
the hero's personal and public lives (as in thirties fiction) or 
between characters who are "false" or "true" in fulfilling their roles 
in both their families and their public lives (as in the forties). In
stead, the hero now lives in two completely separate worlds, one 
false and one true, in each of which he has both a "great family" (or 
public life) and a "little family" (or personal attachments). 

Although the two worlds are separate, the hero participates in 
both. Like the fairy-tale hero, he makes a journey from the profane 
world (the false) to a higher reality (the true). Unlike many fairy
tale heroes, however, he ultimately chooses not to return to the 
profane world but completes his rite of passage in the land of "the 
true" and hence mediates mythically the conflict between the im
perfect reality revealed in 1956 and the higher reality of Communist 
ideals. 

This opposition between the two worlds is set up through an 
inversion of the typical Stalinist valorization of place. In the 
Stalinist novel, Moscow functioned as a place prefiguring the 
higher-order reality to come in Communism, while the provincial 
town, factory, construction site, or kolkhoz in which the novel was 
set was bound to be far behind Moscow on the path to perfection. 
In the youth novel, by contrast, Moscow (or Leningrad) functions 
as the "false" place, polluted by bureaucracy, careerism, insincerity, 
and other such "Stalinist" ills, whereas some place "far away from 
Moscow" (in the words of the title of Azhaev's Zhdanovist classic) 
and, preferably, dramatically less civilized than Moscow (or Lenin
grad) becomes the haven of Leninist ideals to which the hero is 
drawn. 

This reversal of the symbolic meaning of "Moscow" and "away 
from Moscow" did not, however, begin with the youth novel, for it 
can be found in some of the earliest fiction of the post-Stalin 
period. 27 In other words, the disparagement of the modern metrop
olis began as a schematic inversion of primary Stalinist symbols, but 
in the earlier examples the "other" place, far away, was, if less 
blameworthy than "Moscow," not yet a place where ideals were 
practiced. 

The youth novel begins with a celebration of the Angst of 1956. 



228 IV. Soviet Fiction since 
World War II 

Its hero is usually a teenager who has just left high school. Hence, 
he is not himself tainted by Stalinism, yet he is deeply disturbed by 
the revelations he has heard and the cynicism and corruption he 
perceives in the world around him. He is a troubled youth. Often he 
is a troublesome one as well; in fact, many youth-novel heroes are 
on the wrong side of the law, or at least on the wrong side of their 
parents or their schools. At the outset, then, the question is, How 
can the hero be integrated into adult society? 

The first step is for the hero to leave his Moscow (or Leningrad) 
world, for the journey away that he makes at the outset triggers his 
moral/ political progression. Often he does not himself decide to 
make the journey but is sent on it, or his friends are going and he 
joins them out of sheer inertia; in this event, the only time he 
decides anything is at the end, when he chooses to stay in the new 
place. 

Usually the "other place" to which the hero goes is associated 
with one of the new schemes of the Khrushchev regime-for exam
ple, one of the construction sites in Siberia to which many Kom
somol brigades were sent in the fifties or some settlement started as 
part of Khrushchev's Virgin Lands scheme. Occasionally the hero 
sets off for purely temporary, personal reasons but finds some 
pocket of "socialist production and construction" and is, against all 
his own expectations, drawn into work with it so that, in the end, 
he chooses to remain there rather than to return to the Moscow (or 
Leningrad) of careerists and cynics. A good example of the latter 
pattern would be V. Aksenov's Ticket to the Stars (1961), in which 
a group of swinging young Leningraders set off for a good time in 
the Baltic resort town of T allin, which, by the end of the novella, 
virtually changes its identity: from being a haven for jazz and other 
forms of Western decadence it becomes simply the nearest town to 
a fishing sovkhoz in which the hero decides to follow his destiny. 
This radical switch on the hero's part is paradigmatic, for in the 
youth novel a change of identity is the basic dynamic. 

The classic example of the youth novel and its official progenitor, 
until the author defected, is A. Kuznetsov's Continuation of a 
Legend (1957). The work opens as the hero, Tolya, recently 
graduated from high school, sets off with friends on the Trans
Siberian Railroad, leaving his parents, his cynical, opportunist 
friend Victor, and his girl friend behind. Tolya gets off at Irkutsk 
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for no particular reason, but there he is so taken by a young worker, 
Leonid (young, but older than Tolya), that he decides to stay and 
work on Leonid's project, the Irkutsk power station. 

Then follows a commonplace of the youth novel: the hero's first 
day of work is a test of suffering and endurance (a favorite spot for 
slipping in some of the catchphrases of Stalinist rhetoric). Tolya is 
put to work shoveling concrete. At first all goes well, but before 
long his entire body aches. "Will I hold out [vyderzu] or not?" is 
the subhead that introduces this section. At the end of the day, his 
hands dripping with blood, Tolya just manages to drag himself 
home and climb "higher and higher" up the stairs to his dormitory 
room. 28 He has made it. 

As this suggests, the youth novel combines many of the "little 
man" values of the Plan era (especially the glories of manual labor 
and of the humble life of the lowly) with much of the heroic rhetoric 
(of blood and sacrifice) typical of High Stalinist writing. Predomi
nantly, however, the youth novel is a romance and, as such, is closer 
to High Stalinist fiction than to that of the Plan years. What impels 
the hero to seek an alternative way of life in distant climes is not so 
much "revelations about Stalinist abuses" as the lack of idealism 
and adventure in the lives of those around him. Each hero of a 
youth novel carries with him some romantic motif that inspired him 
in his schooldays and that he "finds" in his new world; "fairy tale 
becomes reality," once again (in Continuation of a Legend fairy tale 
does become reality: one of the workers tells a local folktale in 
which the Yenisey and Angara rivers are united-as in reality they 
are in the Irkutsk project). 29 However, it is adventure rather than a 
fairy-tale world that is the chief allure. Mentions of Conan Doyle, 
Jack London, and H. G. Wells pepper the pages of Kuznetsov's 
book. His hero, Tolya, is haunted by a childhood vision of "red 
sails on a blue sea," which he finds again in the bustle of the 
construction site. Jo 

The hardship and romance of the hero's new world are con
stantly contrasted with the comfort and triviality of Moscow life. 
Tolya continues to exchange letters with his family, girl friend, and 
friend Victor. He yearns for the comfort of Moscow and is often 
tempted to go back. But Victor's cynical letters, full of talk of 
imported cloth and rock-and-roll, increasingly grate on Tolya. In 
the end he decides to break with all that and stay where he is. 
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He stays because he is attracted by the people he meets on his new 
job, especially the mentor figure. The latter is usually an older 
worker, possibly the brigade leader, and probably a member of the 
Komsomol. In other words, while considerably lower on the ad
ministrative hierarchy than the typical Stalinist mentor, he is usu
ally on a hierarchy, all the same. He is a person of integrity who 
believes firmly in the collectivist Communist ideal. But, instead of 
being a father figure, he is usually more like an older brother. Thus, 
a vertical axis can be constructed through him-a link can be 
forged between "the organization" and the individual-without 
having to use a father figure of great political power. 

At the end of most youth novels the mentor dies, usually in some 
engagement with elemental forces or as the result of some accident. 
In Ticket to the Stars the mentor figure is actually the hero's real-life 
older brother, and he dies in an experiment connected with prepa
rations for space travel. In Continuation of a Legend, somewhat 
untypically, one of the hero's mentors, the old worker Zakhar, dies 
a natural death from old age, albeit "at his post" (while still em
ployed). Before his death, the mentor will, in the tradition of the 
Stalinist novel, either give the hero a "last testament"31 or hand him 
a symbolic "baton." Ticket to the Stars closes, for instance, with the 
young hero's gazing at his late brother's Komsomol membership 
card, his "ticket to the stars." 

Upon the mentor's death the hero crosses the threshold of un
certainty and decides to stay in his new location indefinitely. He also 
commonly decides to study and either joins the Komsomol or at least 
makes some plans for a career beyond the rank-and-file position he 
presently occupies. In other words, he changes his orientation from 
the axis of infinite brotherhood, which has characterized his stay in 
the new place up to this point, by acknowledging the value of 
hierarchy. The conflict between the ideal community and the actual 
structure of society, so acutely felt in 1956, is thus resolved ritually. 

Besides a mentor, the hero also finds a new girl at his new place of 
work. She is typically humbler in origins than the girl he left behind 
in the big city, but she has more compassion for her fellow man. At 
the point when the hero decides to stay on at his new location, he 
also decides to break with his old girl in favor of the new one, and 
with this his last binding attachment to the "little family" of his old 



231 The Khrushchev Years 

world is severed. He usually does not break with his parents, but his 
ties to them are now very loose. 

Thus, the youth novel utilizes the basic structure, many of the 
motifs, and even the language of conventional Stalinist novels. Yet 
it cannot be called a Stalinist novel or even a revamped Stalinist 
novel. This is because the epic quality that was so defining a feature 
of Stalinist novels has been lost. There is no longer that complete 
consonance between the inner and outer selves of the protagonists, 
or between the narrator's point of view and that of his protagonists, 
that used to obtain. 

The breakdown of epic wholeness was by no means a feature of 
the youth novel exclusively. Rather, it was a tendency that began in 
fiction in 1956, when moral conflicts were often internalized32 and 
many recognized that "truth is complex." The tendency became 
stronger in the ensuing decade; in fact, "truth is complex" became a 
sort of catchphrase of early-sixties fiction. 33 In the youth novel 
itself, the erosion of epic wholeness can be sensed both in the vogue 
for first-person narration chronicling the hero's confusion and in 
the inordinate role that sheer chance plays in determining his fate. 
These were but the first signs of a breakdown that would become 
more widespread and characteristic as time went on. Characters 
were now commonly given a separate inner identity, irony was 
widely used (even in so-called orthodox fiction), 34 and something 
like stream of consciousness made its appearance. 35 

The result of these various assaults on the conventions of the 
Socialist Realist narrative was that, whatever superficial re
semblance late-fifties fiction may have had to Stalinist novels, the 
latter's necessary ingredients of inexorability, predetermination, 
and freedom from ambiguity had been undermined if not lost. 

As the fifties progressed, Soviet fiction (influenced to some degree 
by Western literature), began to show more and more cognizance of 
the Gesellschaft reality out of which it was written. In the Russians' 
traditional way, this was expressed symbolically by using the mod
ern urban center, Moscow or Leningrad, in an updated version of 
the St. Petersburg myth. Increasingly, Soviet fiction was set in one 
or the other of these towns, something that was rarely . done in 
mainstream Stalinist fiction. At first the hero escaped from or re
jected the big city, as in the youth novel; or, although the novel was 
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set in Moscow or Leningrad, the reality of the great metropolis 
impinged very little on the novel's insistently Gemeinschaft world. 
But by the early sixties the heroes of youth novels often failed to 
take that train out of town and stayed on, instead, in Moscow (or 
Leningrad). There they lolled about their apartments, gadded 
around with their peers, fought desultorily and pointlessly with 
their parents, and were quite incorrigible social deviants with no 
high principles or "revolt" to justify their behavior. They never 
went anywhere and never found wholeness. 

The center for this sort of writing was, ironically, Leningrad 
itself. There, in the early sixties, an entire mini-movement, the self
styled "urbanists" (gorozane), sprang up. They were but a small 
part of the large movement toward more modernist and sophisti
cated writing, generally known as the "new prose" (Bitov and the 
later Aksenov were other writers in the "new prose" movement). 

The urbanists themselves (Efimov, Vakhtin, Maramzin, and 
Gubin) were peripheral figures if we judge their importance by the 
volume of material they actually managed to get published. Their 
anthology, The Urbanists, for instance, was rejected for publica
tion. But they are interesting because they have more of the attri
butes of a cohesive group, with its own ideology, than did any other 
"new prose" writers. One senses this ideology in the internal, pub
lisher's review of one of their anthologies. This review was written 
by D. Dar, the group's mentor. Dar distinguishes between genuine 
"socialist realism," with its "inexhaustible possibilities," and that 
abomination of Socialist Realism, what he calls "bureaucratic real
ism," whose writers do not "want to see life in all its complexity, 
[but] prefer to squeeze reality into some desirable schema."36 

In Czechoslovakia at this time there was a movement for 
canonizing surrealism as a valid form of Socialist Realism. The 
"new prose" writers appear as a pale reflection of the same impulse. 
Within their native context, however-in the land which gave birth 
to Socialist Realism-what they were trying to do was more radical 
than what their Czech brothers sought. 

Socialist Realism had traditionally written ofwholeness: social 
integration was the mandatory end point of any novel. The "new 
prose" writers wrote not of wholeness and harmony but of aliena
tion, disintegration, confusion. The forms their fiction took were 
veritable metaphors for the protagonists' fractured psyches. Pre-
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dominantly, the genre used was short-usually the short story or 
sketch, very occasionally the novella. The compositional method 
was often stream-of-consciousness narration or a series of dis
connected fragments. In fact, Bitov wrote a "novel" (The Pushkin 
House) made up entirely of seemingly disconnected short pieces.37 

In short, it would seem that the attempt at a "heroic revival" had 
failed, that the mighty tradition of the Socialist Realist novel had .. 
foundered on the rocks of modernity. 



11 Paradise Lost or Paradise 
Regained? Fiction since 
Khrushchev 

The "new prose" (of Bitov, Aksenov, and so on) coming out of the 
Soviet Union in the early sixties seemed to many to be the wave of 
the future. It was written largely by and about young people of the 
urban middle class, precisely the sociological category that was now 
in the ascendant in Soviet society. They wrote in a way that 
suggested a hope that Soviet Russia would "catch up with and 
surpass" the West on the cultural front, that it would come to terms 
with the reality of the postindustrial world rather than take shelter 
in nostalgic revivals. Their prose was largely sophisticated and 
undidactic-even playful. 

But this wave peaked very early and was then dwarfed by other 
waves. In fact, it didn't really manage to peak at all, for much of the 
"new prose" (including the "urbanist" anthologies) was never ac
cepted for publication. To some extent this was due to generational 
conflict; established prose writers on the editorial boards were not 
anxious to have their way of writing superseded at the hands of 
young upstarts. To some extent it was due to the chronic resistance in 
Soviet society to literary experimentation. But not entirely. Blander 
versions of the "new prose" have continued to be published to 
this day, but they do not enjoy the same resonance as works by 
writers (such as Shukshin and Aitmatov) who are formally very 
conventional but raise topical issues. 

There are several historical reasons that help to explain this. 
Khrushchev fell in October, 1964, an event that marked the end of 
cultural liberalization. Since then there has not been a single 
"thaw." The "Prague Spring" was forcibly ended by Soviet troops 
in August, 1968, and, thereafter, the cultural climate became even 
more conservative. This is not, however, a sufficient explanation for 
the failure of Soviet and Western literature to converge. 

Convergence failed to occur largely because most Soviet in
tellectuals no longer sought it. The invasion of Czechoslovakia 
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marks a milestone in the progressive alienation between Western 
and Soviet intellectuals. In the late fifties and early sixties many had 
believed the Soviet Union and the West might learn from each 
other. By 1968, however, Russian intellectuals were no longer so 
interested in catching up with the West on the cultural front. In part 
this was because it was no longer feasible to do so, given the politi
cal conditions of the late sixties; but it was largely because, as was 
often said at the time, they wanted to enrich and develop their 
own traditions rather than create a second-rate, derivative Western 
culture. 

At the same time, the Russian literary world itself became more 
divided than it had been under Khrushchev. The changes in the 
intellectual and political climate forced a substantial minority 
among writers and intellectuals into the underground or into exile 
abroad. This group now writes predominantly for samizdat (clan
destine publication) or tamizdat (overseas and likewise un
sanctioned publication). In the main, they have not sought these 
unofficial outlets in order to publish works that are particularly 
experimental in form or are in some other way an outgrowth of the 
"new prose" of the early sixties. Most samizdat and tamizdat pub
lications (other than manifestos, articles, or light reading matter) 
are either memoirs or fictional exposes of Soviet oppression (the 
camps, detention of dissidents in mental hospitals, etc.) or contain 
critiques of Soviet society presented from a religious or some other 
traditional Russian (as distinct from Soviet) point of view. As far as 
form goes, they are not markedly different from the sort of writing 
being published in the Soviet Union. They also resemble official 
literature in being heavily didactic. 1 

The majority of Soviet writers, including those who have recently 
emigrated or who publish through unofficial channels, have re
jected Westernism and posit some counterideal embodied in what 
they interpret to be traditionally (or uniquely) Russian values. In 
some cases, both in fiction and criticism, this tendency has been 
taken to an extreme: some works have been colored by anti-Semitic 
or chauvinist sentiments. 2 

The traditional impulse characterizes most recent writing, but 
not all. Since Khrushchev, Soviet literature, both official and un
official, has been much more diverse than at any time since the 
twenties. There is a marked pluralism, not only in literary trends 
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but in the points of view represented within each trend. 
Yet, for all the surface variety and controversy, Soviet literature 

of the past fifteen years or so displays some of the same pervasive 
concerns and dialectical tendencies as in the Stalin period; one still 
finds the "machine" and "garden," "fathers and sons," and so on. 

Recent Soviet fiction (and much unofficial writing) grew out of, 
rather than away from, the traditions that preceded it. Although it 
is, de facto, no longer mandatory to use the conventions of Socialist 
Realism that were standard under Stalin, fiction is not entirely in
dependent of them. Even when writers advocate values they believe 
to be opposed to Stalinist values, they often articulate them against 
the old patterns. Thus those patterns still have some currency as a 
code through which meaning can be conveyed symbolically. 

In the literature written in the past fifteen years there have been 
two primary areas of debate, in each of which there are positions 
both pro and contra and then subdivisions within each general 
position. Fiction has, on the one hand, explored the whole issue of 
Stalinism; hence the literature of destalinization and its detractors, 
the neo-Stalinists. On the other hand, it has been obsessed with the 
evils of life in the modern age; hence the fiction of the city and its 
opposite, the anti-urbanist, or "village prose" fiction. The two de
bates are far from mutually exclusive: "village prose," for instance, 
is often anti-Stalinist. 

In anti-Stalinist fiction, the two aspects of Stalin's time that have 
attracted the most attention are World War II and the abuses com
mitted in the name of collectivization. Not all fiction attacking the 
Stalin era is infused with liberal sentiment. A recent expose of the 
excesses committed in the months leading up to collectivization, V. 
Belov's On the Eve (1976), reflects the rise of Russian chauvinism 
in its hints that the oppressors and zealots were the Jews. 3 

Since the mid-sixties, the advocates of destalinization have en
countered strong opposition. Some authors have broken the taboo 
of the Khrushchev years and have praised the Stalin era and its 
leaders. This tendency, the so-called neo-Stalinism, must not be 
confused with Stalinism itself. The neo-Stalinists look to the Stalin 
era as a time of unity, strong rule, and national honor, but they do 
not necessarily want a return to the Stalinism of large-scale terror 
and the purges. 
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The neo-Stalinists have chosen for their fiction topics that might 
help rebuild a sense of pride in the Soviet past and present. A favorite 
is, as with the anti-Stalinists, World War II. For the neo-Stalinists, 
the twenty million lives lost in the war provide a convenient counter 
to the comparable number lost during the Stalinist terror. Also, the 
war has become a favorite example for claims of Russian superior
ity (since claims to superiority in space flight have fast become 
less viable). An alternative topic for those who seek to rebuild 
a sense of pride in the Soviet past and present is spy and de
tective fiction, a new genre as far as orthodox Soviet fiction is 
concerned. That veteran neo-Stalinist, Vs. Kochetov, entered into 
the new vogue with What More Do You Want? (1969), an expose 
of the international anti-Soviet conspiracy. 

A good example of neo-Stalinist prose is A. Chakovsky's epic 
novel about the 900-day blockade of Leningrad during World War 
II. The Blockade (1968-73) describes how the Russians finally 
triumphed through sheer determination, sacrifice, and effective, 
unflinching leadership, i.e., because the people and their leaders 
exhibited a set of distinctively Stalinist qualities. The book is full of 
passages that could have been lifted wholesale from a Stalinist text 
("Muscovites ... rarely missed an opportunity to go by the Red 
Square to ascertain with joy that, despite the latest air raid, the 
Kremlin stood firm .... Perhaps, even now, there, in one of the 
[Kremlin] studies, Stalin is thinking up something that will radi
cally change the entire course of the war!").4 

More recently it has seemed that the Stalinist hagiographic tradi
tion is being revived at the highest levels. In 1978 the literary jour
nal Navy mir published an autobiographical trilogy by the general 
secretary of the Soviet Communist Party, Leonid Ilich Brezhnev: 
Little Earth, about his wartime experiences; Regeneration, about 
how he guided the postwar reconstruction effort in the two regions 
he administered; and The Virgin Lands, about the Virgin Lands 
scheme in Kazakhstan initiated under Khrushchev, which Brezhnev 
likewise directed. In 1979 Brezhnev was awarded a Lenin Prize (the 
highest award) for these memoirs, and an oratorio "The White 
Bird," based on The Virgin Lands, was performed in Moscow. 

These memoirs smack of the cult of personality, which the 
Khrushchev era supposedly dismantled. They remind one of the 
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Stalinist variety of autohagiography, where "all the threads" of the 
administration pass through the hands of one man, who is con
stantly achieving what by normal reckoning is impossible. It is not 
merely the elevated tone, the recurrence of the old epithets, such as 
"stern" and "calm," and the superabundance of heroes and fantas
tic feats that make these memoirs seem neo-Stalinist; it is the fact 
that in them the author extols certain attitudes toward governance 
that were meant to have been discredited in the Khrushchev era. He 
decries, for instance, the notion that "tempos" at work should be 
geared to what is "possible" to achieve rather than to what is 
"mandatory."5 

Despite the fact that this trend is fostered at the highest levels, it 
in no way dominates the literary scene today as it did in the thirties 
and forties. It is really only in neo-Stalinist fiction that the Stalinist 
cliches live on. In most other prose there is very little of the elevated 
tone and the use of ritualized patterns that one associates with 
Stalinism. This is especially true of the most common type of urban 
prose, so-called byt prose (prose of everyday life). 

Byt prose tells of unexceptional lives in unexceptional places. Its 
urban setting may be Moscow or Leningrad, but that fact is not in 
itself remarkable. In other words, the setting is unrelated to the 
conventional opposition, Moscow I far away from Moscow. The 
characters are, likewise, unexceptional both in terms of their stand
ing in society and in terms of their moral fiber. They are, in the words 
of one work, "neither better nor worse than anyone else."6 (Cf. the 
Stalinist catchphrase, "the best people.") 

Byt prose deals with moral problems, primarily in a family con
text. Its authors bear witness to the sorry state of Soviet man, to the 
problems of parenthood, to rampant acquisitiveness, moral in
difference, alcoholism, self-seeking, and philistinism. One typical 
example is V. Semin's Seven in One House (1965), a novella about a 
working war widow and her losing battle to keep her fatherless son 
from becoming a ne'er-do-well; the climax occurs when the son 
shoots someone in a drunken brawl. Another is Y. Trifonov's "The 
Exchange" (1969), about a heartless young woman who seeks to 
have her terminally ill mother-in-law move to another apartment in 
order to maximize the young couple's apartment space after the 
mother-in-law's death. 
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The authors of such works have their little quibbles with Soviet 
institutions and policies, and especially with the large-scale corrup
tion and indifference that seem to be destroying Soviet society from 
within. But these kinds of criticism have always been around in 
Soviet literature, and they have been especially prominent since 
Stalin's death. Byt prose is different from fiction of the Khrushchev 
era because typically it finds neither Stalinism nor Soviet society itself 
to be the main cause of the moral quagmire depicted; death, divorce, 
neglect, and human frailty are frequently the major offenders. 

Of course, byt prose does not have to be very elevated, because it 
does not depict leaders or important public figures. But the in
creasingly prosaic trend is reflected even in the most "heroic" kind 
of recent fiction, the neo-Stalinist. Even though A. Chakovsky's The 
Blockade, for instance, contains much of the extravagant rhetoric 
typical of Stalinist heroic prose, it cannot be called Stalinist heroic 
prose because the author pays great attention to specific historical 
details and to the individual roles played in the war by the com
manders. He uses that time-worn Stalinist system of signs for in
dicating the moral and political identity of his protagonists, but 
these features do not dominate the narrative. Protagonists are not 
complete subfunctions of .their traditional roles, and the plot is 
shaped less by History than by history-albeit a somewhat partial 
view of history. 

Recent writing has been less schematic, not only in comparison 
with Stalinist fiction but with fiction of the Khrushchev era as well. 
It is no longer as naive as mid-fifties prose, when the way out of 
Stalinism seemed clear, or as glibly schematic as in the late fifties, 
when a quick readjustment of the master plot provided a formula 
for resolving the post-Stalinist Angst. Now the problems are less 
readily solved. "Who is guilty?" is a constant refrain. But the an
swer seems less clear. It is certainly no longer the old-style bureau
crat in the local administration. Increasingly it is not even found to 
be Stalinism per se (the terror and all that). This is partly because 
authors no longer present clear-cut situations involving good and 
evil, but, as often as not, what Semin calls it in Seven in One House, 
"senselessness." He himself concludes that, in this "senselessness," 
"we are all guilty."7 But how can "we" find a way out? Since Soviet 
fiction of the past decade has largely abandoned the convention of 
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using a father figure (or older brother) to show the way forward, 
the protagonists are left at the end still leading their prosaic, im
perfect lives. 

A good example of this trend is Yury Trifonov's recent novel 
about the Stalin period, The House on the Embankment (1976). 
This book is interesting because in several respects it represents a 
reworking of Trifonov's earlier novel, Students (1950), which, 
although not without ambiguous sections, 8 was written under the 
guise, at least, of a loyalist novel about the anticosmopolitan and 
antiformalist campaign in higher education. The new book has 
been written not to reverse the valorization of the protagonists, as 
would probably have been the case in the Khrushchev years, for 
those purged do not now become martyred victims, in contrast to 
their role as unworthy persons in a Zhdanovist book like Students. 
Instead, virtually everyone is unworthy. Accusers and accused seem 
to be locked in an unending game of kto kogo (who will get whom 
first), and few of the bystanders drawn into the game against their 
will have the moral fiber to come through the experiment with 
their integrity intact. 

Trifonov seems to have returned to his old subject not merely to 
blacken the picture of society he painted before. There was a strong 
aesthetic motive, too. He wanted to produce a work more complex 
than its predecessor both structurally and thematically. For exam
ple, he flaunts the distinction between what the Formalists called 
"plot" (fabula) and "story" (sjuzet), using flashbacks, omissions, 
and surmises to keep the two from converging. 

In these respects, The House on the Embankment typifies the 
recent trend in fiction, which has been away from mythic writing and 
toward what we in the West would call "fiction." Indeed, even 
though Brezhnev won a state literary prize for his distinctly 
"mythic" memoirs, it is also true that, just two years earlier, the 
same prize was awarded to a work that was both totally unheroic in 
its subject matter and nonmythical in its approach, Valentin Ras
putin's Live and Remember (1974). 9 This work concerns a peasant 
from a remote Siberian village who deserts from the army toward 
the end of World War II. He returns to his village and lives in the 
wilds nearby, carving out a sort of Robinson Crusoe existence for 
himself, aided by his wife, the only person to whom he reveals his 
presence, and who brings him the bare necessities for survival. She 
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becomes pregnant, and, when this is discovered by the villagers, 
they condemn her at first as an adulteress but then suspect that her 
deserter husband may be the father and may still be hiding in the 
neighborhood. They begin to follow her. One day, when she dis
covers that they are trailing her as she rows across the river to see 
her husband, she breaks down under the strain of the moral di
lemmas and subterfuges that have oppressed her for so long, and in 
her distraught state she drowns. 

This work stands in contrast to Stalinist or neo-Stalinist fiction 
not merely for its sensitive treatment of its subject, a deserter, but 
also for its emphasis on the inner lives of the characters. Different 
points of view are dramatized in long quasi-direct interior mono
logues. Such features are becoming increasingly typical in recent 
Soviet fiction. 

Village Prose 

Even though Soviet literature has become more prosaic of late, 
there is, lurking not far beneath the surface of all this prose, an 
opposing impulse to lyricism and idealization. The collective verdict 
of most recent writing is that somehow the country has lost its way 
to the Golden Age and will not find it again merely by readjusting 
the present (e.g., by eradicating Stalinist practices) or by sending 
everyone "far away from Moscow" to some place where true rev
olutionary values still prevail. Moscow still stands and is, 
moreover, much more populous and influential than any far-flung 
construction site. 

Writers began to recommend a journey "far away from Mos
cow" not in place but in time. One can see that happening even in 
the fifties; in 1957, for instance, the year of the youth novel, A. 
Soloukhin in his sketch "The Hamlets of Vladimir" waxed lyrical 
about his trip to a place which, though distant geographically a 
.mere two hundred kilometers from Moscow, went back in time to 
the traditional Russia of the village hamlet, to a world of forests, 
fields, and churches. 

Not all writers of this period recommended a journey so far back 
in time, but most found a panacr,a for the age's ills in reviving the 
spirit of an earlier time. Fiction of the sixties and seventies provides 
a spectrum of nostalgia: the neo-Stalinists wanted a revival of the 
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heroic age of the Stalin era, a time when men were men and orders 
were orders and everyone respected each other; some of the self
styled avant-garde looked wistfully at the twenties, while others 
took eighteenth-century models; and so on. 

In recent years the majority of writers have, like Soloukhin, 
wanted a revival of the earlier time represented by rural Russia. 
Like the authors of the youth fiction of the fifties, they speak of the 
possibility of regeneration in a place "far away from Moscow," a 
garden world. Their garden is one of wholeness and tranquillity 
rather than of storms and struggle (as in late-fifties prose), although 
there is a touch of Scythianism in works by several writers, who 
have revived the twenties cult of Stenka Razin as a quintessentially 
Russian figure in his impulsiveness, rebelliousness, and expansive
ness.10 

The beginnings of this movement appeared quite early in the 
Khrushchev period. Most associate it with E. Dorosh's first (1953) 
sketch in his series "Village Diary," although, as I pointed out in the 
chapter on the forties (chapter 9, p. 207, above), there are hints of it 
even in such orthodox Zhdanovist prose as P. Pavlenko's Happi
ness (1947). 

By the late fifties, writers were feeling increasingly less con
strained to transplant their jaded urban types into a kolkhoz or 
construction site in order to restore them. A vogue developed for 
wild, remote settings, untouched by most aspects of twentieth
century life. The hero could, as in Nagibin's tales, be on a hunting 
expedition, or he could, as in many short stories by Kazakov, go to 
the wilderness on vacation or for a quiet sojourn. Once there, he 
would come into contact with essences both wild and pure. In
creasingly, however, the hero found in the backwoods not so much 
a primal contact with nature as spiritual regeneration. The author 
no longer left the church out of the garden, and in work after work 
the hero finds balm and wholeness in a setting that includes "a little 
hamlet," "a white church," a "lake," a "forest," and a "bath
house."11 He finds, in other words, the iconic version of the tradi
tional Russian village. If such a one is not to be found, he then goes 
back even further in his symbolic quest through time and finds his 
perfect peace in that home of the earliest Russian settlers, the forest 
itself. This sort of writing was called "village prose." 

Unlike the authors of those infamous Stalinist pastorals, the au-
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thors of village prose write out of an explicitly Gesellschaft world. 
They emphasize all the evils of the pluralistic "city" because these 
evils enhance (by contrast) the joys of country life depicted in their 
schematic opposition between "city" and "village." In other words, 
byt prose could be called village prose that never got as far as the 
countryside. In village prose, the city stands for pollution, corrup
tion, ugliness, indifference, and, above all, alienation, while the 
village stands for the true sense of family and human bonds, for 
natural existence, for honest labor and craftsmanship, for that which 
is truly Russian, and perhaps even for closeness to God. These 
qualities do not necessarily obtain in the Soviet village, and much of 
village prose is concerned with the decline of the village in recent 
years: churches have been destroyed or misused, the old crafts have 
been forgotten, kolkhoz regulations frustrate farmers--they can no 
longer use nature's bounty for their food and warmth and are de
pendent on the limited supplies available in the village store, etc. 

It might seem that village prose would be anathema to the Soviet 
government, since, potentially, it entails some form of religious 
revival, questions the assumption that material progress is the chief 
goal, deprecates technological achievement, and delivers sharp 
criticisms at government management of the villages. In general, 
however, writers of village prose have been relatively free from 
harassment because of the strong nationalist sentiment that guides 
them (one voice heard in opposition was that ofV. Kochetov: in his 
expose of Western infiltration into Soviet cultural life, What More 
Do You Want? of 1969, he found space for satirizing village prose 
as well) .12 Village-prose writers, in their capacity as lobbyists for 
environmental control, for restoration of churches and other antiq
uities, for preserving national traditions, and for paying attention 
to the plight of rural people, merely take particular stands in the 
ongoing public debates of recent years (some positive changes have 
in fact been made: the lot of rural folk has been ameliorated, 
churches have been restored, more attention has been paid to ecol
ogy, etc.). The religiosity of much village prose is of course more 
problematical, but it is generally expressed in muted, ambiguous, or 
figurative fashion. · 

Despite the respectable position that village prose occupies in 
modern Soviet literature, its purest expressions are found predomi
nantly in underground and emigre publications. In such texts one 
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commonly encounters the notion that, in the Soviet Union, paradise 
has been lost and can be regained only by a historical reversal, 
preferably one involving a return to Christianity and the communal 
way of life. A good example of this is the parable told by a priest in 
V. Maksimov's novel The Seven Days of Creation (1971). The 
parable tells of the "City" where all have lived in harmony for a 
thousand years (a period of time that corresponds roughly to the 
length of time Russia has been Christian). The community's peace is 
disturbed when "a certain person" comes and preaches a new ap
proach to life--one that sacrifices the present in the name of a 
glorious future-and he leads the weak in spirit among the city
dwellers to orgies of suffering, violence, and purging (clearly in
tended to represent the Soviet era). The parable's conclusion is that 
the only way out of the debacle is to take all the children away "to 
the villages," where they will not be corrupted. 13 The novel's cen
tral character, Lashkov, a Party member and retired bureaucrat, is 
so troubled on hearing this parable early in the novel that he enters 
into a period of doubt and quest. The novel ends with the words 
"He knew and believed." Then follows the heading for a hypotheti
cal final part of the novel (left blank): "And Then Came the Seventh 
Day, a Day of Hope and Resurrection." 

Such faith and certainty do not characterize most of the village
prose writers who publish in the Soviet Union; their works are full 
of doubts, ambiguities, and contradictions. Those who publish with 
tamizdat have, by choosing sides (or by being propelled to one side 
through involuntary emigration), opted for (or acquired) a resolu
tion of the Angst that torments their brothers still wrestling with the 
quandaries of Soviet reality. There is a consequent lack of tension in 
much tamizdat fiction, a certain sameness. 

Even in the early sixties, Soviet writers began to express doubts 
that city-dwellers could any longer find peace in idyllic, remote 
villages. In Kazakov's suggestively titled "Adam and Eve" of 1962, 
for instance, a neurotic, disaffected artist travels with his girl to a 
beautiful Karelian island, but its magic cannot work for him. He 
sends the girl back and remains a sort of transplanted underground 
man, alone with his bitterness and perversity. For such hard cases, 
paradise has been lost and can no longer be regained. Perhaps if, 
like the proud, troubled spirits of Dostoevsky's fiction, they were to 
accept God, they might find the way back to the garden again? This 
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is the unanswered question that continues to hang over village 
prose even now. 

Village-prose writers have oscillated between presenting their 
garden ideal and retreating from it into a self-flagellating descrip
tion of the glaring reality of actual village life or even into self
parody. From time to time they confront the hard question "Where 
is the country and where is the city, anyway?" In modern times 
those ugly boxes of Soviet cities have been put up all over the 
countryside. There are factories everywhere you turn, too. In So
loukhin's "The Hamlets of Vladimir" the city pilgrim suddenly finds 
the rural garden he traverses violated by the stench and smoke of 
nearby metalworks,14 Even Solzhenitsyn's emblem for the goodly 
people of yore, Matryona of "Matryona's Homestead" (1963), has 
crude Soviet posters hanging in the very heart of her traditional 
wooden cottage. 15 

Perhaps the presence of the city in the garden should be eradi
cated, resisted, ignored? Perhaps one should revive the spirit rather 
than the trappings of the old village? But how can it be transmitted? 
In story after story, city folk come back to the village to see their 
long-lost kin, only to find that they cannot shed their artificial ways 
and so gain contact with the life-force and with their fellows. 
Perhaps what they feel they have lost was a mirage anyway? 
Perhaps their imaginations have been captivated by a tableau vision 
of "the village" that has little relation to the dynamic reality of 
village life? In F. Abramov's The Wooden Horses (1970), for in
stance, a city-dweller sojourning in a remote village savors every 
example he can find of local crafts. For him the carved wooden 
horses that decorate several houses in the village, and in olden times 
adorned dozens more, symbolize the falling-away from the glory of 
old village life. But an old peasant woman tells him of the barbarity 
and hardship of those days. 16 

The village has become a symbolic panacea for the evils of mod
ern life, and especially for that greatest evil of all: alienation. In the 
nineteenth century, Marx had proposed communism as a solution 
to the alienation of Gesellschaft society. Many Russians had been 
attracted by this as a "scientific" solution to the country's manifold 
social contradictions. Now, it seems, the intelligentsia is back at the 
crossroads again, only with a renewed sense of loss. 

Thus, village prose tells of a fall from the garden. Most writers 
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articulate this by either bemoaning the sad decline of the village or 
musing that the man of the city should-but probably cannot-go 
back to that simpler, purer life of country folk. The city I country 
opposition was not the only nexus of symbols used by writers in 
recent years. Another favorite was the end of innocence or the 
violation of the innocent (especially children and animals). But, 
together with the "village," the second key metaphor of this era has 
been, as in High Stalinism, the family. 

The Family as Metaphor 

In both literature and rhetoric of the Stalin era the family, with its 
connotations of unity, bonds, and a common cause, was a crucial 
symbol. In this period it was also used in literature as a metaphor 
for wholeness, but in a different way. Wholeness is that lost quality 
that writers have been seeking over the past two decades. Even the 
neo-Stalinists seek wholeness. What they seek to revive is the kind 
of certitude and unity one can see in the Stalinist statue used as an 
emblem by Mosfilm, in which the kolkhoz girl and the factory lad 
look forward as one. 

Most other writers of this period seem less concerned with unity 
in the "great" family. Their attention is focused on the "little," or 
extended nuclear, family. One of their perennial themes is death in 
the family or some other form of separation. The reality of Soviet 
life in every decade has of course provided countless variations on 
this theme. There were deaths in the purges and in the various wars. 
Families were split up by the purges, by the war, or simply by 
members being posted to different places. Also, the changing 
sociological composition tended to divide families; often, for in
stance, one or another member went from the village to the city to 
study or work and formed a new, unrelated family there. Finally, 
there are the "deaths" and "separations" that characterize human 
relationships even in relatively normal times, such as separations of 
couples, divorce, estrangement between husband and wife, between 
stepparent and child, and even between parent and child. Soviet 
literature of the past two decades deals with all manner of deaths 
and separations within the "little family," but a particular favorite 
has been separation of a son from his father, whether through death 
or estrangement; there is, in other words, discontinuity in that cru-
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cial line from father to son. The son has no mentor to guide him. 
Thus, as in Stalinist fiction, death and figurative death have 

played a major role in recent Soviet prose, but death is now a 
divisive rather than an enabling or heroic event. Even a death that 
occurred in the purges is no longer mentioned simply as an instance 
of Stalinist heinousness and arbitrariness. Such a death is but one of 
the many tribulations that reflect the historical condition of the 
society. Fractured families are a reality of Soviet life, and the 
Stalinist terror is a contributing cause. But ultimately the fractured 
families are in themselves only a metaphor for discontinuity and 
alienation, for failing to find "the garden." 

While much recent fiction has been concerned with exploring and 
diagnosing the condition of Soviet society, some has been inspired 
by an idealistic vision. A good example is Boris Vasiliev's Don't 
Shoot at White Swans! (1973). Vasiliev's work is almost quintes
sential village prose in that its theme is the ending of innocence and 
wholeness when the city intrudes into the village. In his chosen 
setting-a remote northern forest-this intrusion occurs when 
electricity, the factory, and the train are introduced and the forest is 
cut down in consequence. In other words, Vasiliev uses the con
ventional Russian symbols for nature and the modern age; 
moreover, he explicitly uses negatively that major Leninist symbol, 
electricity. The result of this importation of "the modern" into the 
forest lands is not "light," as Lenin believed, but virtual rape. It 
brings with it ugliness, graft, a bureaucratic mentality that does not 
tolerate individuality or exercise of the imagination, and, above all, 
senselessness. As the hero, Egor, expresses it, in poetic, folksy lan
guage: " ... we are orphans. We are not at peace with our mother 
earth; we have quarreled with our father the forest, and, with our 
sister the river, there has been a bitter separation. We have nothing 
to stand on." 17 

As if to compensate for this harsh assault on fundamental 
Leninist values, Vasiliev uses more of the master plot's conventions 
than one generally finds in recent fiction. As in forties fiction, for 
instance, Vasiliev structures much of his moral argument in terms 
of false and true family members. He counterposes two families of 
relatives, one false and the other true. Each family comprises the 
same members: father, mother, and a son of the same age. The 
values of father and son in one family are the exact opposite of 
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those held by the other pair. In the "good family," Egor and his son 
Kolka are unmaterialistic, good-natured, and lovers of the forest 
who suffer whenever it or any of its animals is harmed; deeply 
sensitive, they are, in their own way, creative people. Egor is un
educated but artistic and has a craftsman's sense of pride in his 
work. Kolka does not do well at conventional school but is a natu
ral poet. In the "bad family" of Egor's in-laws, both father and son 
are mercenary, have a cynical attitude toward work, are dishonest, 
cruel to animals; lovers of modern life, they scorn the primitive 
ways of the village. 

The conflict is not contained within the "little family" but reaches 
into the hero's public life. Here Egor is almost a complete failure. 
Several times he is dismissed from work because of some incident 
provoked by the fact that his impulses do not coincide with the 
expectations of his jaded, literalistic employers (and once because 
scornful big-city types get him drunk and he loses a state-owned 
motorboat in the lake). He becomes a virtual laughingstock of the 
community; the general attitude is that he should learn to use the 
system to his advantage. 

As in Stalinist fiction, however, it is the petty local officials who 
are corrupt and unprincipled. The hero finds more care and sym
pathy when he goes "higher." First he finds it in the new local 
forestry officer. Then, through this forester, Egor is invited to a big 
congress in Moscow. In a scene which could have been lifted from 
countless books of the Stalin period, Egor is unexpectedly asked to 
speak to the congress. At first he is speechless. Then, with the 
encouragement of a very high government official, he begins to lose 
his nervousness and to express his ideas about misuse of the forests 
in recent years and about what should be done in national parks. 
The official is so impressed that he has the conference resolve to 
have Egor's ideas adopted. 

The denouement is tragic. Egor discovers that the old name for the 
local lake was Swan Lake. While he is in Moscow, he obtains two 
swans and takes them back to be the foundation of a new flock for 
the lake (a symbol for restoration of the beauty of antiquity). One 
night, however, the same city types who had caused Egor's earlier 
downfall return to the lake and in drunken jest kill the swans, 
intending to eat them. An enraged Egor confronts them but is fa
tally beaten by the revelers. In this tragic ending Vasiliev re-
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capitulates the ending of Gorky's Mother, where the defiant mother 
is beaten to death by the tsarist police, but his story closes on a less 
elevated note. In Mother, readers sense the ongoing generations of 
revolutionaries who will pick up the mother's baton and bear it 
forward to the triumph of the revolutionary cause, but Egor's suc
cessor, Kolka, can no longer bring himself to go to the lake, and his 
poetry becomes "disjointed and unreadable." Vasiliev concludes, 
somewhat unconvincingly, that it is now up to the kolkhoz to 
change the lake's name to "Swan."18 

A second example of fiction informed by an idealistic vision, 
Chingiz Aitmatov's The White Steamer (1970), is set in a veritable 
paradise, a Kirghiz settlement on the edge of virgin woods, high in 
the mountains. The hero is a young Kirghiz boy who is brought up 
by his grandfather, who feeds his imagination with Kirghiz lore. 
The boy's favorite is the legend about the mountain deer he sees on 
the nearby slopes, who saved the Kirghiz people by leading them 
away from adversity to the mountain paradise. For this the deer is 
now recognized as the sacred animal and "mother" of the Kirghiz 
people. 

The boy's lot is not a happy one. The novella chronicles a series 
of affronts to his innocence: first his parents' divorce and his aban
donment by his father, then the debauchery indulged in by his 
mother and other kin, the corruption of local officials, and even the 
cold officiousness at the school he had joined with such expecta
tions. Through all this the boy is comforted by his grandfather, by 
the presence of the deer, and by a white steamer he can see plying 
the waters of a distant lake. He believes that his father is riding in 
the boat. 

The final affront to the boy's innocence comes when his grand
father betrays him by leading hunters from the town to haunts 
where they can kill the mountain deer. An orgy of alcohol and 
eating follows. The boy is so revolted and distraught that he be
comes ill. In his delirious state he walks out of the house and into a 
mountain stream, where he drowns. The force of the stream carries 
him to the lake and to the "white steamer." 

Of the many "gardens" in village prose, the "garden" whose loss 
Aitmatov laments is perhaps closest to the original Garden of Adam 
and Eve, for what is lost is the purity and innocence of the child. But 
there are certain defining and typical constants his work shares with 
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Vasiliev's Don't Shoot at White Swans! First, both heroes die a 
martyr's death at the hands of callous and indifferent people. They 
instinctively reject modern life, and their one link with the past
Egor's swans and the Kirghiz boy's deer-is destroyed. They are too 
pure for this imperfect world, and without this link with the past 
there is nothing to carry them through the vale; so they must die. 
Even those "near and dear" are not to be trusted (Egor's son Kolka 
is something of an exception). 

Death is the only way to escape from the forces that conspire to 
destroy "the garden." Only in death can one reenter it (compare the 
fate of the protagonists in Bulgakov's novel, The Master and Mar
garita). Ultimately, "consciousness" does not lead one to the king
dom of Gemeinschaft. Rather, as nineteenth-century literature 
chronicled so well, it is consciousness in the other sense-self
consciousness, awareness-that keeps Gemeinschaft forever out of 
reach. 



Conclusion 

Socialist Realism has been the dominant mode in Soviet literature 
for the past fifty years. No matter how "unnaturally" it was devel
oped and maintained, it cannot, by the nature of literary systems, 
have been completely "inorganic." There must, therefore, have 
been something in Socialist Realism that was connected to the needs 
and drives that existed in Russian literary history before the ap
pearance of Socialist Realism. 

There are, in fact, several elements that Socialist Realism shares 
not only with nineteenth-century Russian literature and thought 
but with much of the "unofficial literature" of recent years, and 
these are elements, moreover, that are either absent or markedly 
less pronounced in Western literature. Among them is the idea, 
accepted by all factions, that literature must have more than 
aesthetic significance. In the nineteenth century this idea was re
flected either in didacticism or in the outright desire to prophesy, as 
in Dostoevsky or Gogol. A related feature is the search for a "posi
tive hero," which dominated Russian fiction of the second half of 
the nineteenth century. Although the high literature of that century 
never had anything remotely resembling a master plot, there are 
some formal similarities between its tradition and Socialist Realism, 
including, for example, the utopian resolution of difficulties at the 
end (Western readers have always deplored such "unrealistic end
ings" as Levin's epiphany in the apiary, which concludes Anna 
Karenina, or Raskolnikov's last-minute conversion in the epilogue 
to Crime and Punishment). 

The two traditions also have much in common thematically. 
S~cialist Realism's emphasis on t~-~~~E.~~IJ:.S~:l"Il: .. <?~"~~~~,-~~~9,:~ .. 1<?! .. 
instance-;~~~£0~-~~~~§~::~~-!~.~<Ji!L<:m'!J .Russi;at1,.!C!~P~<;~_fpr ... 
the common man, so evident not only m T9~§JQy's_fknon.b.ut 111.th~.t 
qrrriariy othefiiineteentTi-centucy··~~~t~rs. Also, many of the seem-· 
ing. quirks and'forced'situai:i(;ns that o~~·finds in typical Stalinist 
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prose have counterparts in nineteenth-century and recent "unoffi
cial" prose. The longing for a Gemeinschaft world and the nostalgia 
for the world of "nature," the source of so many incongruities in 
High Stalinist fiction, are in fact common sentiments of the old 
Russian intelligentsia, as are the ideals of the martyr-hero and of 
historical self-transcendence. 

Ideology is no stranger to the Russian novel in any of its man
ifestations. What is different about the Soviet novel is, first, the 
particular ideology that informs it, which-except in isolated cases, 
such as Gorky's Mother-was not invoked before. Second, ideology 
plays a particular historical role in the relationship between litera
ture and the government. 

This relationship is very different in the Soviet period from what 
it was under the tsars, although much of the difference is one of 
degree only; for several nineteenth-century writers-Goncharov, 
for example--worked as censors, Dostoevsky was close to the tsar's 
advisor Pobedonosetsov, and in the 1830s the infamous Bulgarin 
worked as a government agent. Thus, during the old regime there 
were writers who shared the official ideology, and the government 
itself played a monitoring role in nineteenth-century literature. The 
chief difference between the tsarist and Soviet situations is the fact 
that the Soviet government has not only censored the writers-has 
told them what they must not write; it has also told them what they 
must write. 

Despite all these parallels, there is one difference between the two 
traditions that is fateful and decisive: the function each has served 
in the cultural ecology containing it is very different. Instead of 
doing what we have come to think of as the work of literature, 
Socialist Realism performs an essentially mythological task. It is 
mythic in the degree to which it supports and explains the main 
thrust of the politically dominant forces in its society. The master 
plot is the thread that stitches together several significant layers of 
culture, including its theory of history, its philosophical anthropol
ogy, and its literary presuppositions. 

The conclusion to be drawn is not, however, that literature in the 
Soviet Union necessarily became merely an elephant's graveyard for 
the reigning political doctrines. It would be wrong to think that 
Socialist Realism was simply dictated by the demands of the gov
ernment. It was, rather, a forcing bed for culturally viable rituals. 
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As Lotman has recently reminded us, societies act like 
information-processing systems; that is, literature was not only a 
receiver of signals but a sender of them. 

It has been pointed out often enough that Socialist Realism has 
much in common with other manif~stations of Stalinism as a cul
tural style. This is not because the style was worked out in con
ference rooms and then poured into neutral literary vessels. On the 
contrary, as I have shown in this book, much of the cultural style, 
even the most dominant existential cliches of Stalinism, derived 
from literary models-a particular, and in some cases particularly 
sinister, example of what Oscar Wilde meant when he complained 
that "Life imitates art." 

In the Soviet Union, the story in myth (Socialist Realism) informs 
the rituals of the culture in which it exists. There is a mutual inter
dependence between myth and ritual, and it operates dialectically. 

When this process is looked at in terms of literary history, the 
evolution of Socialist Realism is seen to provide examples of 
Tynyanov and Jakobson's assertion, in their Theses of 1928 (Prob
lems in the Study of Literature and Language), that literary history 
consists of a constant selection of certain possibilities and the dis
carding of others that are available in the tradition. The particular 
literary possibilities canonized in Socialist Realism were those that 
had power to interact with the new ideologies that had become 
dominant. What was kept was kept because it served a function in 
the new conditions; yet, as a part of the new tradition, these sur
viving elements of the old tradition would have an effect on litera
ture's further evolution. Thus, as Socialist Realism was taking form 
in the 1920s, it adopted elements from disparate literary schools, 
including even Symbolism, but it did so only insofar as these ele
ments could illuminate the unique needs of the twenties. 

Socialist Realism thus played a central role in Russian cultural 
life, a role guaranteed by the power of its symbolic forms to encom
pass the major cultural forces abroad in both literature and politics. 
The history of Socialist Realism is, then, not only a history of Soviet 
literature, but is itself a constitutive element in recent Russian 
history. 





Appendix A The Master Plot as 
Exemplified in the Produc
tion Novel and Other 
Basic Types of Novel 
of the Stalin Era 

There are several different types of Soviet novel. A possible the
matic division would consist of the production novel plus five other 
basic types: the historical novel, the novel about a worthy in
tellectual or inventor, the novel of war or revolution, the villain or 
spy novel, and the novel about the West. The differences between 
these types are not as great as they might seem, since all involve, 
minimally, a "road to consciousness" pattern and usually a "task" 
as well. The historical novel, for instance, is usually a novel about 
leadership (as in A. Tolstoy's Peter the First) or, simply, political 
maturation (as in V. Kataev's A Lonely White Sail Gleams). The 
novel about a worthy intellectual or inventor usually follows much 
the same plot outline as a production novel (the hero's "task" 
being, in this instance, to write or invent something or to get a new 
idea approved), except that more attention is paid to the hero's 
struggles with the enemies of "truth" than to his encounters with 
the practical problems of task fulfillment or with natural disasters. 

The three remaining categories-novels about war or revolution, 
novels about villains or spies, and novels about the West-are less 
conventionalized. Instead of being set in a single microcosm, they 
are often somewhat picaresque. Generally speaking, the novel of 
war or revolution combines a tale of moral and political growth 
with a tale of task fulfillment. Both the villain or spy novel and the 
novel about the West contain a higher proportion of negative mate
rial than is customary in a Soviet novel; nevertheless, they usually 
entail a positive hero who is learning to be sufficiently strong to 
combat the foe, i.e., Western decadence or his love for an alien. 
Since he must become aloof and "ruthless," he must, in terms of the 
conventions of the Socialist Realist novel, become more "con
scious." In other words, these novels usually entail a "road to con
sciousness" also. 
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The Production Novel 

The most common type of Stalinist novel by far is the production 
novel (the novel about how the plan was fulfilled or the project was 
constructed). It is also the most highly ritualized. Since it typically 
contains more formulaic stages in its plot than a novel like the one I 
analyzed in my account of the master plot in chapter 7, Fadeev's 
The Young Guard (a war novel), it deserves some attention here. 

Below I have set out a general scheme for the plot stages of a 
typical production novel-the novel type that uses the master plot 
in its fullest version. My scheme is not as elaborate or finely differ
entiated as the one Propp presents in his Morphology; 1 instead of 
his thirty-one specific plot functions, I have provided only six broad 
divisions, designed to show how the production novel fuses the tale 
of task fulfillment with that of the hero's ritual maturation. These 
broad divisions are then further divided into their most customary 
components. 

Propp asserts in his Morphology that any one of the thirty-one 
functions he lists in his table may be omitted in a given tale but that 
the order of functions is fixed. This is not so in the Stalinist novel, 
where not only is the sequence very flexible within a given section of 
the plot (Transition, Finale, etc.), but a particular function may 
occur in a section other than the one in which it is listed here (e.g., 
"death," which is listed below as function b of the Climax section, 
may occur in the Finale). The order in which I present them, 
although it is the most conventional and logical, is therefore not 
invariable. 

The production novel more or less originated with Cement. It 
will be remembered, however, that Cement did not have as tightly 
organized a plot as the later, full-blown Socialist Realist novel; 
hence, some of the actions normally performed by either the posi
tive hero or his mentor are, in Cement, performed by more periph
eral characters of no clear moral and political identity, such as the 
purged bourgeois Party member, Sergey. To illustrate this di
vergence, the corresponding moment in Cement's plot is indicated 
below in square brackets after each function listed. 

Prologue or "Separation" 

The hero arrives in the microcosm, the small, fairly closed world of 
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the novel. This may be a factory, a kolkhoz, a machine tractor 
station, an army unit, or a provincial town. Often (as in The Young 
Guard) the hero's arrival in the microcosm is actually a return to a 
place he had been before, but it is now changed. [Gleb is de
mobilized from the army and returns to his factory town.] 

Setting Up the Task 

(a) The hero sees that all is not good in the microcosm. This most 
often means that the state-given plan is not being fulfilleq or is being 
fulfilled at a lax "tempo." [Cement predates the era of the Five-Year 
plans, but the Party directive to step up post-Civil War reconstruc
tion is equivalent to the Plan of later novels; Gleb sees the factory 
idle, petty-bourgeois values rampant, and the local officials in
sufficiently committed to reconstruction.] 

(b) The hero concocts a scheme for righting the wrong, often-as 
it happens-thinking along somewhat the same ·lines as the state 
and local "people." [Gleb decides on a way of rebuilding the fac
tory and solving the fuel-supply problems; his plan coincides with 
the deepest desires of all of the town's true workers (Brynza, Sav
chuk, etc.).] 

(c) When the hero presents his plan to the local bureaucrats, they 
say it is "utopian"-that it would be impossible to fulfill it in terms 
of both technical feasibility and available manpower and supplies. 
Also, they commonly claim that the hero's plan runs counter to 
their orders from above. [In Cement, all these elements are present.] 

(d) The hero mobilizes "the people" and inspires them to follow 
his plan by addressing them at a mass meeting, at which his powers 
as an orator are displayed, and I or by talking to them in smaller 
groups. Usually he also finds a minority group among. the local 
bureaucrats (the noncareerists) who support his proposals [this is 
the pattern followed in Cement]. 

Transition (Trials, etc.) 

(a) Work on the hero's project begins. 
(b) Work is hampered by a series of snags, which, like the "ob

stacles" of folk narrative, can occur in various forms and any 
number of times. Since the Stalinist novel is truly a combination of 
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"the most matter-of-fact, everyday reality and the most heroic pros
pects" (a la the Zhdanov formula presented in his speech to the 
First Writers' Congress in 1934), these obstacles are usually of two 
orders: 

i. Prosaic: Problems with supplies, manpower, or equipment; 
bureaucratic corruption or slackness; worker apathy or dis
content. [Gleb is faced by all of these.] 

ii. Dramatic I heroic (mythic): Natural disasters, enemy inva
sions, class enemies, counterrevolutionary terrorists, strug
gle with an antagonistic bureaucrat. [Gleb is faced with all 
of these except the natural disaster. Also, it is never clear 
whether his bureaucratic antagonist, Badin, is a positive or 
negative figure.] 

(c) The hero has a problem in his love life and/or in controlling 
his emotions. [Gleb is estanged from his wife, Dasha, and he cannot 
master his hatred of Badin.] 

(d) The hero makes a journey (perhaps only by telephone) seek
ing help from more authoritative persons than are available in the 
microcosm; usually he goes either to Moscow or to the local "cen
ter." [Gleb goes to the "center" to seek help and approval of his 
plans.] 

Climax (Fulfillment of the Task 
Is Threatened) 

(a) The hero's task seems unfulfillable, usually when a "dra
matic I heroic" obstacle appears to threaten its completion. [In Ce
ment, counterrevolutionaries attack and destroy the ropeway set up 
for moving lumber. Also, work on the factory is halted while Gleb 
is away at the center, and this is partly due to the connivance of his 
enemies.] 

(b) At some point, usually in the course of the hero's encounter 
with a dramatic I heroic type of obstacle, an actual, symbolic, or 
near death occurs. This usually involves the hero. However, if an 
actual death occurs, some lesser figure may act as his surrogate. [In 
Cement, a local worker is killed in the counterrevolutionary raid.] 

(c) The hero has a moment of grave self-doubt ("Perhaps my op
ponents were right, perhaps I pushed things too far, perhaps I have 
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lost touch with the people," or even "I am responsible for X's 
death; I should not have pushed things so far"). [In Cement, Gleb 
has such doubts after the ropeway is destroyed and a worker is 
killed.] 

Incorporation (Initiation) 

The hero has a talk with his local mentor, and this gives him the 
strength to carry on. [In Cement, the person Gleb talks to at this 
point is Sergey, the Party member of bourgeois origins who is soon 
to be purged by the Party and is therefore not appropriate for the 
role of mentor.] 

Finale (or Celebration of Incorporation) 

The finale is complex, since it involves several functions that occur 
more or less simultaneously but must of course be presented se
quentially in the narrative. (The order in which the following ele
ments are presented is not fixed.) 

(a) Completion of task. [The factory is rebuilt.] 
(b) A ceremony or celebration to mark the task's completion. 

There are usually speeches and rejoicing. This event may provide a 
frame for the entire finale, since all of the other finale functions are 
interwoven with an account of the celebration. [Gleb speaks at a 
public ceremony marking the reopening of the factory.] 

(c) Resolution of the love plot and other emotional problems. 
[Gleb's wife, Dasha, leaves him, but he has learned to accept his 
pain; however, he has not mastered his hatred for Badin.] 

(d) The hero transcends his selfish impulses and acquires an 
extrapersonal identity. [Gleb accepts the fact that his private life is 
unhappy by finding in the collective cause his source of self
fulfillment. However, this function is more powerfully realized 
when Sergey regards his being purged as a merely personal tragedy, 
insignificant in the greater context of History's onward march.] 

(e) A funeral is held for the tragic victim killed during the climax 
(this funeral may occur earlier, but it is often postponed, to enhance 
the finale). Alternatively, the protagonists may visit their fallen 
comrade's grave and make speeches. [In Cement this function oc
curs during the climax sections: the comrades bear the victim's 
body down the mountainside, and Gleb makes a speech.] 
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(f) There is a reshuffling of personnel in the microcosm; some 
may be purged or dismissed, some promoted or transferred. Often 
the hero is promoted to the post formerly held by his mentor. [In 
Cement there is a reshuffling, but the significance of the fact that 
various local officials are sent away to other posts is not clear, and 
Gleb himself is not involved.] 

(g) In a speech marking the completion of the task, or in some 
tangible form, such as the birth of a child, the theme of regeneration 
and of the glorious time that awaits future generations is introduced 
as a thematic counterpoint to sacrifice and death. [In Cement this 
motif is introduced largely in Sergey's monologues, but it is also 
present in the speeches by Badin and Gleb that mark the factory's 
opening.] 



Appendix B The Official Short List of 
Model Novels as Inferred 
from Speeches to Writers' 
Union Congresses 

The following novels appeared in the short list of exemplars cited, 
on the occasions indicated below, in official speeches made to con
gresses of the Writers' Union. Model novels were sometimes cited 
by author, sometimes by positive hero, and sometimes by the title 
itself. When only the author is cited, I have placed the biblio
graphic reference before the titles of the novels by the author in 
question and have indicated in square brackets the novels I assume 
the official speaker had in mind (other than those cited at other 
congresses and therefore listed without square brackets). When the 
positive hero only is cited, I have indicated that with an asterisk. I 
have not included model novels by non-Great Russians that did 
not have a major formative influence on the Socialist Realist tradi
tion, nor have I included model examples of poetry or drama. 

Key to the Bibliographical References 

II stands for A. Surkov's speech to the Second Writers' Congress 
("Doklad A. A. Surkova 'Osostojanii i zadacax sovetskoj liter
atury.'," Vtoroj vsesojuznyj s"ezd sovetskix pisatelej 15-26 
dekabrja 1954 goda. Stenograficeskij otcet [Moscow: Sovet
skij pisatel', 1956]). 

III stands for A. Surkov's speech to the Third Writers' Congress 
("Doklad A. A. Surkova 'Zadaci sovetskoj literatury v kom
munisticeskom stroitel'stve.'," Tretij s"ezd pisatelej SSSR 18-
23 maja 1959 g. StenografiCeskij otcet [Moscow: Sovetskij 
pisatel', 1959]). 

IV stands for G. Markov's speech to the Fourth Writers' Congress 
("Doklad G. M. Markova 'Sovremennost' i problemy prozy.'," 
Cetvertyj s"ezd pisatelej SSSR 22-26 maja 1967 goda. Steno
graficeskij otcet [Moscow: Sovetskij pisatel', 1968]). 

V stands for G. Markov's speech to the Fifth Writers' Congress 
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("Doklad G. Markova 'Sovetskaja literatura v bor'be za kom
munisticeskoe stroitel'stvo i ee zadaci v svete rdenij xxiv 
s"ezda KPSS.'," Pjatyj s"ezd pisatelej SSSR 29 ijunja-2 ijulja 
1971 goda Stenograficeskij otcet [Moscow: Sovetkij pisatel', 
1972]). 

VI stands for G. Markov's speech to the Sixth Writers' Congress 
("Doklad G. M. Markova 'Sovetskaja literatura v bor'be za 
kommunizm i ee zadaci v svete rdenij xxv s"ezda KPSS.'," 
(Sestoj s"ezd pisatelej SSSR 21 ijunja-25 ijunja 197 6. Stenogra
ficeskij otcet [Moscow: Sovetskij pisatel', 1978]). 

Short List of Exemplars 

Azhaev, Vasily N. Far Away From Moscow (1948), II, p. 15; 
IV,p.17. 

Fadeev, Aleksandr A. III, p. 12; The Rout (1927), III, p. 13: 
The Young Guard (1946, 1951), II, p. 15;V*, p. 17; VI, p. 9. 

Fedin, Konstantin A. III, p. 12; Early Joys (1946) and An Unusual 
Summer (1947--48), both III*, p. 13, and V*, p. 17. 

Furmanov, Dmitry A. Chapaev (1923), III*, p. 3; V*, p. 17. 
Gladkov, Fedor V. Cement (1925), II, p. 15; IV, p. 17; V*, p. 17; 

Energy (1932-37), II, p. 15. 
Gorky, Maksim. Mother (1907), IV, p. 16; V*, p. 17; VI, p. 9. 
Ivanov, Vsevolod V. III, p. 12. The Partisans (1921); The Armored 

Train No. 14-69 (1922). 
Kataev, Valentin P. Time Forward (1932), IV, p. 17. 
Kochetov, Vsevolod A. The Zhurbins (1952), II, p. 15; IV, p. 17; 

V*, p. 17. 
Kozhevnikov, Vadim M. Meet Baluev (1960), V*, p. 17. 
Krymov, Yury S. The Tanker "Derbent" (1938), II, p. 15; IV, p. 17; 

The Engineers (1938--40), IV, p. 7. 
Leonov, Leonid M. III, p. 12; Sot (1930), IV, p. 17; Skutarevsky 

(1932), IV, p. 17; The Russian Forest (1953), V*, p. 17. 
Malyshkin, Aleksandr G. III, p. 12 [People from the Backwoods 

(1937-38)]. 
Nikolaeva, Galina E. Battle en Route (1957), IV, p. 17. 
Ostrovsky, Nikolai A. How the Steel Was Tempered (1934), II, 

p. 15; III*, p. 13; V\ p. 17. 
Panferov, Fedor I. Brusski (1930-37), II, p. 15; IV, p. 13. 
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Paustovsky, Konstantin G. Kara Bugaz (1932), IV, p. 17. 
Polevoy, Boris N. A Story about a Real Man (1946), II, p. 15; 

V*, p. 17. 
Sholokhov, Mikhail A. Quiet Flows the Don (1928-40), III*, p. 13; 

VI, p. 9; Virgin Soil Upturned (1931-60), II, p. 15; III*, p. 13; 
IV, p. 13; V, p. 17. 

Tolstoy, Aleksey N. III, p. 12 [Peter the First (19.33)]; The Road 
to Calvary (The Sisters, 1922; The Year 1918, 1927-28; A 
Gloomy Morning, 1939-41), III*, p. 13. 

Note: This list is an imperfect guide to the model novels of the 
Stalin years, since the speeches on which it is based were all made 
at post-Stalin writers' congresses. Actually, however-and this is 
perhaps indicative of how entrenched the Socialist Realist tradition 
is-the list includes most of the principal model novels of the Stalin 
years. 

At the First Congress of the Writers' Union, held in 1934, no 
Soviet model novels were singled out in the official speeches. Lists 
can be found in several authoritative sources of that period, how
ever. A good example would be V. Kirpotin's official speech to the 
First Plenum of the Organizational Committee of the Writers' 
Union, held from October 19 to November 3, 1932. The prose 
works and writers praised in Kirpotin's speech were these: M. 
Gorky (p. 13); Vs. Ivanov; D. Furmanov; Yu. L. Libedinsky, A 
Week [1922]; A. Fadeev, The Rout; M. Sholokhov; and F. Pan
ferov (all on p. 14); and M. Shaginyan, Hydrocentral [1930], 
L. Leo nov, Sot and Skutarevsky, and V s. Ivanov,] ourney to a Land 
That Does Not Yet Exist [1930] (all on p. 15). Page references 
are to the printed version of Kirpotin's speech, "Doklad V. Kir
potina 'Sovetskaja literatura k pjatnadcatiletiju oktjabrja.'," Sovet
skaja literatura na novom etape. Stenogramma pervogo plenuma 
orgkomiteta Sojuza sovetskix pisatelej [Moscow: Sovetskaja liter
atura, 1933]). 
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Party (C.P.S.U.): congresses of, 91, 
210, 211, 214-15,217, 244; as 
depicted in literature, 53, 83-85, 
95, 117, 132, 160-76, 181, 
193-94,201,202,205,209, 
216,218,220-22,226,244, 
259; role of, in Soviet literary 
history, 7, 31, 43-44, 83-84, 
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sim 
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Story about a Real Man (1946), 
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Index 
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See Socialist Realist novel 
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Social command, 131 
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27-37,41-45,89,98-99, 183; 
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226; in novels of the twenties, 79, 
82-88; in Stalinist novels, 130, 
132-34, 167-69, 171-74, 
202-4; in Stalinist ritual, 
126-29, 139, 143-45 

Stakhanovites, 119-21, 128, 133, 
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194,200,202-4,206 

Voroshilov, Klementi Y., 124, 128, 
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in literature, 102-3, 160-76, 
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