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I. An Outline

The task of this review is to analyze the development of Petrograd
and Moscow futurism during the first post-revolutionary years: its
attitude to the revolution, its relations to the political powers, and its
position in cultural life.! (For an outline of futurism in other parts
of Russia, see Markov 1968, Rappoport 1974, and Jangfeldt 1975 and
1976.)

No matter how the face of futurism changed during these years,
there was one person who was always in the front-line: Vladimir
Majakovskij. This position he occupied in his broad capacity as poet,
playwright, painter, and spokesman for avantgarde ideas. Majakov-
skij’s development is representative—if not in detail, then at least
in its general traits—of futurism as a whole. It is therefore both
justifiable and convenient to describe “Russian futurism 1917-1919”
principally from the point of view of Majakovskij’s own development.

The history of post-revolutionary futurism can be divided into two
distinct periods. The first one runs from October, 1917, until April,
1918, and can be called “Kafe Poétov futurism’; the second one,
which I call “IZO futurism”, runs from the fall of 1918 until April,
1919.2 Between these two periods lies the summer of 1918, which
led to fundamental changes in the development of the Russian revolu-
tion, politically as well as culturally.

Kafe Poétov Futurism

The first period of post-revolutionary futurism coincided with the
militant and anarchistic period of the political revolution. This was
the time of “left communism”, headed by Buxarin, and of the im-
patient revolutionism of the left socialist-revolutionaries. But it was
also the time of political anarchism, a movement tolerated by the
Bolsheviks and, to a certain extent, even enjoying their support, until
the middle of April, when the anarchists were raided by the Ceka.
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The winter and spring of 1918 was also a time of political pluralism
within the socialist camp: although most socialists were opposed to
Bolshevism, socialist parties and groups were still allowed to exist,
and the migration of members between the parties was “still to some
extent operative” (Carr 1966: I, 193). This pluralism meant that there
existed a freedom of (socialist) thought and expression: one could
still be a non-Bolshevik socialist without being accused of being anti-
Bolshevik or anti-Soviet. There was as yet no need for anyone with
socialist sympathies to make a definite political choice.

It is against this general political background that one must judge
the development of futurism as well. The first period of post-revolu-
tionary futurism not only coincided with political pluralism and
anarchism; it bore the same traits of revolutionary enthusiasm itself.
Immediately after the October revolution, the old cubo-futurists
Vladimir Majakovskij, David Burljuk, and Vasilij Kamenskij resumed
the café tradition of pre-revolutionary futurism. Disappointed with
the cultural program of the Bolsheviks (see section II, “Majakovskij
and October”), they chose to continue the épatage of early futurism
from the stage of the Kafe Poétov in Moscow (hence the designation
“Kafe Poétov futurism”).

The ideology of “Kafe Poétov futurism” was anti-authoritarian and
anarchistic socialism (the three poets gave their group the anar-
chistically sounding name “Federation of Futurists”’). The manifestos
published in The Futurists’ Newspaper (Gazeta Futuristov) on March
15 declared that futurism is the esthetic counterpart of “socialism—
anarchism” (“Otkrytoe pis’mo rabo&im”), that art should come out
onto the streets (“Dekret No 1 o demokratizacii iskusstv”), that the
Academy of Art should be abolished and art separated from the state
(“Manifest Letudej Federacii Futuristov’’), and that only a “Revolu-
tion of the Spirit” (“Revoljucija Duxa”) can free man from the fetters
of old art (Ibidem, and “Otkrytoe pis’mo rabo¢im”). The manifestos
were signed by all three futurists, except “Otkrytoe pis’mo rabo¢im”
which was written by Majakovskij alone.

The separation of art from the state was a demand that had already
been presented a year earlier in “Sojuz dejatelej iskusstv”’ (henceforth
SDI), and not only by the futurists but by almost all artists, regard-
less of political faith. In March, 1918, however, the Academy had
still not been abolished, and the issue was as topical as ever.

The “Revolution of the Spirit” was the third revolution that was
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to come after the political and economical revolutions—a spiritual
change without which the revolution would not be complete. The
first two revolutions had been successful, but in the cultural field
“old art” was till dominant:

CAl]

TeaTpsl mompexHemy craBar: “‘Hyneiickux” m mpoudx ‘‘mapei
(counnenus PoMaHOBBIX?), NONpPEXHEMY NaMATHHKH T€HEPAJIOB,
KHs3e# — HapCKuX JIFOOOBHUI U LAPHIBIHBIX JTIOGOBHUKOB TSXKKOH,
IpA3HON HOTOM CTOAT HA ropjax MOJIOABIX yaul. B MenoYHHIX Ja-
BOYKAX, Ha3bIBAEMbIX BHICOKONAPHO BEICTABKAMH TOPTYIOT YHCTOH
Ma3Hel O6apckux oYeK H Jadex B craiie Pokoko u npounx Jlrono-
BHKOB.

(“Manifest Letudej Federacii Futuristov”, Jangfeldt 1975, 156)

Against this background Burljuk, Kamenskij, and Majakovskij
urged the “proletarians of the factories and the land” to carry through
““a third bloodless but cruel revolution, the revolution of the spirit”
(Ibidem).

The need for a spiritual change was felt not only by the futurists;
the idea was expressed, in more or less identical terms, by people
with differing political and esthetical creeds: the scythians (Ivanov-
Razumnik, Belyj), Maksim Gor’kij, the anarchists, and others (see
Jangfeldt 1976, 68-70). To Majakovskij the “Revolution of the Spirit”
was of special importance, and he would return to the idea more than
once, during the period of “IZO futurism”, and again later (cf. especially
the long poem “IV Internacional”).

The anarchism of “Kafe Poétov futurism” was not only theoretical
but also had a practical side. Thus, for example, in March, at a time
when anarchist occupations of private houses were commonplace in
the new capital, Moscow, the three futurists occupied a part of the
former restaurant, Peterhof, where they planned to organize a “House
of free art” (“Dom svobodnogo iskusstva”), a club for what was
called in Gazeta Futuristov “‘individualist-anarchism of creation”—*in-
dividual’-anarxizm tvor&estva”. However, nothing came out of the
futurists” occupation—for which the Moscow federation of anarchist
groups disclaimed responsibility (UR 1918: 40, 20(7).3)—since they
were ousted from the restaurant after only about a week (RU 1918:
43, 21.3). Nevertheless, the anarchist journal Revolutionary Creation
(Revoljucionnoe tvordestvo) listed the “House of free art” as one of
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Moscow’s anarchist clubs and Gazeta Futuristov as an organ of
anarchism (RT 1918: I/I1, 139, 141).

The first period of post-revolutionary futurism ended in April, 1918,
when the Kafe Poétov was closed (April 14). The “official reason for the
closing of the café was that the three ““whales” of futurism were leaving
Moscow in order to propagate futurism in other parts of the Russian
republic (see Figaro 1918: 52, 15.4). In fact, the next day Burljuk
left the capital,* and Kamenskij also disappeared from the Moscow
scene; Majakovskij, for his part, spent most of his time from March
until June making films.

The end of anarchistic futurism thus coincided with the end of
political anarchism; even if the closing of the Kafe Poétov had no
direct connection with the Ceka action against the anarchists two
days before, the coincidence was by no means accidental—it signalled
the end of the ““anarchistic”” period of the Russian revolution, in
politics as well as in culture. The end of “Kafe Poétov futurism” also
meant the final dissolution of the “classical’ cubo-futurist group.

The Emergence of IZO

Parallel to the anarchistic futurism of Majakovskij, Burljuk, and
Kamenskij, the spring of 1918 witnessed the emergence of another
group that was to play a decisive role in the history of the Russian
avant-garde. This was the collegiate formed by the Commissar of
Enlightenment, Anatolij Luna&arskij, within Narkompros—IZO,
short for “Otdel izobrazitel’'nogo iskusstva”. When, in November,
1917, Lunadarskij had called upon the artists in SDI to cooperate
with the new political power, he had met with solid opposition from
both the left and the right: art should be autonomous. Given this
negative response, Lunadarskij decided to organize, behind the back
of SDI, a collegiate that would try to solve one of the most urgent
questions facing Narkompros: the reorganization of artistic life,
which meant, above all, the abolition of the Academy.

IZO was instituted on January 29, 1918, and initially had seven
members (six artists and one art historian): David Sterenberg (head),
Cexonin, Al'tman, Karev, Matveev, Jatmanov, Vaulin, and Nikolaj
Punin. According to the latter, “‘these were the only ones to whom
the October revolution was not only an inevitable fact, but a neces-
sary fact conditioned by the laws of history” (ZI 1921: 8.11).5 The
fact that there was at this time only a tiny minority of seven people
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that was willing to cooperate with the Bolsheviks (and thereby give
up the demand that art be separated from the state) is interesting
enough; still more significant is the fact that this “semerka” was im-
mediately attacked by SDI for its “treason” against the cause of art.
It was not only the conservatives who were against the founding of
1ZO, but the “left bloc” also “disclaimed responsibility for actions
carried out by the persons in question” (NZ 1918: 9.4./27.3).

The founding of IZO nevertheless had two major consequences:
SDI was transformed into a body without any real influence on
artistic life; the Academy was abolished, on April 12, and replaced,
in October, by the first “free art studies” (“Svomasy™).

At the beginning of April, Nikolaj Punin, Natan Al'tman, and the
composer Artur Lur’e went to Moscow in order to participate in the
organization of an IZO collegiate in the capital, and in connection
with this they published a greeting to the Moscow futurists, notably
Majakovskij and Tatlin. The tone of the greeting echoed the Moscow
futurists’ own verbal acrobatics:

Ierep6ypr y Bac B rocTAX 9TH JHH, JOPOrHE TOBAPUIIH-MOCKBH'H,
B3pHIBAOLIME CTAHIMH HA JOpOrax uckyccTsa. OCBEIOMIIEM Bac,
4TO aKaJeMHs XyIOXECTB yXe B ALIAKe pa3 HaBcersa ... Msl mpH-
THAJIM CEeBEpHYIO mobeny, MBI — MacTepa H CTaJbHBIC CTEPXHH
IS BAIIMX KpacHLIX BEJIMKHX 3HaMeH ... JlenaiiTe BCe MPOTHB
oxpaHsl 6ypXyasHOro xjlaMa B HCKyccTBe ... Msl y pyns. Jleso-
pyns! CoupanvcTsl BeNHKHE, epech, ceMs, Balid paGouwe pyku
cropa! BoT peivar, CXKHMAIOINHI MPONIIOE, HEHABHAHMOE M BaMH.
IpuserctByeM Bac B Mockse, ToB. Maskosckuii ¥ Tatius.
Ipre3xaiite k HaMm B IleTepOypr!
(Anarxija 1918: 39, 9.4. Quoted from Ja. Tugendxol'd,
“‘Levyj’ rul’”, Rodina 1918: 16.4)

Two days later, on April 11, a Moscow collegiate was instituted;
Tatlin joined it, and even became its head (Xronika 1975, 46). An
artist like Malevi&, on the other hand, who at this time was very much
inclined towards anarchism and wrote articles for the daily newspaper,
Anarchy (Anarxija), in his reply to the Petrograd greeting accused its
authors of being no better than “The World of Art” and “Apollon”
(Malevig, 1971, 58-59). As for Majakovskij, it should be noted that
he did not join the Moscow collegiate, although he was directly called
upon to do so.
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The Summer of 1918

Several events during the summer of 1918 contributed to the radical
change in Russian domestic politics that took place in the fall of the
same year. “The Bolshevik Revolution passed through three major
crises, three periods when the existence of the Soviet regime was
seriously threatened. The first and the greatest of these three crises
was during the summer months of 1918, when the area of the Soviet
Republic was restricted to a territory which roughly corresponded
with that of the Muscovite principality in the fifteenth century [...]”
(Chamberlin 1935, 42).

In a couple of months Russia witnessed the escalation of the civil
war and foreign intervention; the expulsion, on June 14, of all socialist-
revolutionaries of the right and the centre as well as the Mensheviks
from membership in the Soviets at all levels, which left only one legal
party with the Bolsheviks—the left socialist-revolutionaries; the expul-
sion from the Soviets of the left SR’s as well, after their attempt during
the fifth congress of Soviets, on July 4-6, to overthrow the Bolsheviks;
the final closure, in July, of all socialist papers; the assassination of
the Czar’s family; the assassinations of the socialist leaders, Volodarskij
and Urickij, and the attempt, on August 30, to murder Lenin; the
beginning of “red terror”, by a Ceka decree of September 4.

As a result of this, the Bolsheviks were the only legal party after
the summer of 1918. E. H. Carr, the outstanding chronicler of the
Russian revolution, concludes: “The events of the summer of 1918
left the Bolsheviks without rivals or partners the ruling party in the
state; and they possessed in the Cheka an organ of absolute power”
(Carr 1966: 1, 177).

This polarization of political life had two important consequences:
1. People had to make a final choice: for or against. The fluidity of
membership between the parties that had been conceivable during the
spring, was no longer possible. Now there were only two camps, the
“whites” and the ‘“‘reds”; 2. The Bolsheviks, for their part, now needed
all the support they could get, and therefore had to make Bolshevik
politics more attractive to other socialists. Also, they could no longer
afford to challenge the intelligentsia—especially the technical intel-
ligentsia—the way they had done in the spring.

In the political field this meant a more lenient attitude towards the
socialist parties which had been banned from the Soviets in the sum-
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mer. It was decided [at the sixth All-Russian Congress of Soviets,
at the beginning of November, 1918] to hold out an olive branch to
the excluded socialist parties—or to accept it when proffered by them”
(Carr 1966: I, 179). Even before this decision, the Mensheviks had
recognized that the October revolution was “historically necessary”,
ruled out ““all political cooperation with classes hostile to democracy”,
and promised “direct support of the military forces of the Soviet
government against foreign intervention” (Carr 1966:1, 179). In
response to this, the Bolsheviks allowed the Mensheviks to resume
political activity, and also released all political prisoners “unless a
definite charge of counter-revolutionary activities were preferred
against them within two weeks of their arrest [...]"” (Carr 1966: I, 178).
The socialist-revolutionaries soon followed the example of the Menshe-
viks, and in February, 1919, “decisively rejected any attempt to over-
throw the Soviet power by way of armed struggle” (Carr 1966: I,
180). Thus, for a certain period of time a political truce was brought
about, even if there could be no doubt as to who dictated the condi-
tions.

The same kind of rapprochement took place between the Bolsheviks
and the intelligentsia. When the party reached out a hand, many of
those who had previously been critical of Bolshevism accepted the
offer. This did not necessarily mean that they had become Bolsheviks;
but Bolshevism seemed to many non-Bolsheviks (socialists as well as
non-socialists) a better alternative than the ideas for which the “white”
side stood.

The example of Maksim Gor’kij is especially interesting in this
respect. Until now Gor’kij had been very critical of, and even hostile
to the Bolsheviks (see, for instance, his numerous *“Untimely thoughts™
(“Nesvoevremennye mysli”’) in New Life, Novaja Zizn’. On April 9
he had even refused to debate with Zinov’ev before the Petrograd
Soviet, the reason being “that the workers are seduced by demagogues
like Zinov’ev; that the reckless demagogy of Bolshevism, exciting the
black instincts of the masses, puts the working intelligentsia in the
tragic position of strangers in their own milieu; and that the Soviet
policy is a treacherous policy toward the working class” (NZ 1918:
9.4/27.3). By September, however, Gor’kij had changed his position,
and announced that “the terrorist acts executed against the leaders
of the Soviet republic make him embark definitely on the road of close
cooperation with it” (IRSL 1967, 698).® A month later, on October 6,
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Gor’kij acted as chairman at a meeting of “the working intelligentsia”,
at which the representatives of the Bolshevik party called upon the
intelligentsia to support the Soviet regime. One of the speakers was
none other than Zinov’ev, who formulated the new political situation
in this way: “For those who want to work with us, we open the road.
[...] In an age like the one we are living through now, neutrality is
impossible. [...] School cannot be neutral, art cannot be neutral,
literature cannot be neutral. [...] Comrades, there is no choice. [...]
And I would advise you [...] to go to the working class” (PP 1918:
13.10). The same kind of appeals were made at this time by other
Bolsheviks as well, like Lenin and Radek.?

IZ O Futurists in Power

The artists were also approached and called upon to side with the
revolution. Just as the political leaders had turned to the socialist
parties and the working intelligentsia, IZO turned to ‘“‘the workers
and the artists” and welcomed those who had now, one year after
the revolution, come to serve “the socialist fatherland”—but only
those who supported “contemporary art”, who “break and destroy
forms in order to create new art” (VNP 1918: 4/5, 14 [September/
October]). The avant-garde character of IZO was further underlined
by the fact that the third art debate organized by IZO (on October 24)
was devoted to “The futurists and artistic creation™. At this meeting
the IZO Commissar Punin ardently spoke out in favor of futurism
as the art of the proletariat (VNP 1918: 6/8, 89-91).

During the fall of 1918 the IZO collegiates in Petrograd and Mos-
cow—the latter under the leadership of Vladimir Tatlin—were com-
plemented by many of the foremost artists of the day: Kazimir
Malevi¢, Pavel Kuznecov, II’ja Maskov, Robert Fal’k, Aleksej Mor-
gunov, Ol'ga Rozanova, Vasilij Kandinskij, Baranov-Rossiné, and
others. IZO thus became a stronghold of the avant-garde, or the
“futurists”, as its adherents were usually called.

At this time, the term “futurism” was given a wider and less specific
meaning: earlier, the name had been used to designate the *‘real”
futurists, i.e. the cubo-futurists and other groups that called them-
selves futurists; in the fall of 1918, however, “futurism’ became
synonymous with “avant-garde”, “left art”, and so on—all non-
realists, regardless of whether they were futurists, cubists, suprematists,
constructivists, etc., were called “futurists” by the critics. For the sake
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of simplicity, the “left-wing artists” themselves gradually accepted
this rather imprecise definition.

Majakovskij and Osip Brik also began to work with IZO in the
fall of 1918. They were both socialists, but when the Petrograd and
Moscow collegiates were instituted in the spring of 1918, they had not
joined them. On the contrary, Brik had devoted a number of articles
(all printed in Menshevik newspapers) in December, 1917, and
January, 1918, to criticism of the Bolsheviks’ cultural program (for
a discussion of these articles, see the section “Os’ka’s noble letter”,
pp. 121). And, as we have seen, Majakovskij did not join the Moscow
collegiate when he was specially invited to do so in April. Nor did
he publish the few poems he wrote in the Bolshevik press; “Xoro3ee
otnoSenie k loSadjam” was in fact published as late as June 9 in
Gor’kij’s Menshevik paper, Novaja Zizn’ (Moscow edition).

It was thus in the general wave of rapprochement in the fall of
1918 that Majakovskij and Brik finally joined 1ZO.® This also meant
that they abandoned the principle of the separation of art from the state
expressed in “Manifest Letucej Federacii Futuristov”’. However, this
manifesto was signed by Majakovskij, not by Brik, who as early as
January, 1918, had warned against “‘the deceitful notion of ‘au-
tonomy’”, which would only be used by the “old generals of art”
in order to control art schools and institutions (VZ 1918: 22.1).
From this rather obscure and enigmatic article it is clear that Brik
obviously had nothing against state-supported art—as long as this
art was the art he himself supported. Brik’s dualistic position may,
in fact, be traced back to Lunadarskij’s unsuccessful November
gathering of the artists and writers, at which Brik played the part of
the Commissar’s personal representative (Dinerstejn 1958, 566).

What Brik criticized was thus not state art per se but the fact that
it was represented by the wrong people, i.e. the advocates of tradi-
tional esthetics. By cooperating closely with Narkompros, the futurists
could prevent the “old generals of art” from gaining power and
influence. Majakovskij and Brik in fact became more closely tied to
Narkompros not only through IZO, but also through their own
publishing enterprise IMO (Iskusstvo molodyx), which was financed
by Narkompros; IMO’s first books—Misterija-buff and the “revo-
lutionary anthology” Rye-Word (RZanoe slovo)—were published for
the first anniversary of the revolution.®

One of the first questions raised in the now numerically and intel-
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lectually strong Petrograd collegiate was the need for a mouthpiece
for IZO futurism. Brik suggested that IZO needed not only a journal
but also an “simpler and more flexible” newspaper (IK 1918: 1), and
on December 7, 1918, the first issue of Art of the Commune (Iskusstvo
Kommuny) was published. In January, 1919, it was supplemented by
Art (Iskusstvo), a similar paper published by the Moscow collegiate.
A journal, Visual Art (Izobrazitel’noe iskusstvo), was also planned,
but only one much-delayed issue was ever published (the foreword
was dated May, 1918, the year of publication was given as 1919, but
it did not appear until the beginning of 1920).

The most important paper was Iskusstvo Kommuny (Petrograd,
December, 1918—April, 1919; nineteen issues), with Brik, Punin, and
Natan Al’tman as editors. The main contributors (besides the editors
themselves) were Malevi¢, Sagal, Sklovskij, Boris Kusner, and Maja-
kovskij, who published his poems as editorials (for an analysis of
Majakovskij’s role in Iskusstvo Kommuny, see Jangfeldt 1976, 30-71).

The main point in the ideology of IZO-—as expressed in Maja-
kovskij’s poems, for example—was the struggle against the influence
of the cultural heritage on the culture of the new society. As I have
tried to show earlier (Jangfeldt 1976, 51-63), the futurists did not
repudiate the old culture as such but fought against the influence
of this heritage on the new art and literature. The IZO futurists, how-
ever, like other avant-garde groups, had a penchant for provocative
formulations, and were themselves at times to blame for being mis-
understood—not only by their contemporaries, but by later critics
as well.

The “new” or “young” art that was to replace old art was, of
course, futurism. According to the futurists themselves, futurism was
the most advanced art of the time, and therefore the only art worthy
of and consonant with the proletariat, historically the most advanced
class. Thus futurism was equated with proletarian art. The IZO futur-
ists never gave more precise definitions of these concepts, which were
both positively charged and often used as mere catchwords in the
debate. All that was “new”’ and experimental was declared ““futurist”
and thereby also ‘proletarian”. In retrospect, one can say that
“futurism” was what we today unite under the general heading of
non-figurative or objectless art (“bespredmetnoe iskusstvo). The
1ZO futurists were against all forms of representative art and spoke
out in favor of Tatlin and his “material culture” or Malevi¢ with his
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suprematism (see Punin’s article in IK 1919: 10, 2). They also stressed
professionalism, talent, and quality; they detested the tendency, so
common immediately after the revolution, to take a favorable view
of all attempts to create “‘proletarian art”, as long as the artist had
a true proletarian ideology and/or background. So, for example,
Majakovskij declared that “the attitude of the poet to his material
should be just as conscientious as the attitude of a welder to the steel”
(Majakovskij 1959, 454).

In this struggle against the influence of the cultural heritage, the
futurists came to challenge not only the Proletkul’tists, who often
rejected this heritage in words but who—due to lack of esthetic
education—depended heavily on the old culture (see Jangfeldt 1976,
72-91), but also many of the esthetically conservative academicians
and critics and, what is more, the whole educational policy of the
Bolshevik party.

The position occupied by the IZO futurists at the end of 1918 was
very strong.!® They were in charge of art education in the whole
republic; they were responsible for the purchases of new art for the
museums; and they were able to propagate their ideas in organs
published and financed by the Commissariat of Enlightenment. Never-
theless, they were far from satisfied with the speed of the revolution
in the cultural field. Nothing had changed since the publication of
the manifestos in Gazeta Futuristov in March. In December, 1918,
therefore, Majakovskij, Brik, and Punin started performing for the
workers of the Vyborg District in Petrograd. No doubt the futurists
strongly felt the need for a social base on which to stand; they had
to prove to the critics—and to the workers!—that they were as close
to the proletariat as they themselves claimed to be.

As a result of these contacts, a Communist-Futurist Collective
(Kom-Fut) was founded in January, 1919, consisting of Brik and
Kusner and a couple of workers. (Since it was a party collective,
Majakovskij, who was not a communist, could not participate.) The
Kom-Futers claimed that the cultural policy of the Bolsheviks was not
revolutionary at all, that the cultural revolution was lagging behind
the political and economic ones by more than a year, and that it was
now necessary to subject the Soviet organs of culture and enlighten-
ment to a “new [...] cultural communist ideology”, in other words,
the ideology of the Kom-Fut, which, in turn, was that of I1ZO.

However, nothing came out of Kom-Fut. It was supposed to be a
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party collective within the Vyborg District of RKP (b) in Petrograd,
but was refused membership on the grounds that “by endorsing such
a collective we may create an undesirable precedent for the future”
(IK 1919:9, 2.2). Thereby the Kom-Fut lost its raison d’étre and
ceased to exist, but from now on “Kom-Futy” became a common
designation for communist-oriented futurists (for the history of Kom-—
Fut, see Jangfeldt 1976, 92-108).

This repudiation of Kom-Fut was just another example of the
growing criticism of the futurists, whose position in the eyes of many
had become far too strong. Although the IZO futurists’ position was
formally strong—it depended, in fact, to a great extent on the benevol-
ence of Anatolij Lunadarskij—they had been subjected to harsh
criticism ever since they had been able to influence cultural life in Russia.

The criticism had begun as early as the first anniversary of the
revolution, when a few avant-garde artists decorated some streets in
Petrograd, thereby realizing the demand set forth in “Dekret No 1 o
demokratizacii iskusstv”’. These decorations long remained a corner-
stone in the criticism of futurism’s alleged “incomprehensibility” (al-
though less than ten of the close on ninety artists taking part could
be regarded as “futurists”, and although not all of their decorations
were particularly radical in form).

The accusation of “incomprehensibility’’ was coupled with criticism
of the futurists’ position within IZO. It was said that they had “oc-
cupied” IZO—*zasil’e” was the current expression—and were trying
to achieve recognition as official “state art”. It is true that the IZO
futurists believed in the dictatorship of a minority in the cultural
sphere (a counterpart to the Bolsheviks’ dictatorship in politics!!) and
saw themselves in the réle of this vanguard. Cf. Punin: “We want to
see our October realized, we want to establish a dictatorship of the
minority, for only the minority constitutes a creative force capable of
walking in step with the working class” (IK 1918: 3). Thus, there was
something in the criticism of “zasil’e”. But this criticism also contained
a strong distrust of the futurists® motives: it was suggested that they
were not true revolutionaries but had merely taken advantage of the
moment in order to gain a position of power. In particular among
the representatives of the Proletkul’t, every futurist approach to the
proletariat was regarded as “an attempt of one class to influence
the psychology of the working class in their own interest” (Grjadu$Cee
1918: 10, 10).
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At the beginning of 1919 the attacks on futurism became more
frequent and intense. One of the driving forces behind the anti-
futurist campaign was Vladimir Fri¢e (head of “fine arts’” and “popular
festivities” within the Moscow section of education), who was also
one of the leading figures in the successful attempts to stop the second
printing and staging of Misterija-buff. On March 1, 1919, the Moscow
Soviet asked Frile to give a lecture on futurism before its Executive
committee and plenary meeting (VI 1919: 6.3). At the same time,
Ol’ga Kameneva, head of TEO (the Theatre section of Narkompros),
also took exception to the futurists (VI 1919: 1.3), and futurism was
made the subject of a special discussion in the Petrograd Proletkul’t
(VZ 1919: 6/7, 72).

The IZO futurists tried to meet the criticism, and more than half of
Iskusstvo No. 5 (April 1) was devoted to rebutting the attacks. But
the front against futurism became both broader and more united.
So, for example, the Executive Committee of the Petrograd Soviet
decided that the organization of May 1st celebrations for 1919 should
““on no condition” be entrusted to the futurists from IZO (Rostovceva
1971, 39), and on April 4 “Sojuz rabotnikov nauki, iskusstva i kul’-
tury” adopted a resolution in which Narkompros was prevailed upon
to “pay attention to the unlimited dominance of futurism, cubism,
imaginism etc. in the Soviet Socialist Republic” and to take measures
to support those trying to create “‘genuine proletarian art in full con-
cord with communism” (Pravda 1919: 9.4). A little later, on May 6,
Lenin criticized the futurists for using “the peasants’ and workers’
institutions of enlightenment” for “their own personal tricks”, and
for presenting ‘“‘the most absurd doodles (‘“nelepejSee krivljanie™)
as something new and proletarian (Lenin 1963, 330).

As a result of these attacks, the IZO futurists were dealt a fatal
blow: they were deprived of their most important mouthpiece, Iskus-
stvo Kommuny, which was closed after its nineteenth issue (April 13).
Iskusstvo also began to experience publishing difficulties, officially
due to shortage of paper,’® and No. 6 did not appear until July 8.
Majakovskij later spoke of “the persecution of left art, brilliantly
completed by the closing of ‘Iskusstvo Kommuny’ and so on” (Maja-
kovskij 1959, 42).

This was the beginning of the end of avant-garde hegemony within
1ZO. The last issue of Iskusstvo (No. 8) was published in September,
and by the end of the year the futurists had lost their previous in-
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fluence on cultural life. In a speech in December, Anatolij Luna&arskij
“dwelled upon the at one time so noticeable predominance of leftist
artistic movements in the country”. He accounted for this by the fact
that these had expressed such a clear sympathy for Soviet power,
but that the changing attitude of the intelligentsia had now made it
possible to create a “balanced” collegiate within IZO (IRSL 1967,
712).

The Avant-Garde and the State

Futurist hegemony within IZO lasted for a very short period of time,
less than six months. The reason why they were given this position
in the first place is quite obvious—the Bolshevik party had no elabor-
ated view on cultural matters (not even the party program adopted
by the eighth party congress in March, 1919, paid any attention to
cultural policy), and the futurists were the only ones who showed any
kind of revolutionary enthusiasm and were willing to work with the
new government. Lunagarskij later explained:

[...] o ckopeii mOYyBCTBOBaJM CHMIATHIO K PEBOJIOUMH H
YBJIEKJIACh €10, KOTla OHA NPOTAHYJIZa MM DPYKY [...] 1 nmporsarya
GyTypHCTaM pyKYy, TJIaBHEIM 0Gpa3oM IOTOMY, 9TO B 0Owiei moH-
tHKke Hapkommpoca HaM HeoOGXommMo OBLIO ONEpeThCS Ha Cepb-
€3HbIil KOJIJIEKTHB TBOPYECKHX XYAOXECTBCHHBIX CHIIL. Hx s Hamen
[OYTH HCKJIIOYMTENLHO 316Ch, CPEOHM TaK HA3BIBAEMBIX ‘‘JIEBBIX™

XYIOXHHKOB,
(Lunacarskij 1967, 116)

In order to answer the question as to why the futurists lost power
and influence, one must take several factors into account. First of
all, the general political situation, which left little room for esthetic
experimentation: “The year 1919 was the year of Soviet Russia’s
most complete isolation from the outside world. [...] Throughout
1919 the dominant factor in Soviet foreign policy, as in the Soviet
economy, was the civil war [...]”” (Carr 1966: III, 117). Majakovskij
summarized: “The authorities, busy with the fronts and the destruc-
tion, took little interest in esthetic feuds, wanted peace and order
behind the lines, and tried to bring us to reason out of respect for ‘the
men of rank’ (‘imenitej§im’)” (Majakovskij 1959, 42-43).

1919 seems to have been a crucial year for everybody who had
greeted the revolution as a first step toward a spiritual rebirth. In a
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letter to Ivanov-Razumnik in 1927, Andrej Belyj wrote that 1919 was
“the most difficult year”, ““a clear disappointment in the nearness of
the ‘revolution of the Spirit’>’ (Nivat 1974, 78; the italics are Belyj’s).
Also for the futurists, and especially for Majakovskij, the year 1919
was no doubt a year of disappointment—they understood not only
that the Revolution of the Spirit was not close but also that it was
not wanted in the form in which the futurists presented it.

The curtailment of the influence of the futurists, however, was not
only due to the difficult political situation. There is no reason to
believe that they would have stayed in power, had the political condi-
tions been more favorable. The failure of the futurists to retain their
influence must also be seen against the background of the educational
and cultural level of the Russian people. The futurists represented the
most advanced esthetics of their time, and wanted their ideas to be-
come accepted as the “cultural ideology” of the uncultured Russian
masses. The Bolshevik party, on the other hand, saw its immediate
task in trying to eradicate illiteracy, which encompassed more than
three quarters of the population. Here was a conflict—between the
““spiritual revolution” of the futurists and the “cultural revolution”
of the Bolsheviks—that could not be bridged.

This antagonism touches on the essential issue in relations between
the state and the avant-garde. By closing Iskusstvo Kommuny and
curtailing futurist influence within IZO, the government deprived the
futurists of their opportunity to propagate, in organs and bodies of the
Narkompros, ideas that ran counter to official ideology. One may
argue that it was wrong of the Bolsheviks not to adopt futurism as
the esthetic creed of the proletariat, but that is another question. The
essential aspect of the problem is whether any state—especially a
totalitarian one—can tolerate a government body using government-
financed organs to advocate ideas which the government itself is
opposed to.

From the point of view of the avant-garde, what is at issue is
whether an avant-garde movement can ever exercise state power with-
out losing its function as an avant-garde. Any group exercising state
power must, in order to stay in power, comply with raison d’état. An
avant-garde thus has two possibilities: either remain “in opposition”
and thereby retain the intrinsic function of an avant-garde—or assume
power, yield to state reason, make necessary compromises etc., and
in that way abandon its rdle as an avant-garde.
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One cannot but agree with Vratislav Effenberger, who contends
that ‘“revoluéni oficialisace avantgardy sméfuje k popfeni jejich
vlastnich socidlnich a kulturnich kritickych funkci” (Effenberger 1969,
157), and that “oficialisovand avantgarda je komicky protimluv”
(Effenberger 1968, 54).

The history of IZO futurism seems to support this view: the futurists
stayed in power as long as they could propagate their ideas without
interference and without regard to state reason; when, faced with hard
criticism, they refused to conform with official Bolshevik esthetics,
they had to go.

II. Majakovskij and October

When trying to define more closely Vladimir Majakovskij’s immediate
reactions to the events of October, the most difficult problem is the
lack of factual material. The poet himself made no official comments,
and the only clue we have are a couple of words dropped at the
great discussion about cooperation (or non-cooperation) with Soviet
power, on November 17, 1917. Unfortunately, the record of this
meeting has not been published in full, and all we know is that Maja-
kovskij agreed with Fedor Sologub—who said that art belongs to
the people—and that in order to attain this goal one has to turn to
the new power— “prixoditsja obratit’sja k vlasti, privetstvovat’ novuju
vlast’”” (Dinerstejn 1958, 566).13

This lack of factual material compels us to scrutinize the existing
texts, i.e. poems, articles, correspondence all the more narrowly. I
would in this connection like to call attention to a letter from Maja-
kovskij to Lili Brik and the poem “To Russia”.

1. “Os’ka’s Noble Letter”

In a letter from Majakovskij to Lili Brik, written around Christmas
1917 (not in the middle of December, as is stated in Majakovskij
1961, 28), and sent to Petrograd from Moscow, where Majakovskij
had moved at the beginning of the same month, we find the following
passage:

Mpouen B “Hosoii xu3Hn™ geimameee 6iaropoacTtsoM OCHKHHO

nuceMo. XoTel Obl IMOJIYIHTDh TAaKOC XKE.
(Majakovskij 1961, 29)
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The letter Majakovskij refers to is a letter to the editor from Osip
Brik, published in Gor’kij’s Menshevik newspaper Novaja Zizn’ on
December 5 (18), 1917. It was written in connection with the elections
to the Petrograd City Duma, for which the Bolsheviks had nominated
Brik as their candidate.

What, then, was it that Majakovskij found so “noble” in Brik’s
letter? The commentary to Majakovskij’s collected works leaves us
without any real answer:

OroeapuBas CBOe HeCOIJIacHe C “‘KyJIbTYPHOM mporpamMmoii 60Jb-
IIeBHKOB, Kak OHa BhIpa3miachk B AeareabHocTH LK mposerapckax
KYJIbTYPHO-IIPOCBETUTENBHLIX Oprann3anmit’”, oH [Bpmk, B. J.] B
TO Xe BpPeMs 3asBHJI, YTO CYMTAET ‘‘IPECTYIUIEHHEM Iepel KyJsb-
Typoll U HapoOoOM BCHKHI caboTax, BCAKHHA OTKa3 OT aKTHBHOH

KyJIbTypHOH paboThr”.
(Majakovskij 1961, 303)

The same explanation, word by word, is given in Percov 1969, 339,
and LN 1958, 104, a fact which no doubt lends the commentary a
semi-official air. Nevertheless, it fails to explain why Majakovskij was
so enthusiatic about the letter. In fact, Brik’s little article, called “My
position”, leaves no doubt as to the reasons for Majakovskij’s positive
reaction to it. I quote it here in extenso:

Mos no3uius

KT0 TO H3 3HaKOMBIX CKa3aJl MHE, YTO s H36paH B riIacHble HOBOMH
TOpPOJCKOM AYMEI IO CIHCKY GosbmeBnkoB. I MeHS 3TO SBHJIOCH
NOJIHOH HEOXHAAHHOCTBIO: HEKTO MOEr0 COrjacHs He CIpaminBal
H HHKOMY 5 €ro He JaBall.

51 He MOJATHK, HH B KaKOM MapTHA HE COCTOIO, 5 KyJIbTYpPHBIH
JeATeNb; IO3TOMY S HEe 3HAI0, XOPOLIYIO JIH IIOJINTHKY BeayT 60b-
INEBHKH HJIM HET. ApPecThl HHAKOMBICIIAIUX, HACHIAE HAJl CIIOBOM,
HaJl MEYaTHIO M IPOYHE NPOSBIECHHS GU3MYeCKOR CHIIbI HE ABJAIOTCA
OT/IHYHTEILHBIM NPH3HAKOM GOJIBIIEBUKOB: TaK IIOCTYNAET BCAKAs
Bracts. 1 B camomepxasHoil Poccun, ¥ B ubepaabHOH AHIJINH,
H B AeMOKpaTHieckoi dpaHmuu; Tak mocTynajiM KafeThl Iociie
3-4 miond, Tak xe cobupancsa neiictBoBaTh KepeHCkuil HakaHyHe
25 okTa6ps.

Ho xyneTypHas nporpaMma 6oJIbilieBHKOB HEBO3MOXHA. B aToM
A ybemniics, NPHCYTCTBYS Ha KOH(EPEHLMH IPOJIETAPCKHX KYJIb-
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TYPHO-TIPOCBETHTENIbHBIX Opranu3anui. EciH IpeaocTaBHTP HM
CcBOGOMHO XO3sAfHHYATHL B 3TOH 00JacCTH, TO MOJYYATCA HEYTO,
HAYero obmero c KyasTypoii He mmeromee. IloaToMy s cumTaro
MpecTyIUIeHHEM Iiepel KyJIbTYpOH H HaponoM BCsiKHi caboTax,
BCAKHM OTKa3 OT aKTHBHOM KyJbTypHOU paGoThl. CHOETh H XKAATh,
moka Bce o6pasyercs — IodYeTHas poyib obGsBaTens. O6ycioBiu-
BaThb TOPXECTBO KYJbTYypel INOGEmOH KOHTP-PEBOJIONHH MOTYT
TONBKO Ge3HaNeXHO ocieninne Jiroad. EquHCTBEHHO BEpHBIH NMyTh
— HEYKJIOHHO BECTH CBOIO KYJIbTYPHYIO JIHHHIO, OBITH Be3je, rie
KYJbTYpe TPO3HT ONACHOCTb, CTOMKO 3alIMIas ee OT BCAKOIo, B
TOM YHCJIE ¥ GOJIBIIEBHCTCKOTO, BAHAAIA3MA.

ITo 3TEM co0OpaxeHAsIM 1 HE OTKa3hiBAIOCh OT CBOErO HEOXH-
IIAHHOTrO M30paHbsl, IPHYEM 3asABJIAIO0, YTO S B MAPTHH OONBINCBH-
KOB HE COCTOIO, HUKAKOH NapTHHHOH JUCHMILUIHHE HE 11O AIMHSAIOCH,
H HH B KaKHX IOJMTHYECKUX BRICTYIUICHUAX y4acTHs He npumy. Hx
KyJIbTYpHas IporpaMma, IMOCKOJBKO OHa BBIPa3HJIach B JEATENIb-
HoctH 1. K. mposteTapckmx KyJIbTYPHO-IPOCBETHTENLHBIX OpraHu-
3aIMii, 11 MEHS COBEPILICHHO HempHeMJleMa; HMEHHO C HeH g
CYMTaI0 HeO6XOMUMBIM 0COOEHHO 3HEPrHIHO GOpOThCA.

Ecnu GosibIIeBHKAaM MOS TO3HIUS HE MOIXOIUT, TO NPOIIY BHI-

9YepKHYTh MEHA W3 YHCJIA IJIaCHBIX.
O. M. Bpux.

(NZ 1917: 193 (197), 5 (18). 12, p. 4)

The main elements of Brik’s argumentation are thus that although
he is not a member of the Bolshevik party, he 1) accepts the nomina-
tion on the condition that he will not have to submit to any party
discipline or take part in any party manifestations, 2) does this be-
cause he does not agree with the Bolsheviks’ cultural program, which
he sees as a threat to culture; therefore he finds it his duty to fight
Bolshevik “vandalism” and “‘defend culture” from within the party.

In other words, to Brik the nomination on the Bolshevik list is not
a matter of political conviction, but a matter of tactics: he accepts the
nomination in order to fight the party line on cultural questions. And
he even issues an ultimatum: if the Bolsheviks do not approve of his
“position”, he will not accept nomination.

Given the full text of Brik’s letter, it is not difficult to understand
what Majakovskij found so noble in it: Brik’s repudiation of the
Bolsheviks’ cultural policy, as “‘expressed in the activity of the Central
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Committee of the proletarian organizations for culture and enlighten-
ment”.

The first conference of the proletarian organizations for culture and
enlightenment was held in Petrograd a week before the October revolu-
tion. This conference, which had been convened in close cooperation
with the Bolshevik party and, in particular, with the future Com-
missar of Enlightenment, Anatolij Luna&arskij, laid the foundations
of Proletkul’t (as it came to be called in November, 1917; see Gorbu-
nov 1974, 50). It may seem strange that Brik speaks about the Bolshe-
viks’ cultural program “as expressed in the activity” of Proletkul’t,
when we know that in 1920 the party suppressed Proletkul’t as an
independent organization because it propagandized a view on culture
alien to Bolshevik ideology and demanded independence from the
party. But at this time cooperation between the party and Proletkul’t
was close (Proletkul’t was, in fact, directly subsidized by the state),
and the contradictions that were to lead to the split were not yet
palpable. Furthermore, Lunadarskij always supported the independ-
ence of Proletkul't—even against Lenin—and Brik’s equating
Bolshevik with Proletkul’t cultural ideology is therefore fully justified.

It is clear from the letter that Brik attended the conference men-
tioned. He defended futurism and attacked the traditionalism inherent
in the cultural program of Proletkul’t:

BcnoMHETE, KaK H3IEBaJIMCh HAIO MHOM Ha mepBOif KoH(epeHIA
IPOJIETAPCKUX KYJIbTYPHO-NPOCBETHTENILHBIX OpraHW3alHii, Koraa
s mo3BoJiml cebe 3aMeTHTh, YTO IPOJIETAPCKHH XYHOXHHMK OynmeT
oHcaTh He KHCThIO, a mBaGpoil. Kakoe MOAHANOCH BO3MYILEHHE,

KOI'Jia s IPOHM3HEC CIOBO “dyTypusm”.
(IK 1918: 3)

What Brik, as a spokesman of the avant-garde, could not accept,
was the emphasis laid on the culture of the past and the unwillingness
to recognize modern art and literature.!4 This conservatism was, of
course, alien to the avant-gardists who, during the preceding decade,
had effected one of the greatest revolutions ever in the field of art and
literature. Here the clash was absolute: while Brik and his colleagues
had rejected the esthetic brush in favor of the swab of de-esthetization
and were on their way to developing the theory of production art, the
task of the party (and Proletkul’t) was to help the workers master this
very brush.
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Brik’s letter to the editor was only one of several articles that he
devoted to the problem of art in the new society at this time. In one
of these (VZ 1918: 25.1), he criticizes Proletkul’t for its vague use of
the term “proletarian” poet and poetry. If “proletarian poetry” is
something written “about” the people, then many bourgeois writers
are proletarian. If only writers descending from the people are prolet-
arians, then several Proletkul’tists must be excluded. And if only a
“socialist™ can be called proletarian, then what about the Mensheviks
and the Socialist Revolutionaries?

Brik concludes that one should not try to patronize any indefinable
““proletarian poetry” but “give the budding poets and writers (i.e. the
futurists—B.J.) a chance to appear before the face of the people”.
According to Brik, the proletariat itself will understand which kind
of poetry is dearer to it, who are its “proletarian poets™.18

This criticism of Proletkul’t was to reach its peak a year later, in
the winter of 1918-1919, in the violent polemics conducted mainly in
Iskusstvo Kommuny (where Brik returned to the problem of defining
“proletarian poet”) and Iskusstvo and in the Proletkul’t organs, but
also in public debates (see Jangfeldt 1976, 72-91). Two of the main
protagonists were none other than Brik and Majakovskij; the latter
saw before him the following results of the conservative esthetics
preached by the party and Proletkul’t:

CoBpenbl BHIYHHAT B Iapy JIET.
M B npa3gauk
6yayT urpaThb
NPOJIETKYAbTIBI
B CKBEpe
mepen COBETOM
B KPOKET.
(Majakovskij 1957, 101)

Majakovskij’s enthusiasm over Brik’s article was thus only the first
expression, after the October revolution, of an artistic conviction
that was fundamental to the esthetics of the avant-garde: there can
be no revolutionary content without a revolutionary approach to
form.

Majakovskij and Brik in fact followed Brik’s formula—to work
within the system in order to change it—when they began to work in
IZO, in the fall of 1918. The same is true of the decision to organize
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the Communist-Futurist Collective (Kom—-Fut) within the party in
January, 1919, and the second attempt to organize such a collective
two years later (see Jangfeldt 1976, 92 ff.). All these attempts to
formulate an alternative to the official cultural ideology—or lack of
it—show the constant dissatisfaction of the avant-garde with the
cultural policy of the Bolsheviks. As is shown by Brik’s letter to
Novaja %izn’ and Majakovskij’s reaction to it, this dissatisfaction goes
back to the first months following the October revolution.

2. “To Russia”

In the spring of 1917, Vladimir Majakovskij greeted the February
revolution with the poem “Revoljucija. Poétoxronika”, published in
May in Novaja %izn’. The long poem is an expression of revolutionary
enthusiasm in general, but above all an actual chronicle of the events
of February 27. It is clear from the poem that Majakovskij regarded
this revolution as his own:

Ms1 nobenuin!
Ciasa Ham!
Cna-a-aB-B-Ba Ham!

“Revoljucija” ends with the conviction that this day means the victory
of socialism:

... JIHECh
HebbIBaJION cOBIBaeTCA OBIIBLIO

COIMATIMCTOB BEJIUKas epech!
(Majakovskij 1955, 139, 140)

Against this background it is striking that Majakovskij did no.t
dedicate any complimentary poem to the Bolshevik revolution until
the fall of 1918—not until the first anniversary of the revolution did
he stage “Misterija-buff”” and print “Geroi i Zertvy revoljucii”. It is
true that he wrote “Oda revoljucii” and “Na§ mar§” as early as
December, 1917 (Jakobson 1956, 204), but these poems are emotional
responses to a revolutionary atmosphere (see Smorodin 197?, 2?)
rather than expressions of support for the Bolshevik revolution in
particular. .

In fact, the first two years after the October revolution were a period
of uncertainty and reflection for Majakovskij. This indisputable fact
has been stressed by the Soviet scholar A. Smorodin, who talks about
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Majakovskij’s “silence” and his being “shaked by events” (Smoro-
din 1972, 20, 21). From the October revolution to the fall of 1919,
when he began his work at ROSTA, Majakovskij wrote only about a
dozen poems, most of which were in fact emotional and abstract
revolutionary hymns, like “Oda revoljucii”’ and “Na§ mar§”, or dealt
with the problems of contemporary art and literature and their role
in the new society (the poems in Iskusstvo Kommuny). In a letter to
Lili Brik from March, 1918, Majakovskij complained: “Ne piSetsja,
nastroenie gnusnoe” (LN 1958, 107).

It would thus seem as if Majakovskij’s immediate poetical answer
to the Bolshevik revolution was—silence. There is, however, in Maja-
kovskij’s PSS a poem that has escaped the attention of the Maja-
kovskij scholars. This poem is “To Russia” (“Rossii”; Majakovskij
1955, 130).

In all of Majakovskij’s PSS since the thirties, “Rossii” is dated
1916. However, since no manuscript has been preserved, and the
poem has not been found in the periodical press of that year, the
dating is said to be “arbitrary” (Majakovskij 1955, 436). In fact,
“Rossii” was published only in 1919, in Majakovskij’s first collected
works, Vse sodinennoe Viadimirom Majakovskim 1909-1919, and dated
1915. In this book, however, out of eighty poems and plays, less than
a fifth are correctly dated. The reason for this is the collection’s rather
peculiar genesis. During the first post-revolutionary years Russia ex-
perienced a constant paper shortage, and in 1919, with the escalation
of the civil war, the crisis became acute. In spite of this, Majakovskij
wanted to put out his first collected works, and he therefore invented
a fictitious jubilee, the tenth anniversary of his literary début. The
story of the publication of Vse socinennoe is told by Lili Brik in an
unpublished manuscript:

MaskoBckoMy OYeHb XOTENOCh BHIIYCTHTB CBOE, TOINA €lle He

obwupHoe, “CoGpaHHe COYMHEHHI”, a NPHAPATHCS GbLUIO He K

Y€MY, H TOra OH PELIAJICA Ha BHOJIHE 6e306u/IHOE KYILHHYECTBO

[--.], Tem Gomee, YTO CTHXM OH HeHCTBHTENHHO HAYAJ MHCATH B

1909, npaBza He Te, KOTOpBIE OH MOMETH 3TOM MATOM [...]. Emy

HYXEH OBUI 3TOT o0uneit 171 H3JaHUA — BOT OH ¥ IIOANHCAJ TIOX

ctuxamu u3 “TlomeunHsr’” maty 1909 roa. U, cooTeercrBenHO,

U3MEHHJI XPOHOJIOTHIO H IIO0 OTHOLICHHIO K [...] APYTHM CTHXOTBO-

PEHHUAM.
(L. Brik 1951, 34-35)
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With this in mind, it is easy to understand the irony in the title of
Majakovskij’s foreword to the collection: “Ljubiteljam jubileev”.!®

The datings in Vse sofinennoe are thus of no help in trying to estab-
lish the time “Rossii” was written. In fact, several poems from the
years around the revolution are also incorrectly dated in Majakovskij’s
last PSS: “Sebe, ljubimomy, posvjastaet éti stroki avtor” is said to
have been written at the beginning of 1916, but was actually not
written until a year later (Jakobson 1956, 204); “Oda revoljucii” is
dated November, 1918—when it was published—but, as with “Na3
mar¥”, it had already been written by the end of 1917 (Ibidem); the
long poem “Celovek” is said to have been written in 1916-1917, al-
though there is overwhelming evidence that it was actually written
between February and October, 1917 (DinerStejn 1958, 555-556;
Jakobson 1956, 204; Spasskij 1940, 98, and Erenburg 1961, 391; the
latter three speak about the poem as recently finished at the beginning
of 1918).

The “arbitrary” dating of “Rossii”” thus leaves us with the task
of trying to pin it down chronologically according to the contents.
Here follows the poem as it was printed for the first time, in Vse
soéinennoe. As opposed to later editions, it is not divided into stanzas,
and it lacks the “academic” punctuation that Majakovskij never cared
for. A couple of orthographical errors have been corrected.

Poccuu
1BOT BIy A
$3aMOPCKHH cTpayc
4B TIEPBAX cTPOod pasMepoB H puBM.
CupsTaTh rojoBy IIyNBIi CTaparoch
sB ONEPEHBE 3BEHAILEEC BPHIB.
+J1 He TBOH CHEroBas ypoauHa.
;L IIyOxe
B TEPBS AYILIA YJIOXHCH!
oVl HHasA OKaXeTCsd poJuHa
10BHXY
11BBIKXKEHA FOXKHASA XHU3Hb.
120CTpOB 3HOA.
1sB MaJbMRI OBa3HIIC.
14 OH
1A0POTY

1
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POVt DT

16BBIIYMKY MHYT;

174 ONATH

15110 APYTOTO Oa3mca

1oBBIO CJIEBI TIECKAMH MHHYT.

2o AHBIE XKMYTCH

21— YHTH-0

2oHE KycaeTcsa-IIb. —

23VIHBIE H30THYTHI B HA3KYIO JIECTh.
24 ‘Mama

252 MaMa

sgHECET OH sgifma?”’

27 ‘He 3Ha10 Aymedka.

23 JJOJKEH OB HeCTh”

2pPKYT 3TaXHs.

30 Y JHIIBI MAJIATCS.

5 00marot Bomoii xomona.

32B€Ch HCTHIKAHHBIA B ABIMBL H B HAJIbIBI
33[IEPEBATABAIO TOJIA.

344TO-X OepH MEHS XBaTKOH Mep3Koii!
3;DPHTBO# BeTpa mephs oOpeii.

36l 1ycTh Hcue3ny

379YXOH M 3aMOpCKU

3sT10JT HEHCTOBCTBA BCeX neKabpeii.

On a general level, “Rossii” is a poem about the poet and his home
country. More specifically it deals—as is suggested by the title—with
the attitude of the poet to Russia (and vice versa).

Through the whole poem, the poet is depicted as an ostrich from
the other side of the sea. But the poet is not only compared to an
ostrich: the image of the poet and the ostrich merge in a realized
metaphor. So, for example, the ostrich’s feathers are made up of
sStrof razmerov i rifm. The ostrich is “silly” enough to dig himself
into his joperen’e zvenjascee, that is, to occupy himself with poetry,
to take refuge in poetry. The reason is that the ostrich does not belong
in this gsmegovaja urodina. Majakovskij uses the word ‘urodina”,
meaning a (female) monster but also containing the word “rodina”,
with which it rhymes. By doing so, he creates a new meaning out of
“urodina”: a monstrous or hideous motherland.

Then the ostrich calls his soul to turn even deeper into the plumage,
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that is into poetry, phantasy, dreams. The imaginary southern country
Majakovskij sees before him, may be interpreted as the poet’s vision
of the revolutionary society as the dreamland of poetry; here, at last,
he will be at home. But here too imagination is suppressed (;4 Vydumku
mnut) and the ostrich is thrown off the road (y_,5“Ej | dorogu!”).
Once again he has to hurry on to the next oasis, pressed by time (note
the masterly expression jgpeskami minut, alluding both to the desert
sands and to a sand-glass). Even in his motherland, the land of the
southern sun/the land of poetry, the ostrich/poet is looked upon as
an alien and foreign element, and the attitude to him alternates be-
tween confusion and adulation (20-28).

The poet’s utopia turns out to be a fiction, and at the end of the
poem he is back in the wintry city of the first lines. Nothing has
changed, and the poet finally surrenders and turns to his country
with the words: 4,Cto-# beri menja xvatkoj merzkoj! The word “mérz-
koj” (it must be pronounced “&”, since it rhymes with “zamorskij”)
is a concoction from “merzkij”, loathsome, and “mérzly;j”, frozen,
and functions as an echo and qualification of gurodina. The wind’s
razor may just as well shave off his feathers, i.e. poetry, and he him-
self disappear into the furious Decembers—;spod neistovstva vsex
dekabrej.

The theme of “Rossii”” is a variation on the theme of the poet as an
emigré in his own country. The poet with his phantasy and imag-
ination is always ‘“‘zamorskij”’, from the other side of the sea. When
he “turns deeper into his feathers ‘‘and occupies himself with poetry,
people are either confused or flatter him. And the Decembrist Russia
is far away from the ideal land of the poet; here poetry has no raison
d’étre at all: g4 Britvoj vetra per’ja obrej.

“Rossii” is a central poem in Majakovskij’s works, since it is an
expression of an essential, albeit not new, problem: the position of
the poet in society, and the attitude of society to the poet. From the
mood of the poem we may suppose that it was prompted by some
specific event(s) that made the poet experience a feeling of total
estrangement. The events following the revolution in October, 1917,
may have had such an effect on Majakovskij, whereas it is difficult
to find anything similar in 1916. It is therefore not impossible that
“Rossii” was actually written in December, 1917 (the month is sug-
gested by the last line of the poem).!?

If we assume that “Rossii” was written then, it must be looked at
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in conjunction with Osip Brik’s letter and Majakovskij’s reaction to
it. In “Rossii” Majakovskij talks about himself as a poet of imagina-
tion and originality. For Majakovskij and other poets, the revolution
was expected to create exactly that kind of society in which artistic
creation was not only free but also liberated the people; the principles
that governed art should govern life as well. This vision was dealt a
fatal blow when it became clear that the Bolshevik party had chosen
to support the Proletkul’t. The Proletkul’t challenged Majakovskij’s
image of the poet and stressed other qualities: the poet’s origin was
judged to be more important than what he wrote, and form was
declared inferior to content. It was more important what was written—
and by whom!—than how it was written.

Another important source of disappointment for Majakovskij was
undoubtedly the Bolsheviks’ appeal to the artists and poets in Novem-
ber. The party’s invitation to cooperate with the Soviet power met
with total repudiation on the part of the cultural workers, who were
tired of state interference in artistic life and had far more anarchistic
ideas of artistic freedom than the Bolsheviks were willing to accept.
It is true that Majakovskij, according to the transcript, “‘greeted the
new power”’, but Brik underlines that Majakovskij was ‘“‘disap-
pointed”: “When he could not come to terms (“Ne sgovorivsis’”’)
with the People’s Commissar or find any other ways of propagating
‘left art’, Majakovskij went to Moscow, where, together with D,
Burljuk and V. Kamenskij, he tried to talk to the people over the
head of Lunacarskij [...] from the stage of ‘Kafe Poétov’ [...]” (O. Brik
1940, 89).

The “flight” to Moscow at the beginning of December was thus a
direct result of the impossibility of coming to terms with the new
political powers. It is very plausible that “Rossii”” may have been
written at this time, when Majakovskij was utterly disappointed with
the Bolsheviks’ cultural policies. It would then coincide with Maja-
kovskij’s letter to Lili Brik, with its enthusiasm over Brik’s criticism
of the Proletkul’t and the Bolsheviks’ cultural ideology. Read in this
light, the poem becomes a rejection of the utilitarian demands made
of poetry at this time and a defense—albeit resigned—of imagination
and originality.

In fact, the clash between Majakovskij and Lunadarskij seems to
have been serious. Dinerstejn speaks about “some kind of abnormal-
ities” in their relations, and quotes a note dating from 1938 (which,
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unfortunately, has not been published in full), in which Punin recalls
that “there was a conflict between Majakovskij and LunaZarskij [...].
It would be very interesting to reconstruct this [...]. Then it would be
possible to explain in concrete terms Majakovskij’s and Brik’s delay
in responding to the October revolution” (Diner3tejn 1958, 563-564).
It may seem a little strange that a poet could write, more or less
at the same time, such different poems as “Rossii”, on the one hand,
and “Oda revoljucii” and “Na§ mar§”, on the other. But, as we have
seen, Majakovskij’s attitude to the October revolution was highly
complex in the initial stages; just as complex as his attitude to life in
general. The “Poet of the Revolution” also had another side, the
characteristic features of which were a child-like need for love and
affection (see, for instance, his letters to Lili Brik), a general disposi-
tion towards depression (and suicide), and a strong sense of aliena-
tion, of not being understood (see Triolet 1975 and Jakobson 1931
among others). The feeling of estrangement expressed in “Rossii”
would be echoed eight years later in the poem *“Homewards!”,
“Domoj!” (the fact that these very lines were later deleted by Maja-
kovskij, is a graphic confirmation of this duality in his character):

51 xouy
6BITH MOHAT MoOEil CTpaHOH,
a He Oyny mOHAT, —
Y10 X,

II0 pOJHOH CTpaHe
MpoiIy CTOPOHOH,
KaK IPOXOJAT

KOCOH JAOXIb.

(Majakovskij 1958, 429)

In one of the draft versions (Majakovskij 1958, 428), the “rodnoj”
of line four is substituted for “¢uZoj” (see also Jakobson 1971, VII).
This substitution assumes special significance with “Rossii”” in mind:
Russia (“rodnaja strana”) may very well be experienced by the poet
as an alien country (“CuZaja strana’). The substitution of “rodnoj”
for “&uzoj” is fully possible within a semantic field in which “rodina”
and “urodina” form two interchangeable poles of one basic concept:
Russia.!8 There is, as has been pointed out, ‘“kein Gefiihl so rein [...].
dass es nicht mit einem ihm widerstrebenden Gefiihl vermengt wire
(Ambivalenz der Gefiihle)” (Jakobson 1972, 399).
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With this dialecticism in mind, it should not seem illogical that
Majakovskij’s reactions to the events of October embraced both
enthusiasm and estrangement. Most great Russian poets responded
ambiguously to the revolution; and it seems absurd in my view that
one should demand of Majakovskij a simple and unequivocal reac-
tion to an event of such universal impact.

1. In Jangfeldt 1975 and 1976 I discuss in detail particular problems which are
only mentioned in passing in this outline: Gazeta Futuristov; the futurists and
1ZO; the Revolution of the Spirit; the futurists and Proletkul’t; and Kom-Fut.

2. For a discussion of Majakovskij’s development between February and October,
1917, see E. Dinerstejn 1958.

3. This alludes to “Car’ Iudejskij”, a play by the Grand Duke Konstantin
Romanov which was prohibited by church censorship before the revolution
but could, by a strange paradox, be played in Soviet Russia. See Nils Ake
Nilsson’s article in this volume.

4. In one of his autobiographical sketches, Burljuk claims that he left Moscow
on April 2, 1918 (Burljuk 1924, 45). This dating has since been accepted by
the scholars (see e.g. Felix Philipp Ingold’s interesting publication /Ingold
1973/ and Helga Ladurner’s unfortunately highly inaccurate article on Burljuk
/Ladurner 1978/). From the report in Figaro we learn that Burljuk participated
at the closing of Kafe Poétov on April 14. It is therefore reasonable to believe
that he left the capital the next day—which was April 15, new style, but
April 2, old style.

5. The fact that he received the support of only a minority of artists obviously
did not bother Lunatarskij, who is reported to have said in a discussion:
“In politics we are for an active minority, in art for a union with individual
outstanding talents [...]” (NZ 1918: 21(6).4).

6. In order to guarantee the support of Gor’kij, who was of tremendous prop-
agandistic importance to the Bolsheviks, and also of the rest of the literary
intelligentsia, the writer was promised—and given—a publishing house,
“Vsemirnaja literatura” which started up at the beginning of 1919. Here
Gor’kij gathered around him many of the most famous writers of the time,
who translated foreign literature and thereby got food for the day—not a
common privilege in starving Russia.

7. A number of these articles and speeches were later collected in a small brochure
called Intelligencija i Sovetskaja vlast’. Sbornik statej, M. 1919. Here was
printed Gor’kij’s address ““Appeal to the people and the working intelligentsia™
from November 28, in which he formulated the political alternatives in this
way: “The proletariat and the working intelligentsia must decide to whom
they are closer—the defenders of the old order [...] or those who arouse new
social ideas and emotions [...]I” (pp. 23-24).

8. Brik states that he and Majakovskij were invited to become members by
Sterenberg and Punin in July-August, and that Majakovskij began work in the
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10.

11.
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collegiate in August or September (O. Brik 1940, 97, 93). It is true that contact
between Narkompros and Majakovskij was established at this time: so, for
example, Majakovskij is mentioned as a contributor to Vestnik Narodnogo
Prosve$Cenija in the September issue of the journal (see also the facts presented
in Katanjan 1961, 100). But Majakovskij, in fact, joined the collegiate much
later, not before December. Brik worked out the statutes for IZO’s “Bjuro
xudoZestvennogo truda”, adopted on September 30, but became a member
of the collegiate only on November 21 (see VNP 1918: 4/5, 42, and 1919: 1/3
(9/11), 128). Both he and Majakovskij attended the session of the collegiate
on November 28, but while Brik is mentioned as a member, it is stressed that
Majakovskij was present as a non-member: “Besides the members of the
collegiate, Vladimir Majakovskij also attended the session [...]” (IK 1918: 1).
Majakovskij took part in several sessions during the winter of 1918-1919 (see
Majakovskij 1959, 216-238; 596-599); that he eventually did become a member
is shown by the fact that he was formally removed from the Petrograd col-
legiate when he moved to Moscow in the spring of 1919 (Majakovskij 1959,
596).

. One person who objected to the futurists’ cooperation with the political powers

was Viktor Sklovskij, who formulated the following ultra-formalist creed in
an article in Iskusstvo Kommuny: “Art was always free from life, and in its
colour was never reflected the colour of the flag over the town’s castle” (IK
1919: 17, 30.3). When Sklovskij reprinted the article in his book Xod konja
(Moskva-Berlin 1923), he added a note saying that it had been written “on
the occasion of the futurists’ assumption of leading posts in Narkompros™

(p. 36).

One example of the futurists’ strong position within IZO and Narkompros
is the discussion that followed the staging, on the first anniversary of
the revolution, of Majakovskij’s play Misterija-buff. In a review, Andrej
Levinson was very critical of the play and also accused the futurists of wanting
to make their art the official art of the masses: “Samye pritjazanija futurizma—
stat’ oficial’nym iskusstvom o&nuvSixsja mass predstavljajutsja mne nasil’stven-
nymi. [...] futuristy ne vedut, a sami vlekutsja za momentom, im nadobno
ugodit’ novomu xozjainu, ottogo oni tak gruby i zapal’¢ivy” (ZI 1918: 11.11).
This review elicited a violent reaction from nine supporters and friends of
Majakovskij, and in an article in the same paper they explained that these
kind of accusations should be answered “only by administrative means”
(“li v administrativnom porjadke” (ZI 1918: 21.11). The nine people
who signed the article were all members of the I1ZO collegiate. The fact that
they openly suggested such a measure shows not only that they felt their
position to be very secure, but also that they obviously did not hesitate to use
the same kind of “polemical methods” that they had been so critical of in
tsarist Russia. (In summing up the discussion, this claim to a monopoly of
opinions was denounced by Lunagarskij; ZI 1918: 27.11.)

As a matter of fact, futurism was even regarded—by the futurists themselves—
as a corrective to communism. In his answer to Sklovskij’s article (note 9),
Nikolaj Punin stressed that “futurism is a corrective to communism, since

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

futurism is not only an artistic movement but a whole system of forms [...].
And now we are even prepared to assert that communism as a theor}f of C}xlture
cannot exist without futurism, just as yesterday evening does not exist without
our remembrance of it today” (IK 1919: 17).

It is true that there was an acute paper shortage in Russia all. through 1919,
but the question of which papers are to be allocated supplies is, nevertheless,
always a question of priority. )

The edited version of the record has a more definite wording: “[...] nuZno
privetstvovat’ novuju vlast’ i vojti s nej v kontakt” (Majakovskij 1959, 215).
Later on, many Proletkul’tists were to ignore the importance of the cultl_lral
heritage, and it was, among other things, this attitude that led to the schism
between the Proletkul’t and the party; but at this time Proletkul’t had to be
judged solely by its program, and this expressively stated that “the proletariat
[...] must master the whole cultural heritage” (Gorbunov 1974, 50). .
Brik’s other articles of importance include “Bol’seviki i avtorskoe pravo
(NZ 1917: 202(196), 15(28).12), a criticism of the decree on cogyrigh?;“‘.Narod-
noe prosveienie” (NZ 1917: 210(204), 24.12 (8.1.1918)), w.hlch criticizes the
Bolsheviks for turning the journal Narodnoe prosveiCenie into a pure ;':ar‘ty
organ and thereby acting contrary to “the fundamental slogan of the socialist
and generally democratic (“ob3edemokratiteskaja’) cultur.z.il prlogram—f.reﬁ:
dom of spiritual self-determination”; “Rabotij teatr Rossijskoj Respl'lbllk%
(NZ 1918: 3(217), 5(18).1)—aimed at Lunadarskij and his conser?/atls‘m in
reorganizing the state theatres; “Neumestnoe politikanstvo” (Kmf.nyj ugol
1918: 2, pp. 28-29), where Brik sees Blok’s poem “The twelve”, .for mste.iqce,
as an example of ‘“neumestnoe politikanstvo”’—he is not against .polmcal
poetry, but it can exist only alongside other themes (religim'ls, romantic, every-
day /“bytovye”/ themes) and is acceptable only if the poet is able t.o tra‘r‘lsfon-n
his personal experience (which is of no interest to the readers) into ‘“‘poetic
material”. ) .
Majakovskij’s biographer erroneously treats the dating “190.9—19}9 asa fvah
on the part of the poet to underline the connection between his “direct Part'lmp-
ation in the revolutionary struggle” and his first attempts, in the Butyrki prison,
to write poetry (Percov 1969, 108). )

This hypothesis has been confirmed orally by N. XardZiev, th(? editor of th.e
first volume of Majakovskij’s PSS (Moskva 1939), who, in his turn, }'1ad it
confirmed by Osip Brik; the poem had been redated in order to make it pos-
sible to publish it at all. ‘ '
Marina Cvetaeva, in her article “Poét i vremja” (1932), writes pertmentl'y
on the problem of the poet’s estrangement in his own country: “Every poet 1s
essentially an emigré, even in Russia. [...] The poet—indeed all people.of
art—but most of all the poet—bears a special stamp of discomfort, by WthEl
one recognizes the poet even in his own home. [...] Podvennost’, narodnost‘,
nacional’nost’, rasovost’, klassovost’—and the very sovremennost’ t'hat is
created—all this is only a facade, the first or seventh layer of skin, which th_e
poet does nothing but try to shake off” (Cvetaeva 1971, 62{—625’). TI:lj
question is treated in Ilma RakuSa’s article on the “nad-nacional’nost’

of Cvetaeva (Rakusa 1978).
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