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ear most impassioned dis-

¢ writers, here offers a re-
markat .¢, insightful, and often sobering

introduction to the Soviet world through
its literature, society, and political kalei-
doscope. Recognizing that seventy years
is an extremely short period of time by
which to judge or assess any civilization,
Sinyavsky nonetheless makes a strong
case for the concept of a new civilization
replacing the outmoded and discredited
one of tsarist Russia, and of a "new man"
wrought from the revolution. He retraces
and analyzes the multiple and often con-
flicting changes from the scientific prag-
matism of Lenin to Stalin's increasing
reign of terror, from Khrushchev's de-
Stalinization and ultimate destitution to
Brezhnev's stagnation and Gorbachev's
perestroika.

Sinyavsky not only details historical
changes but probes the personality of a
civilization long protected from scrutiny.
Political events, personal anecdotes, and
images of Russian daily life combine
with his brilliant literary criticism to give
a true sense of Soviet culture and psy-
chology. Particularly poignant is his dis-
cussion of how the utopian visions that
proliferated in nineteenth-century tsarist
Russia were prolonged and altered in the
early, hopeful ideology of the revolution-
aries but deteriorated in the despotic
State, with its communist clericalism and
Kafkaesque bureaucracy. Sinyavsky dis-
cusses the peasants and the masses, State
terrorism and the Church-State. In a
remarkable chapter on the Soviet lan-
guage, he shows how the revolution
remolded the Russian language to serve
its needs, generating a host of acronyms,
many of which became sinister. In an-
other wonderful chapter he parallels
the Soviet with the American way of life.

Throughout this incisive discussion
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Author’s Note

SINCE I WROTE THIS WORK, momentous events have oc-
curred not only within the Soviet Union but throughout Eastern
Europe, events almost unthinkable and certainly unpredictable only
a year or two ago. Indeed, many Western periodicals have hailed the
demise of communism as not only virtually certain but in fact
already accomplished.

None of this changes my basic assumptions or assertions about
Soviet civilization. Whether the recent wave of events is temporary
or permanent, whether it heralds the end of communism or repre-
sents essentially a studied, carefully calculated strategy dictated by
economic realities and political necessities, only time will tell. But
already to sound the universal triumph of capitalism or free enter-
prise is, to my mind, to misunderstand the basic premise and
stability of Soviet civilization, which, I strongly suspect, have not
changed nearly as much as the print and television media of the
West believe, or would have us believe.

— A.S.






Preface

THIS BOOK was conceived and created as the result of my ap-
pearances before Western audiences where, as an émigré and a
writer from Soviet Russia, I was asked many questions concerning
my country’s past and present. These discussions and debates forced
me to scrutinize more closely the familiar features of my mother
country, a face as magnetic as it is frightening and repellent.

Civilization as a concept presupposes a duration and stability of
forms born long ago and refined by time. Soviet civilization is new.
It does not have a long history, although even in a short time it has
managed to show itself a very solid and expanding structure in the
world arena.

Soviet civilization is a singular and formidable power of the
twentieth century, the object of world interest and attention. Sin-
gular because it regards itself as the ideal and natural result of
historical evolution; formidable because it claims to represent the
future of all mankind and, after the Second World War, extended
its domain by seizing new countries or spheres of influence. Soviet
civilization is so novel and extraordinary that at times even those
who grew up within it, who are its children, see it as a sort of
monstrosity or alien environment — one, however, in which they
belong. The complexity and difficulty of studying Soviet civiliza-
tion, therefore, consists primarily of being too close to its history.
We cannot be dispassionate since we are not historians but contem-
poraries and witnesses (sometimes even participants) in an ongoing
process that will end no one knows when or where.

There are other difficulties too. Because everything about it is so
permeated by contemporary life and pressing social problems,
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Soviet civilization evokes extremely varied, and often opposing,
views. There are no exhaustive or universal answers, nor can there
be. Too much is arguable and unresolved.

This subject is vast, since civilization embraces the way of life,
the psycholcgy, the regime, the politics — and the literature on all
these topics is enormous. I will therefore explore not so much the
history of Soviet civilization as the theory and even what I might
call the metaphysics. As theoretical aspects I will examine several
features or cornerstones (call them what you will) of Soviet civiliza-
tion, such as the revolution, the State, the “new man.”

As part of my examination, I have elected to look at Soviet
civilization through the eyes of Soviet literature. For literature,
apart from its perspicacity, is composed of symbols. And here it is
precisely the symbols, the Soviet epoch’s majestic and enduring
monuments, that interest us.

“If the symbol is a concentrated image,” wrote Trotsky (still
unsurpassed as historian of the Russian Revolution), “then the revo-
lution is the supreme maker of symbols, since it presents all phe-
nomena and relations in concentrated form.” Literature offers this
same concentrated, revolutionary perspective.

The epigraph for this book might be these lines by Aleksandr
Radishchev from his ode “To the Eighteenth Century,” written
circa 1800, but equally applicable to our subject:

No, you shan't be forgotten, century mad and wise,
Damned for ages to come, for ages a marvel to all.

Blood in your cradle, hymns and the battle voar,
Ab, drenched in blood, you tumble into the grave.









The Revolution

“REVOLUTION” in the context of Soviet civilization refers not
only to the watershed coup d’état of October 1917 but to a whole
complex of events that provoked it, prepared it, and then prolonged
it — from the revolution of 1905, which weakened the power of the
tsar, to the hardships and military reversals of the First World War,
the revolutions of 1917 and Russia’s withdrawal from the world
conflict, right up through the final victory of Soviet power in 1922
after five years of civil war. The revolutionary process claims to
embrace the numerous aspects of the life of the country and of the
world. At the same time, it presupposes the destruction — abrupt,
violent, absolutely radical — and reconstruction of the society and
its way of thinking, the destruction of all (or almost all) its institu-
tions and historical traditions. Not only inside Russia but world-
wide, since the October Revolution was regarded by its makers as
only a prologue, the first link in a chain of revolutions that, in
theory, would spark a world revolution, the most widespread and
definitive in the history of mankind.

Even now, when the revolution in its original sense seems to have
left no trace in the life of Soviet society, its energies and stimulants,
which were fashioned to cut a universal, global swath, continue to
function, albeit in other forms: hence the relentless expansion —
ideological, military, political — of Soviet civilization in Europe
and in Asia, in Africa and in America. Thus, in the end, and in the
ideal, the entire globe would fly the red flag first raised by the
October Revolution to signal the victory of a new social order.
These same revolutionary propensities still persist, if in utterly
distorted forms. Aleksandr Blok, in his poem “The Twelve”
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(1918), conveyed these moods in a re-creation of the chastushka, or
musical folk lyric:

To smoke the nobs out of their holes
we'll light a fire through all the world,

a bloody fire through all the world —
Lord, bless our souls!*

This desire to dominate the world matched the intensity and
totality of the revolution in its break with all of world history.
According to Marx, mankind’s prerevolutionary development was
only prehistory. Real history would begin with the proletarian
socialist revolution, which the October coup d’état was considered
to be. Hence these lines by Vladimir Mayakovsky (from his 1924
poem “Vladimir Ilyich Lenin”):

Long live
the Revolution
with speedy victory,
the greatest
and justest
of all the wars
ever
fought
in history!?

Incredible pretensions: the only great war and the last. The last
aggression and last war, launched in order to obliterate all aggres-
sions and all wars from the face of the earth (forever — imagine!), so
that all mankind might finally be — forever — happy and free.

THE RELIGIOUS ROOTS OF THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTION

How is the revolution viewed by its instigators, its true believers?
Like the Apocalypse. As if history had ended and “a new heaven
and a new earth” were beginning. The Kingdom of God, Heavenly
Jerusalem descending, promising paradise on earth. Yet not by

1. Translation by Jon Stallworthy and Peter France in The Twelve and Other Poems by
Alexander Blok (New York: Oxford University Press, 1970), p. 147.

2. Translation by Dorian Rottenberg in Mayakovsky, vol. 2 (Moscow: Raduga Publishers,
1986), p. 206.
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God’s will but by man’s exertion. This isn’t a dream, but a histor-
ical law, scientifically proven by Marx, an ineluctable law that will
prevail, like it or not. There is only one thing to do: to bring this
new world about by means of a joyful and swift revolution.

This logic is a marriage of the most exact historical science
(Marxism, by its own definition) and man’s religious strivings from
time immemorial. This is why the revolution appears so like the
Apocalypse, but an Apocalypse grounded in dialectical materi-
alism, devoid of divine intervention, so that the idea of providence
is transformed into a historical law ordained by Marx. And it is the
Communist or the proletarian — as the ultimate link in the history
of mankind, as the “purest man,” having nothing to lose but his
chains — who enforces this scientific law, who enacts this twen-
tieth-century Apocalypse.

Given this interpretation, one understands the words on the flag
of the October Revolution which captivated the masses, and which
still fascinate and seduce, not Soviet people, of course, but people in
other countries. “All Power to the Soviets!” “Land to the Peasants!”
“Peace to the Peoples!” Scanning these truly great slogans, how-
ever, one can see that they are mostly biblical and evangelical
formulas transposed into the revolutionary vernacular. Minus the
name of God, but in the name of man who will become God.

In the Apocalypse, in biblical as well as other prophecies, it is
announced that one day, in a single instant, everything will change
and the entire human social order will be overturned, the “first shall
be last and the last shall be first” (as it says in the Gospel). And in
“The International,” sung by Communists the world over, we seem
to hear an echo of this biblical formula, which gives an impression
of Divine Liturgy. This is the verse that corresponds best to the
spirit of the revolution and the Apocalypse:

No more tradition’s chains shall bind us,
Avise, ye slaves, no more in thrall!

The earth shall vise on new foundations,
We have been naught, we shall be all!

It is the end of the time and the dawn — via the revolution — of
a new era: Soviet civilization.
Other revolutionary slogans also come from the Bible, but in
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such a way as to exclude the Bible and God while retaining the
beautiful words: “Workers of the World, Unite!” or “The Prole-
tarians Have No Native Land.” These formulas are, in effect, the
famous Christian rule: “There is neither Greek nor Jew” before
God, before the new religion . . .

One could devote a whole book to the borrowings or coincidences
between communism and the Bible, and this is possible, it seems
to me, only because communism and the revolution attempted to
fulfill some of the most noble aspirations in the human soul, funda-
mentally to remake the world, having repudiated everything that
went before as wrong or unjust. In this sense communism enters
history not only as a new sociopolitical order and economic system,
but also as a new great religion denying all others. Dostoyevsky’s
Pyotr Verkhovensky predicts this in The Possessed when he says:
“Here, my dear, a new religion is coming to replace the old. That’s
why there are so many soldiers about.”

Marxism-Leninism constantly characterizes itself as the only
scientific worldview, the only scientific philosophy, as if it were the
most scientific science, in command of the laws of nature and soci-
ety, the laws of history. But that specific claim on the part of
communism does not preclude its religious aspect. Since the end of
the eighteenth century, science has grown steadily more powerful,
to become the only universal worldview. Modern man must rely
more or less on science. He can’t get by without it. Thus, even
communism'’s religious appeals are shrouded in scientific forms and
formulas.

The powers and the laws revealed by Marxism — productive
forces and relations of production, determining economic base and
class struggle — play the role of divine providence or ineluctable
fate. Once history has attained an ideal state of communism, com-
munism ceases to evolve qualitatively and does not envisage, even in
the most distant future, this social system being replaced by an-
other. Just as one doesn’t ask what comes after eternity, the ques-
tion of after communism never comes up: after communism, the
ideal state, there will only be more communism, still bigger and
better in its “communistness.” Communism recognizes no other
social or historical science: they are all either not sufficiently
scientific or pseudoscientific. This exclusivity, this uniqueness, this
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claim to holiness are still other ties binding communism and reli-
gion. The judgments of the Marxist-Leninist classics are no more
subject to doubt or criticism than are the texts of the Holy Scripture
or the teachings of the church fathers.

The religion of communism is distinctive in that it applies its
doctrine on the grandest scale, affecting all areas of life, all spheres
of human endeavor. The sudden transition from dogma to its gener-
alized application requires violence. And wholesale violence re-
quires power. Therefore, en route to the realization of the most just
society on earth, the moral and social ideals of communism undergo
a sea change: their application is amoral and inhumane. But even
here a religious undertone is present. The violence assumes the
guise of an expiatory sacrifice, while the role of Almighty God
demanding that sacrifice is played by Historical Necessity. With
one innovation: here it is not just a matter of self-sacrifice — held
sacred through the ages — but of offering up others, the so-called
exploiter classes and much more. One might say that what was
sacrificed was the past. This very closely resembles religious rituals
dating back to primitive, prehistoric cults and involving the immo-
lation and cremation of the past, to ancient rites celebrating the
periodic renewal of the earth and of life.

This break with the past suggests a sacrificial rite accompanied by
a revolutionary bacchanalia wherein the participants assume the
roles of holy assassins or holy sinners (as in Blok’s “The Twelve” or
Isaak Babel’s stories and other early descriptions of the Russian
Revolution). The orchestrators of this drama — leaders and hang-
men — acquire the traits of high priests and are not just political
bosses. From here it is only a stone’s throw to the deification of the
revolutionary dictator who has seized supreme power and applies
violence. The very idea of violence and power can imbue commu-
nism and the revolution with a sacred, even mystical aura. The
break with the past, including religion, takes on a religious col-
oration.

The revolution’s watchword was “everything anew.” The denial
of the past was so radical that destruction or the threat of destruc-
tion extended to indisputable human values. Incidentally, the
Futurists’ calls to throw the classics overboard “from the ship of
contemporary life” came at the opportune time for the revolution.
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Written in 1917 by the proletarian poet Vladimir Kirillov, these
famous verses entitled “We” sounded like the smashing of the idols:

We're drunk with a rebellious, brutal passion;

Let them scream: “You are the hangmen of beauty,”
In the name of our tomorrow, we'll burn Raphael,
Destroy museums, crush the flowers of art underfoot.

The past and the old were synonymous with evil, the new was
synonymous with beauty. It isn’t surprising that the notion of
“vestiges of the past” persists to this day in Soviet civilization.
Everything bad is deemed either the work of the enemy (who also
embodies the past) or, at best, a hangover to be eradicated with
time. If one can’t attribute drunkenness or thievery or rudeness to
the class enemy, one can call this a “vestige” or, as they often used
to say, “a legacy of the accursed past.” The harshest attacks and
denial were reserved for Russia’s past and national traditions: the
old estates (nobility, clergy, merchants), the autocracy, the church,
or the great names, heroes of the past such as Aleksandr Nevsky and
Aleksandr Suvorov, who were rehabilitated (partially) only much
later. “Let’s have a crack at Holy Russia,” goes Blok’s “The
Twelve.” Such was the pathos of the revolution. Even the words
“Russian’” and “Russia” vanished from the scene. The revolution,
by its own definition, was not a Russian but an international phe-
nomenon. According to this logic, the revolution occurred in Rus-
sia rather than elsewhere mainly because in the past Russia had been
worse off than other countries — the oppression was greater, the
power was more rotten, and Russia’s backwardness had made it the
weakest link in the chain of world capitalism.

Consequently, the enemies of the revolution also tended to regard
it as a non-Russian phenomenon. Among the petite bourgeoisie
(and elsewhere) the consensus was that the revolution had been
instigated by the Jews and the Germans. In fact, the revolutionary
leadership and avant-garde did include a number of non-Russians:
Jews, Poles, Letts, and even Chinese. Though a tiny minority com-
pared to the Russian forces, they stood out as nonnationals and
invited unkind attention. Hence the theory that the revolution was
imported and had nothing to do with the Russian people or Russian
soil — a theory that still exists and has even gathered new momen-
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tum recently. Russia, this theory’s adherents claim, is an occupied
country. The occupiers came from the West, since Marxism was
brought to us from there. Personally, I completely disagree with
this theory and yet find it difficult to concede the opposite view,
that the October Revolution and Soviet civilization are a strictly
Russian, national product. The revolution, it seems to me, com-
bined both elements: national and international, local and global.
And the fact that it broke with the national past, with Russia’s
national physiognomy, does not divorce it from the soil, even if it
far exceeds those bounds.

This religious aspect constituted one of the most distinctively
national characteristics of the Russian Revolution. Fyodor Dosto-
yevsky was the first, with all his passion, to evoke this feature as it
was manifested in the nineteenth-century revolutionaries; and at the
beginning of the twentieth century he was followed by other Rus-
sian thinkers whose ideas were far removed from the revolution.
Nikolai Berdyaev, for one. In his article “The Russian Gironde,”
written in 1906, at the height of the first Russian revolution, he
compares the Kadets (liberals favoring a constitution and democ-
racy) with the moderate Girondists of the French Revolution. The
Kadets’ political program — rational, progressive, and at the same
time moderate, a middle ground between left-wing and right-wing
extremes — very much appealed to Berdyaev personally. But he
considered that it couldn’t last in Russia precisely because it lacked
religious pathos. In a polemic with Peter Struve, a supporter of this
program, Berdyaev wrote:

Social Democracy conveys a religious pathos which grips the heart
of the masses, enthralls the youth. Politics is a religion for the Social
Democrats, a religious act. How can the Constitutional Democrats
[Kadets — A.S.] counter this? They have no ideas save the unassail-
able but limited notion that a constitution guaranteeing rights and
freedoms is better than an autocratic and bureaucratic regime.
Neither the youth nor the workers will support the Constitutional
Democrats since they offer no spiritual nourishment and their desire
to offer material nourishment is dubious.

Struve underestimates the real significance of Social Democracy’s
religious rhetoric, which cannot be countered by the bare, formal
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principles of liberalism alone; they won’t draw anyone. As fate has
it, Russia is given to the power of extremes, the black and the red
are holding sway,? and what we need here is not pale, moderate,
unemotional theories, but fiery new ideas.

These ideas can only be religious ones and no less radical than
those of the Social Democrats or the Black Hundreds. So long as
Struve fails to recognize this, all his abilities will amount to little.
Being a skeptic, he doesn’t know the secret of power over hearts —
which the men of the red and the black do.

Berdyaev was right, though then it sounded paradoxical to sug-
gest that the Social Democrats (from which would spring the future
Bolsheviks) were religious in their politics.

Dmitry Merezhkovsky, another religious writer of the time,
treated this subject in an analysis of the 1905 revolution:

The Russian Revolution isn’t just politics, it's religion — this is
what is hardest to understand for Europe, for whom religion itself
has long been politics. . . . The Russian Revolution is as absolute as
the autocracy it rejects. . . . Bakunin [Mikhail Bakunin, a nine-
teenth-century revolutionary and anarchist — A.S.} already sensed
that the final revolution would not be national but worldwide. The
Russian Revolution is worldwide. When you Europeans have under-
stood this, you will rush to douse the flames. But beware: it’s not
you who will smother us, but we who will incinerate you.

For Merezhkovsky, the greatest prophet of the Russian Revolu-
tion was Dostoyevsky who, he said,

fears and loathes revolution but cannot imagine anything other than
this fearful and loathsome revolution. The revolution for him is an
absolute, if negative, measure of all things, a universal category of
thought. It’s all he thinks about, talks about; he’s mad about the
revolution. If anyone brought the revolution down on Russia, like a
magician summoning a storm, it was Dostoyevsky. From Raskol-
nikov to Ivan Karamazov, all his favorite heroes are political and

3. Translator’s note: Black refers to the Black Hundreds (League of the Russian People), a
right-wing, antirevolutionary, anti-Jewish political group; red refers to the Social
Democrats.
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religious rebels, criminals before the laws of man and God and, at
the same time, atheist-mystics, not simply negators of God but
resisters of God.

This reasoning may seem odd. How can one be a religious
atheist, or even an atheist-mystic? And what difference is there
between an atheist who denies God and one who fights God? The
fact is, Russian atheists who want to fight God often have a reli-
gious psychology; this is why they aren’t simply negators, but
resisters of God. The atheist of the rational, Western type who is
content to deny God is unmoved by all these problems: if God
doesn’t exist, why worry and why wrestle with him? But the Rus-
sian atheist resister of God, in his innermost soul, in his subcon-
scious, grants that God exists and begins to test him, to provoke
him, or else to debate mentally with him in a contest to determine
who is the better, the more just, or the stronger. This partly ex-
plains the Bolsheviks’ extravagant acts against sacred objects, as
when they did not just remove the icons from the churches but used
them to make floors for the village bath without even sanding off
the saints’ faces. Or when they lined them up against a wall and
shot at them, as if, for these atheist resisters of God, the icons were
living beings.

In Dostoyevsky’s novels we meet resisters of God of a high moral
and intellectual level like Raskolnikov (Crime and Punishment,
1860), Ippolit (The Idiot, 1868), and Ivan Karamazov (The Brothers
Karamazov, 1879—1880). Atheists, nihilists, and rebels, they are
also good and sensitive souls — too good and too sensitive. Fatally
wounded by the consciousness that they have of injustice and uni-
versal evil, they are filled with profound love and compassion for
their fellow man. Hence their rejection of God as neither good nor
merciful enough since he permits such suffering on earth. Ivan
Karamazov’s famous remark is a sort of formula for the Russian
antagonism toward God: “It’s not that I reject God . . . I'm just
turning in my ticket to him, most respectfully” (the ticket to the
Kingdom of Heaven). “I'm turning in my ticket” because evil
reigns on earth, because it is impossible to accept this evil or to
forgive God the tears of an innocent, martyred child.

Russian socialism, says Dostoyevsky, springs in part from this
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brand of atheism as a quarrel with God. According to this argu-
ment, if there is no God then I, a man, become God and, in my
human capacity, I want to build an earthly paradise excluding evil
and suffering. This is why the “Russian boys” sitting in the tavern
talk endlessly about God or about socialism which, adds Dosto-
yevsky, is virtually the same thing. For this is all a search for God, a
search for religion, despite the rejection of one and the other.

It’s not difficule to find similar traits in the spiritual profile of the
Russian revolutionary. Mayakovsky painted the finest portrait of
this psychological type. Already a recognized Soviet poet, he pro-
claimed in “It” (1923):

On the bridge of time,
abused and despised,
redeemer of earthly love,
I'l] kegp

my vigil here

and for all be chastised,
I'll pay for all

and for all I'll weep.*

The cross on which Mayakovsky crucifies himself as a bearer of
the pain and love of all men became the enduring symbol of his life
and art. And along with this crucifixion, other ideas and images,
obsessions, recur throughout his work: the Nativity, thaumaturgy,
the Resurrection of the dead, apocalyptic visions of the end of the
world and of the advent of the Kingdom of God on earth. This is
not a pseudo-Christian stylization; it is an assimilation, conscious or
unconscious, of a religious idea, radically reinterpreted in the sense
of the quarrel with God and the rejection of all earlier religions,
which have not brought the world the renewal it hoped for.

In his earliest poems, Mayakovsky’s messianism reaches its
apogee in “A Cloud in Trousers” (1915), originally entitled “The
Thirteenth Apostle.” It is a brief self-portrait of the man and the
poet, and of his extreme ambivalence toward the Gospel. The ex-
pression “thirteenth apostle” sounds almost like Antichrist: to call
oneself an apostle and the bad and impure thirteenth to boot is

4. Translation by Rottenberg in op. cit., p. 126.
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sacrilege. At the same time, as depicted in his poem, this superflu-
ous, additional, and unacknowledged apostle, Mayakovsky, aspires
to work life’s religious transfiguration more completely and more
courageously than the twelve apostles, and in a way even more real
that the Lord God himself imagined or was capable of. Religion
transforms itself into revolution, which begins with the denial of
God, but it remains nevertheless, for Mayakovsky, a religion of
supreme love.

Boris Pasternak said that the young Mayakovsky reminded him
more than anything of Dostoyevsky’s “younger heroes,” the nihil-
ists and the rebels.

In “A Cloud in Trousers,” the ‘“thirteenth apostle,” Ma-
yakovsky, like Ivan Karamazov, returns to God his ticket to the
Heavenly Kingdom — only he does so with extreme disrespect and
rudeness, like a new-style nihilist. But behind his blasphemy, we
hear the pain, the love, and the yearning for God — here, on earth,
now, in his whole and real form. If not, look out! . . .

Almighty, a pair of hands you invented,
arranged for everyone

a head like this, —

why didn’t you conceive

that without being pain-tormented

one could

kiss and kiss and kiss? !>

With his fantastic passion and despair, with his determination
to remake the world in an instant, his readiness to perform an
unheard-of religious feat, to impinge on God himself, Mayakovsky
embraced the revolution and became its master poet.

THE ROLE OF THE POPULAR ELEMENTAL FORCES

Both supporters and opponents of the revolution likened it to a
natural cataclysm: the Flood, a colossal earthquake, a fire, a storm, a
cyclone.

And indeed, Russia during this period was in such an elemental,

5. Translation by Herbert Marshall in Mayakovsky (New York: Hill and Wang, 1965),
p. 121.
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confused, chaotic state that out of the chaos came a new, unknown
civilization. What brought about the collapse is arguable — the fall
of the monarchy during the February 1917 Revolution, or the un-
leashing of new elemental forces in October and later during the
civil war? I myself tend to think the most devastating blows to the
monarchy, the old civilization, were dealt by the First World War,
at the front, during the last acts of the war with Germany. When
Russian soldiers began deserting in droves or fraternizing with the
Germans to signal an end to hostilities, when men began killing
officers who tried to prevent them from returning home to divide
the land. OId tsarist Russia was founded on the subordination of
the highest and lowest officials, the highest and lowest estates. The
military defeats and incipient revolutionary anarchy smashed the
strongest link in the hierarchical chain: the army.

Given this, it has to be admitted that the Bolsheviks produced
slogans that were tactically highly effective and timely: “Down with
War!” “Peace to the Peoples!” “Bread to the Hungry!” Also: “Land
to the Peasants!” “Factories to the Workers!” “Pillage the Pilla-
gers!” or “Expropriation of the Expropriators!” This was socialist
revolution.

The Bolsheviks won primarily because they unleashed elemental
forces and, by breaking the hierarchy, kept the old society from
mounting a real resistance. This came later, during the civil war,
but by then it was too late.

In Russian literature the most sublime and satisfying expression
of the revolution’s primal forces is found in “The Twelve,” Blok’s
poem about a detachment of Red Guards in the streets of Petrograd.
It crackles with that furious energy he called “the music of the
revolution.” By this he meant not simply the music resounding in
the streets but, as he put it, the strains of “the world orchestra”
emanating from higher, unknown spheres. As if the revolution, in
Blok’s understanding, had begun in the heavens and only then on
earth. But to him, both moments signified the unleashing of ele-
mental forces, and such was the essential content of the day. Blok
detected “the music of the revolution” even before it began — like a
seismograph, recording the approach of this world catastrophe for
which he also felt a kinship, as the source of his lyricism and of his
own historical fate. But one must consider, too, Blok’s original
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notion of the ‘“elemental force” as opposed to “civilization.”
Whether or not we share his views, they are of particular interest
and use to us here, not only because Blok was the greatest Russian
poet of the early twentieth century, but also because today we are
dealing with the same problem, with the correlation between the
primal force and its antithesis, civilization. For Blok, that force is
always a revitalizing, creative, musical principle, biding its time in
nature’s depths, in the popular and cosmic soul. It is the wild,
unbridled spirit of music, where the cosmos and harmony are born,
where, in the history of humanity, culture blossoms and thrives.
The elemental force is irrational and organic. It may bring havoc
and death, but it is also the measure of all things to come, which is
why it is always right, even in the destruction with which it
threatens the world. To try to resist it is as senseless as trying to
battle the storm or the earthquake. The poet’s role is to listen for
the rumble and to echo it, even if it presages his own doom.

Civilization is the antithesis of the primal force and of culture.
For it is the cold, dead crust that congeals on the surface of life and
culture, stifling them. But underneath, as under the earth’s crust,
the elements are raging and rioting and will burst one day and
sweep that civilization away to sow the still-warm soil with a new
life and a new culture. In this sense, history is a series of elemental
bursts and explosions, like volcanic eruptions, after which the outer
crust again begins to congeal, to mold a lifeless civilization.

It is this huge role of the elemental force, overturning and trans-
forming everything, which Blok conveys in ““The Twelve.” For the
revolution — which he welcomed not so much politically as meta-
physically and musically — was to him the highest expression of the
elemental force, its apotheosis. “The Twelve” was such an apo-
theosis.

But when the explosion and storm of revolutionary elements
abated, when the State system, organization, and order (in other
words, civilization) began to take hold, Blok stopped hearing that
music of the revolution, and the poet fell silent. He never dis-
avowed “The Twelve,” but without that primal force he could
neither speak nor breathe. He died a few years later, as if he had
wrung himself out — physically and creatively — in that poem so
in harmony with the revolution.
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Finally, one should note another vital aspect of Blok’s evocation
of the elemental force: its value in itself, its self-justification. Most
remarkable of all is that while Blok justifies the revolution as an
elemental force, he avoids the usual idealization, the hymns and
eulogies. Instead, he alludes to the saddest, most sinister things he
saw then, in early 1918: murder, stealing, the debauch of a crowd
drunk with its own triumph, senseless shooting at an invisible
enemy . . . And whirling all this around, piercing the pitch-black
night with white snow and flashes of fire, Blok paints the revolution
as the play of light and shadow, ultimately crowned, in a gleam of
contrast, by Jesus Christ who, like an ambiguous phantom, looms
ahead of the revolution.

Crack — crack — crack! But only the echo
answers from among the eaves . . .

The blizzard splits bis seams, the snow
laughs wildly up the whirlwind’s sleeve . . .

Crack — crack — crack!
Crack — crack — crack!

. . . So they march with sovereign tread . . .
Behind them limps the hungry dog,

and wrapped in wild snow at their head
carrying a blood-red flag —

soft-footed where the blizzard swirls,
invulnerable where bullets crossed —
crowned with a crown of snowflake pearls,

a flowery diadem of frost,

ahead of them goes Jesus Christ.®

This substitution of devastating irony for absolute principles, of
art or of carnival for reality, implies that the revolution, as an
elemental force, has value in itself. It’s not a question of being right
or wrong. It is what it is.

The image of Christ at the end undoubtedly signifies a moral and
emotional acceptance of the revolution. It is, I would say, the
mysticism of an emotion which, beyond Blok and his “Twelve,”

6. Translation by Stallworthy and France in gp. cit., p. 160.
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concerns the revolution as a whole, as a spontaneous phenomenon.
After all, the spontaneous emotional outburst of even one individ-
ual, as long as it is significant, requires no proof or justification.
Besides, this outburst is irrational and illogical.

To illustrate, I'll use the famous central chapter from The Brothers
Karamazov, “Rebellion,” in which Ivan Karamazov returns to God
his ticket to the Heavenly Kingdom. This chapter is interesting not
only for Ivan’s arguments as an atheist resister of God but also for
the response of his brother Alyosha, who is Dostoyevsky’s moral
ideal, a messenger of Christ and Christianity in the modern world.
Ivan tells his brother a story, one about the sufferings of an innocent
child: an old general, a landowner, sets his hounds on a young
house-serf, who is torn to pieces before his mother’s eyes. How,
Ivan then asks Alyosha, should one have dealt with the general so
as, he specifies, “to satisfy our sense of morality?”

“ ‘Shoot him!" Alyosha said softly, looking up at his brother with
a pale, twisted smile.

“ ‘Bravo!’ cried Ivan with a kind of delight. ‘If you even said it,
that means . . . Ah, the monk! ”

Then Alyosha, as a genuine Christian, corrects himself: *“ ‘I said
an absurdity, but . . ."”

Alyosha’s answer is absurd from the standpoint of the Christian
morals to which he has always adhered. But there is a spontaneous,
emotional response in the man who says “Shoot him!” despite his
own logical and even moral arguments. Such is the force of this
spontaneous reaction.

If we shift Alyosha’s response to the time of the revolution, we
understand why the practice of executions and even the phrase
“Shoot him!” suddenly acquired a noble, if not romantic sense.
What else can be done with a general who sets his dogs on a child
before its mother’s eyes? Like Alyosha Karamazov, we will probably
say: “Shoot him!”

This emotion is the soul of the elemental force vindicated by Blok
in “The Twelve.” And it is why the word “revolution” sounded to
many like a kind of supreme justice.

But perhaps Blok was too carried away by the elemental force and
overestimated it? No, it's more complicated than that. In Doctor
Zhivago (1957), Pasternak also argued in favor of the elemental
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force, though at the time he was not in the revolution’s thrall and
found much about it to criticize (including its spontaneous energy).
Nevertheless, Pasternak felt compelled to describe the revolution as
the most sublime and inspiring moment in the creation of history
and nature: “A staggering spectacle. . . . The stars have come out
and are conversing with the trees, the night flowers are philosophiz-
ing, and the stone buildings are holding mass meetings. Somewhat
evangelical, wouldn’t you say?”

All this is reflected in My Sister Life, a book of poems that
Pasternak wrote in the summer of 1917. But perhaps, we interject,
the poems were inspired by only the February, not the October
Revolution? Again, no: Pasternak, too, saw the October Revolu-
tion as an extension of that same elemental force. And in Doctor
Zhivago, there is a landscape similar to the one in “The Twelve,”
only in a different, realistic key:

“Yury Andreyevich was turning out of one lane into another and
had already lost count of how many turns he had taken when
suddenly the snow began swirling down, whipping itself into a
blizzard, the kind of blizzard which, in an open field, swishes across
the land with a scream.”

It is striking that, separated by nearly half a century and opposite
points of view, Blok and Pasternak dovetail in this positive, emo-
tional assessment of the elemental force, of its metaphysical as well
as sensual image. The power and appeal of this force must have been
great for two such different poets, independently of one another, to
have surrendered in one voice.

THE SPONTANEOUS ELEMENT IN ITS POPULAR
INTERPRETATION

Let’s now look at another social element in this same emotional,
revolutionary ferment: the peasantry. The poet Sergei Esenin em-
braced the revolution with Blokian passion but in an earthier way,
so to speak, closer to the soil, to the muzhik, the peasantry and its
revolutionary brawn. For good reason: Russia was primarily a coun-
try of peasants for whom the revolution meant one immediate gain
— land. During the revolutionary years, Esenin expanded more
fully than others on this theme of the revolution’s spontaneous,
strictly peasant component.
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But at the same time, it is also Esenin who evoked the clash
between this primitive force and the new State system, the new
civilization. Having produced the revolution, this force was cast
aside, then crushed by the new order.

Very early on, by 1919, Esenin had detected the contradiction
between the peasants’ revolutionary spontaneity and the revolution-
ary power, symbolized by the “city” in his poems. Esenin’s “city”
signified something else as well — the onslaught of a new civi-
lization:

City, city! in your cruel melee

You christened us carrion and scum.
The freld congeals with ox-eyed longing,
Smothered by the telegraph poles.

Sinewy muscle in the diabolical neck,
Cast-iron logs an easy load.

And so what! We aren’t the first
To become rvickety, to be lost.

What is this about? The assault of the city on the country?
Outwardly, yes. But in essence this is about the assault of a new,
lifeless civilization on the revolutionary spontaneity which created
that civilization, the struggle of the State against the elemental
force that conspired unwittingly to build it.

In Esenin’s 1920 poem “‘Sorokooust” (or “‘Prayers for the Dead”),
there is a remarkable scene taken from nature: a foal is racing across
the steppe, trying to overtake a train. This contest between the
living horse and the iron one was enormously symbolic for Esenin.
That same year, he described the episode in a letter (to Ye.
Livshits):

Here’s a graphic example . . . We were on our way from
Tikhoretskaya to Pyatigorsk . . . Suddenly we see a foal galloping
with all its might behind the locomotive. Galloping so fast that it
was obvious it had taken it into its head, for some reason, to try to
overtake the train. It ran for a very long time but in the end began to
tire, and at a station they caught him. An insignificant episode
perhaps, but to me it speaks volumes. The iron horse beat the living
horse. And this little foal was for me the actual, dear, dying image
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of the countryside and of Makhno. In our revolution, both terribly
resemble this foal, this living force pitted against the iron one.

This comparison of the foal to peasant leader Nestor Makhno is
striking given that Makhno was the spontaneous, anarchic, peasant
element in the revolution. The element for which Esenin felt an
affinity. The element that helped the revolution triumph only to
find itself at odds with the new State power by which it would
ultimately be destroyed.

The fate of this spontaneous element, as seen by Esenin, is de-
picted in a 1923 poem from the cycle Moscow of the Taverns:

They're drinking again here, brawling and crying,
To the accordion’s. yellow melancholy strains,
Cursing their misfortunes,

Remembering Russia of old . . .

They've all lost something forever.

0, my dark blue May! Sky blue June!
Is this why the rankness of death
Hangs over this hopeless revelry? . . .

There’s evil in their wild eyes,

And rebellion in their clangorous words.
They're sorry for those foolish fellows
Who threw their lives away

They're sorry that cruel October

In its snowy whirlwind deceived them.
And already a new boldness is honing
The knife hidden deep in their boot.

No! They won't be crushed or scattered,

They're reckless because they're rotten.

You, my Russia . . . sacred . . . Rus . . . sia . . .
My Asiatic land!

The drunkards in the tavern are mourning Muscovite Russia as
the derelict, thieving element of the old empire. At the same time,
they’'re mourning their recent revolutionary past. Like Esenin,
they’re all disillusioned with the revolution and ripe for a new,
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spontaneous movement, but this time in a delinquent, mercenary
vein. Corrupt and rotten, they also remember the first, intoxicating
rush of youth. If they’re sorry for the boys who died for the revolu-
tion, they’re actually sorry for themselves. As for those who “went
far” (in the same poem), they are the Communists who have forgot-
ten their old comrades, forgotten the spontaneous popular force on
which they once relied.

As commentary on this view of the taverns as the spontaneous
revolutionary element, though already rotten, here is a little-known
lecter of Esenin’s (never published in the USSR) to his old Imagist
comrade Aleksandr Kusikov dated February 7, 1923. Esenin was
abroad when he wrote to Kusikov, who was about to emigrate.
Esenin hadn’t liked the West and was making his way home. Mean-
while, he knew that in Russia nothing good awaited him:

Sandro, dear Sandro! the longing is deadly, unbearable. I feel a
stranger here and superfluous, but when I think of Russia and what
awaits me there, I don’t want to go back. If I were alone, if it
weren’t for my sisters, I wouldn’t give a damn and I'd go to Africa
or somewhere else. It makes me sick that I, a /egitimate Russian son,
should be treated like a bastard in my own country. I'm fed up with
this whorish condescension of the powers that be. And it’s even
more sickening to watch one’s own brothers toadying to them. I
can’t stand it! By God, I can’t! It's enough to make one scream or
grab a knife and stand by the highway! {In other words, go out
marauding — A.S.}

.. . I'm in a foul depression. I can’t understand to which revolu-
tion I belonged. I only know that apparently it wasn’t to the Febru-
ary or the October Revolution. In us there hid and hides still some
November . . .

November here refers to a third, future revolution, directed
against the new model of the State; and it clarifies these lines: “And
already a new boldness is honing / The knife hidden deep in their
boot.” The betting is on a new, Pugachev-style rebellion, which has
retired to the taverns nursing the memory of its old abandon. This
isn’t a revolution anymore, of course, but its ragtag remains holed
up with another broad, primitive, criminal or semicriminal ele-
ment: bandits, thieves, hoods. But it’s interesting that Esenin links
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this new milieu with the October Revolution which, after using
this primitive element, would deceive or crush it, despite the poet’s
hopes that “reckless” people like us “won’t be crushed or scattered.”

THE SPONTANEOUS ELEMENT AND POWER

Poetic images certainly can’t convey the total complexity of real-life
processes, insofar as they give us only a general, somewhat idealized
picture. For a more accurate, historical account of the revolutionary
instinct, I will use Dmitry Furmanov’s Chapaev (1923). Though it
is an inferior novel artistically, Furmanov’s flaws as a writer are to
our advantage here. Chapaev is a factual document of great impor-
tance in which events and people speak for themselves, often saying
more than the author may have intended.

Our interest is in Chapaev himself, an extraordinarily colorful
figure who seems to have been summoned from life’s lower depths
to bring about history.” From the humblest peasant origins,
Chapaev rises to become a distinguished member of the revolution-
ary command. He hates the old system — the landowners, the
merchants, the tsarist army — and is ready to die for the revolution.
But he also detests and distrusts the Red officers who bridle him and
even, in his view, prevent him from fighting in earnest. In the past,
Chapaev knew anarchists who surely responded better to his spon-
taneous nature. Now a commander at the front, Chapaev, according
to Furmanov’s description, is a Bolshevik, but a primitive, un-
couth, uneducated one. For instance, he crosses himself furtively
before going into battle, something that wouldn’t become a
genuine Communist and which excites the author’s censure and
dismay.

In Chapaev’s character, we find a visceral, atavistic connection to
such historical figures as Stenka Razin and Emelyan Pugachev,
leaders of peasant revolts in the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies. Furmanov’s jottings on “Chapaev’s Biography” include this
quote: ““ ‘Do you know who I am?’ Chapaev asked me, a naive,
secretive gleam in his eye. ‘I was born to the daughter of the
governor of Kazan and a Gypsy actor.” ”

7. Translator's note: General Chapaev was a leader of Bolshevik guerrilla forces during the
civil war. Furmanov was a political commissar with the Twenty-fifth Division of the Red
Army under Chapaev. The novel is based on Furmanov’s own diaries and notes.
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Furmanov attaches little significance to this report, noted simply
as an odd fact about the original and fantastic Chapaev. Chapaev
saw himself as something like a Pretender to old Russia, a people’s
tsar with an inherent right to claim the power and the love of all.
This detail links Chapaev once again with the Russian tradition of
spontaneous revolts, with the Razins and the Pugachevs.

Against this background, we now meet Party envoy Fyodor
Klychkov, in the role of supervisor and informer, easily recogniz-
able as the author. Here a new theme begins of which, I think,
Furmanov hardly has any inkling. I would call it the theme of the
struggle for power, a struggle led by Klychkov-Furmanov at the Party
and State’s behest, and aimed to contain this partisan leader,
Chapaev.

We are told from the start that Klychkov (Furmanov) has been
sent to keep an eye on Chapaev, to report on him and — slowly,
without letting on — to subjugate him. A commissar, a State spy,
that is, has been dispatched to the popular revolution, since the new
power now considers it dangerous, or at least unguided. Klychkov’s
object is not so much to admire Chapaev as to watch and tame him.
Thus he truthfully and dutifully records all Chapaev’s failings as
well as merits that may yet be of use to the Red Army and the new
State. This role of observer attached to Chapaev helps Furmanov the
writer. He never embellishes but is consistently evenhanded, as if
weighing Chapaev on the scales of Party and State.

Klychkov thinks almost exclusively about how to subject
Chapaev. To do this, he must first gain authority. Therefore, as an
intelligent man, he doesn’t interfere in the battle plans, which he
doesn’t understand anyway, but tries instead to impress Chapaev
with his erudition, with his knowledge of State policy. Klychkov
writes frankly about himself and his concerns:

“How to gain authority? I must take Chapaev spiritual prisoner.
Kindle his desire for knowledge, for education, for science, for broad
horizons.” . . . Here Fyodor knew his superiority and was convinced
that as soon as he had sparked this desire, Chapaev the anarchist, the
partisan, would sing another song. Little by little, with prudence
but persistence, he would divert Chapaev, arouse his interest in
other things. Fyodor had great faith in his own powers. True,
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Chapaev was unusual, nothing like the others, it would be difficult
to break him, like a wild steppe horse, but . . . even wild horses get
broken. Only was this necessary? the question arose. Why not leave
this handsome, colorful character to the mercy of fate, leave him
untouched? Let him parade and sparkle like a precious stone! This
idea did occur to Klychkov, but it struck him as absurd and childish
against the backdrop of the gigantic fight.

This idea — of leaving Chapaev intact because he is so remark-
able, so worthy of admiration — dawns on Furmanov but is in-
stantly suppressed by his political common sense. Furmanov’s
primary concern is to remake Chapaev in the Party mold and to
bridle him.

This story is interesting as a self-exposé revealing the Party’s
shrewd, totalitarian tactics with respect to the individual and to
humanity. Despite a certain fondness for Chapaev, Furmanov sees
him simply as the raw material from which he wants to create the
best possible State servant. For him, Chapaev is a gifted child, but a
child nevertheless, who must be properly brought up.

Power, however, also originates within primitive forces; it isn’t
always imposed on them from without. The complex processes of
transition from one principle to another, of the formation of a
civilization, are played out in the very heart of this primitive
element.

Let’s take Isaak Babel’s story “The Life and Adventures of Matvei
Pavlichenko” from the Red Cavalry collection (1926). This “life” is
written in the style of a first-person account by Pavlichenko himself
— or as he might have told his own story. But this biography is
based on that of a perfectly real historical figure: Apanasenko.®
Babel'’s story gives us a fairly objective idea of what kind of revolu-
tion it is that transforms the last into the first, the slaves into the
masters. Pavlichenko, the story’s hero, is not a plain soldier but a
top military commander, a Red general. He sees himself as a role
model for all oppressed people who now, with the revolution, are
coming to power. Today he is a general, but yesterday he was a
simple swineherd; Pavlichenko sees in his fate that of all workers.

8. Translator's note: losif Apanasenko (1890~1943) was a division commander in the First
Cavalry during the civil war.
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Incidentally, Chapaev, as a young boy, was also a herdsman. So
Pavlichenko’s trajectory — from swineherd to general — was typi-
cal for a revolutionary commander: child of nature turned member
of the top brass. Babel alludes to this spontaneous element in an
idiom somewhat reminiscent of “The Twelve.” In the adventures of
Pavlichenko, for one moment, the space of a paragraph, it’s as if a
verse from a popular epic has broken in, or a song in praise of the
revolution. In a few musical phrases composed in an obviously
folkloric style, Babel depicts the entire cataclysm that catapulted
the poor peasant — only recently humiliated and down on his knees
— to the top.

And what d’you think, you Stavropol boys, comrades, fellow-
countrymen, my own dear brethren. . . . Five lost years I went to
pieces, till at last the year eighteen came along to visit me, lost
fellow that I was. It came along on lively stallions, on its Kabardin
horses, bringing along a big train of sledges behind it and all sorts of
songs. Eh you, little year eighteen, my sweetheart! Can it be that we
shan’t be walking out with you anymore, my own little drop of
blood, my year eighteen?®

From these few lines, one senses how the revolution seduced
thousands upon thousands of people. Not only by proclaiming new
ideas. And not only by promising miracles. For many who joined
the revolution, it was an end in itself. It was the same celebration
we saw in “The Twelve.” Here the revolution is presented as a fairy-
tale feast of life — a feast fit for kings.

So, Pavlichenko appears before his old master, Barin Nikitinsky,
and announces that he has brought him a letter from Lenin.!® The
barin is surprised:

“A letter to me — to Nikitinsky?”
“To you,” I says and takes out my book of orders, opens it at a
In the

« <

blank page, and reads, though I can’t read to save my life.

name of the nation,” ” I reads, * ‘and for the foundation of a nobler

9. Translation by Nadia Helstein in Red Cavalry by I. Babel (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1929), pp. 86-88.
10. Translator’s note: A barin was a member of the landowning gentry.
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life in the future, I order Pavlichenko, Matvei Rodionich, to deprive
certain people of life, according to his discretion.’
“There,” I says, “that’s Lenin’s letter to you.”

Why was this mythical order from Lenin necessary? Couldn’t
Pavlichenko deal with the barin without orders from on high?
Indeed he could. But what we have here is a situation akin to the
Last Judgment, and for this one must have supreme, quasi-divine
instructions emanating from Lenin himself. Simple revenge isn’t
enough for our hero, he needs to feel like the supreme master,
brandishing Lenin’s highest sanction.

On the other hand, these fantastic, fabulous powers received
directly from Lenin to administer justice and mete out punishment
conform with the facts of the day, with judicial practice in those
years. Because then they judged not according to the law but “ac-
cording to the voice and duty of revolutionary conscience.” Pav-
lichenko wasn’t in any way violating the judicial norms of the
revolutionary period. His conscience, his class intuition told him
that Barin Nikitinsky must be liquidated. So that was the law, the
order received from Lenin himself.

Babel puts Pavlichenko’s punishment of the barin in a kind of
double perspective. On the one hand, the former herdsman has
some moral justification. This isn’t baseless spite, but a desire for
personal and class retribution for injuries suffered — for his wife
Nastya, for his cheek, which burns, he says, and will go on burning
at the Last Judgment, for the years of subjection.

On the other hand, Pavlichenko in his moment of triumph does
not arouse our sympathy. Moral and emotional justifications not-
withstanding, his behavior is despicable and frightening. The price
the barin must pay is truly monstrous: he is trampled to death by
Pavlichenko, who luxuriates physically and morally in this slow
torture.

Then I stamped on my Barin Nikitinsky, and trampled him for
an hour or more. And in that time I got to know life through and
through. With shooting — I'll put it that way — with shooting you
only get rid of a chap. Shooting’s letting him off and too damned
easy for yourself. With shooting you'll never get at the soul, to
where it is in a fellow and how it goes and shows itself. But I don’t
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spare myself, and I've more than once trampled an enemy for over an
hour. You see, I want to get to know what life really is and how it is

inside us —

This isn’t sadism or a mental aberration. Pavlichenko tramples
the barin because this method of execution corresponds with his
class sense of himself, the former swineherd and future general.
Pavlichenko used to be on the bottom, in the mud, on the ground,
“lower than any earthly depth,” as he says, remembering how he
got down on his knees before the barin. Now it’s the barin’s turn to
be in that same “low place” and for as long as possible. This is why
Pavlichenko says that while trampling the barin he got to know life
through and through, that he was beyond bliss. He was born again
in that moment, feeling himself, in the fullest sense, master of the
situation. The idea of power here is vital. For power is the principal
product of the revolution and the class struggle. To Pavlichenko,
this idea of power is so great, so universal, and so precious in itself
that simply to kill the barin would be letting him off. One can’t
just destroy the enemy, one must trample him underfoot so as to
achieve the desired sense of power.

The last sentence of Babel’s story is truly terrifying. It turns out
that Pavlichenko has made a habit of trampling enemies. His sense
of the fullness of life comes from this sense of power, bloody power
over another human being.

The revolution creates unprecedented power, which knows no
compassion, no mercy, and no bounds. Compassion would be to the
detriment of power. And besides, this is the eternal judgment,
Judgment Day.

Babel evidently realized what an awful truth his tale told. Entries
in his journal addressed to Apanasenko, Pavlichenko’s prototype,
read: “A new generation — of the petits bourgeois” and “A new
breed — of the petits bourgeois.” He obviously meant this thirst for
power and triumph which the military and political leaders of the
new victorious class possessed. Terrible was the power of the barin
over the disfranchised herdsman, but more terrible still was the
power of the conquering swineherd over the barin.



Utopia Found

THE POWER OF THE IDEA

THUS FAR we have considered the revolution mainly as the
manifestation of elemental forces. Now let’s approach it from the
point of view of the idea: an idea that was put into practice in a
State system that sees itself as the best, most advanced model in the
history of the world. Here we have a real-life utopia with claims to
world hegemony.

This utopia is in an ambiguous situation vis-a-vis the world (in
space) and history (in time). On the one hand, it proposes itself and
imposes itself on the rest of humanity, as if with open arms, beck-
oning it into the embrace of the great, victorious idea. On the other
hand, it divorces itself in every way possible from the outside world
as from an alien and dangerous environment. The idea of capitalist
encirclement, even if no such thing exists any longer, plays the part
of the sea to this island utopia. Though the island already encom-
passes an enormous, ever-expanding continent, it continues to feel
itself an island in the middle of an ocean. Extreme expansionism
goes hand-in-hand with extreme isolationism. Given the nature of
this ideal State or the victorious idea, this is understandable. For
the real-life utopia conceives of itself as a universal system and
doctrine; at the same time, it is singular and unique and will brook
no other idea.

The relationship to history is similarly equivocal. On the one
hand, the history of humanity is viewed as the slow and necessary
preparation for this supreme, crowning stage. Thus, we are the
heirs of world history and its last word; all humanity’s greatest and
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most progressive minds foresaw and foretold us. Thus, the evolu-
tion of human thought has culminated in this greatest utopia,
which finally materialized in victorious socialism. On the other
hand, since no one has ever achieved this before, the entire history
of the human race is imperfect as compared with the perfection of
life in the era of this idea put into practice. This explains why the
word “utopia” in Soviet usage can have a pejorative meaning. Uto-
pians only fantasize about the radiant future, having no idea how to
get there in fact, whereas we already know and are getting there.
This sense of superiority causes the real-life utopia to be sharply
critical of the past. Before Marx, humanity’s great intellects, close
to us in mind and spirit, were victims of their own class or historical
parochialism: they were mistaken or not fully versed or didn’t
understand. The best-case excuse for this is that they hadn’t lived to
the era of mature and victorious socialism. And again this inspires a
sense of superiority — historical, social, intellectual, whatever. So
much so that on the one hand, in space, as Mayakovsky wrote:

The Soviets have their pride:
at the bourgeois,

one looks

down one’s nose.

On the other hand — in time, in history — as Mayakovsky
declared:

.. . Revolutionary battles
move earnest than “Poltava,”?
And love
more grandiose
than Onegin’s
love.

This sense of superiority is invariably associated with the notion
of the “Soviet man.” As a rule, this is not a personal quality of the
man, who must be modest, but a function of his affiliation with the
best, most advanced world — Soviet civilization — with a real-life

I. Translator’s note: “Poltava” is a poem by Pushkin (1828) evoking Peter the Great's
victory over Charles XII of Sweden in 1709 and the primacy of national sentiment.
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utopia. Much has been written about the good fortune of living in
the Soviet land in the Soviet era. Yury Olesha may have expressed
this attitude best. In 1935 he wrote:

We young poets didn’t understand what a frightening world we
were living in [before the revolution — A.S.}. This world hadn’t
been explained as a world. This was before the great explanation of
the world. Now I live in an explained world. I understand the
causes. [ am filled with a feeling of enormous gratitude, expressible
only in music, when I think of those who died to make the world
explained, to explain it and reconstruct it.

This intellectual rhetoric is connected with the famous Marxist
thesis according to which earlier philosophers tried to explain the
world, whereas the object was not only to explain the world but to
reconstruct it. Marxism, and especially Leninism, shift the empha-
sis from theory to practice, from utopia to its realization. For the
man who finds himself in this world for the first time, this practice
and this realization make it suddenly explained, harmonious, com-
prehensible. As if he had come from a dark, dense forest into a
bright, spacious barracks: the barracks of Soviet civilization. This
isn’t just a dream come true. It’s a scientifically constructed and
scientifically organized utopia. It’s a world that is finally rational
and that, in turn, imparts rationality to all that preceded it and all
that is going on around it now. Man doesn’t merely experience
rapture in this utopia, he adheres to this strict plan in which he
finds a definite place for himself and for everything.

Therefore, in considering this real-life utopia, we must add to the
elemental processes a patent intellectual and ideological aspect,
which should be analyzed through real events and situated in the
course of history.

The twentieth century is generally the century of utopias found
or being found, utopias that most often take the shape of ideological
or ideocratic states, of societies based on one doctrine or another. It
isn’t the peoples or the doctrines that institute these states: it is
largely the ideology which, as it is translated into reality, is
grounded more or less in science. This phenomenon is apparent
everywhere, from Hitler’s Germany to the regime of the Khmer
Rouge. We won’t dwell on its various forms, our subject being the
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Soviet version of the real-life utopia. What's more, Soviet Russia
pioneered this utopia and set the example. The process of forming
new states of an all-new ideological type is accomplished in the
shortest possible time and accompanied by seismic social shocks.
The triumphant idea patterns the life of the entire society after itself
and remakes the world in its own image.

This supremacy of the idea is conspicuous even when the idea, by
its own logic, is assigned a secondary role. It is conspicuous in
Marxism, which took hold in Soviet Russia in the form of a guiding
idea. Marxism materialized there despite its own teaching that the
socialist revolution would occur first in industrially developed coun-
tries where the proletariat was a majority and where the economy
was ready for the transition, and despite its own fundamental prem-
ise that existence determines consciousness and thus the idea, not
the other way round. In practice, the idea transforms everything,
dominates everything.

In Boris Pilnyak’s 1920 novel The Naked Year there is a curious
discussion between two Bolsheviks. A rare and special breed, they
are attempting to overcome reality with the idea, to turn poor,
backward, frightening Russia into the radiant world of socialist
utopia:

That evening, in the hostel, after taking off his boots and knead-
ing his toes with sweet pleasure and then clambering into bed on all
fours, Yegor Sobachkin pored over the pamphlet by the light for a
long while. Then he turned to his neighbor, buried in Izvestia:

“What do you think, Comrade Makarov, does existence deter-
mine life, or does the idea? Because if you think about it, there’s

’

existence in the idea.’

Pilnyak didn’t invent this. The history of Soviet civilization is
full of examples in which the idea thinks of itself as existence and as
even more important than existence; and if existence cannot or will
not conform to the idea, so much the worse for existence . . . A
well-known Marxist-Leninist notion has it that Marx put Hegel's
dialectic back on its feet. But what'’s remarkable is that Marxism, en
route to its realization, stood itself on its head and on this head the
new society was built. Henceforth, consciousness determined exis-
tence. Ideology determined policy. And policy determined the
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economy. The scientific Marxist utopia materialized, but wrong
side up, with its feet in the air.

It’s no surprise that contemporary literature has witnessed an
antiutopian wave. While utopian works continue to be written, as
part of a long tradition, the antiutopian novel is fundamentally
new, beginning with Yevgeny Zamyatin's We (1929) and continu-
ing through the works of Aldous Huxley and George Orwell.
Again the forerunner of this genre in Russian literature was Dosto-
yevsky — with his “Legend of the Grand Inquisitor” and the
schemes of Shigalyov and Verkhovensky in The Possessed (1871—
1872). When Dostoyevsky wrote these antiutopias, few believed
him. We believe him because we have experienced the twentieth
century. This attests, as does the antiutopian wave, to the fact that
the Soviet people live in a real-life utopia and know the cost. The
antiutopian novel isn’t simply a rejection or contradiction of the
utopia, it depicts utopia found, the real-life absolute. True, this
utopia may not have turned out as originally intended. But that’s
another matter: why the ideal, in becoming real, changes in appear-
ance, sometimes to the point of unrecognizability.

Add to this the fact that in the twentieth century the earth’s
crust started to move, and history saw an appreciable shift from idea
to deed, to action on a large scale involving brutal change. From
that perspective, the nineteenth century looks peaceful, moderate
and relatively uneventful.

To simplify the comparison, I will take the liberty of summariz-
ing from some reputable Russian journals published circa 1899 that
I had occasion to peruse. These were New Year’s issues containing
detailed surveys devoted to the new, twentieth century. What we
would call futuristic surveys accompanied by the usual well-
wishing. These were, I remember, thick, liberal journals like Rus-
sian Riches and The European Herald, with articles by venerable
scholars, professors, historians, and sociologists describing their
ideas and expectations of the coming century.

Such predictions, based on objective, scientific analysis, rarely
come true. Probably because obvious, stable trends of the present
moment are projected into the future, making the future look like a
continuation of the present, only consolidated and improved. In-
deed, these predictions for the twentieth century were full of starry-
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eyed, ultraoptimistic constructs based on progressive nineteenth-
century ideas and norms. These included the firm conviction that in
the twentieth century war would end forever — at least among
civilized nations. Given their extreme unprofitability, the logic
went, wars were already on the decline. And they were becoming
increasingly limited and local affairs, like the then-current Boer
War. Even the Franco-Prussian War (1870—1871) had been fairly
contained. Meanwhile, the last truly big war — the Napoleonic
invasion at the beginning of the nineteenth century — seemed like
a distant and unreal reflection of antiquity, a romantic and unsuc-
cessful attempt to imitate Julius Caesar. The possibility of this kind
of war in the future was completely excluded on the grounds that
the development of European civilization — of industry, science,
and technology — made it impossible. Economically, wars bene-
fited neither side. Instead they promised the ruin of the common
economy, since the market, production, and trade were internation-
alizing. In the future it would be more convenient, natural, and
logical to resolve international conflicts not by means of war but by
means of commercial negotiations and diplomatic parleys . . .

I must admit that such prognoses seduce one at first with their
scientific persuasiveness — their logic, their facts, their statistics,
their arguments. They seem irrefutable. It seems as if history can
only unfold this way as it passes from one century into the next.
Only by remembering that we are deep in the twentieth century —
having lived through world crises and cataclysms that were wildly
unprofitable contradictions of logic and common sense — do we
come to and dismiss this scientific illusion fostered by the com-
paratively sanguine nineteenth century: pacifistic, progressive, and
positivistic.

The predominant sense of life and self in the nineteeth century
was expressed not by Dostoyevsky but by the far more serene and
optimistic Jules Verne. His marvelous novels radiate scientific com-
placency. From a cannon to the moon. Nawtilus . . . Everything
seems peaceful, promising, and, with time and evolution, perfectly
accessible. The solution of all crucial problems depends on progress,
which is steadily edging humanity toward its cherished goal. In this
sense, even Marxism is only a variation, a more resolute variation,
on the theme of progress, which promises man scientific prosperity
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willy-nilly. Indeed, the thinking goes, science is making progress
with each passing year and inching toward complete dominion over
nature. Simultaneously, the humanization of man and society is
making great strides. So, irrespective of how it comes about —
through evolution or revolution — the radiant future is well pro-
vided for.

Then suddenly, after all this progress, after all these New Year’s
wishes, we land not in the hypothetical but in the real twentieth
century, the century of real-life utopias. Nothing is what the ex-
perts predicted. The most unnatural wars and revolutions shake the
world. Trade and diplomatic relations go ignored. Civilized nations
sink into the barbarity of mass executions and deportations. Beloved
Germany introduces the gas chamber. The leap from the kingdom
of necessity to that of freedom gives way to slavery such as mankind
never imagined. Physics loses dimension and mass and becomes
relative, having reached the pinnacle of scientific and technological
progress — the possibility of total, universal annihilation. The
bomb makes us wonder if perhaps the ultimate goal of world evolu-
tion isn’t that life, as we know it, disappear altogether, that life in
general not exist: this is man’s purpose and mission. In short,
history and progress have come to nothing . . .

THE LOSS OF MEANING IN HISTORY

The great utopia or antiutopia, call it what you will, would not
have materialized in Russia had it not been for the World War.
Again, I am referring not to social and political change brought on
by the war but to the war’s intellectual and semantic aspect. The
war made no sense; it wasn’t driven by any serious, substantial, or
intelligent arguments. Compared to the First, the Second World
War and even the civil war were far more sensible and understand-
able. The First World War was like a madman’s nightmare or
delirium — as illogical as it was inexpedient. Question: Why did
the civilized nations of Europe, with their relatively liberal govern-
ments and material prosperity, their humanism and enlightenment,
suddenly hurl themselves into this slaughterhouse and start mas-
sacring each other in such appalling ways and numbers? There was
and is no answer. The absurdity of this war killed and demoralized
as much perhaps as the physical horror. In his 1918 article “The
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Intelligentsia and the Revolution,” Blok evoked this world war
from which Russia had just emerged:

Europe has gone mad: the flower of humanity, the flower of the
intelligentsia has been sitting in a bog, sitting with conviction (isn't
this a symbol) along a thin, thousand-verst strip called the “front.”
. . . It’s difficult to say which is more sickening: the bloodshed or
the sitting idle, the tedium, the banality; they’re both called the
“great war,” the “patriotic war,” the “war for the liberation of
oppressed peoples” or what else? No, under these auspices you won't
liberate anybody.

How to disengage from this absurdity? The Bolsheviks’ answer
echoed a logical and popular demand: better a horrible end than this
horror without end! Better a revolution! And a necessary revolu-
tion, since for European civilization to have crowned itself with
such a nightmare, the old world was obviously rotten. If the world
war was the fruit of this civilization then the latter was intrinsically,
fundamentally depraved.

Given this assumption, world revolution seemed the only way
out of the impasse into which human history had propelled itself. A
risky venture, but what could one do? This was the last chance to
break out of the trap and find a meaning. Or as Mayakovsky wrote
then about the revolution: “It’s the world’s last stake in this gam-
bling-hell.” The logic of a gambler? The logic of despair, perhaps?
It’s interesting that Lenin himself resorted to this logic when trying
to explain why, despite the laws of Marxism, it was decided to
undertake something as risky as a socialist revolution in backward,
peasant Russia. Polemicizing with classical Marxists shortly before
his death, Lenin sounded as if he were justifying himself:

The triteness of their argument {of traditional Marxists — A.S.],
learned by heart during the heyday of West European social democ-
racy, knows no bounds. It consists in the claim that we haven’t
developed to the point of socialism, that we lack, as various
“learned” gentlemen among them express it, the objective economic
prerequisites for socialism. It never occurs to anyone to ask himself if
the people, faced with the revolutionary situation that took shape
during the first imperialistic war, if the people, faced with the
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hopelessness of their own situation, might not have thrown them-
selves into this struggle which offered them at least some chance of
bringing about conditions, however unconventional, that would
promote the further development of civilization.

That Lenin mentions at least some chance to escape the hopeless
situation created by the First World War is striking. This chance
was afforded by the revolution — a desperate attempt to conquer
civilization by replacing it with another, a new, sensible, Soviet
civilization.

And that substitution took place. Here one should note that the
victory of the revolution for many of its supporters in Russia and in
the West brought a rediscovery of meaning. History assumed a
grandiose and universal significance, the more compelling and in-
spiring for being contraposed against the darkness and catastrophic
absurdity of the First World War, which were now superseded.
Lunacy gave way to a sensible world order. Humanity had found a
purpose and a way to achieve that purpose. For many people, for
many years, this was undoubtedly the attraction of the revolution
and the civilization it forged. The attraction in spite of all the
horror and loss it entailed. The logic here, conscious or uncon-
scious, was roughly this: Things are bad, so be it; this real-life
utopia is not what we anticipated or hoped for in many respects, but
it exists and is an answer to the question, What is there to live for?

If man is inclined to ask himself about the meaning of life, the
purpose of existence, a Russian is perhaps especially so. Berdyaev
wrote in 1904: “The Russian longing for meaning in life — this is
the principal motif in our literature and what constitutes the inner-
most essence of the Russian intelligentsia.” Incidentally, Berdyaev
explains, this thirst for purpose and yearning for meaning in life
fueled the Russian intelligentsia’s radicalism and revolutionary
spirit, its desire to serve the people and its passion for socialist
ideals.

The revolution introduced this meaningful purpose, offered it to
the course of history and to the life of society. True, it deprived the
individual of his freedom and in so doing alienated many Russian
intellectuals. But there were plenty of others, like Blok, who ac-
cepted the revolution with its consequences, who embraced it as the
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consciousness of a new existence, of a new historical stage. In “The
Intelligentsia and the Revolution,” Blok is not only ecstatic over
the elemental force but also exultant over the rediscovery of mean-
ing in history, which had been lost in the absurdity of the world
war. Blok asks about the revolution’s aims: “What's been planned?”
And answers:

To redo everything. To organize things so that everything will be
new; so that our lying, dirty, dull, ugly life will be just, pure,
merry, and beautiful.

When such designs, hidden for long ages in the human soul, the
people’s soul, burst the chains that had bound them and come
rushing in a stormy torrent . . . this is called a revolution. {Further
on comes a warning to intellectuals — A.S.} . . . Sorrow upon those
who think they will find in the revolution only their dreams come
true, however lofty or noble they may be. Like a thunderstorm, like
a blizzard, revolution always brings the new and unforeseen; it
cruelly deceives many; it easily cripples the worthy person in its
maelstrom; it often ferries unworthy people to dry land unharmed;
but these are details and do not change the essential direction of the
torrent or its terrible, devastating rumble. This rumble, all the
same, always speaks of something great.

What is implied here is a grand design, a wonderful world order.

From this vantage of great historical meaning, Blok berates the
intelligentsia, which has dreamed of the people’s liberation for
nearly a hundred years while eroding the foundations of the old
society with its radicalism. But now that this old world has come
crashing down and the people have shown their real face, the intel-
ligentsia is flinging itself in the opposite direction and trying to
smother the fire it started. The intelligentsia’s dashes to and fro
revealed much that was indeed inconsistent and even ludicrous.
Such as when Konstantin Balmont, who had once sung the revolu-
tion’s praises, wrote about himself:

You were utterly mistaken: your beloved people
Ave not at all the people you dreamed, not at all.

But beyond all this lay the manifest inconsistency of history
itself, which had brought about a utopia completely other than the
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one dreamed of by Russian intellectuals. This inconsistency was
eventually detected by Blok, who sensed himself suffocating in the
airless confines of this wonderful world opening up before him.

Speaking generally, it is safe to say that during the revolution
and for many years thereafter the intelligentsia was in the throes of a
profound internal crisis, the consequences of which are still being
felt today. By this I do not mean the physical extermination of
intellectuals or their forced exodus abroad. This internal crisis had
to do with the meaning of life. For the enormous meaning offered
by the new era involved conditions that were hardly comprehensible
to the free and honest thinking man. Hence all these oscillations
between the Reds and the Whites.

The year of Blok’s death, 1921, saw the emergence in White
émigré circles of the smenovekhovstvo (changing landmarks) move-
ment, united by a common “intuition about the greatness of the
Russian Revolution.” This was the intuition Blok displayed at the
revolution’s outset (the revolution’s “rumble . . . always speaks of
something great”’) and which others were discovering post factum,
having struggled against the revolution and been defeated. I don’t
intend to digress into an analysis of the changing landmarks ideol-
ogy, but I would like to quote a curious observation by its intellec-
tual leader, Nikolai Ustryalov. In a 1921 article entitled “The
Intelligentsia and the People in the Russian Revolution,” Ustryalov
evokes the terrifying crisis of faith (or, in our terms, crisis of mean-
ing) that seized the intelligentsia during the revolution.

The Day of Judgment has taken place [the revolution — A.S.} —
the judgment of the body and soul of the Russian intelligentsia. The
intelligentsia has seen its dreams incarnated {the real-life utopia —
A.S.} in their most extreme forms, in their most logical and precise
expression. . . . The intelligentsia has reaped the fruits of its
thoughts and deeds. Its most resolute and fearlessly loyal elements
{the Bolsheviks — A.S.} fought with storm and thunder to trans-
form its past into the present {its dreams into reality — A.S.].
“Monks of the church militant that is the revolution,” they feared
no inquisition for faith in their “golden dream.” But the masses, the
“army” of the intellectuals, shuddered. These real images of life
seemed terrifying and senseless to them and they recoiled in horror.
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They were seized by a visceral sensation of the abyss, the spiritual
void where they had once seen the supreme law of wisdom {the
ideals of the revolutionary, atheistic intelligentsia — A.S.}. And
when these traditional “torches” that had been blinding them went
out in their consciousnesses, the darkness that enveloped them was
pierced by the lights of real and profound values that before had
seemed alien and remote {these genuine values, to Ustryalov, are
concepts of nation, Motherland, the traditional State system, reli-
gion, and so forth — A.S.1.

But this past-now-present {the real-life utopia — A.S.} did not
forgive the intelligentsia its defection. Brought to life and to power
in an original alliance with the popular forces roused from their
sleep, it called the intelligentsia to account. A tragic battle ensued
in which the army of the Russian intelligentsia, having risen up

against itself, against its own history, was routed.

The point here isn’t so much the armed struggle between the
Reds and the Whites as the spiritual and intellectual struggle, the
struggle of ideas. Though the great intellectual forces didn’t accept
the revolution and resisted it, they (let’s call them White) couldn’t
pride themselves in an idea as advanced or universal as that of the
Reds. The old revolutionary and democratic traditions had been
smashed or stained by their encounter with the reality of the revolu-
tion. But the rediscovered values — religion, morality, national
sentiment — were vague and without prospect, without, I would
say, great historical meaning.

In another article Ustryalov recalls his thoughts and conversa-
tions in early 1919, when he was in league with the Whites. Here
he shares his impressions of that time with a comrade:

I couldn’t keep from expressing one feeling that was torturing me
and that I couldn’t seem to get over:

— Of course, God willing, Kolchak? will win and one wants to
believe in this victory. But you know, even so, in spite of every-
thing, Moscow is so much more impressive, so much more inter-
esting than what we have here. . . . The pathos of history is

2. Translator's note: Admiral Aleksandr Kolchak (1873—1920) was commander of White
forces in Siberia, 1918—1920.
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there. . . . Whereas here . . . here it’s enough to go to “Russia” to be
gripped with doubt. . . . This isn’t the new Russia, this isn’t the
future. . . . Has-beens . . .

Morally, the ideals of the Whites were probably no less lofty than
those of the Reds. But as a rule these were the ideals of Russia’s
past, while the future seemed uncertain, fragmented, and con-
tradictory. So the “pathos of history” for Ustryalov, fighting for the
White flag, turned out to be in Red Moscow.

THE FANTASTIC AND THE RATIONAL

The injection of meaning and purpose into history and the reorgani-
zation of life according to revolutionary or socialist principles
strictly limited the possibilities for human initiative, for displays of
individual or group will that did not coincide with the will of the
State and the Party. At the same time, this new world wasn’t yet
habitable. The incipient State was physically incapable of regulat-
ing everything, reducing everything to a common standard. And in
many spheres the standards themselves hadn’t yet been determined.
Meanwhile, the old norms and rules were either in ruins or in
question, since everything in the new society should be new. As a
result there were gaps that the State needed filled with fresh energy
and ideas. If the State used the old cadres, or “specialists,” only in
controlled situations, it welcomed the masses more warmly, invit-
ing them to collaborate in this enterprise and giving them much
wider authority. The State truly wanted to be for the workers and
the peasants, and counted on the goodwill of these millions of
people. The equality, even primacy, accorded the lower classes
ignited in them a revolutionary zeal and the keen desire to bask in
the new light, to breathe the new air. In short, the expectation was
one of mutual satisfaction from a shared creation.

There were, of course, exceptions, since the living conditions of
ordinary people had barely improved or had changed for the worse.
But the Party still counted on love in return. In her reminiscences
about Lenin, his wife, Nadezhda Krupskaya, tells this story:

One day, soon after the revolution, Lenin was walking up the
staircase in the Smolny when he saw a woman washing the stairs.
Tired, she stood up and leaned against the banister. Lenin started to
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talk to her. She didn’t know who he was. He said: “Well, comrade,
what do you think of life now? Is it better under Soviet power than
under the old government?” And she answered: “Doesn’t bother
me, I just wish they’d pay me for my work.”

Not everyone displayed such a lack of class awareness. For many
people, life under Soviet power was, if not better, at least brighter.
In part because existence now had a greater meaning. New avenues
were opening up, leading to the administration, to knowledge, to
creation. And these feelings were encouraged and promoted from
on high so long as they didn’t conflict with Party policy. It was on
this basis of rediscovered purpose, personal and historical, that the
new democracy emerged. Democracy in the absence of democratic
freedoms. Democracy subordinated to a dictatorship of the State or
the Party watching over these humble classes. Initially there was a
wholesale awakening of people’s creative energy, the various mani-
festations of which made up the panorama of the real-life utopia.
Yesterday a herdsman, today the commander of a regiment or an
army: in some sense this too was an actual utopia. Yesterday a
tailor, today a commissar. Yesterday illiterate, today a halting
reader of Pravda who understands everything: who understands that
he is a person, that he is the master, and who therefore reads aloud
so that everyone will hear.

In the communal apartment in Moscow where I lived as a child at
the end of the twenties, we had a neighbor from the country who
read the paper aloud to himself every evening — so loud that no one
else could hear himself think. But if one asked him to read more
quietly, he would fly into a rage or even hit the person, thinking
that again his class dignity had been attacked. Later he would listen
to the radio turned up full blast. Ridiculous or sublime, touching or
frightening, all this attests to the awakening of people’s creative
energy, to a purposeful existence in an explained and meaningful
world.

Understandably, this milieu — mainly at the start of this phase
of revolutionary initiative — generated all sorts of utopias. This was
the spirit of the times. If the one, principal utopia had materialized,
why not invent others so as to pave the revolutionary way to com-
munism?
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“Proletkults” were such a utopia. Mass organizations to school
workers in how to create the highest and purest Proletarian Culture,
they were only partially launched before being scrapped by the State
that had instituted them. In scientific and technical circles, mass
inventiveness seized self-taught workers and just plain ingenious
people. Such people had always existed in Russia, but now it was as
if they had been woken from their sleep. They began bombarding
the top scientific authorities with all kinds of projects, some as-
tounding, others ludicrous and farfetched.

But not only the lower classes were swept up in this utopian
whirlwind. The left wing of the creative intelligentsia, notably the
Futurists, took active part. Their romanticism as former rebels,
their inventive genius, and their desire to turn art into life and life
into art (what they called life-construction or life-creation)
dovetailed with the spirit of the revolution and with this new field
for the fantastic with practical applications. Though the State soon
severed relations with the Futurists and labeled them holdovers
from the bourgeois past, the Futurists initially had a distinct in-
fluence on the epoch of the real-life utopia. The State simply had no
other creative elite willing to collaborate so wholeheartedly and so
actively. And as for what the art of the victorious proletariat should
be, the State still hadn’t decided.

Not to digress into the fate of the Futurists, I would like to stress
the romanticism of their revolutionary utopian construct, of their
fantasy, of their originality, their striving to vault from aesthetics
into life, into the streets, to merge with the revolution itself. This is
what allowed the Futurists to color this period in the best sense.
Artistically, their utopia was relatively harmless. But in terms of
sheer size, their projects were grandiose, as if to match the vast
historical horizons that were unfolding. Take Mayakovsky’s “Open
Letter to the Workers,” written in early 1918, in which the fan-
tastic allegories speak for themselves:

No one is allowed to know what immense suns will illuminate the
life of the future. Perhaps the arrists will turn the gray dust of the
cities into hundred-color rainbows; perhaps the mountains will re-
sound endlessly with the thunderous strains of volcanos transformed
into flutes; perhaps we’ll force the ocean waves to run their fingers
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over the strings that stretch from Europe to America. One thing we
do know: the first page of the newest history of the arts will have

been written by us.

The most colorful of the Russian Futurists, Velimir Khlebnikov,
was also the most brilliant and inspiring of the utopian architects.
Though he was shaped as a poet and thinker by earlier times, it
wasn’t until after the revolution that he deployed his grandest and
most forceful designs. Khlebnikov considered that his poem-projects
were the best response to the new universal civilization. He wanted
to improve this new house, this real-life utopia, to enlarge it and
equip it with his own discoveries. Confined to a small circle of
Futurist friends, Khlebnikov was hardly a mainstream poet. But his
utopias reveal the intellectual defiance which, it seemed at the start,
was to be that of the new era and the new society. They represent
the era’s unrealized potential, so to speak, the utopian spirit that
the revolution partly adopted and encouraged and then destroyed.

Khlebnikov himself viewed his designs not as utopias or fantasies
but as meriting the utmost scientific seriousness; he saw them as
revelations of the supreme laws ordering the world. These discov-
eries, he thought, would allow people of the future to alter radically
their concept of the world and way of life. Khlebnikov epitomized
our century — with his emphasis on science, his utopianism, his
focus on the future.

REVOLUTIONARY UTILITARIANISM

It’s time we considered this process from another angle, that of
utilitarianism, which reduced the utopia to real terms and made it
possible to switch from high-flown rhetoric and ideas to the actual
construction of the new world. This utilitarian zeal afforded the
utopian fantasy a real, rational foundation; at the same time it
checked it and corrected it, forcing it down to earth, not to dream
but to do useful things.

Soon after the revolution, left-wing artists and intellectuals
veered sharply again, this time in the direction of material applica-
tion, of utilitarian tasks, even to the complete exclusion of aesthet-
ics. This swerve was especially striking in that before the revolution
Russian Futurism had been essentially a pure art form, art for art’s
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sake. But evidently Futurism also contained a certain dynamism
and will to act sufficient to have propelled itself from the “word per
se” — pure aesthetics — to pure function, exchanging its aesthetic
catchwords for superutilitarian banners. Futurists, just after the
revolution, didn’t stop fantasizing; on the contrary, they threw
themselves into utopian schemes, most of which never got off the
drawing board. But these new designs were distinguished by a
rationalistic and utilitarian element. Even Khlebnikov regarded his
fantastic plans — to conquer time and language — not as a game of
poetic form or intellect but as a highly rational endeavor. The Rus-
sian Futurists’ militant and ultrarevolutionary core, led by Maya-
kovsky, swung even more violently from theory to practice, from
aesthetics to action. Mayakovsky evokes this passion for the utili-
tarian and the fantastic combined in his poem “150,000,000”
(1920). Not to be taken literally, of course, it is a rejection of the
old romanticism, of sentimental idealism. While fantasizing
wildly, Mayakovsky also expresses an intense desire for useful action
and classifies all things according to their utility:

Let’s march!
Let’s fly!
Let’s sail!
Let’s roll!
checking the list of all creation.
That thing is necessary —
Fine, keep it.
Unnecessary?
To the devil!
A black cross.
We'll destroy you,
old romantic world!
In place of faith
in our soul we have
electricity
and steam.
In place of misery,
pocket the riches of all worlds!
The old men? Kill them.
And use the skulls for ashtrays!
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Lenin, who didn’t understand poetry, much less poetic hyperbole
and metaphor, called these lines hooliganism and was indignant
that a State publishing house had printed them. But Mayakovsky
wasn’t being a hooligan, he was voicing the spirit of the revolution
in this combination of noble ideas and concrete actions, of utopian-
ism and the crudest materialism (thus the soul possessed by a reli-
gious idea is composed of electricity and steam). Mayakovsky was
lending the Leninist slogan “Pillage the Pillagers” (or “Expropria-
tion of the Expropriators’) a romantic harmony. Thus he proposes
“pocketing” not the money of others but the riches of all the worlds
in the universe. At the same time, he puts this romanticism and
this fantasy on a utilitarian track, separating the things the rev-
olution can use from those it cannot. And since old things are ob-
solete and of no use to Mayakovsky, the Futurist, he proposes
— not literally, but in his usual hyperbolic style — that the
skulls of old people be used to produce ashtrays. An ashtray is a
useful thing . . .

Here Mayakovsky has obviously gone too far. But then Lenin, no
kin to the Futurists, had a utilitarian approach to the problem of life
and death: he proposed that life be reserved principally for useful
people. Lenin was extremely solicitous about the health of his com-
rades and collaborators. But when he asked or even ordered them to
take care of themselves, he always added, half joking, half serious,
that by neglecting their health they were squandering “State prop-
erty”’ and thus guilty of official misconduct. A person and even a
person’s life were “State property” and of no intrinsic value except
in conjunction with the useful work of Party and State. Lenin
related to himself and to all people from this practical point of view.

Years before the revolution, in 1911, in France, the Lafargues
committed suicide. As two old people they had decided they could
no longer be of service to society. These were eminent Marxists:
Laura Lafargue was Karl Marx’s daughter and Paul Lafargue had
been a member of the Paris Commune. They were Lenin’s ideolog-
ical allies and dear friends besides. In her reminiscences, Krupskaya
recalls Lenin’s reaction to the news of the Lafargues’ suicide: “If you
can’t work for the Party anymore, you should be able to face the
truth and die the way the Lafargues did.”

For Lenin, the value of human life was purely a function of its use
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to the Party cause. And Mayakovsky, in his exaggerated, Futuristic
manner, said the same thing.

The revolution had furnished Futurism with a purpose that con-
formed to its new focus on dynamism and the creation of useful
things as opposed to form pure and simple. This purpose expressed
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