The Arts and
Entertainment

SOVIET AESTHETIC

“1 xvow yeur Socialist Realist novels,” sighed
the Moscow television comedian. “On the first
page 1here 1s a descri iption of ‘2 turbine.” On the
second page a description of a hydraulic ‘drill
On the third page a description of a dynamo. On
the hundred and fortieth you come tothe: words
1 LoveTfollowed by MY MACHINE.

The Soviet attitude to the: arts i not static.
’Recenﬂ] there has been: much - discussion. and
~criticisme. But béfore 1 describe. this new develop-

ment, it is necessary to understand the basis of
their approach; which does not change. Pirst and
foremost, every work of art is.a moral problem.
We tend to ses the constant argument about
realism and formalism as a question of the relative
importance of co*lt*nt and form. They see it as
a guestion of whether a work is moral or amoral—
vhich, to them; fs immoral Tbey are not con-
rried with a work of 5.an object in irself,
but with its effect.
but functional. This is what Stalin meant when

he said that writers were ¢ the
soul” .

“What you cre really sa; jina is that the Russz" s
consider all-avt as b ‘Gpc.ganda 272

Yes, so long as one. ‘remembers that pfopaganda
has ﬁnw come to mean any insistent interpretation
Qf life made according to values with which ¢ne

aypens to: dis sagree. And also aslong as one
: taxes 1Nto accouﬂt that the tradition which they

C‘ im, is not only one of political lampaonists, but
f, for instance, Goyay Shakespeare,; Balzac, and,
mmt part*culaﬂ of all their own great eighteenith-
“and mneteen‘h—cbrtuy artists. The principal
and obvicus result of the Soviet emphasis on the
,use of ‘art is that it is réally taken senously The
training of 4rt students and architects 1s far

CUrs. A student of 17 spends 30 working hours
~ona -portrait dr awing.  As a result of ‘such
d,scmxme he is twice as competent as 1 am—who
tezch in an art school.

“ Bui what about the ariists who don’t conform,
who dow’t want to follow the parry line?”

behind this
far too dramatic

question. Tt is usually asked, with
a pictare in mind. Rathér as if

sea, and mme&ate,y assuined that it was perched
ona crag, instead of being onie building in 2 town
nestling in the dip of a hill.

erms of Iocal tradin
— than is generally mzagmed
painters who were doing very well
because the main

/idual pe

1 met two Fauve
‘ Secondly,
Russian tradition of pamtmg
and literature (Pushkin, Tolstoi, Surikov, etc.)
has always emphasised social conscience. Thirdly,
because the revélution occurred thuty-cxx years

ago:
in relation to the 'whole established Sovxet way of
life. /It is rio good thinking of the artist.in Russia
as a tragic wictim; if one is set on pitying him,
one must say that ke is a tragic product, that he
has been conditioned 1o know no better. But he
won’t thank yvou for that. What you call inde-
pendence he will call irresponsibility.

Thefirst < S ist " Realist ‘paintings . were
ymduced immediately after the Revolution by a
group of painters working in Leningrad.  The
most outstanding of ﬁese was ‘Brodsk:. Their
subjects were por traits or scenes from the Revelu-
tionary struggle. Lenin ar’wmg from Finland at
X etfrskug 1‘2111’»7”‘“ station and -addressing  the
~workers from IQ famous armoured car, for in-
stance. Their style was auste re: somewhat i in the
radition of Cour
far more to tl"e:r cw
who were pamnting Squai :he

- 18605, l‘ua"v' of  Brodski’s
and contain .hu:zc'ir ds of *‘%g

i

mineteenth-century Tealists

£g as early as the
canvases are large
res. Inre eproduction

Its qualities are not absohite

engineers of the

longer,; more C"mprehenswe and rigorous than

A pood deal of wishful thinking really hes :
“One heard of a house built 400 feet above the

First, because there
is far more variety in what is produced both in

“‘matter

Contermiporary -Soviet art can only be seen”

ough in fact they owed:

The New Statesman and Nation, February 6; 1854

they look a il
But in faci they
sense of struc

over-exposed  pholographs
e Zest, dzgmt", clarity. and ¢
zhat are. truly remarkable:
the rough eguivalent in painting to Eiss
films—the same intensity of focus.

Apout+ten or fifteen years later the character
ef‘ Soviet painting began to change.’ Tt became {ar

less augtere, rnore colourful and far more aca-
dernic—roughly what most people-in t‘w West
now think Qf ae-typical: * Victorian *: Soviet 211
There were 1 d@cames, genre sab}ects histosic
scenes, portraits .of workers, pictures of facte S5
Stalin, che Ve 13Ims; new towns; Stakhanov 3t S
—but "the ‘78& . ajority - were photocraph:c and
trite. Yer, for allits banality, this art was & serious
“attempt 1o ac;,wa 4 problen: . The Revolution
was -over: - Socialism - was-being -built. - For the
first-time ever large-scale popular faste became
a positive factor 1o -be considered by . painters.
Somehow cart -should  celebrate ~the pzople’s
\aLhievemeJ&. The mistake they made was to
desume - that people  bnly wanted  and needed
veassurance, that they. must  be consiunily
patted on the back They forgot the true optimism
of Gorki’s sernark thar “life will always be
bad ensugh f@*f the desire for something better
101 16 be extincuished in man,’ and substituied
instead 3 trivial optimism. This led to a naturai-
isfie art lacking cither tension or conflict. Since
everything was—or was going to be -all right
with the world there was no need for the arust
1o seleci experience.  They were rightly proud
of what they had achieved, but they wm“xg}y
considered thar therefore all that was necessary
was 1o hold up a mirror to their achievements,
Or t& put it another way, art drew so close to
life that 1t had neither space ror time to-xgsolve
itself. Jr could stimulate ‘but could not satisfy.
Satisfaction orly came from life itself.

Then, a few years ago, there énsued a grest
debate about these questions. - Artists and critics
‘began to realise that it was not enough simply to
record any scene and to hope that it reflecied
the progtess uf jife at large; but rather that the
artist must choose the rypicaly releaseand demon
strate the hidden potentialities of what he pa snted,
‘This implied that there was struggle and conflict
—otherwise such potentialities would be obvicus:
In - psychological terms it meant ‘seeing acticn’
in relation 1o motive; in purely wvisual terms it
meant” seeing” superficial appearance m rexutscn‘
1o underlying siructure.

Now the results of this reassessment are becom-
ing evident. “The dreary academic painters stifl
rémain. The national Russian emphasis on anec-
_dote isstill strong. One expects 10 seg an encycw-
padia as well as a palette in a painter’s studio.
(Incidentally, it is for this rcason that there are’
few miural paintines. They realise that to make

!mn

_ & synthesis between the broadly decorat;ve and

the precisely diterary is sdll at the moment
_beyond their powers) But ar the same nme the
character of the work of students and young
painters is new, strikingly different.  In subject
it iz less directly didactic; in formal
“investigation far more searchmg It is no Jonger
Ysufficient 1o caprure a frozen” snap-shot image
of an arm; its sprucaire has got to be established.
Then itz capabdnv of alternative movement can
be fully realised and so (in human terms) the
decision behind the movement faken into accounit.
If one psints o smile one must also imply that™
the hiiman face is capable of weeping.

1 weuld surn up in this way.  The 'm a}orlty :
of  Russian paintng is..bad-—the new . develop-
ments are. still embryonic. The majority of

“Western Asrt is equally bad,; but for the opposite

reasons. In ope case it is a question of art being
tco snpcrﬁcmﬁy literal; in the other of it Cemb
too profoundly - remote. Theéy have ‘made ,art
cheap. - We have raade it a luxury. - Were

a critic in Moscow I would attack the old cenu-
mental acaderic there, just as I attack the new
heartless academic of formahsa:xon and abstrac
“tien here, (h'h ving read some of their criticism,
1 also think thar I should: be published.) But
S ignd this #s the crux of the matter—J bxﬁewe
that ‘they are cresting the foundations of 5 true
tradidion, Wi the " 1:OSt part, are

Yheseas we, for

Th
e New: Siuteswman and Nation, February 5, 1954
destroying the tradition: ;

iyl We inherited. e
o DH; }?alt ::1;? caly be builr on the general ?W UEL
! 4t art should be an msplrat e
oty on 1o lifel _npt

- Jour Berosn
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