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Introduction

Tsarist-Era Heroes in Stalinist Mass Culture
and Propaganda

e Davip BRANDENBERGER AND KEvVIN M. F. PLATT

In late 1931, the popular German biographer Emil Ludwig conducted an
interview with Joseph Stalin that drew attention to a rather unorthodox
dimension of the party’s Marxist-Leninist ideology. Aware of the general
secretary’s respect for a broad array of “historic individuals” from V. I. Lenin
to Peter the Great, Ludwig asked how such beliefs could be reconciled with
the tenets of historical materialism. Their subsequent conversation prefig-
ured a gradual evolution of Bolshevik views on the past that would return
the “great men of history” to center stage by the end of the 1930s:

LUDWIG: Marxism denies the leading role of personality in history. Don’t
you see a contradiction between a materialist understanding of history
and the fact that you nevertheless recognize a leading role for historic
personalities? '

sTALIN: No, there is no contradiction. . . . Every generation is met with cer-
tain conditions that already exist in their present form as that generation
comes into the world. Great people are worth something only insofar as
they are able to understand correctly these conditions and what is nec-
essary to alter them. ...

LubwiG: Some thirty years ago when I was studying at university, a large
number of German professors who considered themselves to be adher-
ents of the materialist understanding of history assured us that Marxism
denies the role of heroes and the role of heroic personalities in history.

sTALIN: They were vulgarizers of Marxism. Marxism has never denied the role
of heroes. To the contrary, it gives them a significant role, albeit in line with
the conditions that I have just described.
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In perhaps their most famous exchange, Ludwig asked Stalin if he recog-
nized a parallel between himself and Peter the Great. Did he consider him-
self a latter-day Peter or a continuer of his work? “Not by any means,”
Stalin replied, dismissing all historical parallels as “risky” and a waste of
time. Of course, it was true that Peter had “done a great deal” within the
context of the eighteenth century and deserved recognition for his accom-
plishments. Yet Stalin scoffed at the idea that the tsar might serve as a role
model for the twentieth century. Instead, he declared, “I am a pupil of
Lenin,” adding for good measure that “Peter the Great . . . is a drop in the
ocean, whereas Lenin is the ocean itself.”!

Stalin’s refusal to consider himself a continuer of Peter’s work is neither
surprising nor remarkable. After all, it is entirely possible to have respect
for the past without anachronistically identifying with distant ancestors or
outmoded precedents. But Stalin’s characteristic self-assurance notwith-
standing, in the years leading up to the Ludwig interview, Soviet ideologists,
historians, and other public figures wrestled over the role of the individual
in historical events. On one hand, Marxism’s focus on materialism, anony-
mous social forces, and class struggle had given rise to an understanding
of history as a mass phenomenon, a vision captured in S. M. Eisenstein’s
“heroless” films Strike and October and M. N. Pokrovskii’s “sociological”
school of historiography. On the other hand, the mythologization of the
October 1917 Revolution had led to a rash of accounts foregrounding heroic
individuals, ranging from D. M. Furmanov’s celebrated novel Chapaev
(1923) to the myriad of works associated with Lenin’s developing cult of
personality. “Revolutionaries” from the tsarist past, from the Decembrists
to Stepan Razin, Emil’ian Pugachev, and the Imam Shamil’, were similarly
mythologized. Ludwig’s line of questioning in 1931 focused precisely on this
conceptual disagreement over the proper role of the hero in history.

Yet Stalin’s pat answers to Ludwig’s questions suggest that a resolution
to this tension was already beginning to take shape in Soviet public life
by the early 1930s. Within a few years’ time, heroes and heroism would come
to stand at the center of a series of Soviet propaganda drives that were
designed to promote a newly populist vision of the USSR’s “usable past.”
Between 1929 and 1935, a heroic pantheon was constructed from the ranks
of the society’s most famous Old Bolsheviks, Red Army commanders,
industrial shock workers, and champion agricultural laborers. Even Arctic
explorers found representation on the Soviet Olympus.* These celebrities,
in turn, were joined during the second half of the decade by an array of
mainstream historic figures from the pre-revolutionary period—famous
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individuals like Aleksandr Nevskii, Minin and Pozharskii, Ivan Susanin,
Suvorov, Kutuzov, Lomonosov, Pushkin, and so on.

If Stalin had been vague in 1931 when Ludwig asked him about Peter the
Great’s historical significance, it is revealing to note that just six years later,
on the eve of the twentieth anniversary of the revolution, a major motion
picture about Russia’s first emperor dominated Soviet movie house screens.
Peter and other themes drawn from the Russian national past also loomed
large in a new generation of public school history textbooks released dur-
ing the fall of that year.> As the contents of this volume indicate, such
themes became ubiquitous in Soviet mass culture during the late 1930s,
throughout popular literature, the press, film, opera, and theater.

This growing prominence of names and reputations from the Russian
national past at times threatened to eclipse the celebration of more recent
Soviet heroes, sparking protest from veteran leftists. The literary critic V.
L. Blium expressed particular disdain for productions like Eisenstein’s film
Aleksandr Nevskii, A. E. KorneichuK’s play Bogdan Khmel'nitskii, and the
revival of M. 1. Glinka’s opera Ivan Susanin, even complaining in a letter
to Stalin that “Soviet patriotism nowadays is sometimes coming to re-
semble racist nationalism.” Although hyperbolic, Blium’s analysis was also
quite perceptive. Propaganda based on Russian princes, tsars, and generals
seemed iconoclastic and perhaps even counter-revolutionary in a society
fashioned according to a revolutionary and proletarian internationalist
aesthetic. Blium’s protests effectively ended his career (see chapter 21), yet
the question that the critic posed remains valid to the present day: how
did heroes from the Russian national past come to figure so prominently
in Stalinist public culture?

The authors of this volume propose to resolve this question by examin-
ing the circumstances under which heroes drawn from the annals of medi-
eval Rus), Muscovy, and imperial Russia were mobilized to serve the Soviet
state during the 1930s and 1940s. Many have dismissed the rehabilitation
of figures such as Peter the Great, Aleksandr Nevskii, and Ivan the Terrible
during this time as either a component of Stalin’s burgeoning personality
cult or one of the more marginal, prosaic aspects of the party’s ideological
“Great Retreat.”® Others ignore the phenomenon entirely, apparently con-
sidering it to have been an aberration within an otherwise orthodox social-
ist political culture.” We, however, believe that the Soviet rehabilitation of
the tsarist past deserves a more serious investigation. As the present col-
lection demonstrates, the Stalinist revival of great names from Russian
history was a defining feature of Soviet public life during the 1930s. Not
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only do these rehabilitations reflect a growing sense of populism, russocen-
trism, and etatism over the course of the decade, but they also anticipate
the direction taken by the most effective genres of wartime propaganda
between 1941 and 1945.8 Consideration of the era’s “epic revisionism” reveals
a significant and hitherto understudied aspect of Soviet ideology during
the Stalin era.

Responding to a growing body of recent literature concerning the idio-
syncratic nature of the USSR’s interwar “search for a usable past,” the case
studies assembled here approach the rehabilitation of the Russian past from
a variety of angles. Several contributions examine figures whose rehabilita-
tions exemplify the Soviet enthusiasm for elaborate “jubilee” celebrations.
Thus William Nickell investigates one of the first Soviet experiments with
this genre of public life, the Tolstoi centenary of 1928, providing insight
into the formation of a pattern of official culture that would become dom-
inant during the following decade. In her contribution, Stephanie Sandler
examines the traumatic subconscious of Soviet public discourse surround-
ing what was perhaps the most prominent cultural event of the 1930s, the
Pushkin commemoration of 1937. David Powelstock complements both of
these chapters with analysis of the debates surrounding the Soviet canon-
ization of the notoriously “difficult” poet Mikhail Lermontov in connec-
tion with his 1939 and 1941 jubilee years.

Other chapters of the volume examine the rehabilitation campaigns
themselves. David Brandenberger and Kevin M. E Platt offer a compre-
hensive account of the Soviet reinvention of Ivan the Terrible, which details
the tension between official intent and historical contingency that ulti-
mately led the entire endeavor into stalemate. In a separate contribution,
Platt investigates the political and textual strategies employed by Aleksei
Tolstoi in his contributions to the rehabilitation of Peter the Great, reveal-
ing that the novelist possessed a remarkable degree of political savvy dur-
ing the turmoil of the interwar period. Brandenberger surveys public and
private reactions to a similarly pioneering work, S. M. Eisenstein’s epic film
Aleksandr Nevskii, offering insight into the broader popular reception of
Soviet historical propaganda as a whole.

Still other chapters provide counterpoint to the revival of Russian his-
torical and cultural figures by examining the backlash, scandal, and “reverse
rehabilitation” that accompanied the official campaigns. A. M. Dubrovsky
chronicles the downfall of Dem’ian Bednyi, a radical poet who struggled
unsuccessfully to adjust to the new Soviet attitude toward Russian history.
Maureen Perrie details a similar case involving Mikhail Bulgakov, observing



Tsarist-Era Heroes in Stalinist Mass Culture and Propaganda 7

how the playwright’s comedic treatment of Ivan the Terrible during the
mid-1930s failed to anticipate Soviet officialdom’s evolving views concern-
ing this controversial figure. Andrew Wachtel provides a fascinating account
of the devastating effect that an earlier revival of Nikolai Leskov’s “Lady
Macbeth of Mtsensk District” had on Dmitrii Shostakovich’s operatic ver-
sion of the story—one that nearly cost the composer his career. Finally,
Susan Beam Eggers investigates the reverse rehabilitation (i.e., vilification)
of the Polish invaders of the seventeenth century “Time of Troubles” in her
treatment of the Soviet revival of M. L. Glinka’s opera A Life for the Tsar.
According to Eggers, this opera’s indictment of the Poles took on epic pro-
portions in the late 1930s in order to provide Soviet society with a conven-
ient allegory for the rising threat of German fascism. Adding to the depth
of the collection, each of these case studies is complemented by the trans-
lation of a primary source—either a contemporary newspaper article, short
story or unpublished archival document—in order to enrich the discussion
at hand. This combination of primary and secondary sources provides
students of the period with an unusually subtle and nuanced understanding
of the context and “texture” of Stalinist historical propaganda.

Unlike many loosely assembled collections of conference proceedings,
Epic Revisionism is a focused, multi-author investigation of the role played
by Russian history and literature in Stalinist public discourse. The diver-
sity of the volume’s contributors—representing three countries, two aca-
demic disciplines and a range of professional advancement—has resulted
in a remarkably varied set of approaches and conclusions regarding the
subject at hand. While some chapters reflect a largely “top-down” concep-
tion of the Stalinist state’s management of public life (Dubrovsky, Eggers),
others focus on the extent to which the revival of figures from the Russian
past was driven by the political strivings and creative energies of individual
artists (Platt) or other, more historically contingent factors (Nickell, Perrie,
Brandenberger and Platt). Another set of productive tensions among the
volume’s chapters may be drawn between those authors who focus on con-
flicts between official discourse and atypical or dissenting voices (Sandler,
Wachtel, Dubrovsky), and those who investigate internal divisions within
the official discourse itself (Nickell, Platt, Brandenberger, Platt and Bran-
denberger, Powelstock). Finally, a variety of disciplinary affiliations pro-
vides the volume with a wide array of methodological approaches, ranging
from a cultural-historical analysis of individual texts (Sandler, Platt) to
broader surveys of journalism (Powelstock) and mass media as a whole
(Nickell). Biographically based analysis also plays a role in the volume
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(Dubrovsky, Perrie), as does work that focuses tightly on individual com-
ponents of the overall campaign (Wachtel, Brandenberger, Eggers).

In aggregate, these studies capitalize on the multi-author format to gen-
erate a coherent, yet internally diverse account of the intent, design and
impact of the Stalinist rehabilitation of the Russian national past. As James
von Geldern observes in his conclusion to the volume, this coordinated
effort also allows us to comment more broadly on the elusive nature of
“public culture” in the USSR during the most repressive years of the Soviet
era. But beyond the collection’s relevance to the study of the Stalinist period,
it would seem to have considerable contemporary application as well.
Russian political life today is turning increasingly to the myths, imagery
and iconography of the tsarist past in a search for authority and legiti-
macy. Many of the watchwords and catch phrases of present-day myth-
making were last deployed as politically significant symbols under Stalin.
Today’s enthusiasts of the pre-revolutionary past no doubt imagine them-
selves to be reaching back to the roots of the Russian political tradition—
to a “true” wellspring of Russian national pride that predates the Soviet
era. Yet in reality, this dialogue with the past—ostensibly conducted “over
the heads” of seven decades of Soviet history—borrows heavily from the
cultural norms of the Stalin period. In many cases, works being reissued
today as part of the current “rediscovery” of the Russian past were last
printed between the 1930s and the 1950s.1° Clearly, the Stalinist celebration
of the Russian national past must be seen as an important link in the
genealogy of current nationalist rhetoric. In this sense, the chapters that
follow make a valuable contribution to our understanding of contempo-
rary political culture in Russia as well.

<>
Before turning to the case studies themselves, a brief overview of general
trends in interwar Soviet mass culture is necessary in order to set the stage
for the detailed accounts that follow. Of central importance to our dis-
cussion is the rise of Socialist Realism during the early 1930s. According
to Katerina Clark’s now widely accepted view, official endorsement of this
mode of literary, artistic, and cultural expression between 1932 and 1934 led
to the abandonment of the previous decade’s avant-garde and revolutionary
cultural movements. In contrast to the experimentalist writing associated
with the many literary groups of the 1920s (the Left Front in Art, or LEF,
Novyi lef, VAPP, Kuznetsy, etc.), Socialist Realism was characterized by a
simple, traditional style of description derived from the realist prose of the
nineteenth century. Thematically, this new mode of expression promoted



Tsarist-Era Heroes in Stalinist Mass Culture and Propaganda 9

everyday tales of valor in which heroic individuals struggled for the greater
societal good. Engineered for mass appeal, many of this new mode’s plot
elements and narrative devices had much in common with epic and folk-
loric traditions.!

Elaborating on Clark’s analysis, Evgenii Dobrenko has argued more
recently that Socialist Realism emerged as a populist corrective to the often
arcane and inaccessible literature of the 1920s. Aware that the cultural inno-
vations of the first fifteen years of Soviet rule had failed to win the hearts
and minds of the poorly educated mass audience, writers and Soviet
authorities alike moved to embrace more conventional forms of literary
expression toward the end of the first Five-Year Plan.!? Within only a few
years, the new canon of Socialist Realism had eclipsed the challenging, often
intentionally obscure writing of the 1920s with an elaborate pageantry of
memorable protagonists and dramatic (if also formulaic) story lines, cel-
ebrating heroes from the civil war and the on-going socialist construction.

This explanatory model can be generalized in many ways to describe
Soviet mass culture as a whole during the early to mid-1930s. Comple-
menting trends in official literature, attempts were made in the early 1930s
to enhance the mobilizational potential of Soviet propaganda on the mass
level by means of a populist emphasis on contemporary heroism. This
approach had been championed already during the late 1920s by A. M.
Gor’kii and others who contended that contemporary heroes could be used
to inspire and rally “by example.” At the same time that mass journalism
was shifting its focus to accessible, popular themes, prominent multivol-
ume series like Gor’kii’s History of Plants and Factories and The History of
the Civil War in the USSR were launched as a way of developing a new pan-
theon of Soviet heroes, socialist myths, and modern-day fables. Focusing
on shock workers in industry and agriculture, this “search for a usable past”
also lavished attention on prominent Old Bolshevik revolutionaries, indus-
trial planners, party leaders, Komsomol officials, Comintern activists, Red
Army heroes, non-Russians from the republican party organizations, and
even famous members of the secret police. These populist, heroic tales were
to provide a common narrative—a story of identity—that the entire soci-
ety could relate to. Reflecting a new emphasis on patriotism and russo-
centrism in the press after the mid-1930s, these heroes were to be a rallying
call with greater mass appeal than the preceding decade’s narrow and imper-
sonal materialist focus on social forces and class struggle.’ ,

Interest in individual heroes, patriotism, and the “usable past”—re-
ferred to at the time as “pragmatic history”—led some propagandists in
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the direction of folkloric themes and imagery.!* Others concluded that
additional members of the newly forming Soviet pantheon of heroes might
be drawn from the annals of the pre-revolutionary history of the USSR.
Although rehabilitating representatives of the old regime was a politically
difficult undertaking, during the second half of the 1930s classic cultural
icons like A. S. Pushkin were revived in tandem with a few selectively cho-
sen state-builders like Peter the Great. Such figures were expected to bolster
the regime’s legitimacy, with Pushkin lending credibility to Soviet literature
while Peter’s radical reforms would serve as a precedent for Stalin’s break-
neck industrialization. Among those historical reputations rehabilitated
during the second half of the 1930s were famous names such as Nevskii,
Donskoi, Minin, Pozharskii, Susanin, Lomonosov, Suvorov, Kutuzov, and
Lermontov. Concurrently, one observes a noticeable decline in official
enthusiasm for peasant rebels like Razin, Pugachev, and Shamil’!* A reflec-
tion of the emergent etatist and russocentric tendencies of the day, these
moves were purely instrumental, the party hierarchy apparently believing
that the Soviet Olympus could be hybridized to allow its Peters and Push-
kins to stand shoulder to shoulder alongside contemporary shock workers
(e.g., A. Stakhanov), Old Bolsheviks (A. S. Enukidze), prdminent indus-
trialists (Iu. L. Piatakov), Komsomol activists (A. V. Kosarev), Red Army
commanders (A. I. Egorov), republican party leaders (E Khodzhaev), and
members of the secret police (N. I. Ezhov). By 1936, these heroes stood at
the center of countless productions designed for the stage, screen, and pub-
lic library reading room. Stalinist propagandists’ peculiar willingness to line
up the heroes of the present with those of the distant past certainly consti-
tutes one of the most surprising developments in the history of Soviet pub-
lic life. Indeed, the contributions to this volume suggest that many of the
most distinctive features of the Soviet rehabilitation of the Russian national
past stem from the difficulty of reconciling the contradictions inherent to
these campaigns. At base, this tension indicates that, while the Soviet
establishment clearly attempted to harness “tried and true” historical myths
for its own purposes, this investment in tsarist historical propaganda
should not be mistaken for a simple repetition of imperial mythmaking.'s

Although the deployment of tsarist heroes was initially quite modest and
selective (focusing largely on both Russian and non-Russian artists and sci-
entists), these pre-revolutionary names and reputations were augmented
by so many Russian military and political figures after 1937 that they came
to dominate the new Soviet pantheon by the end of the decade. This pecu-
liar turn of events was likely the result of both official direction and histor-
ical contingency. Beginning in the fall of 1936, the Great Terror devastated
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the party, state bureaucracy, the military high command, and the national
republics, crippling the new heroic Olympus as the rolling waves of the
purge swept away the leading lights of Soviet society. Agitational efforts
at the grassroots level likely appeared close to collapse as the Enukidzes,
Piatakovs, Kosarevs, Egorovs, and Ezhovs were consumed in the bloodlet-
ting. One may imagine how propagandists on the local level must have
panicked over materials that turned out to be littered with the names of
recently exposed “enemies of the people.” At times, it must have seemed as
if only Socialist Realism’s fictional heroes—Pavel Korchagin, Gleb Chuma-
lov, and others—did not risk arrest.!”

As this cruel winnowing process stripped the Soviet Olympus of its party
activists and Red Army commanders, the prominence of the pantheon’s
constituents from the Russian national past rose dramatically.® Not only
were the Peters and Pushkins arguably more familiar to average Soviet
citizens than the Frunzes, Shchors, and other Bolshevik heroes who were
colorless enough to survive the purges, but they were far easier to propa-
gandize (in part because there was little risk that they might be exposed
one day as fascist spies or Trotskyites).!® In other words, the party’s prag-
matic willingness to hybridize its pantheon of heroes, compounded by
the purges’ destruction of many of the available Soviet heroes, led to an
increasing reliance on pre-revolutionary Russian reputations in Soviet pro-
paganda during the mid- to late 1930s.

To many, this substitution may have seemed quite unremarkable in light
of the growing conservatism of Stalinist culture. As party propaganda
became increasingly russocentric and populist toward the end of the 1930s,
it seemed quite natural for the USSR to lay a claim to the political and
cultural heritage of tsarist Russia. That said, one fundamental problem
could not be denied—these newly discovered “Soviet” heroes were, in the
final analysis, a group of nobles, tsarist generals, emperors, and princes,
whose status as exemplary figures within the Soviet pantheon of heroes
could never be fully reconciled with the reigning revolutionary ethic of
Marxism-Leninism. The following case studies examine the inevitable
tensions that resulted, detailing some of the most curious dimensions of

>«

the Stalinist regime’s “epic revisionism.”

Notes

1. “Beseda s nemetskim pisatelem Emilem Liudvigom,” Bol’shevik 8 (1932): 33.
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trans. J. Sibree (New York: Dover, 1956), 30.
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