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and dogmas 
of the real

Introduction. 

T
he workshop “Ambiguities and 
Dogmas of the Real” was aimed 
at discussing issues of social-
ist realism with respect to the 

question of necessity for and function of 
realism in modern and contemporary 
cultural spheres. For some reason, schol-
arship on socialist realism has predomi-
nantly focused on the totalizing myths of 
the avant-garde or the socialist utopia as 
the basis for the way in which this “real-
ism” became a tool for manipulation and 
political repression. A central concern 
of this scholarship has been to analyze 
the doctrine’s claim to the real—to real-
ism and reality—and the question of its 
distortion, or what Evgeny Dobrenko 
calls the “de-realization of the real.”1 As 
Petre Petrov has shown, there is a line of 
reasoning in this scholarship, emanating 
from Boris Groys, that continues to insist 
that socialist realism can be defined as a 
distortion of reality according to certain 
ideological or mytho-poetic principles. 
This argument, however, operates with a 
pre-critical idea of reality.2 The question 
that we wanted to ask instead was how 
realism as an aesthetic doctrine came 

to serve as a foundation for the specific 
role that the socialist utopia played in the 
engagement with reality in socialist real-
ism. The proposal was not to see socialist 
realism as the necessary development of 
realism, but to understand the power of 
the socialist realist myth by considering 
it in its quality of being a myth of reality, 
that is, as writing that was able to deliver 
“revolutionary reality” to the reader in a 
narrative form.

THIS SPECIAL THEME focuses on the rela-
tion between realism and social or so-
cialist realism from different angles and 
with examples from different countries. 
It consists of contributions from eight 
scholars who took part in the workshop: 
Sven-Olov Wallenstein, Karin Grelz, Alek-
sei Semenenko, Susanna Witt, Marcia Sá 
Cavalcante Schuback, Epp Lankots, and 
Charlotte Bydler and Dan Karlholm. The 
first article, by Sven-Olov Wallenstein, 
analyzes “Adorno’s realism” against the 
background of the quarrel over Expres-
sionism in the 1930s, which engaged 
several writers, most notably Ernst Bloch 
and George Lukács, in the Moscow exile 

literary review Das Wort. With Adorno, 
Wallenstein invites us to grasp realism in 
its historical attempt to understand “what 
it once meant, and how it attempted to 
mediate between subjectivity and the 
world at a historical conjuncture that 
is no longer ours”. Fundamental to the 
aesthetic ideology of modern realism as 
it was formed in the early 19th century is 
the idea that literature can narrate real-
ity. Reality is understood in its quality as 
social and historical reality, and literature 
is predominantly understood as narra-
tive representation. Modern realism was 
driven by the aspiration to find a narrative 
representation of social and historical 
reality, and at the outset, at least, it nur-
tured an ideal of objectivity in the writer’s 
representation of reality.3 In other words, 
there is a question to what extent there is 
an idealism of the real in realism, as Char-
lotte Bydler and Dan Karlholm ask with 
Walter Benjamin in their article on the 
functions of realism in Swedish art, which 
is placed last in this special topic section. 
The flaws in the aesthetic ideology of 
modern realism became the subject of a 
debate among writers at an early stage in 
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the development of modern realism,4 and 
I will bring up just one central problem of 
realism on which Barthes focuses in Writ-
ing Degree Zero,5 namely the inherent and 
often suppressed opposition between the 
literariness or formal features of litera-
ture and how this literature is measured 
against its extra literary role in history.6 
The extra literary role is both the very 
aspiration to depict social and historical 
reality and the education of the modern 
reader.

IN HER COMMENTARY on the special theme, 
Marcia Sá Cavalcante Schuback asks how 
realism invites us to think about the prob-
lem of mimetic representation in relation 
to the socialist realist doctrine of  “the 
reality of the real”. She shows how the 
socialist realist text is already interpreted 
and therefore a read and ready text, 
which also tells us about the way that real-
ism creates the reality of the real. The ques-
tion how literature can avoid falling into 
the traps of realism by having recourse to 
cinematic effects, and how real-life real-
ity appears as bad cinema, is the theme 
of the second article in the cluster, writ-

ten by Karin Grelz. She presents us with 
a reading of Nabokov’s understanding 
of the relation between cinema and the 
doctrines of realism and socialist realism. 
As Grelz shows, Nabokov displaces the 
notion of realism in relation to the cinema 
so that we come to understand not only 
socialist realist works, but also the reality 
of the exile community, as bad, insipid, 
and sentimental movies. He opposes a 
simple common-sense understanding to 
an experience of reality in all its unreality, 
to be best captured by cinematic special 
effects transferred into literature.

In asking what realism meant in the 
doctrine of socialist realism, we can see 
that in an extreme and unprecedented 
manner, Soviet literature came to fuse 
literature and reality on the model of real-
ist literature, measuring literature against 
its extra literary role in history, that is, 
against its role in the formation of Soviet 
“revolutionary” society and Soviet “revo-
lutionary consciousness”. As Barthes7 as-
serts, the writer first became important in 
conjunction with modern realism’s claim 
to positivism and universalism. It was in 
realism that the author-person acquired 

such a high status, but it was also in real-
ism that this status was undercut by “the 
castrating objectivity of the realist novel.” 
In other words, the high esteem accorded 
the writer in modern realism is related to 
his or her ability to describe the world ob-
jectively. The “castrating” objectivity or 
universalism of the great nineteenth-cen-
tury realist is guaranteed by the writer’s 
very ability to write or narrate. Indeed, in 
realism, writers’ artistic skills are closely 
related to their knowledge or aware-
ness of the world as social and historical 
reality. It was in fact as representatives 
of knowledge and through engagement 
that Soviet writers were subordinated to 
the politics of repression and at the same 
time it was in that capacity that they were 
authorized to be masters of the historical 
narrative.

THE REALIST NOVEL was supposed not only 
to reflect social and historical reality, but 
also to enter it as a tool for aesthetic and 
democratic education. The formation of 
the educated subject is one of the roles 
that the realist novel plays in modern 
democratic society, because if the writer 
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is the representative of knowledge, the 
reader, by and large, is its recipient. This 
formative role of the novel was arguably 
what made realism so attractive for offi-
cial doctrine in the massive Soviet project 
of modernization. At an early stage, Lenin 
made education the main task of the new 
proletarian culture, which he initially 
argued must learn from the literature of 
nineteenth-century realism.8 Andrei Zh-
danov9 insisted that the task of Soviet lit-
erature was the “edu-
cation of the working 
people in the spirit of 
socialism.” However, 
it was not only the 
people, that is, the 
readers, who were to 
be educated, but also 
the writer himself. 
The Soviet writer 
was arguably not an erudite bourgeois by 
birth, but a proletarian or a man of the 
people who followed Gorky’s educative 
“road to awareness” by appropriating the 
knowledge and status of the bourgeois. 
As the realist tradition was appropriated 
in the name of revolutionary, proletarian, 
or Soviet literature, the writer and reader 
were paradoxically not only supposed 
to be representatives of “spontaneous 
revolutionary” awareness, but were also 
to be taught how to understand the Revo-
lution, how to engage in it and live it— in 
other words, they were supposed to learn 
how to experience and form or construct 
the narrative of the revolutionary world. 
Thus as a school, socialist realism contin-
ues the already existing realist school of 
Bildung and of éducation sentimentale, but 
in transposing Bildung to Soviet education 
in socialist reality, socialist realism be-
comes an éducation sentimentale politique 
— that is, an education in political senti-
ments associated with the Revolution and 
Soviet society.

WITH NABOKOV, we can also make certain 
distinctions between art and reality, be-
cause both Groys and Dobrenko maintain 
that socialist realism was detrimental to 
reality as such or to reality in art — that 
is, socialist realism was detrimental both 
to the perception of the world and to the 
depiction of “reality” in art — and that the 

reason for this is that the avant-garde held 
that it was bringing about the event of art 
as reality. However, there are good argu-
ments that what socialist realism undid 
in its forms of instruction was instead the 
reality of art, or, really, the reality of the 
aesthetic experience of writing as well as 
of reading.10 We cannot go to the socialist 
realist work of art and simply ask if it is a 
form or expression of an aesthetic experi-
ence of the world, because we will always 

first meet it in its “lit-
erary” or narrated 
ideological relation 
to history, to society, 
to the Revolution, as 
well as in its concrete 
relationship to the 
entire apparatus of 
institutions, rep-
resentations and 

instructions.11 Realist literature is always 
dependent on its relation to historical and 
social reality.12 The quest for realist art is 
based on the fact that we read literature 
as social and historical reality. Irina Pa-
perno13 shows how this fusion of literature 
and reality leads to a merging of writer 
and hero. The coalescence of literature 
and reality in critical realism is arguably 
the origin of its fusion in the socialist real-
ist novel. Literature and its intermingling 
with reality, however, became a theme of 
the modern novel as early as Cervantes’s 
proto-modern Don Quixote, but it also oc-
curs in Goethe’s Werther and Flaubert’s 
meticulous descriptions in Madame Bova-
ry, to name a few. Nabokov, of course, 
made it one of his main devices. In real-
ism the writer is the educated reader of 
literature, the hero is his or her often 
educated or at least highly reflected alter 
ego, and in reading the novel, the reader 
also becomes reflected, taking the place 
of the writer in the name of that alter ego. 
Thus the reality of realism becomes a 
gray zone between reality and imagina-
tion where the two seem to be potentially 
interchangeable, not only on the level of 
imagination, but also as realities, or rath-
er as myths or narrations of reality.

The fusion between art and reality in 
socialist realism becomes very evident in 
the third article, “The mystery of The Blue 
Cup”, in which Aleksei Semenenko analy-
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ses the story The Blue Cup by Arkadii Gai-
dar. The Blue Cup was a classic of Soviet 
children’s literature that served to “mold 
young Soviet citizens”, and it deals with 
the typical fusion between life and reality 
according to the idea of “revolutionary 
romanticism” that was established as 
a feature of socialist realism at the 1934 
Soviet Writers’ Congress. Because of its 
insistence on literature as the narrative 
of reality, realist literature also became 
the exemplary guide in modern society’s 
quest for a teacher of cultural taste and 
knowledge. From the very beginning, the 
representation of reality in realism was 
coupled with another task: the education 
of the modern subject. Realism, in other 
words, was not only to represent but also 
to shape social reality. Integral to the no-
tion of realism was the idea of aesthetic 
formation, that is, Bildung, or éducation 
sentimentale, the term Flaubert coined 
in his novel. As Roman Jakobson notes in 
“On Realism”,14 realist writing is depen-
dent on its reader. It is a kind of visual 
education, a training of the reading sub-
ject in how to see, perceive, or experience 
the common reality of the social world in 
its actuality. The goal of the novel was to 
tell about the “new.” Its theme par excel-
lence was instruction in modern historical 
and social “reality,” 
and — it should be 
added — the writer 
and the reader 
were to learn in a 
mutual process of 
reading and writ-
ing. This seems 
to confirm Hannah Arendt’s idea that 
“the novel is the only entirely social art 
form”.15 The two tasks of representation 
and instruction in combination were sup-
posed to guarantee the role of literature 
in society and the public sphere, and it 
was this assumption that allowed litera-
ture to become such an integral part of 
journals, periodicals, and education both 
in the media and in schools.

As we write the lesson of the Soviet 
Union’s history and of the flaws of Soviet 
culture in terms of cultural memory, the 
view is currently more widely accepted 
that the Soviet project should be consid-
ered not only as a totalitarian regime, but 

also as a gigantic modernization project. 
In order to understand the nature of the 
modernization of the countries in the 
Soviet sphere, it is crucial to understand 
not simply how the Socialist myth was 
formed, but also the role that was as-
cribed to literature as an éducation senti-
mentale politique under the aegis of realist 
literature. The task realism took upon 
itself involved the aesthetic education of 
humankind in history and the historical 
moment. If modern realism was based on 
the idea of the lonely author as an earnest 
pioneer of a form of writing and a vision 
of reality, however, socialist realism 
made the work of the writer an object of 
public concern, because insight into the 
historical moment was to come not from 
the aesthetic experience but from the ac-
quisition of knowledge and awareness as 
dictated by party-mindedness. The Soviet 
writer is the reader of the realist novel 
who enrolls in a school in order to learn 
how to appropriate his own revolutionary 
experience.

THE MAIN FOCUS of this introduction has 
been on literature, reflecting the author’s 
sphere of knowledge. However, the work-
shop was multidisciplinary and a collabo-
ration between researchers in literature, 

art, philosophy and 
cultural studies. 
Leaving the time 
of the formation of 
socialist realism, 
that is, the 1930s, it 
is also important to 
emphasize the fact 

that, during Soviet times, socialist realism 
came to be applied to other areas of cul-
tural practice besides literature. In her ar-
ticle, “Socialist realism in translation: The 
theory of a practice”, Susanna Witt poses 
the question how the doctrine formed not 
only a school for writing, but also for the 
Soviet school of translation. She shows 
how the notion of a “realist translation” 
came to acquire a particular meaning in 
post-war translation practice as “literal 
translation” excluding foreignness, and 
how it came to be defining for the art of 
Soviet translation. With the development 
of socialist realism in the 1960s and 1970s, 
the doctrine persisted in a stale form and 

as a model of instruction, yet diminished 
in its importance as the singular doctrine 
for culture in the Soviet sphere.

IN THE FIELD OF ART, Epp Lankots returns 
us to the question posed by Wallenstein 
of what realism means at a particular 
historical moment. In her article, she 
explores the relation between history and 
reality by examining what realism meant 
to the Estonian artist and art historian 
Leonhard Lapin in the 1970s and 1980s 
from a historiographic viewpoint, and 
by studying his works. She shows that 
we must understand how this particular 
historical moment cannot be understood 
simply in the “narrow context of fluctu-
ating ideological prescriptions”, but in 
relation to “the wider field of late-socialist 
cultural changes” and the development 
of new technologies. Last but not least, 
the contribution by Charlotte Bydler 
and Dan Karlholm allows us to move on 
from socialist realism to the question of 
the nature and importance of socially 
engaged realist art in Sweden in the 1970s, 
returning to several crucial questions 
posed in some of the first articles. Bydler 
and Karlholm distinguish socialist real-
ism from the realism that formed the 
development towards “new realism” — a 
notion coined in the early 1970s — a real-
ism which also was based on new media. 
They show how this “new realism” , as a 
realism after modernism, and hence truly 
as a realism, at the same time offers a way 
of reading, thinking, and seeing realism 
in its functions beyond those ascribed to 
it according to the divisions between criti-
cal and affirmative realism or between 
modern and socialist realism. Instead of 
seeing politics or the socialist myth as 
the reason for the distortion of reality, 
they ask with Walter Benjamin whether 
the new realism cannot instead avoid the 
idealist universalism of modern realism 
by being a “dialectical flashpoint” in his-
tory. Thus they also show how the ideal-
ism of realism still remains an issue to be 
discussed. ≈

“The quest for realist art 
is based on the fact that 
we read literature as so-
cial and historical reality.”

introduction
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dorno’s understanding of realism in the present is 
often taken to have been simply negative: once a 
progressive artistic form, it had degenerated under 
the pressure of the culture industry in the West, and 

of the party apparatus in the East, into a set form that merely 
duplicated the world and played a key role in upholding an affir-
mative culture. This view largely informs his postwar critique of 
Lukács, which draws on the earlier quarrel over expressionism 
in the 1930s. In the posthumously published Aesthetic Theory, 
too, the negative view is predominant; there are, however, trac-
es of another conception of realism that Adorno deems to be not 
only adequate but also indispensable for 
art at present, one that would be attuned 
to the reality of the administered world, 
not simply as a mirror reflection, but as a 
way to gain a critical purchase on the con-
temporary world.

The first quarrel over 
expressionism
The wider context in which Adorno’s un-
derstanding of realism must be seen takes 
us back to the 1930s and the attack on 
modernism launched by Lukács in his es-
say “Größe und Verfall des Expressionis-
mus” (1934), which occasioned an exten-
sive debate in the Moscow exile literary 
review Das Wort, with contributions by, 
among others, Herwarth Walden, Béla 
Bálasz, Hanns Eisler, and most notably 
Lukács’s former philosophical ally Ernst 
Bloch, as well as further interventions 
by Bertolt Brecht and, indirectly, Walter 
Benjamin.1 While Adorno himself never 
took part in this first discussion, it forms 
the matrix for his postwar quarrels with 
Lukács, which extend all the way to his 
final position in Aesthetic Theory. These fi-
nal reflections can be taken as an ultimate 
attempt to sort out the terms and precon-

ditions of the earlier debate, on the levels of artistic practices 
and of the underlying philosophical assumption, whose result, 
however, as we will see, is far from unambiguous.

THE TERM “EXPRESSIONISM” might seem to indicate that the ter-
rain of the initial debate was a rather limited one, but what was 
at stake was nothing less than the meaning of modern art in the 
widest sense of the term, for which expressionism was only a 
shorthand. The immediate political thrust of the debate was 
Lukács’s initial allegation that modernism, unwittingly or not, 
paved the way for fascism in presenting us with an incoher-

ent and fragmented world as well as 
an equally incoherent and fragmented 
subject, the effect of which was not only 
political impotence, but also a call for 
the return of an authoritarian and fascist 
politics that promised the resurrection 
of a stable order. Initially, therefore, the 
charge was largely phrased in terms of 
political issues, and less based on general 
philosophical and theoretical claims, 
although the latter were made explicit as 
the debate progressed.

In Bloch’s answer, “Diskussionen über 
Expressionismus” (1938),2 he mounts 
a defense that has since been repeated 
in many versions, and in some respects 
still resonates in Adorno’s final claims in 
Aesthetic Theory. Apart from chastising 
Lukács for his rudimentary awareness 
of current artistic production, notably 
painting and music, Bloch advances an 
argument based more on principles: if 
capitalism leads to a fragmentation of 
subject and object alike, this renders an 
equally fragmented art necessary, i.e. an 
art that, if it is to be true, must stay close 
to experience in its immediacy, whereas 
the nineteenth-century forms advocated 
by Lukács have become obsolete, not just 
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because of progress in artistic techniques, but more importantly 
because they cannot express the experience of the contempo-
rary word. Realism for Bloch, we might say, means giving us real-
ity as it appears to us, in all its alienation and laceration.

For Lukács, this is an inadequate conception of art and reality 
that falls short of the necessity of thinking of totality as a dialecti-
cal whole, as he intimates in his response the same year, “Es geht 
um den Realismus.”3 While the surface of society remains unbro-
ken as long as its underlying parts continue to function in separa-
tion from each other, when they are drawn into a unity, i.e. when 
the fundamental contradiction emerges, it begins to crack and 
break up. Fragmentation is thus an integral part of semblance — 
it belongs to the structure of Schein — but as such it is located at 
the immediate and external side of consciousness and of society, 
whereas essence is a contradictory unity that conditions what 
appears as an immediate, given content of consciousness. Any 
art that is to have a cognitive and dialectical function must thus 
seek to establish a connection between depth and surface that 
shows fragmentation to be merely a result and not an ultimate 
fact, and for that, the inherited forms of nineteenth-century 
bourgeois realism are best suited, while the forms of “expres-
sionism” stubbornly remain at the phenomenal surface and 
render any interpretation of depth impossible. For Lukács, 
expressionism is fundamentally anti-dialectical in its refusal to 
acknowledge that all immediacy is mediated, and that all experi-
ences of laceration need to be understood and comprehended 
within a larger framework.

OF THE MANY TANGLED threads that can be found in this debate, 
the philosophically most pertinent one leads us back to Hegel, 
and particularly to the Logic. The question is how we are to un-

derstand totality as contradictory whole and its 
mediation in the singularity of the work, and 
the relation between semblance (Schein) and 
appearance (Erscheinung) as the domain of the 
particular in relation to essence (Wesen), if the 
latter is grasped as something whose move-
ment is necessarily to come apart as this very 
relation, and not to constitute a domain that ex-
ists as a Platonic behind the real. These are the 

problems that will come to the fore again after the war, in a dif-
ferent context that Adorno will attempt to conceive in terms of 
a negative dialectic. Rather than subscribing to Hegel or simply 
rejecting him, Adorno wants to continue the dialectic precisely 
by immanently breaking away from Hegel, which means that the 
mediation between the singular and the universal as demanded 
by Lukács is revealed to be an enforced reconciliation. Instead, 
mediation appears as necessarily broken, as that which is lacking 
in experience, precisely because the reconciliation offered by so-
ciety is a coercive one, and the task will be to think it differently, 
as a placeholder for that which does not yet exist. In a sense, we 
might say that Adorno once more plays Bloch against Lukács, 
but also Lukács against Bloch: his claim is neither to cherish frag-
mentation nor to demand totality, but to suggest the possibility 
of a free and non-coercive being-together of that which remains 
different without becoming a set of fragments. It is here, caught 
up the precarious balance between that which is, the present of 
an administered world that everywhere offers images of recon-
ciliation and imperatives of enjoyment, and that which is not yet, 
a world seen from the vantage point of a redemption that pres-
ents us with utopia in the subjunctive mood,4 that Adorno will 
suggest that a certain idea of realism can be forged.

Adorno versus Lukács:  
reconciliation under duress
The immediate context of the postwar debate is Lukács’s book 
on realism, Wider den missverstandenen Realismus (1958),5 to 
which Adorno two years later dedicates a review essay, “Er-
presste Versöhnung,”6 which develops into a highly polemical 
settling of accounts. The review is in fact so acerbic that Adorno 
often seems to fall short of his own standards of immanent cri-
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tique, i.e. a reading that turns the inner strength of the other 
work against the work itself and pries it open by extending those 
inner lines of force that are suspended within it, instead of sub-
jecting it to external criteria that in fact leave the work as it is. 

The vehemence of Adorno’s critique could arguably give 
the impression that he rejects realism altogether as a dead end. 
Furthermore, much could indeed be said about the political 
context of this discussion, and about Adorno’s apparent blind-
ness to the asymmetry in the protagonists’ social position and 
the respective powers that they wield at this moment in the intel-
lectual community. More 
simply: while Adorno was 
a cherished figure in the 
West, enjoying all kinds 
of institutional authority, 
in Hungary Lukács was 
condemned to silence 
after the 1956 revolt and 
led an almost wholly 
marginalized life, which 
makes the allegation that 
Lukács speaks in voice of 
an authoritarian cultural 
police somewhat one-
sided, to say the least.7 A reason for the violence of the attack is 
no doubt the diatribe launched by Lukács a few years earlier in 
Die Zerstörung der Vernunft (1954), whose subtitle, added later, 
“Der Weg des Irrationalismus von Schelling zu Hitler,” delineates 
a trajectory that also includes the Frankfurt School and Adorno. 
Here, however, I will bypass the personal aggressions that were 
undoubtedly implicated and instead focus on the underlying 
philosophical claims which would be developed in Aesthetic 
Theory.

ADORNO SINGLES OUT those aspects of Lukács’s critique that 
bear on terms like ontologism, subjectivity, and formalism, and 
while we can note that some parts of the latter’s vocabulary have 
changed, as well as his examples — Musil and Beckett now as-
sume their place among the accused in lieu of the expressionists 
of the 1910s — the underlying scheme of the analysis of expres-
sionism from the 1930s remains the same (the other arts have 
here wholly receded into the background, as if to unwittingly 
verify the allegations already made by Bloch in the first debate). 
Just as before the war, however, Thomas Mann remains Lukács’s 
true paradigm of what an author could and should be: he is the 
true heir of the classical realist novel, and while Lukács does not 
refrain from criticism of socialist realism, which he chastises for 
a certain directness, voluntarism, and romanticism, his solution 
is that a “critical realism” is the way ahead through a present 
conceived of as a time of transition. Realism, as it has been be-
queathed to us by the nineteenth century and continued by a se-
lect lineage of authors in the twentieth, remains an unsurpassed 
mode that no subsequent literary form can displace, if we are 
to understand literature as an instrument for attaining critical 
knowledge of the world.

Many of Adorno’s remarks bear on what he sees as Lukács’s 
philistine conformism and the particular strain of Darwinism 
that underlies his repeated talk of modernism as “decadence” 
— that is on the very tone which suffuses the book, and which 
leads Adorno to some of his more scathing remarks, which 
often seem to turn Lukács’s rhetoric back on himself. But more 
fundamentally, what Adorno emphatically opposes is the idea 
of art as reflection, in which the objective content of the work 
would be central. This, Adorno objects, leads Lukács to misread 
the moment of form in art: he overlooks the autonomy of the 

development of formal features, 
which in the end also 
entails a neglect of 
the structural aspects 
of those realist works 
that he praises, whose 
language and composi-
tion are treated as if 
they were somehow 
given, outside of his-
tory, and constituted 
natural schemata for the 
mediation of the social 
totality. In short, to use a 

term from Roland Barthes that was not yet available to Adorno in 
1960, Lukács can be understood as mistaking the “reality effect” 
produced by a historically mediated form for the only true medi-
ation of reality itself.8 Adorno claims that we must rather analyze 
the way in which art sets up another world, dependent on and 
yet poised against this one; its moment of reflection is not that it 
introduces objective content that would depict or mirror the so-
cial in its empirical aspects — obviously art can do this too, but it 
is not essential to its function as art: no given moment of reality 
can ever enter as such into the configuration of a work — but that 
it embodies social contradictions as inner contradictions in its 
own form, an idea he would later develop in Aesthetic Theory.

Now, this formula may seem to place Adorno squarely in the 
formalist camp, since it is indeed form that bears out the contra-
diction. But rather than pitting form against content, or fusing 
them into an organic whole, Adorno’s claim is that form is al-
ways a content that is historically mediated (and thus in turn re-
plete with vestiges of earlier forms), just as no content, even the 
most minute sensuous detail, can enter into an artwork without 
being transfigured through the law of form that commands it. 
Neither separable nor moments in an organic whole, form and 
content are dimensions that exist as tensions on each level of the 
work — which is why both the act of interpreting existing works 
and the production of new ones, each in their respective way, 
can be taken to release conflictual forces that are locked up in 
past works that have become classical and canonized, and thus 
made to appear as self-enclosed totalities: it is Schönberg that 
lets us understand what was repressed in Beethoven, and hear 
the subterranean murmurings beneath the seemingly unbroken 
surfaces.9 

The reconciliation between form and content that Lukács 

Various editions of Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory.
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claims was achieved in the nineteenth-century novel, and which 
he then sets up as model for contemporary literary production, 
was in its original version already an enforced or extorted recon-
ciliation, under duress, and consequently even more so today.10 
For Adorno, this fundamentally betrays the possible reconcilia-
tion — which to be sure does not yet exist and may never come 
about — of the singular and the universal, a theme that would 
become crucial both in Negative Dialectics and Aesthetic Theory. 
It would thus be mistaken to read Adorno as simply rejecting 
the project of realism because of its general orientation towards 
harmony and reconciliation; what he rejects is only its enforced 
version, and in fact, as we will see, his own brand of utopianism 
hinges upon the possibility of a different sense of realism that 
would be attuned to the problem of the real itself as it appears 
in late capitalism.11 Here we must turn to his final work, Aesthetic 
Theory, where we can find scattered proposals for such a real-
ism, which, ultimately, also have a bearing on what realism 
might mean today.

Varieties of realism
Adorno’s later work addresses the problem of realism in several 
places, both as a general theoretical issue and in terms of its his-
torical specificity, but here I will focus mainly 
on Aesthetic Theory, where the threads are 
drawn together in what is arguably Adorno’s 
final position — less so, however, with respect 
to realism, which still remains an elusive con-
cept subjected to many divergent interpreta-
tions. But rather than attempting to even 
out the differences in the name of some un-
derlying coherent conception, it is perhaps 
more productive to begin by tracing these 
divergent lines, since they display the tension between different 
senses of the term that remains to the end.

First, as a historical category implicated in the emergence of 
modern art, realism for Adorno occupies a fairly conventional 
place in the nineteenth century, when it was still a progressive 
force. This is the case of the nineteenth-century novel, which al-
lowed new experiences to enter into art (334/295),12 prefiguring 
reportage and social science (17/8; see also 426/367). Because of 
this, which constitutes “aesthetic elements under the façade,” 
realist works were also in some respects more substantial than 
those that opted for an ideal of purity which, for Adorno, always 
involves a moment of self-deception in attempting to seal off the 
work from its social conditions: “The mistake of aestheticism 
was aesthetic: it confused its own guiding concept with the work 
accomplished” (60/45).

IN THE PRESENT, the tables have turned, and what was once a 
breakthrough towards new avenues in sensibility as well as in 
science has congealed into a feeble-minded doctrine, and es-
pecially so in the case of a social realism which, in its “thought-
less and—in the detestable sense—realistic confirmation and 
reproduction of what is” (145/123), accommodates itself to the 
demands of the culture industry, and in the end is no more than 

a “petty bourgeois fixation” (377/330). Against the claims made 
by Lukács that art needs to address the general as it is reflected 
in types, Adorno stresses that no art is typical, and that radical 
art has always refused to obey such imperatives, which in fact 
signal the surrender of art to the administered world (147/124). 
Socialist realism not only willingly subjects itself to the power 
of administration, but also forecloses any critical purchase that 
art might have on the world, and blocks its utopian potential, all 
of which leads Adorno to his emphatic and often cited rebuttal: 
“rather no art than socialist realism” (85/69).

HOWEVER, THIS DOES not seal the fate of realism in the present 
once and for all, and there are highly significant instances locat-
ed at the line that separates the repressive dimension of socialist 
realism from a possible different version: above all in Brecht. 
While he can in no way be made into a part of the social realism 
that Adorno decries — “Jesuitical machinations were needed 
sufficiently to camouflage what he wrote as socialist realism to 
escape the inquisition” (336/297) — he is often the target of sharp 
criticism, above all in relation to the uncompromisingly didac-
tic aspect of his plays, which puts a definite limit to his claims 
about art as a process of estrangement. The problem of realism 

remains tangential to Adorno’s debate with 
Brecht, however, and in order to unearth a 
positive sense of the term we have to look 
elsewhere.

At first it may seem that, even apart from 
socialist realism, the negative view of real-
ism’s role in the present as a general aes-
thetic project seems to prevail. Cast as “sane 
realism” (350/308), it tends to advocate an 
art that belongs to leisure and aspires to 

provide us with the facile pleasures of recognition, even though 
in the end it is nothing but “unrealistic” (373/327) in the face 
of the state of the world. It is — and Adorno here returns to the 
vocabulary of the earlier essay on Lukács — subject and object so 
“falsely reconciled” by a “trumped-up realism” (385/337). Thus 
Adorno seems to conclude that not only social realism, but even 
realism itself would simply be an impossible option today as far 
as advanced art goes: “By appearing as art, that which insists 
that it is realistic injects meaning into reality, which such art is 
pledged to copy without illusions. In the face of reality this is a 
priori ideological. Today the impossibility of realism is not to be 
concluded on inner-aesthetic grounds but equally on the basis of 
the historical constellation of art and reality.” (477/406)

And yet there is another sense of realism, attuned to the 
depletion of sense in the administered world, and its main pro-
tagonists are, not surprisingly, Beckett and Kafka, and to some 
extent Picasso. As a negative version of such a world, Beckett can 
be called realist (53/40), in fact more realistic than the socialist 
realists (477/406), since the grimaces he provides us with are the 
truth of the subject, whereas socialist realism is simply childish 
(370/325). What is essential here is not the depicted content, 
which is the “most childish and deceptive” aspect, whereas “[r]
eal denunciation is probably only a capacity of form,” as is the 
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case in Kafka: while the structures of monopoly capitalism ap-
pear only distantly in texts, his work “codifies in the dregs of 
the administered world what becomes of people under the total 
social spell more faithfully and powerfully than do any novels of 
corrupt industrial trusts” (341—342/300— 301).13 Finally, as a third 
case, there is Picasso, whose Guernica breaks with a “prescribed 
realism” (353/310) of painterly representation, and in this gains a 
power of expression that turns his work into a social protest.

Together, these three cases are like steps toward a different 
theory of what realism might be: instead of emphasizing the 
empirical things that are depicted (das Stoffliche, which is not 
yet content in a qualified sense), realism should be taken as a 
process of realization of form: “thoroughly formed artworks that 
are criticized as formalistic are the most realistic insofar as they 
are realized in themselves.” This gives them a “truth content” 
beyond the content that they directly “signify” (bedeuten), i.e. a 
truth that surpasses empirical states as well as subjective inten-
tions, and allows false consciousness to be overcome (171/196). 
In this way, Adorno proposes, formalism and social realism, to-
gether with politically charged terms like “progress” and “reac-
tion” (381/333), are in the end abstract and aesthetically useless 
oppositions, since they remain at the surface of works and never 
reach the level of art itself, which is why there is no necessary 
link between philosophical materialism and aesthetic realism. 
Art is indeed knowledge, although not of sensible particulars 
in their outward appearance, but of their inward existence: 
“Through its own figuration, art brings the essence into appear-
ing in opposition to its own appearance” (384/335, mod).14 But 
because of this inner opposition that pits essence against itself, 
the essence cannot be presented as such, but only through a spe-
cific transformation and constellation of particulars, which will 
be Adorno’s ultimate take on realism.

Adorno’s other realism
Only in one passage, in the section of fragments called “Paralipo-
mena,”15 does Adorno propose something like a straightforward-
ly positive interpretation of the term “realism” on a more theo-

retical level. This section contains material that 
the editors Gretel Adorno and Rolf Tiedemann 
did not know where to place in the text, and 
while, obviously, this may be simply coinciden-
tal, perhaps it would still be possible to say that 
the placing of this fragment is itself significant, 
since it seems to open a rather different avenue 
than the other remarks. Here Adorno proposes, 
although with some caveats, not only the possi-
bility of what he calls an adequate conception of 
realism, but also that this is something that art 
in the present cannot and must not avoid:

The mediation between the content of art-
works and their composition is subjective 
mediation. It consists not only in the labor 
and struggle of objectification. What goes 
beyond subjective intention and its arbitrari-

ness (in deren Willkür gegebenen, what is given in it as 
free choice) has a correlative objectivity in the subject: 
in the form of that subject’s experiences, insofar as 
their locus is situated beyond the conscious will. As 
their sedimentation, artworks are imageless images, 
and these experiences mock representational depiction 
(vergegenständlichenden Abbildung). Their innervation 
(innervieren) and registration is the subjective path to 
truth content. The only adequate concept of realism, 
which no art today dare shun, would be an unflinching 
fidelity to these experiences. Provided they go deeply 
enough, they touch in historical constellations back of 
the façades of reality and psychology. Just as the inter-
pretation of traditional philosophy must excavate the 
experiences that motivated the categorical apparatus 
and deductive sequence in the first place, the interpen-
etration of artworks penetrates to this subjectively ex-
perienced kernel of experience, which goes beyond the 
subject; interpretation thereby obeys the convergence 
of philosophy and art in truth content. Whereas it is 
this truth content that artworks speak in themselves, 
beyond their meaning, it takes shape in that artworks 
sediment historical experiences in their configuration, 
and this is not possible except by way of the subject: 
The truth content is no abstract in-itself. The truth 
of important works of false consciousness is situated 
in the gesture with which they indicate the strength 
(Stand) of this false consciousness as inescapable, not in 
immediately possessing as their content the theoretical 
truth, although indeed the unalloyed portrayal (reine 
Darstellung) of false consciousness irresistibly makes 
the transition to true consciousness. (421/364)

This long and dense quotation contains many themes that are 
developed in detail in other parts of the book, with the differ-
ence that they here are bound up with a positive conception of 
realism, and unpacking it with this connection in view might 
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give us a sense of what an immanent critique of Lukács, so sorely 
missing in the 1960 review, might look like. 

First of all, Adorno stresses that realism cannot be under-
stood outside of a subjective mediation; it is only through its 
effects on the subject that the real can be apprehended,16 not as 
an objective given. This order of the real is beyond the subject, 
beyond its intentions, choices, and acts of volition, but it is also 
given as the insistence of an objectivity in the subject, an experi-
ence of the social order and the structure of reification, which 
however does not simply make the subject into an object, but 
rather subjectivizes it in its relation to a core that it cannot grasp. 
A free and autonomous subject, Adorno often suggests, would 
be one that does not domesticate or expel the other within it, 
but experiences it as openness and fluidity.

AS A “SEDIMENTATION” (Niederschlag) of such experiences, art-
works are images, yet not in the sense that they pose something 
before us as an object in an act of Vergegenständlichung: they 
are imageless images, located at the limit between inside and the 
outside, or rather, at the junction where the outside violently 
passes into the subject just as the subject holds this violence at 
bay in the form of an image. These experiences can first only 
be approached in the form of a nervous, visceral sensing, as 
something that touches us at a level that lies beneath the lay-
ers of perception and cognition (the term Innervation, which 
recurs throughout Aesthetic Theory in various contexts, seems 
to suggest quasi-physiological quality) that we must “register” 
(verzeichnen), and to which we must uphold an “unflinching 
fidelity” (unbeirrte Treue); we must not shun them by escaping 
into an already formatted world of epistemic or aesthetic objects 
if we are to be realists, and thus they are just 
as much what “no art today dare shun.”

If we sound the depths of these experi-
ences, they prove to be not just subjec-
tive, but open onto a dimension that runs 
deeper than both reality (in the sense of a 
merely given objective reality) and psychol-
ogy (which Adorno generally understands 
as techniques of adaptation geared toward 
the individual subject), which is that of 
“historical constellations,” i.e. the dimen-
sion in which experience is always medi-
ated by history and the social. This is also 
what connects art to philosophy, in terms 
of their “convergence” in “truth content” (Wahrheitsgehalt): for 
Adorno, the texts handed down by the history of philosophy 
must be brought back to life, de-sedimented, so that they reveal 
experiences — which themselves are not merely individual, but 
form part of historical constellations — that have been congealed 
into systems and categories, just as the artworks have deposited 
in themselves experiences that are not simply those of individu-
als, and thus can be pried open by present works. Convergence 
does not however imply that art and philosophy would mimic 
or borrow forms from each other, but remains a regulative idea 
of sorts: the truth is not to be had fully in either of them, it is 

not an “in-itself” that would simply exist out there, but only 
exists as a horizon for subjectivity, or the idea of an experience 
that would no longer be subjected to the strictures that make 
experience possible — which is Adorno’s strict obedience to the 
Kantian imperative that finitude must be respected, just as the 
imperative that no finite form can be accepted as it is, but must 
be understood as congealed history, is his fidelity to the Hegelian 
demand.

FROM ANOTHER ANGLE, the finitude of truth also means that it is 
always bound up with false consciousness, from which there is 
no escape in the form of science or objectivity, which is why the 
truth of works that endure their falseness, as it were, also lets 
us see through this very falseness. They show the strength, or 
better, the standpoint or stance (Stand) of falsity as inescapable, 
to the extent that we would simply oppose it to truth; but, and 
this is another of Adorno’s profoundly Hegelian moves, a pure 
presentation of false consciousness, of ideology, will always be-
gin to take us towards truth. On my reading here, the translation 
of reine Darstellung as “unalloyed portrayal” seems misleading: 
Darstellung does not mean portrayal as merely a faithful render-
ing (although the art of portraiture can no doubt be understood 
in many ways, and faithfulness could imply a kind of “unflinch-
ing fidelity” to the invisible truth of a character), but should be 
taken in the heavy sense that it has in Hegel’s Phenomenology of 
Spirit and the “presentation of appearing knowledge” (Darstel-
lung des erscheinenden Wissens). It is a setting forth, laying bare, 
ex-plication, etc. of knowledge in its constitutive and consecu-
tive moment, so that we see its inner genesis as it unfolds step by 
step, at each level pushed ahead by its own inner contradiction 

and negativity, which means that the phe-
nomenologist who observes this move-
ment need not apply any external criteria. 
Consciousness criticizes itself, and what 
Hegelian phenomenology adds is precisely 
the Darstellung, the “pure” presentation of 
this movement that nonetheless lets it be 
seen as not mere despair, but as a progres-
sive movement towards a fuller compre-
hension.

In one respect, this is in itself the idea 
of Adorno’s immanent critique: to turn the 
power of the work against itself by unleash-
ing it from the strictures imposed on it by 

its own self-understanding, by turning form as tension against 
form as closure. On the other hand, Adorno is, as we have seen, 
also a loyal Kantian, and the idea of absolute knowledge that se-
cretly guides Hegel’s Darstellung — or, in terms closer to the quar-
rel over realism, a discourse that would know the reality of soci-
ety as it is, and be able to judge whether a particular artistic form 
approximates this or not—is suspended, which is why Adorno’s 
dialectic remains negative. The pure presentation of falsity leads 
in the direction of truth, and yet truth as the discourse of a total-
ity that would bring subject and object together remains barred; 
the artwork’s task is, as we have seen, to oppose appearing to 
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appearance as the negative dialectic of essence, which suspends 
the movement toward the concept while not simply rejecting it. 

A consequence of this is the fundamental chiasmus that in 
Negative Dialectics appears as the transition from the “prepon-
derance” (Vorrang, sometimes Präponderanz) of the object, 
which flies in the face of subjective idealism, to the possibility of 
breaking open the subject, of dispelling the mirage of constitut-
ing subjectivity, but doing so through the power of the subject, 
or the power of that which is lodged inside the subject. Object 
and subject are equally reified entities, and to reach a different 
dimension of their togetherness they must be allowed to correct 
each other, but not through any enforced reconciliation.

Realism thus means to enter into this structure of experience 
as it is given in a historical moment; it cannot be sealed within 
history as a particular style or technique to be discarded or emu-
lated, and thus it is a striking illustration of why aesthetic catego-
ries must be historical, although not in the sense that they can 
be comfortably placed before us as objects of historical studies. 
They must be thought of as challenges: in order to understand 
what realism means, we must indeed ask what it once meant, 
and how it attempted to mediate between subjectivity and world 
at a historical conjuncture that is no longer ours; this would be 
a precondition for posing the question of what this elusive real 
means for us today, which also, finally, opens toward the ques-
tion of what it might mean in the future. ≈

Sven-Olov Wallenstein is professor of philosophy at  
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ladimir Nabokov’s negative judgment of socialist real-
ism was unequivocal and consistent over the years. 
His relation to cinematic art, on the other hand, was 
ambivalent and charged with a highly potent dynam-

ic.1 The aim of this article is to show to what extent Nabokov’s 
relations to these two phenomena — Soviet art and cinematic 
art — were interrelated and subtly intertwined. Focusing on a 
cinematic scene in Nabokov’s first novel, Mary (1926), the analy-
sis traces how the themes of cinematic deception techniques 
and mimetic violence are developed further by Nabokov in some 
of his texts from the 1930s and ’40s: The 
Eye, Kamera Obskura/Laughter in the 
Dark, Nikolai Gogol, and “The Assistant 
Producer”. Summing up, references will 
be made also to Conclusive Evidence, or 
Speak, Memory, as it was renamed when 
published in the United States.

In an interview with Alfred Appel Jr., 
Nabokov boasted of his “uncontested 
use of cinema themes, cinema lore, and 
cinematophors”.2 This statement has 
subsequently been taken at face value 
by several researchers, and the role of 
popular culture as well as cinematic nar-
rative technique in his novels has been 
analyzed from different perspectives.3 
Early on, Appel diagnosed Nabokov’s re-
lations to film “as at once those of a clas-

sicist (after Plato — and Arnheim, whom he has never read) and, 
loosely speaking, a Marxist”, and he also drew attention to the 
special relation between émigré Russian culture and the growing 
cinema industry in the European 1920s and ’30s.4

In the USSR, on the other hand, film was celebrated as the 
most important medium for political agitation and for manipu-
lating the masses.5 Lev Kuleshov experimented on how to make 
the audience project emotional content onto neutral images 
through a montage technique, called the “Kuleshov effect”. At 
the same time young Dziga Vertov, producer of a Soviet news-

reel called “Kino-Pravda” in the 1920s, 
stated that the camera eye was better 
equipped than the human eye for re-
cording the world without superfluous 
aesthetic biases. Accordingly, film was 
declared in the USSR to be the most 
democratic of all the arts.

VERTOV’S PROJECT HAD explicitly down-
played the artistic element in favor of 
the technical and industrial aspects of 
cinematic craft as enlightening enter-
tainment and political propaganda. 
The message was that, with Soviet 
film, the bourgeois arts of theater and 
literature had become obsolete, while 
journal films presented montages of 
clips from Soviet life and developed a 
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narrative that claimed life itself was the author. In his Soviet clas-
sic Man with a Movie Camera, Vertov also declared on the title 
cards that this was a film free from artistic lies, made without the 
help of notes, without script, scenery or actors, and aimed at 
establishing a truly international, absolute language of film “on 
the basis of its total dissociation from the language of theater and 
literature”.

NABOKOV’S COMPLEX RELATION to cinema can be explained from 
this perspective as the result of a double task: to discredit social-
ist realism (“advertisements of a firm of slave-traders”)6 and at 
the same time to take literature’s revenge on film through a kind 
of symbolic annexation or domestication. Through references to 
film in his early novels, he established an analogy between cin-
ematic technique and naïve realism, including the socialist vari-
ety. At the same time, Nabokov demonstratively called attention 
to his own literary technique in cinematic terms, but as a more 
advanced and sophisticated form of deception.

From mute to motion pictures  
and crime scenes
A coeval of moving pictures, Nabokov was a cinemagoer 
throughout his life and followed its technical development. As 
a young boy he watched magic-lantern pictures and silent mov-
ies, while as a middle-aged man he witnessed the birth of sound 
pictures, wrote filmscenarios together 
with Ivan Lukash, and even claimed to 
have worked as a film extra in Berlin 
in the 1920s.7 In the 1960s his novels 
were brought to the screen and he 
was invited to collaborate with Alfred 
Hitchcock on a film about a woman 
married to a defector — a collaboration 
which never took place, but which 
would have been the perfect match 
from the point of view of deception 
and manipulation techniques. In 1964 
he wrote in one of his letters to Hitchcock that he had a great 
deal of material on the subject:

“While ignorant of the workings of the American intel-
ligence, I have gathered considerable information re-
garding those of the Soviets. For some time now I have 
been thinking of writing the story of a defector from be-
hind the Iron Curtain to the United States. The constant 
danger he is in, the constant necessity to hide and be on 
the lookout for agents from his native land bent on kid-
napping or killing him.”8

During his first years of emigration in Berlin, Nabokov already 
seems to have had the opportunity to gather information about 
Soviet activities abroad. The Rudder (Rul’), the émigré daily 
newspaper where he was published extensively, printed reports 
smuggled out of Russia. As a result, one of its employees was 
approached by an agent of the Soviet OGPU (successor of the 

Cheka), which almost managed to infiltrate the editorial staff.9 
After the Civil War the Bolsheviks had also launched a special 
campaign to encourage emigrated artists and directors to return 
and reanimate the declining Soviet cinema. Among the return-
ees were established directors as Iakov Protazanov, whose deci-
sion to go back still remains an enigma to his biographers.10

These and similar examples fed into Nabokov’s early work 
and were explicitly touched upon for the first time in his play The 
Man from the USSR, written in 1925—26.11 The short play featured 
a group of destitute refugees in Berlin, among them an informer 
from the USSR, supposed in the end to be a double agent. Com-
ing back from a visit to Moscow, he sets up an appointment 
in a film studio with a countryman who is desperate to return 
and in need of a passport. Nabokov did not choose the setting 
by chance. Working in a film studio was a way of earning one’s 
bread and hence a place where émigré Russians met and “sold 
their shadows” in more than one sense.

The primary scene in Mary
Nabokov’s first longer novel Mary (Mashenka, 1926) is especially 
interesting from the point of view of his cinematic technique. 
It presents a kind of cinematic-mimetic primary scene that ad-
dresses in metafictional terms the question of realism in art, and 
also the situation of émigré Russians.

The protagonist Ganin is an émigré in Berlin in 1924 who has 
been working as a film  extra to earn 
his living. When he goes to the mov-
ies with his girlfriend, he recognizes 
himself among a theatrical audience 
on the screen. He recalls how humili-
ating the situation at the shooting 
was and also reflects on the insidious 
realism of the medium. The trans-
formation of ragged extras and poor 
scenery into a glamorous theater 
auditorium, as well as the thought 
of how cheaply he sold himself and 

how his shadow will continue to wander all over the world after 
his demise, disgusts Ganin. A feeling of lost authenticity and 
shame for what he has taken part in overwhelms him: “We know 
not what we do.”12

The cinema scene in Mary dramatizes the theme of art as 
a distorting mirror and false representation of reality. This 
thought, however, is brought into play by what Ganin sees on 
the screen: a prima donna fainting on the opera stage after being 
reminded by her role of a murder she once committed in real 
life. The scene turns in multiple ways on the mirror-relationship 
between art and life, memory and experience, and complicates 
Ganin’s role as a spectator. What he once saw as an extra, acting 
as part of a staged audience on the screen, he now reexperiences 
from his position in the auditorium at a movie theater, as part of 
a “real” audience. In his preface to the English translation, Nabo-
kov stated that Mary was an “extract of personal reality” and 
Ganin a “vicar” for himself, but at a closer look the scene rather 
points in playful terms to the mirror games of his fiction.

36 peer-reviewed article

“NABOKOV CRITICIZED 
THE WAY ART UNDER 

SOVIET RULE HAD 
BEEN REDUCED TO A 

PRIMITIVE INSTRUMENT 
FOR IMPOSING 

GOODNESS.” 



37

Nevertheless, Ganin’s situation bears concrete witness to the 
historical circumstances of the interwar period in Europe: many 
of the first wave of Russian émigrés made their living by work-
ing for the growing European and American film industry. With 
their property expropriated by the Bolsheviks and without valid 
passports, they were undesirable and unacknowledged existenc-
es from both a European and a Soviet perspective. Their past 
was at the same time subject to a fictionalization process. In films 
about the First World War, such as Edward Sloman’s Surrender 
(1927), Russian émigrés appeared as extras in roles of the White 
Guardists they had once been. In Josef von Sternberg’s The Last 
Command (1928), Emil Jannings played  a tsarist ex-general ap-
plying for work as an extra, while actual Russian émigrés were 
acting as extras in the same film.13 Ganin’s experience in Mary 
is clearly a reference to such a situation and Appel specifically 
notices Nabokov’s sensitivity to this kind of figurative violence 
and historical irony. He even suggests that Ganin’s strong reac-
tion to what he sees on the screen is prompted by his recognition 
of the scene as a parody of a charity concert at his former family 
estate.14

Next to his double, Ganin also observes a bearded man whom 
he remembers from the shooting. He is wearing evening dress 
with a starched white shirt and a sash across his breast:

“Ganin’s doppelganger also stood and clapped, over 
there, alongside the very striking-looking man with the 
black beard and the ribbon across his chest. Because of 

that beard and his starched shirt he had always landed 
in the front row; in the intervals he munched a sand-
wich and then, after the take, would put on a wretched 
old coat over his evening dress and return home to a 
distant part of Berlin, where he worked as a compositor 
in a printing plant.”15

In an interview with Andrew Field, Nabokov later hinted at the 
bearded man in this scene as being a cameo appearance of sorts. 
He recalled how, in Berlin, he had been the only extra wearing 
evening dress during a shoot, and also how he had stood clap-
ping before an imaginary stage. When Nabokov explained to 
Field that there actually was a real murder going on which the 
audience took to be part of the performance, he most likely had 
the symbolic kind of violence in mind that disgusts Ganin so 
much in the novel.16

The mise en abyme 
According to Wyllie, the cinema scene in Mary expresses the 
impact of the cinematic medium on Nabokov’s imagination and 
demonstrates the complexity of his response to it.17 At the same 
time it may also be read as an allusion to the metafictional ex-
periments of contemporary literature. In the discussions of the 
1920s about how to develop and renew the 19th-century natural-
ist novel, the artistic devices of visual mimesis were brought into 
play, with André Gide’s Les Faux-Monnayeurs (1925) as one of the 
most renowned examples. By writing a story about the writing 
of a story — and thus using the literary device of mise en abyme — 
Gide criticized naïve realism and the notion of literary sincerity 
prevailing in current literary discussions. The term is derived 
from heraldry, where it denotes the technique of inserting into 
the shield a miniature copy of its design, repeating the motif ad 
infinitum. With a text mirrored in a text, and an author-protag-
onist who is deeply concerned with the idea of a new novel, a 
book would describe the process of its own becoming and create 
a kind of narrative infinity.

AS CONVINCINGLY ARGUED by Leonid Livak, it was Gide’s attempt 
to develop the realist novel that inspired Nabokov to write his 
first more elaborate metafictional novel, The Gift (1937—1938).18 
Like Les Faux-Monnayeurs, Nabokov’s The Gift is a novel about 
the writing of a novel, and to that extent it capitalized on Gide’s 
praxis. At the heart of his book, however, Nabokov placed a criti-
cal biography of Nikolay Chernyshevsky — the author of the trea-
tise “On the Aesthetic Relations of Art to Reality”, and of Lenin’s 
favorite book What Is To Be Done. This he apparently did both as 
a comment on Chernyshevsky’s materialist aesthetics and as an 
ironic allusion to the socialist Gide’s ideological convictions, but 
also as a literary experiment. The protagonist’s text is rejected 
by his editor, just as Nabokov foresaw that his own novel would 
be. The socialist revolutionary editors of the literary magazine 
where it was serialized found Nabokov’s disrespect for the leg-
end Chernyshevsky offensive (he had actually focused more on 
the private person), and the fourth chapter of The Gift was con-
sequently left out in the first publication. Later, in his 1962 fore-

37peer-reviewed article

Nabokov, in 1969, shows his own original butterfly illustra-

tions. When he arrived in the US in 1940, his first job was 

to make drawings of butterfly anatomy at the Museum of 

Natural History.

P
H

O
T

O
: G

IU
S

E
P

P
E

 P
IN

O
 /

 W
IK

IM
E

D
IA

 C
O

M
M

O
N

S



38

word to the full version, Nabokov triumphantly noted that, this 
time, life had imitated art rather than the other way around.

A similar device of a text or image placed within another was 
applied already in Mary, which was published within a year after 
Gide’s Les Faux-Monnayeurs.19 This time it is the protagonist’s 
memories of his first love, set among pre-revolutionary Russian 
gentry, that serves as the text within the text, as if Nabokov thus 
intended to preserve both the 19th-century tradition of the Rus-
sian novel and the memory of the Russian gentry.

LIKE GIDE’S NOVEL, Mary describes a mirror situation and the 
complex relation between original and copy.20 This theme is 
captured in its essence in the cinema 
scene. Interpreted in the literary con-
text outlined above, Ganin’s doppel-
ganger experience can be read as refer-
ring to Gide’s favorite trope: the émigré 
Russian appearing as a representation 
en abyme in a film about his own past. 
The experience is accompanied, 
moreover, by a visual manifestation 
that recalls the escutcheon — the coat 
of arms, from which the name of the 
trope is borrowed. The ribbon across 
the starched white shirt of the actor 
next to Ganin creates a visual impres-
sion reminiscent of a heraldic shield with a characteristic bend 
(which may be a “bend dexter” or “bend sinister” — cf. Nabo-
kov’s novel of the same name).

Nabokov’s point seems to be that if, for Gide, the metafic-
tional presented an artistic opportunity or challenge, for the 
émigré Russian appearing as an extra in films about his own past 
it was a quite real, existential experience. In the surreal life of the 
émigré Russian, where images collapsed and imploded into one 
another, the abyme gradually became a metaphor of imprison-
ment, disappearance, and death.

The last snapshots  
of the European intelligentsia
The counterfeiter-writer’s heraldic trope in Nabokov appears as 
a “cinematophor” that symbolizes the programmatic extinction 
of bourgeois art and the social class to which Nabokov belonged. 
This extinction was built into the normative postulates of social-
ist realism and efficiently propagated through the techniques 
of mass culture. Trotsky, in his Literature and Revolution (1924), 
discussed how to make use of the remnants of bourgeois culture 
— the fellow-travelers (poputchiki), as these writers were called 
— once they had agreed to accompany the proletariat on its way 
to socialism. After Lenin’s death, and with the development of 
the first five-year plan in 1927, this joint journey was coming to an 
end. The cultural sphere was subjugated to programmatic prole-
tarization, and one of the most central questions was the role of 
the bourgeois artist in the new society.

Walter Benjamin, who visited Moscow in the winter of 1926—
1927, gave a discerning interpretation of these discussions in 

“Surrealism: The Last Snapshot of the European Intelligentsia”. 
In this essay, he pointed to the need to proceed from contempla-
tion to political action, in order to finally overthrow the intellec-
tual predominance of the bourgeoisie. Summing up, he suggest-
ed, with a touch of irony, that the new function of the bourgeois 
artist could consist in having his “artistic career” interrupted:

“If it is the double task of the intelligentsia to overthrow 
the intellectual predominance of the bourgeoisie and 
to make contact with the proletarian masses, the intel-
ligentsia has failed almost entirely in the second part of 
this task because it can no longer be performed contem-

platively. And yet this has hindered 
hardly anybody from approaching 
it again and again as if it could, and 
calling for proletarian poets, think-
ers, and artists. To counter this, 
Trotsky had to point out — as early 
as Literature and Revolution — that 
such artists would only emerge from 
a victorious revolution. In reality it 
is far less a matter of making the art-
ist of bourgeois origin into a master 
of “proletarian art” than of deploy-
ing him, even at the expense of his 
artistic activity, at important points 

in this sphere of imagery. Indeed, might not perhaps the 
interruption of his “artistic career” be an essential part of 
his new function?”21

The interruption of the artistic careers of bourgeois artists, how-
ever, became more violent in the Soviet Union than Benjamin 
might have expected. A campaign was launched against the 
fellow-travelers, texts from abroad were censored and the con-
trol of Soviet authors increased, while returning writers ritually 
denounced their émigré peers. Trotsky was exiled in February 
1929, and the same year Stalin started retouching his enemies 
out of photos. The surrealist implosion of imagery that Nabokov 
explored in Mary now also affected the proponents of socialism. 
In April 1930, Vladimir Mayakovsky — a revolutionary poet who 
successfully hid his bourgeois background more or less in plain 
view22 — ended his artistic career in a symbolic and cinematic 
way: by a shot from a weapon used as a prop in the film Not For 
Money Born. 

Totalitarianism, mass culture,  
and deception techniques
Nabokov seems to have noticed early on how the Bolshevik plea 
for realism, together with the techniques of the new medium 
— which was bolstered by the introduction of sound pictures in 
1929 — was accompanied by the development of censorship. In 
the essay “Goodness Triumphant” (“Torzhestvo dobrodetelei”, 5 
March 1930), he formulated his principal objection to Bolshevik 
cultural policy. As the title indicates — an allusion to Rossini’s 
popular opera La Cenerentola (“Cinderella”) — Nabokov criti-
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cized the way art under Soviet rule had been reduced to a primi-
tive instrument for imposing goodness.

Bolshevist cultural policy had brought the complex ques-
tion of how to artistically handle the shortcomings of man and 
the base facets of human existence back to the level of ancient 
mysteries and moralistic fables — this is Nabokov’s main point 
of critique. Ages of artistic development were wiped out as art 
was reduced to a primitive reproduction of the morally accept-
able aspects of mankind. He concluded with an appeal in which 
he referred to the Soviet censor as a film director, silencing any 
voice that would appear subversive to the optimistic narrative: 

“If you really believe that this is for the best — why not 
bring the Soviet censor up from the basement and give 
him almighty powers? Let him lead us all along the Path 
of Goodness, like a film director. And to all you talented 
sinners — Silence!”23

The appeal could also have been a reference to the American 
Hays Code, which was introduced the same year, although not 
put into actual practice until in 1934. But the article was written 
in Russian and printed in The Rudder, in a cultural context where 
literary discussion among émigré writers was affected by the 
harshening climate in the Soviet Union.24

In his novels, however, Nabokov deliberately avoided big, 
burning questions, and focused instead on deception tech-
nique itself. In The Eye (Sogliadatai, 1930) he looked further 
into cinematic forms of deception through a protagonist who is 
determined to master his fictions to perfection. After being tor-
tured and humiliated by the husband (named Kasimarin — from 
kashmar, nightmare, from the French cauchemar) of one of his 
mistresses, the protagonist Smurov stages his own suicide and 
starts playing a narcissist game with his neighbors. The idea that 
guides him through all his manipulations is that of his private self 
as a fiction, reflected only in the eyes of his “neighbor”.

In her analysis of the cinematic dimensions of the text, 
Wyllie notes how Smurov (phonetically evoking associations 
to “paddy’”or “ill humored”) “submits himself utterly to the 
camera perspective to wield an unchallenged authority over his 
narrative”, while at the same time his own existence remains 
as unreal as a film.25 Still, it is Smurov’s eye, in the form of the 
narrator’s point of view, which dominates the whole narrative 

— even to the point of self-deception. When Smurov finally runs 
into the violent husband again and is offered a job by him, he 
willingly accepts. In the end, the narrator assures the reader that 
happiness is to observe, to spy, and that he (Smurov) is very sat-
isfied with his new and invulnerable position.

By connecting Smurov’s narcissistic game to an experience of 
physical violence, the novel describes the devastating effect of 
violence on a fragile ego, just as Dostoevsky did in The Double.26 
From this point of view, Nabokov makes a general statement in 
this text on mimetic forms of violence as well. The Russian title 
of the novel, Sogliadatai (eavesdropper, peeper), evokes both 
the narrator’s godlike peeping eye and the all-seeing, stalking 
eye of a totalitarian state. The novel also includes several refer-
ences to the aesthetics of Dziga Vertov’s experiments in Kino-
glaz, which Nabokov evidently watched in Berlin.27

Dark laughter
Nabokov’s most cinematic novel, Laughter in the Dark (Kamera 
Obskura, 1932), is also a novel on the art of deception, written 
like a screenplay with filmic cuts and car chases.28 The pro-
tagonist Krechmar (Albinus in the English translation) is an art 
historian who dreams of turning classical artworks into moving 
pictures. He falls blindly in love with an adolescent girl who is 
working as a hostess at the local cinema. Not talented enough 
to become a film star, she decides to get as much as possible out 
of her older admirer. Unable to see through her manipulations, 
Krechmar leaves his wife and even sponsors a film for his vam-
pire protégée to perform in. During a trip to the French Riviera, 
he is literally blinded in a cinematically narrated car crash, and 
his mistress is now free to socialize with her new lover and ac-
complice Gorn (Rex) — a caricaturist and counterfeiter of old 
paintings — right before Krechmar’s eyes.

The English title, Laughter in the Dark, can be interpreted as 
a reference to all kinds of primitive and blinding mimetic prac-
tices, and to the spectator’s amusement by them in the cinema 
(“Friends described how he would ‘single out intentionally an 
inept American film’ and ‘literally shake with laughter, to the 
point where . . . he would have to leave the hall’”29). But it can 
also be read as a reference to the surrealist dark laughter sug-
gested in the title of Appel’s book. Through the protagonist’s 
gradually dimmed cognition and numbed senses, the novel 
seems to describe a journey backwards in cinematic history, into 
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the most primitive and brutal forms of deception. The bottom 
line is reached in a scene where Gorn sits shamelessly naked 
right in front of the blind Krechmar, tickling his forehead with 
a straw without revealing his presence. The secret lover’s silent 
movements in the apartment makes him appear like an actor in 
a silent movie — an association which is even spelled out in the 
English translation, where Gorn is said to be “munching like a 
silent film diner”. Finally, the narrator’s “stage directions for the 
last silent scene”, with Krechmar’s dead body lying on the floor, 
appear as a return to the still life of a camera obscura picture.

Both these novels can be read as allegories of Soviet blinding 
manipulations: the rewriting of history and the retouching that is 
wiping out bourgeois culture. To ensure that this would be intel-
ligible to an English-speaking audience, Nabokov casually remind-
ed his readers in his foreword to the English translation (1965) of 
The Eye of how a “social group casually swept into artistic focus 
acquires a falsely permanent air”. He also noted how “bunches of 
pages have been torn out of the past by destroyers of freedom ever 
since Soviet propaganda, almost a half century ago, misled foreign 
opinion into ignoring or denigrating the importance of Russian 
emigration (which still awaits its chronicler)”.30

Gogolizing the eyes of the reader
Nabokov repudiated Soviet literature and refused to lecture on 
it. His relation to it is indirectly explained, however, in his Nikolai 
Gogol (1941—1943). Without mentioning socialist realism, which 
he apparently found too primitive even to serve as his polemical 
target, he exclaims: “Gogol  — a ‘realist’! There are textbooks that 
say so”.31 Gogol used his imagination for the purpose of complex 
and unnecessary deception, says Nabokov, and notes the amus-
ing potential of his deception techniques to make the world sec-
ondary to it: “The vulgar imitation of artistic fiction on the part 
of life is somehow more pleasing than the opposite thing”.32

When Nabokov sets out to reveal how Gogol invented facts and 
created his reader, all the devices of cinematic technique are pres-
ent. Gogol’s symbolism “took on a physiological aspect, in this 
case optical”33, and, by his use of odd 
hybrid names, Gogol conveys “a sense 
of remoteness and optical distortion 
due to the haze.”34 As a young letter 
writer, Gogol deceives his mother with 
appeals to Providence, honesty and 
truth, and even reveals a literary Kule-
shov effect of sorts: that a combination 
of two emotionally engaging images 
could make the recipient jump to hasty 
conclusions.35 Nabokov’s statements 
that in Gogol “allusions become delu-
sions”,36 that logical links are “mim-
icked”, and that Gogol applies a “life-generating syntax”37 also 
seem to allude to constructivist cinematic montage techniques. 
The apotheosis of Gogol’s manipulative technique, moreover, is 
found in his short story “The Overcoat” — a favorite among Soviet 
literary scholars, read as a forerunner of socialist realism.

Gogol in Nabokov’s version behaves like Vertov’s man with 

the movie camera. When he travels around Europe his stories 
are generated by “rolling wheels [....] physical gyration [...] the 
intoxicating quality of smooth steady motion.”38 Even a refer-
ence to Roget’s Thesaurus39 can be read as a cinematic allusion. 
Peter Marc Roget was also the author of a scientific work on film as 
optical illusion: Explanation of an Optical Deception in the Appear-
ance of the Spokes of a Wheel When Seen Through Vertical Apertures 
(1825). In this connection, Nabokov’s statement that Gogol’s “tor-
rent of irrelevant details”40 produces a hypnotic effect also sounds 
like a reference to cinematic technique, as does the final warning 
to the reader that “after reading Gogol one’s eyes may become go-
golized”41 — a warning that could be extended to interpreters of all 
kinds of manipulative fictions, including Nabokov’s own.

“The Assistant Producer”
In the short story “The Assistant Producer” (1943), Nabokov 
returned to the historical situation in which he set Mary. The 
cinematic experience of the émigré Russians in Europe is now 
referred to explicitly in terms of a prison of mirrors:

“German film companies, which kept sprouting like 
poisonous mushrooms in those days ( just before the 
child of light learned to talk), found cheap labor in hir-
ing those among the Russian émigrés whose only hope 
and profession was their past — that is, a set of totally 
unreal people — to represent “real” audiences in pic-
tures. The dovetailing of one phantasm into another 
produced upon a sensitive person the impression of 
living in a Hall of Mirrors, or rather a prison of mirrors, 
and not even knowing which was the glass and which 
was yourself.”42

This is the only text that Nabokov claimed to have based directly 
on a true story. The narrator he chose for this exclusive mission 
of telling the truth is consequently a priest. But what he recalls is 
an occurrence or case that is just as cinematic as a film noir of the 

1930’s: the story of the disappearance 
of General Miller (named “General 
Fedchenko” in Nabokov’s text), the 
head of the exile Russian All-Military 
Union in Paris. In September 1939, 
Miller was deluded by the intelligence 
chief Nikolai Skoblin (“General Gol-
ubkov”) into going to a secret meeting 
with an informer from the other side, 
after which he disappeared without a 
trace. With two former presidents kid-
napped and killed by the Soviet secret 
service, Miller had had reason to sus-

pect that a trap was set for him and had left a message behind. 
Skoblin was subsequently disclosed as a triple agent and his wife 
as his accomplice, but what actually happened to Miller was not 
revealed in Nabokov’s lifetime.43

“The Assistant Producer” describes a surrealist implosion of 
images taking place in real life, with Parisian NKVD collaborators 
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dressed up as German Abwehr in a fiction staged by the Soviet 
secret service. When the narrator visualizes how the trap was 
set, he imagines a little green door in a dead-end street, and at 
the same time the name Nabokov chose for the street invokes his 
prison-trope — the Gidean hall of mirrors abyme:

“In that particular quarter of Paris the streets are called 
after various philosophers, and the lane they were fol-
lowing had been named by some well-read city father 
rue Pierre Labime. [...] and in the wall there was at one 
spot a little green door. [...] The old man was never seen 
again. [...] There is no green door, but only a gray one, 
which no human strength can burst open. I have vainly 
searched through admirable encyclopedias: there is no 
philosopher called Pierre Labime.”44

Ganin’s cinematic experience in Mary can also be interpreted 
in the Russian film noir context described in “The Assistant Pro-
ducer”. In the 1930s, émigré Russians of bourgeois origin were 
silenced and disappeared in the abyss of time and politics, some-
times with apt help from both émigré and Soviet agents in differ-
ent guises, while their life stories were exploited and fictional-
ized with themselves appearing as extras on the screen.

Speak, Memory!
The culmination of Nabokov’s responsive strategies to this kind 
of “filmic” performance — historical ironies as well as deliberate 
mimetic violence, censorship, and repression — is to be found in 
Conclusive Evidence (1951), the semi-autobiographical novel that 
was supposed to bear witness of Nabokov’s existence to posterity.

The narrator now openly takes on the position of a film direc-
tor in relation to his past, looking into memory as through the 
lens or prism of a camera. This is a very visual novel, moving be-
yond the parody of family albums and silent movies into the new 
techniques of color and sound.45 In the twelfth chapter, Nabokov 
returns to the love story recalled in Mary, although this time the 
girl’s name is Tamara. In the middle of this chapter there is again 
a revealing cinematic appearance. Ivan Mosjoukine, a Russian 
silent film actor whom the narrator says he and Tamara liked to 
watch on the screen, suddenly comes riding out of the thickets 
of the Crimean forest in spring 1918. It is suggested that Mosjou-
kine was there to star in a film based on Tolstoy’s Hadji Murad.46 
This film, The White Devil by Alexandre Volkoff, was not made 
until 1930, however. He would have been more likely to run into 
the set of one Protazanov’s films that Mosjoukine starred in dur-
ing his Crimean exile, some of which were later erased from the 
director’s Soviet list of works.

But Nabokov instead inserted a filmic reference that adds a 
symbolical dimension to the encounter. Mosjoukine was the ac-
tor that Kuleshov had used in his famous psychological montage 
experiment (the face of the “Kuleshov effect”), and that Sloman 
had cast in his film Surrender. Moreover, Volkoff’s The White Devil 
had become famous as the film that ended both the silent film era 
and Mosjoukine’s career as a silent film actor. In one take Nabokov 
thus achieved a reference to Soviet manipulative techniques, to the 

mimetic violence exerted on émigré actors, and to the interruption 
of artistic careers. Nabokov, for his part, seems to have been eager 
to put an end to silence by giving the actor a line to speak in the text: 
“Stop that brute [Derzhite proklyatoe zhivotnoe]”.

In chapter eight, which apparently was written directly 
after chapter twelve, the sound film references are even more 
explicit. The narrator begins by recalling the different tutors he 
had as a child, as well as their technically primitive educational 
magic-lantern projections. When he finally zooms in, at a family 
gathering, on the place of his “current tutor”, he approaches the 
scene from a camera perspective, with fade-ins and fade-outs 
and triple projections. In the culmination of this take, all the 
techniques of the new medium are present:

“Through a tremulous prism, I distinguish the features 
of relatives and familiars, mute lips serenely moving in 
forgotten speech. [...] And then, suddenly, just when 
the colors and outlines settle at last to their various du-
ties — smiling, frivolous duties — some knob is touched 
and a torrent of sounds comes to life: voices speaking 
all together, a walnut cracked, the click of a nutcracker 
carelessly passed, thirty human hearts drowning mine 
with their regular beats; the sough and sigh of a thou-
sand trees, the local concord of loud summer birds, 
and, beyond the river, behind the rhythmic trees, the 
confused and enthusiastic hullabaloo of bathing young 
villagers, like a background of wild applause.”47

To interpret this simply as Nabokov’s concession to sound film as 
his latest inspiration would be a mistake, however. Through the 
title of the American version of Nabokov’s Conclusive Evidence, the 
scene also reads as Nabokov’s declared determination to make the 
silent and silenced movie of his bourgeois art of memory “talk”, 
against all kinds of restrictions and censors: Speak, Memory!

ACCORDING TO WILL NORMAN, it was only after his transatlantic 
migration, i.e. in the 1940s, that Nabokov found the common 
ground between totalitarianism and mass culture.48 But, as in-
dicated above, it is likely that he already discovered parallels in 
the 1920s, maybe even during his time in Berlin. The silencing 
of a medium that just had learned to talk seems to have been 
one of the reasons for Nabokov to elaborate on primitive decep-
tion technique long before Lolita. In dialogue with Gide’s idea 
of a narrative infinity, Nabokov in the 1920—1930’s developed 
the metafictional device into a “prison trope”, equally apt for 
symbolizing the situation of Russian émigrés in Europe and the 
fictions developed by totalitarian regimes.

Without appeals to engaging themes or burning issues, the 
cinematic in Nabokov addresses the violence inherent in social-
ist realist aesthetics: political censorship and manipulation on 
the one hand, and the programmatic extinction of artists labeled 
as “bourgeois” on the other.≈

Karin Grelz, project researcher at the Department  

of Slavic Languages, Stockholm University. 
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of a special forces regiment (CHON, chast’ osobogo naznacheniia) 
to fight bandits in the Khakassia region. At that time the local So-
viets accused Golikov of abuse of power in dealing with the local 
population, and the GPU (the precursor of the NKVD and KGB) 
opened a case against Golikov, which, however, was closed with 
no results.1 In April 1924, Golikov was discharged from the army 
when he was just 20 years old, diagnosed with traumatic psycho-
sis and arrhythmia. He never recovered from the illness and was 

treated in psychiatric clinics several 
times. Golikov was married three 
times: he met his first wife Mariia 
Plaksina in the hospital in 1921, but 
their marriage soon fell apart. In 
1925, he married Liia Solomianskaia; 
their son Timur was born in 1926, 
but the marriage ended in 1931. In 
1938 Golikov married his third wife, 
Dora Chernysheva, adopting her 
daughter Zhenia.

IN 1924, with the career to which he 
had devoted all his life completely 
shattered, Golikov started his sec-
ond life with a clean slate. Dedicat-

From Golikov to Gaidar
Arkadii Petrovich Gaidar (whose real name was Golikov) was 
born in the town of L’gov in 1904 to a family of teachers, Petr 
Golikov (1879—1927) and Natalia Sal’kova (1884—1924). Arkadii 
had three younger sisters. The family moved to Arzamas in 1912 
and two years later Petr Golikov was conscripted into the army. 
After the First World War he joined the Red Army and was a 
commissar during the Civil War. Arkadii’s parents sympathized 
with the revolutionary movement 
from the very beginning, and it is 
no wonder that Arkadii got involved 
in revolutionary groups in Arzamas 
quite early. In 1918, when he was just 
14 years old, he was a member of the 
Bolshevik Party and an adjutant in 
the Red Army. In 1919 he finished the 
officers’ courses in Moscow and be-
came a company commander, and 
by 1921, a regimental commander. 
Golikov was wounded twice, which 
was one reason for the development 
of a disorder that effectively ended 
his military career. In 1922 he was as-
signed to Siberia as the commander 
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appears to be an anagram: Golikov Arkadii d’Arzamas.7 It is now 
impossible to definitely establish the correct interpretation, but 
most importantly, we see a clear romanticizing tendency in Gai-
dar’s image. By the same token, almost all memoirs about Gaidar 
mention different facets of his romantic behavior, such as, for 
example, the ideals that he once listed in a company of friends:

To travel à deux (vdvoem).  
To be accepted as a commander.  
To travel fast. 
To joke around with people, not offending anyone. 
Secret love of a woman (so that the object would not 
know about it).  
Dislike of being alone (not loneliness).8

In the 1930s, the romanticism of the Civil War remained central 
to Gaidar’s work and, as I will show, later crystallized into the 
myth of the Red Army. The change in his literary strategy was 
also apparent: he consciously chose the niche of a children’s 
writer and focused almost exclusively on adventure stories for 
children. Later, Soviet literary criticism described Gaidar’s lit-
erary evolution as the author’s maturation over the years, but 
there was another factor that was much more crucial: the ro-
manticism of the 1920s came to be at odds with the new ideology 
after the adoption of socialist realism.

As is known, socialist realism was introduced as the method 
of Soviet literature in 1934 at the First All-Union Congress of 
Soviet Writers. The officially proclaimed criteria of the doctrine 

ing himself fully to writing, he went to Leningrad and became 
acquainted with the writers Konstantin Fedin and Mikhail 
Slonimskii (the Serapion Brothers) and Sergei Semenov, becom-
ing their “protégé.” Here Golikov published his short novel The 
Days of Defeats and Victories (V dni porazhenii i pobed) in the 
almanac Kovsh in 1925. Fedin symbolically blessed Gaidar, as he 
himself had been blessed by Maxim Gorky some years before, 
saying, “You have no skill, but you can write and you will write. 
And we will help you.”2 It was then that Golikov changed his 
name to Gaidar and started working as a journalist for various 
newspapers in Perm, Sverdlovsk, Arkhangelsk, Khabarovsk, and 
Moscow, the typical hack work of an amateur author. He settled 
in Moscow only in 1932 and became a close friend of the writers 
Ruvim Fraerman and Konstantin Paustovskii. Gaidar worked 
there until war became a reality again in 1941. When his applica-
tion to be reinstated in the Army was declined, Gaidar became 
a war correspondent in Kiev. In September 1941, Kiev was sur-
rounded by German troops, and Gaidar joined a partisan squad. 
On October 26, 1941, he was killed in a skirmish near the village 
Lepliavo, some hundred kilometers south of Kiev.

GAIDAR’S WORKS FROM the 1920s were mainly semi-autobiograph-
ical short novels (povesti) about the revolution and the Civil 
War, culminating in the highly popular short novel The School 
(1930, originally titled The Ordinary Biography), which depicts 
his revolutionary youth in Arzamas and his participation in the 
Civil War. In this respect, Gaidar’s work was no different from 
the mainstream literature of that period, which was oversatu-
rated with novels and stories, both for adults and for children, 
mythologizing and romanticizing the Civil War and revolution.3 
Furthermore, like Gaidar, quite a few Soviet writers had an army 
background, including Alexander Fadeev and Nikolai Ostrovskii 
and Gaidar’s close friends Ruvim Fraerman and Sergei Semenov. 
It is no coincidence that Gaidar’s early works did not stand out 
among other similar stories and were often criticized for the 
abundance of romantic clichés and the triviality of their plots.

Moreover, it may be argued that Gaidar tried, consciously or 
subconsciously, to rewrite his biography by literary means and 
cultivated “romantic” behavior in his everyday life: he wore 
his military uniform and led an ascetic, even miserable life, 
occasionally interrupted by lavish spending sprees.4 The pen 
name Gaidar has itself a definite romantic aura. Unlike his real 
name, it sounds decisive, sharp, and also exotic. Gaidar himself 
never explained its origin, apparently not even to his own family. 
There were several explanations of the origin of the pseudonym; 
according to one of them, it comes from the word “haidar”, 
meaning “where” in the Khakas language, which Gaidar must 
have heard numerous times when chasing bandits in Khakassia. 
The officially accepted version that was reproduced in many 
books on Gaidar during the Soviet era interpreted the word as 
Mongolian for “the front horseman, watchman,” which is sim-
ply not true, but best suits the mythology of Gaidar’s life and 
work.5 There were other interpretations, but Gaidar’s son Timur 
supports a version that explains the pseudonym by his father’s 
affection for the French language and secret codes.6 Gaidar thus 
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legendary Red Army commander, had lived, but it would be 
against the truth of life.16

The readiness to fight and, if needed, to sacrifice your own 
life for the sake of your country is the idea that appears in almost 
every work by Gaidar. To emphasize it, The Military Secret fea-
tures an inset tale called “The Tale of the Military Secret, Malch-
ish Kibalchish, and his Solemn Word”, which was published 
separately in 1933 by the publishing houses Molodaia gvardiia 
and Detizdat. It was written in a pseudo-folktale style overloaded 
with inversions and simplistic metaphors in an attempt to create 
the elevated style of an epic saga. It should be mentioned that 
this “folklore-orientedness” was characteristic not only of the 
tale of Malchish but of Gaidar’s style in general.17 In the story, the 
evil bourgeouins attack the Soviet country, but a little boy named 
Malchish calls on other children to stand up and fight. They 
fight valiantly until one boy, Malchish Plokhish (roughly, “Bad-
die Boy”), betrays them to bourgeouins. Malchish is tortured to 
make him reveal the secret of invincibility of the Red Army. He 
tells the enemy nothing and is executed, but his memory lives 
on. The tale finishes with a ritual-like passage that later became 
one of the sacred texts of Soviet mythology:

The ships float by and greet Malchish! 
The pilots fly and greet Malchish! 
The trains pass by and greet Malchish! 
And the Pioneers march by and salute Malchish!18

Apparently, the greatest secret of the Red Army was that it did 
not have any secret; it was the Soviet people’s strength and re-

lentlessness that the enemies could 
not comprehend. The tale reflected 
on the plot of the main story and 
made Al’ka’s accidental death — 
from a stone thrown by a drunken 
man — heroic.

Both the inset tale and the story 
provoked a wave of criticism. The 
prominent children’s writer Kornei 
Chukovskii argued that the style 

of the tale was false and in bad taste because the revolution 
required strict language, not “ladies’ affected talk” (damskoe 
siusiukanie).19 Another distinguished children’s writer, Samuil 
Marshak, even called the tale “disgusting.”20 There was a special 
dispute about The Military Secret in the children’s section of 
the Union of Writers in Moscow, followed by a discussion in the 
newspapers lasting about six months. Gaidar was accused of 
being a hack writer, and his works were branded sentimental, 
unclear, and unfinished. Their popularity was explained by the 
fact that they were nothing but ideologically neutral (nadklass-
ovye) detective stories.21 Gaidar took these accusations seriously 
and even went to Moscow to personally defend the story at 
the Writers’ Union. This episode was just one in his constant 
struggle with the critics and literary functionaries, and if it were 
not for some positive reviews from the big names of Soviet lit-
erature, such as Alexander Fadeev,22 his fate as a writer could 

— Party-mindedness (partiinost’), people-orientedness (narod-
nost’), class-mindedness (klassovost’), and ideological consci-
entiousness (ideinost’) — together with the demand of constant 
“critique and self-critique” of one’s own and others’ work were 
elusive enough to serve as a convenient instrument of control. 
The “uncertainty principle” of socialist realism meant in reality 
that any writer, musician, painter or even architect9 could be 
accused of “formalism” or non conformance with the ideals of 
a “truthful, historically concrete representation of reality.” As 
Shaitanov put it, socialist realism was a dogma “flexible only in 
implementation which could stiffen at any moment in response 
to ideological command.”10 One consequence of adopting the 
doctrine was that one of the most common motifs in the novels 
of this period became the constant, exhausting, and never-end-
ing struggle, full of suffering, destitution, and violence, exempli-
fied in Nikolai Ostrovskii’s How the Steel Was Tempered (1936).11 It 
excluded happy endings but paradoxically brought socialist real-
ism closer to romantic discourse, which was always the problem 
for the Soviet ideologists.12 In 1933, Anatolii Lunacharsky placed 
dynamic socialist realism in clear opposition to bourgeois ro-
manticism, which falsifies the truth and draws people away from 
reality, replacing it with illusions. Nevertheless, he argued, a cer-
tain degree of romanticism can be allowed to depict the “gran-
deur of synthetic images” because it “shows the inner essence 
of development.”13 In the same vein, Maxim Gorky mentioned 
both romanticism and myth as components of the socialist real-
ist aesthetic in his speech on Soviet literature at the First Writers’ 
Congress, because “[romanticism] provokes a revolutionary 
attitude to reality, an attitude that changes the world in a practi-
cal way.”14 Here we can identify what 
will become the dominant feature of 
postwar socialist realist novels that 
focused almost exclusively on the 
“grandeur” of images of the utopian 
present and future.15

In this situation, more and more 
criticism was directed towards 
“bourgeois” and “ideologically 
faulty” adventure literature, and 
the only segment of literature that was not judged as severely 
was children’s fiction. Gaidar’s most popular stories of that 
period were all oriented towards children: The Military Secret 
(1935), the short story The Blue Cup (1936), The Fate of the 
Drummer Boy (1939), the short story Chuk and Ghek (1939), 
and Timur and His Squad (1940). Let us take a closer look at 
some of them.

THE SHORT NOVEL The Military Secret, which Gaidar started writ-
ing in a psychiatric clinic in Khabarovsk, is set in the prestigious 
pioneer camp Artek in Crimea. In this story, the protagonist, 
the little boy Al’ka, dies at the hands of anti-Soviet elements. His 
death is symbolic, reminding the reader that socialism cannot 
be built without sacrifices. The story provoked a response from 
many children who could not accept Al’ka’s death, and Gaidar 
responded that it would be much better if Al’ka or Chapaev, the 
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drummer boy became one of the most popular symbols of Soviet 
youth ready to sacrifice their lives for their country. The story, 
after some positive prepublication reviews, was to be published 
both in the journal Pioner and in the newspaper Pionerskaia 
Pravda and later as a book in Detizdat, when suddenly, in No-
vember 1938, all preparations froze without any explanation. 
Moreover, Gaidar found out that his books had disappeared 
from the libraries.26 In addition to his literary troubles, his for-
mer wife Liia Solomianskaia, Timur’s mother, was arrested in 
1938 as “a family member of a traitor to the Motherland.” Gaidar 
made several attempts to obtain her release but she was freed 
in January 1940 with the few who were rehabilitated at that time 

due to an anti-Yezhov campaign. Gaidar 
prepared for the worst, but in Febru-
ary 1939 he was unexpectedly awarded 
the Badge of Honor, a minor award but 
nonetheless a token of official recogni-
tion of his work. The publishers again 
started contacting him, and The Fate 
of the Drummer Boy was published the 
same year. These worries triggered 
Gaidar’s neurosis and he again had to be 
treated in a hospital. “The damned Fate 
of the Drummer Boy hit me hard,” he 
wrote in his diary.27

We now come to the short novel Timur and His Squad (1940), 
which many consider to be the pinnacle of Gaidar’s work, his 
most significant creation. It was written as a screenplay for the 
film by Aleksandr Razumnyi (released in 1940). The novel was 
first published in Pioner and Pionerskaia Pravda and then as a 
book. The sequels, the screenplays Timur’s Oath (for the film 
released in 1942) and The Commander of the Snow Fort, were 
published after Gaidar’s death. The story is about the teenager 
Timur Garaev who creates an underground organization with 
the goal of secretly helping the elderly and the families of war 
veterans, at the same time fighting local hooligans. The very fact 
that Timur’s squad has to do good deeds in secret is an illustra-
tive manifestation of the discourse of underground struggle that 
was already prevalent in the official canon of Soviet culture at 
that time.28 The main message of the story, as in Gaidar’s other 
works, is the tempering of the spirit and the children’s readiness 
before the coming hardships (read: war),29 but it also connotes 

have turned out differently. In a 1939 letter to his wife, Gaidar 
wrote, “If you only knew how much torment my work gives me! 
You would then understand a lot, you’d understand why I can at 
times become wild and unstable. Yet I love my work and even if I 
curse it, I would not exchange it for any other in the world.”23

GAIDAR’S LAST ATTEMPT at writing adult fiction was in 1937 when 
he started a short novel provisionally titled The Lucky Charm 
(Talisman) about a man nicknamed Bumbarash who came home 
from the First World War only to find his beloved had been taken 
away and his land split between the Whites, the Reds, and dif-
ferent warlords. Interestingly enough, Gaidar left it unfinished 
because he felt that Valentin Kataev’s I, 
Son of the Working People, published in 
1937, dealt with the same topic. Gaidar 
never returned to this text and even his 
close friends could not make him change 
his mind.24

In 1938, he wrote another short novel 
for children, The Fate of the Drummer 
Boy. The protagonist of the story is the 
12-year old boy Serezha, whose father 
gets arrested for an embezzlement.25 The 
boy is left to himself and gets mixed up 
with petty thieves and criminals. One 
day, his “uncle” appears, who is actually a spy. When the boy 
finds out about the evil plans of his fake uncle and his accom-
plice, he courageously attempts to stop them, but gets shot. Sud-
denly, the Red Army appears in the story as deus ex machina: 
“The thunder roared in the sky, and the clouds, like birds, flew 
against the wind. Forty lines of soldiers rose and protected with 
their bayonets the body of the drummer who shook and fell to 
the ground.” It turns out that the spies were under surveillance 
the entire time, and the boy’s sacrifice was not really necessary, 
but most importantly, he did not know that and stood up against 
them anyway. The happy ending is emphasized by the fact that 
Serezha survives and his father comes home. Remarkably, this 
story represents a kind of a distorted (or corrected) reflection 
of The Military Secret, with a more thrilling plot and a happy 
ending, which Gaidar would previously have considered to be 
against “the truth of life.” Another important feature of the story 
was the mythologizing of the Red Army, and the image of the 
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we teach to children fully conformed with the law of 
revolutionary discipline, with the requirements of 
public life, the life of the Soviet man, perfused with the 
revolutionary idea and the real dream of communism, 
the features of which can be felt already today. Thus the 
everyday becomes the romantic.36

Finally, Timur and His Squad was called “a pedagogical poem” 
that became an embodiment of ideal qualities “for millions of 
children and teenagers.”37 In the 1960s, Gaidar’s status as a clas-
sic of Soviet literature was reaffirmed; he was posthumously 
awarded honorable titles and also several medals for his par-
ticipation in the Great Patriotic War, and his life and work were 
continuously mythologized.38

The Blue Cup
In 1935 Gaidar wrote his most controversial short story, The Blue 
Cup, which produced — and still produces — the most varied 
opinions and interpretations. For example, Krevsky calls it “the 
most cheerful and the kindest tale in Soviet children’s litera-
ture,”39 and Dobrenko calls it “mysterious-romantic.”40 Gaidar 
himself valued the story very highly but, against the background 
of the constant criticism of his works, and especially The Military 
Secret, he had some doubts about his future as a writer. Before 
publication, he decided to visit Samuil Marshak as the ultimate 
judge of his talent. Marshak met him amicably and they worked 
on the story together, effectively rewriting it. Gaidar was at first 
relieved but then felt that the redacted version was not his text 
after all and once again rewrote the whole story, also changing 
the title from The Good Life to a less direct The Blue Cup.41 It was 
first published in the journal Pioner in January 1936 and later 
that year as a separate book by Detizdat.

The plot of the story unfolds in a dacha near Moscow that the 
narrator’s family — himself, his wife Marusia and their daughter 
Svetlana — rent during “the last warm month.” The narrator pic-
tures to himself a family idyll:

Or maybe tomorrow morning we’ll take a boat, — I will 
row, Marusia will steer, and Svetlana will be the passen-
ger, — and we’ll go down the river where they say there 
is a large forest, where two big birch trees stand on the 
shore. The neighbor girl found three good ceps under 
these birches yesterday. What a pity they were worm-
eaten.

However, a conflict between Marusia and the narrator creeps into 
the story. It begins with some petty things: first, Marusia spends 
some time with her old friend, a pilot (there is a hint of jealousy 
in the protagonist’s tone); second, father and daughter get repri-
manded by Marusia for staying up late when they try to install a 
pinwheel on the roof. Finally, the following morning, Marusia ac-
cuses father and daughter of breaking her favorite blue cup in the 
cellar. Father, deeply offended, decides that life is very bad: “There 
goes the boat trip!” He and Svetlana decide to run away from home. 
“Farewell, Marusia! And yet, we never broke your cup.”

the idea of justification of illegal activities. No wonder that Gai-
dar was accused of attempting to substitute the Pioneer organi-
zation with some underground activities, and the book was put 
on hold for some time. However, once the film was released, Gai-
dar felt that fame had finally arrived. Timur and His Squad was 
a hit and even spawned a whole submovement of spontaneous 
groups of timurovtsy all over the country, which was the greatest 
possible compliment to Gaidar. Although the protagonist bore 
the name of the author’s son, Timur Garaev was undoubtedly 
the author’s alter ego, the idealized portrait of Gaidar himself.30

THE WAR ENDED GAIDAR’S rising career but his death only ac-
celerated his canonization as a classic of Soviet literature. After 
Gaidar had struggled to publish his works during the 1930s, the 
post-war period saw a complete reversal of the writer’s previ-
ously contentious image. Gaidar was conveniently transformed 
into a political and cultural icon not only for the Pioneer Orga-
nization but for youth education in general. Gaidar’s work was 
used as a symbol of Soviet patriotism and his mythologizing and 
romanticizing of the war determined the direction of children’s 
literature and film for several generations that followed.

The most telling example of the recognition of Gaidar’s work 
was the 1951 book composed as an homage to Gaidar, which 
rehabilitated him from all previous concerns. Significantly, Gaid-
ar’s method was called “the true method of socialistic realism,”31 
and Ruvim Fraerman described Gaidar’s legacy almost verbatim 
according to the socialist realist dogma:

[Gaidar] believed that Soviet art is the new art not 
because this or that novel features planes instead of 
lacquered carriages pulled by six horses but because it 
shows new communal relationships, and new personal 
relationships, and new feelings of people, — in a word, 
because this is the art of the new socialist society, which 
means that this society must have new methods, and 
most important, high ideological conscientiousness 
[ideinost’], life-likeness [zhiznennost’], and truth.32

In Soviet children’s literature Gaidar was compared to Mayakovsky 
and designated “the writer-pioneer leader” (pisatel’-vozhatyi) by 
Marshak.33 Almost everything he had been previously criticized 
for was presented as a virtue of his talent. For example, Gaidar’s 
experience as a newspaper journalist was portrayed as the source 
of his ability to “show the movement of social (obshchestvennoi) 
life in the trivia of everyday life.”34 The most common reproach, 
that his prose was excessively sentimental and romantic, was also 
explained by “the Soviet child’s urge for lofty feelings and the ele-
vated style”, which the critics falsely took for sentimentalism.35 The 
writer Lev Kassil’ went further, explaining even the romanticism 
of Gaidar’s work as being in conformity with “the Soviet dream of 
communism.” Kassil’ argued that Gaidar was teaching the young 
people the most important things in their lives:

For the first time in the history of the mankind, the 
simple, elementary rules of personal behavior that 
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degree of attention. Boris Kamov argues that it is a poetic remi-
nisce of Gaidar’s first marriage to Mariia Plaksina that did not last 
very long. The story is about two people who are on the brink of 
losing each other but manage to overcome their problems. The 
blue cup thus represents the life of a couple that can easily be 
shattered.42 However, there is much more to it than just a senti-
mental recollection of the author’s first love.

First, let us identify the protagonist of the story. At the first 
glance, we are dealing with a typical first-person narrative. 
However, it soon becomes apparent that the point of view of 
the narrator combines the adult “zoomed out” picture (that of 
father) and the child’s more detailed and “zoomed in” view (that 
of Svetlana). The reader experiences swift transitions from vast 
landscapes to the smallest details, from realistic depictions to 
the fantasy world. That is why the story is full of “insignificant” 
details, as in the following passages:

We see: here is the mill. A cart stands by the mill. A 
hairy dog, all covered in burrs, lies under the cart. It 
looks with one eye open at the swift sparrows who peck 
seeds on the sand. And the shirtless Pashka Bukamash-
kin sits on a sand pile and eats a fresh cucumber.

[…]suddenly, the mill shook and began to make noise. 
The rested wheel started rotating on the water. A 
startled cat, covered in flour, sprang out from the mill 
window. Half-awake, it missed and fell on Sharik’s back, 
who was half-asleep. Sharik squealed and jumped up. 
The cat flung itself to the tree; the sparrows fled from 
the tree to the roof. The horse raised its muzzle and 
pulled the cart. Some shaggy fellow, grey from the flour, 
showed his face from the barn, and, making the wrong 
call, shook his whip at San’ka who had jumped away 
from the cart.

It also becomes apparent that it is Svetlana who is at the center of 
the story. The name Svetlana derived from the word svet, light, 
is an invented literary name from the end of the eighteenth cen-

tury, which was popularized by Vasilii 
Zhukovskii in his poem of 1812. After 
1917, the name became quite common, 
and in 1926, Stalin’s third child was 
named Svetlana. On February 28, 1935, 
Svetlana’s ninth birthday, the children’s 
writer and poet Sergei Mikhalkov, 
the future classic of Soviet children’s 
literature, published a poem-lullaby 
titled “Svetlana” in the newspaper Iz-
vestiia.43 This sycophantic gesture only 
reinforced the connection between 

the name and the Leader’s daughter in the collective memory. 
Even if Gaidar did not have Stalin’s daughter in mind (which is 
unlikely), his readers would undoubtedly make this connection. 
Remarkably, Svetlana is always called by her full name, and not 
by the usual diminutive Sveta, although almost all other children 

During their trip, father and daughter meet different people. 
These meetings constitute miniature inset stories; the first deals 
with the conflict between San’ka and Berta, the daughter of a 
Jewish refugee from Germany who escaped the Nazis. When 
playing, San’ka gets angry and calls Berta zhidovka, “yid.” Anoth-
er boy, Pashka, calls San’ka a fascist and threatens to beat him. 
Svetlana interferes, but they suddenly hear shots somewhere in 
the forest. Svetlana anxiously asks her father, “Who is fighting 
whom? Is it war already?” The “war” turns out to be military ma-
neuvers. They meet an old man, the kolkhoz guard. “The fascists 
are in trouble,” Pashka and the old man remark, watching the 
Red Army soldiers. The episode ends with Pashka and San’ka 
making peace and the old man showing the path through the for-
est to his daughter’s house.

On their way there they pass a black pit where people are 
mining white stones. They stop in the forest to have a snack. 
While waiting for her father to bring some water, Svetlana sings 
an improvised song about all that has happened to them so far. 
In this song, she is a drummer in the Red Army, “the reddest 
army in the world.” They start walking again and get stuck in 
the marsh. Father finds the way out of “that little foul swamp,” 
recalling his fight against the Whites during the Civil War. They 
swim in the river and wash their clothes, and then head to the 
house of the kolkhoz guard’s daughter, Valentina. They meet Val-
entina and her four-year-old son Fedor. They rest under the tree 
and Svetlana asks her father to tell her something about the time 
before she was born. Father tells her how he and Marusia met 
during the Civil War: when he was a Red Army soldier, he freed 
Marusia’s town from the Whites, but got wounded in the battle, 
and Marusia took care of him in the hospital. Since then they had 
never parted.

Right after that Svetlana worries that they have left their 
home for good and wants to return to her mother: “She really 
loves us. We’ll just walk around a bit and go home again.” Father 
also no longer has any hard feelings towards her. He gives Fedor 
their gingerbreads and Fedor reciprocates by giving Svetlana a 
little kitten as a gift. Svetlana and her father head home and Svet-
lana sings about the bad grey mice who must have broken the 
cup in the cellar, but now she is bringing 
home something that “will tear the mice 
into a hundred million hairy pieces.” 
When they come home, they see that 
Marusia has been waiting for them a long 
time and has even put their pinwheel on 
the roof. The father looks at Marusia’s 
eyes and thinks that it is indeed the bad 
grey mice who broke the cup. The three 
of them sit under the tree and tell each 
other what has happened during the day. 
The story ends with “the sly Svetlana” 
asking her father, “Is our life bad now?” He answers that life is 
very good.

ONE MAY WONDER why this light, rather lyrical story depicting 
seemingly insignificant events received such an extraordinary 
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and even some adults (Marusia, for example, is a diminutive of 
Maria) go by pet names.

Svetlana is not just the narrator’s daughter, but also repre-
sents an ideal female protagonist of Gaidar’s stories: honest, 
direct, compassionate and wise. Interestingly enough, in the 
first draft of the story, the narrator had a son, Dimka, instead 
of Svetlana, but Gaidar obviously realized that Svetlana (as an 
ideal reflection of Marusia) would be more suitable for the plot. 
Svetlana is the real protagonist of the story; she makes important 
decisions and sorts out problems. For example, she succeeds 
in bringing the children to make peace and saves San’ka from a 
beating: “Dad… Maybe he is not a fascist after all? Maybe he is 
just stupid? San’ka, isn’t it true that you’re just stupid? — asked 
Svetlana and tenderly looked at his face.” Svetlana also resolves 
the main conflict of the story by asking her father to recount how 
he and Marusia met, after which they decide to come home. Ev-
eryone, even animals, acknowledge Svetlana’s “authority”: the 
kolkhoz guard “grandly bowed first to Svetlana and then to all of 
us”; a Red Army soldier who was hiding in a tree patted her on 
the head and gave her three shiny acorns; even the guard’s huge 
dog Polkan wags its tail and smiles at Svetlana. Svetlana seems 
to be in full harmony with nature: when she sang her first song 
about the Red Army, the flowers “silently and solemnly listened 
to the song and started nodding to Svetlana with their gorgeous 
buds.” Yet when father attempted to sing the same song “in a 
sad bass,” “not a single flower in a million nodded its head,” and 
Svetlana reproached him for the unnaturalness of his voice.

Finally, it is through Svetlana’s perspective that the two layers 
of the story — the myth and the lyrical pseudo-documentary nar-
rative — are merged together. For example, when they come to 
the black pit, from which people were extracting “stone, white 
as sugar,” Svetlana looks into the hole and sees “a shark with two 
tails” and “the Scary Thing with 325 legs and one golden eye.” In 
general, the story fits the traditional folktale structure44 in which 
the protagonists have to overcome several hardships on their 
way to happiness. A misfortune makes them leave home and go 
kuda glaza gliadiat, “wherever chance leads them.” They meet 
a “curious old man,” the nameless kolkhoz guard, who looks 
like a magical hero and gives them instructions like a traditional 
Helper: he tells them about two paths, the left one, leading 
through “the bad far away,” the cemetery, or the right one, lead-
ing through “the best far away” to the guard’s daughter’s house. 
They choose the right path and receive a magical agent (a kitten) 
who will eliminate the initial evil (the mice) from the Donor, the 
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guard’s daughter. In the end the hero gets the Princess, his wife, 
and the balance is restored. The following passage symbolically 
sums up the whole journey:

Then we got worried when the sky had gone dark. The 
clouds came from all directions. They surrounded, cap-
tured, and covered the sun. But it would burst through 
this or that opening and finally broke free and shone 
even warmer and brighter all over the vast earth.

The folktale motifs help introduce another theme, the Red Army 
myth which is crucial for Gaidar’s work as a whole and is mani-
fested most explicitly in the tale about Malchish. In The Blue Cup 
it is mentioned when the narrator recounts the moment he and 
Marusia met:

The silly Marusia did not know then that the Red Army 
never waits until someone calls for it. It rushes to 
defend those whom the Whites attacked. Our Red pla-
toons are approaching, they are now near Marusia, and 
every soldier has a rifle loaded with five bullets, and 
every machine gun is loaded with 250.

Furthermore, the protagonists witness the power of the Red 
Army during the maneuvers in the forest; Svetlana pictures 
herself as a drummer girl in “the reddest army in the world,” 
and the whole narrative is perfused with the spirit of the coming 
war (the Jewish refugees; “the fascists are in trouble”), together 
with recollections of the Civil War (the fight against “the foul 
swamp”). The parallels with the tale of Malchish are evident, but 
Gaidar takes a different approach here. Where Malchish tells the 
Red Army myth in a direct and cumbersome style, The Blue Cup 
introduces it in a very subtle manner as one of the themes of the 
narrative. Whereas Malchish exhibits all the usual traits of “revo-
lutionary romanticism”— the excessive violence, the everlasting 
struggle, and the glorification of human sacrifice —The Blue Cup 
turns to the “trivial” details of life and introduces a lyrical, some-
times ironic intonation. Children are at the center of both stories; 
however, in Malchish they are characters of an impersonal tale, 
whereas in The Blue Cup the child’s perspective is incorporated 
in the narrative. Finally, Malchish is constructed as an epic from 
the past, whereas the focus on children in The Blue Cup projects 
hope for the future of the Soviet state.

The folktale motifs and recurrent symbolism make it possible to 
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read the story as a symbolic depiction of the whole country in min-
iature. Dialectically depicting the general through the particular, 
the narrative also demonstrates the unity of all Soviet people:

I threw a bouquet of flowers into an old woman’s cart. 
She was startled at first, and shook her fist at us. But 
when she saw that it was the flowers, she smiled and 
tossed three big cucumbers on the road. […]

We saw a priest in a long black robe. We followed him 
with our eyes and marveled that there are still such 
strange people in the world. […]

We were riding on a broad smooth road. It was getting 
dark. We were meeting people coming from work; they 
were tired but merry. A kolkhoz truck rattled to the 
garage. A military trumpet sang in the field. A signal 
bell sounded in the village. A heavy-heavy steam engine 
roared beyond the forest. Chooo... Choo! Let the wheels 
roll, let the wagons hurry; the iron road, the long road, 
the far road!

In the last example we see the rapid transition between perspec-
tives: the protagonists’ view “zooms out” to a wide landscape, 
and the village road extends to the far corners of the country. In 
the end, the preserved happiness of an individual family is again 
shown from the global perspective and thus translates to a bigger 
picture of the whole country:

The golden moon was shining above our garden. 
A far train rumbled by on its way to the North. 
The midnight pilot buzzed by and disappeared behind 
the clouds. 
—And life, comrades… was really good!

Here again we see direct parallels to the tale of Malchish-Kibal-
chish: the ending almost identically reproduces the metaphors 
of grandeur and unity (ships, pilots, and trains / train, pilot) that 
connects an individual fate with the country’s history.

TO SUM UP, The Blue Cup appears to be Gaidar’s most complex 
and multilayered work, defying a one-sided explanation and 
reflecting all the main themes of his oeuvre. It is simultaneously 
an autobiographical recollection, a lyrical sketch bordering on 
a fairytale, and yet another version of the Red Army myth as the 
foundation of the young Soviet state. It is important to note that 
this myth was of personal importance to Gaidar, who had devot-
ed practically all his youth to building this state by force of arms. 
The promise of the bright future in The Blue Cup serves as a justi-
fication of his past, an assurance that he did not fight in vain.

After the publication of the story in Pioner, a discussion 
started in the pages of the journal Detskaia literatura.45 The story 
was criticized by writers, literary critics, and teachers as unsuit-
able for children because it touched upon the taboo topic of 
family discord; many were also bothered by its “plotlessness” 

and unclear conclusions. The discussion of the story continued 
for three more years and subsided only after 1939. Such a strong 
reaction is not really surprising if we consider the literary and 
social context of 1936, and it perfectly illustrates the dual nature 
of socialist realism as a dogma and a tool of control. The Blue Cup 
produced such bewilderment because it could simultaneously 
be read as a socialist realist tour de force and an almost subver-
sive text. On the one hand, we spot almost all the components 
of the “master plot”46 of the socialist realist canon: the conflict 
in which the protagonist overcomes not only himself, but also 
the forces of nature; the scenes of communist internationalism 
and the socialist progress and development; the demonstra-
tion of the strength of the Red Army in a historical perspective 
(the connection of the Civil War with the coming war), and, in 
the end, the ritualistic affirmation that life is very good. On the 
other hand, the lyrical, subtly ironic account of a trivial family 
argument allows us to read the story almost as a parody of the 
socialist realist dogma, which caused a feeling of disorientation 
among many critics. However, once Gaidar had been canonized, 
The Blue Cup was lauded as “a great contribution to the develop-
ment of the method of socialist realism,” “the lyrical portrayal 
of Soviet patriotism,” and “a hymn to Soviet man, Soviet Father-
land.”47 Now, exactly eighty years since its publication, it seems 
that the real “mystery” of The Blue Cup is that it remains the most 
lighthearted and humane depiction of the socialist utopia in the 
history of Soviet literature. ≈

Aleksei Semenenko, associate professor at the Department  

of Slavic Languages, Stockholm University.
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abstract
Following the 1934 establishment of socialist realism as the main 

“method” to be applied in all spheres of Soviet artistic production, 

more particular discourses evolved addressing the issue of how the 

concept was to be interpreted and defined in the various fields of 

culture. Literary translation was no exception. At the First All-Union 

Conference of Translators in Moscow in 1936, some attempts were 

made to articulate what was required of translators in order to adhere 

to the new standards. It was not until the late 1940s and early 1950s, 

however, that the discourse took more concrete forms, notably in the 

efforts to establish “realist translation” as a guiding principle for Soviet 

translation in general. Drawing on archival and printed material from 

the period, this paper explores the significance of the discourse on 

socialist realism for Soviet translation practices and translation theory 

during late Stalinism.

KEYWORDS: Soviet culture, socialist realism, literary translation, realist 

translation, translation theory, translation practice, literalism, Soviet 

translators, Ivan Kashkin.

The theory of a practice

Socialist realism 
in translation

oviet culture is not what it used to be. Once regarded 
as monolithic and stable, it now emerges — thanks to a 
boom in studies over recent decades — as a complex, 
multilayered and dynamic phenomenon, not least 

with reference to socialist realism as a central concept of this 
culture.1 This paper focuses on the repercussions of socialist 
realism in literary translation — a field of culture not reflected 
in any of the many studies devoted to the topic to date. It  starts 
from the assumption that, in order to pinpoint socialist realism, 
it is necessary to analyze the discourses which were operative in 
forming it, or rather, which to a large extent made up this elusive 
phenomenon.

Because socialist realism was first invoked in relation to the 
field of original literature and was codified in literary terms, the 
concept itself had to be translated for application to other fields 
of art. How was socialist realism to be understood and expressed 
in music? In architecture? Or in ballet? Such translation, or 
transposition, of the discourse relating to the topic could pose 
considerable problems, especially where non-verbal arts were 
concerned. Although translation is a quintessentially verbal ac-
tivity, it differs from original 
literature in ways that resist 
any simple application of 
analogies, not least due to 
considerations related to 
authorship.

Furthermore, in the field 
of translation, the issue of 
socialist realism became 
intertwined with other, 
more existential concerns: 
it was actualized at a time of 
intense self-reflection and 
self-assessment of transla-
tors as cultural workers 
within Soviet culture, often 
articulated from a point 
of perceived inferiority in 
relation to original writers. 
Drawing on archival mate-

rial pertaining to the Soviet Writers’ Union as well as published 
material in newspapers and journals, I will explore the signifi-
cance of the discourse on socialist realism for issues relating to 
Soviet translation practices as well as translation theory during 
late Stalinism.

Translators in the Soviet Writers’ Union
The Translators’ Section of the Writers’ Union was officially 
formed on October 16, 1934, that is, after the First Congress of 
Soviet Writers, which had been held in August that same year. 
The Writers’ Congress had not featured any speech specifically 
devoted to translation and nothing was said about the appli-
cability of the newly adopted socialist realist doctrine to this 
field. In January 1936, the translators finally had their own “First 
All-Union Conference of Translators.” By this point, problems 
of translation had already been discussed for a long time, both 
within the translators’ organization and publicly in the press.2 
Major issues here were the urgent need for translations from 
and into the different languages of the many peoples of the 
USSR (following Maxim Gorky’s call for such translations in the 

process of “organizing all-union 
literature as a whole”),3 the lack 
of language competence among 
translators to perform this task 
and, as a consequence, the 
ubiquitous use of intermediate 
interlinears (podstrochniki); the 
ideological aspects of transla-
tion, which demanded ideologi-
cal training of translators; the 
low level of translation critique. 
An important point were the 
predominantly negative at-
titudes towards translators as 
an “untrustworthy” category 
of people on the one hand and 
as an inferior type of literary 
worker on the other. Attempts 
to transpose Stalinist discourse 
on original literature into the 
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5353

field of translation had already been made by translators, such as 
the claim, “If writers are the ‘engineers of human souls’, then we 
are the ‘engineers of communication’, and must work hastily.”4

The keynote speech at the 1936 conference, which was 
explicitly to focus on translation from “the languages of the 
peoples of the USSR,” was assigned to the theatre critic Iogann 
Al’tman. The speech may be considered an accommodation 
of the theme of translation to several discourses of immediate 
actuality: the recently established discourse of the “friendship 
of the peoples” pertaining to Stalinist nationalities policy, the 
“Stakhanov discourse” of heroic shockworking (actualized 
by Pravda’s editorial of January 1, 1936, titled “The Stakhanov 
Year”), and, most importantly, the “wreckers’ discourse” 
known from innumerable campaigns in the newspapers since 
the late 1920s: this served to highlight the ideologically harm-
ful potential of faulty translations.5 The speech also included 
a prescriptive section in which socialist realism was invoked 
as a guiding principle for Soviet translation and as a means to 
“cure” the main problems (bedy, opasnosti) affecting Soviet 
translation, such as “naturalism” and “formalism.” The notion 
of socialist realism, Al’tman declared,

“is of no less relevance with reference to translation 
than to the whole of Soviet literature. Socialist realism 
as applied to artistic translation is opposed to natural-

istic copying, but opposes gross tendentious-
ness in translation as well, that is the kind 
of tendentiousness that hinders a correct 
conceptualization of the work. We require 
creative tendencies, creative perspectives 
from the translator.”6

The translation doctrine outlined by Al’tman 
was as loosely defined as socialist realism in 
general, merely comprising positively charged 
terms like “creative” (tvorcheskii) and “ad-
equate” (adekvatnyi), both of which had been 
variously used before and were to live long in 
Soviet translation theory. Furthermore, as was 
the case with socialist realism in general, some 
degree of definition was supplied by model 
examples. What socialist realism demands of 
translation, Al’tman summarizes, is “a fight 
against naturalism, against formalist, impres-
sionist, exoticizing and stylizing translation.”7 
Here, the speaker adheres to practices already 
at work in establishing socialist realism. Al-
though the formalist label was to acquire its 
full repressive potential only with the launch of 
the antiformalist campaign some weeks later, 
in Pravda on January 28, 1936, it had already 
been used quite broadly since spring of 1933 as 
the antithesis of the ideal socialist realism now 
to be promoted.8 In the resolution of the 1936 
conference, however, socialist realism was not 

mentioned, and the term was actually not brought up again in 
relation to translation until the early 1950s.

The theory of a practice
Having been “frozen” during the war, the Translators’ Section of 
the Writers’ Union was reanimated in 1947, in a climate informed 
by the general shift in Soviet cultural politics toward the end 
of the 1940s known as the zhdanovshchina. This austere turn, 
named after Central Committee secretary Andrei Zhdanov (the 
author of the programmatic articles about socialist realism in 
Pravda in 1934), entailed a tightening of Party control over cul-
tural production involving xenophobic and antimodernist (“an-
tiformalist”) campaigns. A break had occurred with the 1930s 
and that decade’s relative openness towards Western impulses, 
its “cosmopolitanism” in the words of Katerina Clark.9 The 1930s 
had seen the publication, in Russian translation, of authors such 
as James Joyce, Thomas Mann, and Marcel Proust. A main outlet 
for translated foreign literature, the journal Internatsional’naia 
literatura [“International literature”] had provided a “window to 
the west”10 until it was closed down in 1943/1944.

The resumed activities of the Translators’ Section prompted 
professional self-scrutiny against the background of the new, 
nationalist orientation of the late 1940s. Part of this general 
line was an emphasis on the Soviet or Russian origin of major 
achievements in science and technology as well as in culture 
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— a tendency jocularly referred to in 
popular parlance of the later Soviet 
period as “The USSR is the homeland 
of elephants” (SSSR — rodina slonov).11 
Such priorities informed translational 
discourse as well, as evidenced in trans-
lation scholar Andrei Fedorov’s report 
to the Translators’ Section at one of its 
first meetings on February 2 ,1948.12 
Pinpointing the “Russian, Soviet theo-
ry of translation” as a “completely new 
phenomenon in the philological dis-
cipline worldwide,” a “completely original and unprecedented 
phenomenon,”13 Fedorov also called upon translation critics to 
denounce “every kind of kowtowing (nizkopoklonstvo) before 
foreign scholarship and literature” and excessive “reverence 
for other languages” (blagogovenie pered inoiazychnym). Part of 
the ideological decorum, this verbal gesture tells us eloquently 
of the potential threat perceived in translation from foreign lan-
guages and the significance accorded the practice itself.14 What 
the distinguished scholar Fedorov actually reported, within this 
rhetorical frame, as achievements of the Soviet theory of transla-
tion was, indeed, truly remarkable and ahead of its time, and it 
had little to do with official clichés. Typical of this theory were, 
according to Fedorov, “a recognition of the principle of translat-
ability”; evaluation of a translation from the point of view of its 
“functional and semantic correspondence (sootvetstvie) with the 
original, and not only from the point of view of their formal coin-
cidence (sovpadenie)”; “a systematic use of facts from the history 
of literature and language and other humanistic scholarship.”15 
In addition to these features, Fedorov remarked, “it is essential 
to notice the absence of any narrowly axiological dogmatism 
and the breadth of evaluative judgments which are characteris-
tic of our theory of translation.”16 As examples of such a plural-
ism Fedorov mentions translations by Mikhail Lozinskii, Sergei 
Shervinskii and Samuil Marshak. These were translators who 
represented different positions on a scale whose two end poles 
would be what Lawrence Venuti17 refers to as “foreignization” 
and “domestication,”  that is, an ideal striving to move the reader 
in the direction toward the author as 
opposed to one that strives to bring the 
author closer to the reader, privileging 
smoothness and readability. “It is an un-
disputable fact,” Fedorov declares, “that 
our critics and our theory of translation 
recognize both possibilities as equally 
valid in practice, and it is one of our as 
yet unresolved tasks to provide a theo-
retical substantiation of this.”18

Such a sanguine stance was not typi-
cal of Soviet translation theory, which 
had always tended to be normative in essence (perhaps with 
the exception of Mikhail Alekseev’s booklet Problems of Liter-
ary Translation from 1931). Neither was it shared by all partici-
pants at the meeting. The chairman Ivan Kashkin, translator 

of Anglo-American literature and a 
renowned specialist on Hemingway, 
commented that Fedorov “should 
have pointed out that there are 
cases of inadmissible distortions 
of the Russian language in order to 
please some imaginary similarity.”19 
Samuil Marshak himself picked up 
the cue, arguing that “when one 
language comes into contact with 
another there is a kind of a battle 
going on; like a swamp the foreign 

language sucks the translator into its turns of speech, into its 
circle of images.”20 Kashkin imparted, referring to the contem-
porary context that, “when you say that one shouldn’t introduce 
the category of ‘have to’, this may have relevance in relation to 
yesterday, but today it is necessary to talk about what we have to 
do. To think about what we have to do is of course our obligation 
today.”21 According to Kashkin, 

“Translation has to acquaint us with the [literary] 
legacy. But now, having read Marx, Engels, Lenin and 
Stalin, who all touched on this problem (Lenin in par-
ticular, who was himself a translator), we understand 
that to inherit doesn’t mean to worship the legacy and 
that the assimilation of the classical legacy has to serve 
the construction of a new socialist aesthetics.”22

In this construction process Kashkin himself was to take a lead, 
making the value and function of “foreignness” in translation a 
central issue. The descriptive and analytic approach advocated 
by Fedorov at this point was dismissed in favor of a prescriptive 
discourse effectively merging translation theory and translation 
criticism. In a programmatic statement at the same meeting 
Kashkin announced:

“At the basis of our translation activities there is an old, 
simple truth which sounds like a truism: a translation 
has to be precise (tochen), it has to acquaint us with 
the achievements of our cultural heritage and it has to 
be carried out masterfully. This is all true, but today 
all these requirements are being reconceptualized. A 
translation has to be precise (tochen), but we under-
stand this precision (tochnost’) in a different way. You 
see, this is not about mechanical photography, it is not 
about technological precision (tekhologicheskaia toch-
nost’), this translation should show us with precision (s 
tochnost’iu) the excited face of our friend, [it should] fix 
the malicious grimace of our enemy.”23

By using the expression “technological precision” Kashkin 
clearly defined the translation principles in contrast to which 
the new aesthetics was to be developed. The reference here was 
unmistakably to Evgenii Lann, a translator of English literature 
and Dickens in particular. In an article published in 1939 in Liter-
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aturnyi kritik, the leading literary journal of the time, Lann had 
outlined his translation philosophy as applied to the translation 
of Dickens’s novel The Pickwick Papers that he had produced 
together with his wife Aleksandra Krivtsova in 1933.24 In a scien-
tistically informed idiom more typical of the 1920s, Lann had 
put forward his source-oriented views as a “formal principle of 
precision of translation” (formal’nyi printsip tochnosti perevoda) 
which was to guarantee a “technologically precise translation” 
(tekhnologicheski tochnyi perevod).25 For Lann, the overarching 
goal of a translation was to give the reader an idea of the author’s 
“style”, and in this endeavor tochnost’ was to play a leading role: 
“the devices of tochnost’ in translation are to be the key with 
which the translator opens up the author’s style.”26 He warned 
specifically against the modernization of language and Russian-
isms. The article was originally intended as a foreword to the 
Pickwick translation, but had not been included in the edition. It 
had, however, been delivered as a paper by Lann, introducing a 
discussion of the translation among colleagues at the Translation 
Bureau in 1934.27 On this occasion, Kashkin had already emerged 
as a critic of the translation and his criticism was likewise pub-
lished as an article in Literaturnyi kritik, actually predating 
Lann’s text by three years.28

Now, in 1948, Lann was not the only 
exponent of tochnost’ in translation to be 
projected by Kashkin as an enemy of the 
burgeoning socialist aesthetics. Another 
was Georgii Shengeli, whose new trans-
lation of Byron’s Don Juan was the next 
topic of discussion at the Translators’ 
Section, held a month after Fedorov’s 
report. Shengeli, who was also a prolific 
poet of classical orientation (whose origi-
nal writing had not been published after 
1935) and a literary scholar, had outlined 
his translation philosophy in an after-
word to his Don Juan. Here, an orientation toward tochnost’ in 
translation was motivated by Byron’s own concern for accuracy 
in description. Shengeli’s main concern, however, was the effect 
a translation produces in the target culture, put forward here 
as a “theory of functional similarity” (teoriia funktsional’nogo 
podobiia). The choice of meter in the target language was to be 
guided by a concern that it be functionally approximate to the 
original meter in terms of genre and character, being at the same 
time perceived as “our own meter, easy and natural.”29 In order 
to preserve the rich lexical content of Byron’s verse (a matter of 
tochnost’) and at the same time its light, ironic, conversational 
tone (a matter of functionality), Shengeli proposes to substitute 
iambic hexameter for Byron’s iambic pentameter, arguing that in 
this case it is a Russian functional equivalent.

THE DISCUSSION ABOUT the new Don Juan translation was intro-
duced by a highly appreciative talk given by a fellow translator, 
who hailed it as a major achievement on the part of the “Soviet 
school of translation.”30 Both the talk and Shengeli’s translation 
were criticized, however, by Kashkin, who pointed out ideologi-

cal shortcomings in the edition and blamed the general orienta-
tion toward tochnost’. Most objectionable in the talk was, accord-
ing to Kashkin, the application of the term “the Soviet school of 
translation” to Shengeli’s Don Juan — the attempt to “canonize” 
Shengeli’s translation principles as “the principles of the Soviet 
school of translation.”31 Here it becomes clear that, for Kashkin, 
this notion — the “Soviet school of translation” — was the name 
for “the socialist aesthetics” invoked at the previous meeting.

Two years later, at the annual meeting of the Translators’ Sec-
tion in March 1950, Kashkin sharpened his criticism against Lann 
and Shengeli, recasting it in the terms of “formalism.” Kashkin, 
then head of the Section, expressed his discontent with the ear-
lier discussion and with Fedorov’s report, declaring that,

“True, at the same time it became apparent what the 
opposition to the main creative kernel of the Section is 
like. What we have to oppose. In our field there haven’t 
been any straightforward sorties, but some camou-
flaged harmful tendencies have been noticed all the 
same. Some echoes have been preserved of a formalism 
that has not entirely been disarmed in various aspects: 
— Expressions of an alien orientation — in the creative 

method. 
— Unprincipled practicism and empiri-
cism, which is concealed under the 
false and imaginary principle of feck-
less calque. 
It is not so much a matter of the con-
vinced bearers of these tendencies as 
of the fact that these tendencies are 
still in the air, poisoning it.”32

A renewed attack on the perceived 
enemies of the “Soviet school of trans-
lation” was launched by Kashkin at a 

conference held in October—November 1950 to discuss “the 
tasks of the Soviet translation of world classics.” Shengeli’s Don 
Juan thus emerged as one of its central issues — much to the 
surprise of the translator himself, as the topic had not been 
brought up since the first discussion almost three years earlier. 
Now Kashkin virulently denounced the method by which “fac-
tographical exactness” blurred the “ideological and artistic 
significance” of Byron’s work, resulting in “verse translation 
without poetry, prose translation without emotional coloring, 
without sincere and deep feeling, in short: without artistic 
charm.”33 Furthermore, he targeted the shortcomings of con-
temporary criticism, exemplified by the “excessive praise” in 
the introductory speech of 1948 which allowed translations 
such as Shengeli’s to appear in the first place. Therefore, Kash-
kin declared, even if at this point “the principles of the Soviet 
school had been consolidated in hard struggle against alien 
and hostile positions inherited from decadence and formalism 
and the hack attitudes of the NEP period,” and the enemy had 
been defeated, the fight for “the concept of the Soviet school” 
had to be continued:

55

“BY USING THE 
EXPRESSION 

 ̦TECHNOLOGICAL 
PRECISION’, 

KASHKIN CLEARLY 
DEFINED THE 

TRANSLATION 
PRINCIPLES.”

peer-reviewed article



56

the principles of Stanislavskii, the socialist realist model for the 
Soviet theatre: “Every image created by the author he [the trans-
lator] is obliged to see, every thought he is obliged to make his 
own, every nuance of mode he is obliged to experience.”39

Finally, almost mimicking the original formulation of socialist 
realism, Kashkin declares in his 1954 article “On the Method and 
School of Soviet Translation”:

“In the realist method, in its truthfulness (pravdivost’) 
and historical concreteness (istoricheskaia konkretnost’) 
[my emphasis, S.W.], is the best guarantee for a faithful 
transference (vernaia peredacha) of the original with all 
its chiaroscuro; a guarantee for a faithful transference, 

albeit refracted through our perception, 
because our Soviet literary translation 
is far from ‘a photographer’s trade’, it 
is a creative appropriation (osvoenie), a 
branch of the art of socialist realism .”40

What was to be the “one and only” (edinyi) 
method was already practiced by the “best 
Soviet translators,” Kashkin argued, and the 
task of Soviet translation theory was now 
to study these translations carefully and to 
“generalize their experience.”41 Expound-
ing on the realist method, he declared that 

these translators are convinced “that a literary translation takes its 
point of departure not in the traces which constitutes a work [of 
art]  but in the work as a whole, which includes not only linguistic 
elements, and strives in the first place to transfer its general inten-
tion, its spirit, its ideological meaning.”42 In order to do so, “they 
strive to put themselves in the position of the author and to see 
what he saw when he created his work, but to see it with their own 
eyes, and then they try to render, in their own language in accor-
dance with its internal laws, not only the conventional verbal sign 
but all that stands behind the word: thoughts, facts, conditions, 
actions.”43 Simultaneously, “the best Soviet translators,” according 
to Kashkin, apply a metaperspective:

“They strive to determine for themselves the most 
fundamental and important elements that made the 
author and his work significant and topical for its time, 
and try first and foremost to convey to our reader all 
that is progressive, that is live and topical in it for our 
time as well.”44

What emerges here (and elsewhere in Kashkin’s writings of the 
time) is a fully developed transposition of the socialist realist 
doctrine: the translator had to convey not the text of the original 
literary work, but the reality which, according to Leninist aes-
thetics, was mirrored in this work — the typical traits of reality 
as they should have been seen by the original author had he pos-
sessed the necessary ideological awareness and rendered in forms 
accessible to the Soviet reader; the last requirement arguably 
corresponded to the narodnost’ of the original doctrine.45
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“It is necessary to resist all attempts to vulgarize, banal-
ize, and falsify the very concept of the ‘principles of So-
viet translation,’ and the ‘school of Soviet translation’, 
attempts at passing off as its own achievements works 
which are alien to the very essence of this concept.”34

Somewhat paradoxically, it was a case of alleged imprecision of 
translation that was the most compromising and far-reaching 
of Kashkin’s accusations against Shengeli at this conference. 
In the “Russian episode” of Byron’s work (occupying Cantos 
VII—X ) which features the Russian take-over of the fortress of 
Izmail from the Turks in 1790, Shengeli had, Kashkin claimed, 
distorted and denigrated the picture of Field Marshal Suvorov 
and the Russian soldiers. Despite the 
translator’s efforts to demonstrate that he 
had rendered the disputed loci with utter 
exactness (in accordance with his overall 
principles of tochnost’) and that the ambi-
guity and irony were vital constituents of 
the source work itself, the fate of the trans-
lation was decided: from now on it was dis-
cursively constructed as “unpatriotic” and 
“unpoetic” in all public contexts. As a rule, 
this was a translation critique in which 
no original texts were ever provided, not 
even in detailed discussions of particular 
examples such as Kashkin’s lengthy criticism of the translation 
published in Novyi mir.35

The precepts for the new “socialist aesthetics” in translation 
began to be articulated in the early 1950s, invariably in contrast 
to the projected enemy of “literalism.” In an article published in 
Literaturnaia gazeta on December 1, 1951 (“On the language of 
translation”), Kashkin36 accused both Shengeli and Lann of rep-
resenting a “stronghold of literalism and linguistic foreignness” 
(zasil’e bukvalizma i chuzheiazychiia). Their translations reflected 
“bourgeois–decadent disintegration (raspad), manifested in the 
corruption of the national language in favor of foreign languages 
and linguistic acrobatics.” Such a criticism, targeting an alleged 
“pollution” of language, in fact echoed Gorky’s position in the 
“discussion on language” in 1934, which was effectively a step 
toward the normative aesthetics of socialist realism.37 Offering 
his own precepts for Soviet translators, Kashkin invokes the no-
tion of “realism” in translation for the first time since Al’tman’s 
speech in 1936. Kashkin urged Soviet translators to convey the 
original “in a realist way, that is without naturalist hair-splitting 
and without impressionist embellishment, truthfully and cre-
atively.” Some months later, the term was developed further in 
an article by Kashkin’s colleague Pavel Toper in Novyi mir, who 
also opposed it to “formalist translation” and Lann’s Dickens in 
particular. Arguing for “realism” in translation, he paralleled 
the construction of socialist realism in literature by identifying 
the forerunners of such a realist translation in Belinskii, Cher-
nyshevskii and Dobroliubov, who were translators as well.38 
Moreover, alluding to the traditional metaphor of the translator 
as an actor, Toper’s description of “realist translation” echoes 

“KASHKIN’S IDEAL, 
ALLEGEDLY BEING 
ACHIEVED BY THE 

‘BEST SOVIET 
TRANSLATORS,’ 

IMPLIED AN 
ONTOLOGICAL 

PARADOX.”
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Kashkin’s ideal, allegedly being achieved by the “best Soviet 
translators,” implied an ontological paradox. Without losing his 
“stylistic and individual characteristics” or his “historical and 
national specificity,” the foreign author (“be it Shakespeare, 
Navoi, Dickens, Hafiz, Burns, Omar Khayyam or Nizami”) should 
sound in Russian translation “as if he had himself written the 
work in Russian, in his own way and with his typical mastery, in 
full command of all the means of expression”.46 The act of trans-
lation thus presupposed an imaginary abolishment of the need 
for translation. The practice of such a theory was inevitably to be 
marked by a tendency towards eradication of difference.

Even if Kashkin’s position was later criticized and modified by 
other theorists, for example Gachechiladze,47 the significance of 
Kashkin’s promotion of the “realist method” in the early 1950s 
as a discursive event is hard to overestimate. It contributed ef-
fectively to the thwarting of pluralist views on translation such as 
the one advocated by Fedorov in 1948. It also helped to shape the 
“Soviet school of translation” as a prescriptive concept implying 
a multilayered domestication which entailed elisions and rewrit-
ings in order to adapt the foreign material to an “ideal” Soviet 
reader.

The development of the “Soviet school of translation” as a 
concept was in fact so intertwined with Kashkin and his circle 
(his own “school”) that they became nearly synonymous. The 
wave of translations of American literature during the Thaw 
period, many of them carried out by talented former members 
of the Kashkin group,48 and particularly the canonization of 
Hemingway, brought new status to Kashkin’s name, due to his 
reputation as an eminent Hemingway scholar and promotor 
of his works (Kashkin prefaced the famous Soviet two-volume 
Hemingway edition of 1959). The Belgian scholar Christian Balliu 
recounts49 that, at a translation conference at the Moscow State 
Linguistic University in 2002, Professor Marina Litvinova (well-
known today as one of the translators of Harry Potter) told him, 
“Nous sommes tous des Kachkiniens.”

Conclusion
This article has demonstrated how the “practice of a theory” 
— the socialist realist discourse — worked to shape the “theory 
of a practice” — Ivan Kashkin’s method of “realist translation” 
launched as “the one and only” for Soviet translators in the 
1950s. It has also shown how, in the field of literary translation, 
the socialist realist discourse became operative in the process of 
excluding “foreignness,” that is, approaches that brought to light 
and creatively addressed issues of difference, often from a func-
tional point of view. This is a legacy still being perceived in Rus-
sia today: perhaps not so much in reference to Kashkin’s theory 
of “realist translation,” which is merely regarded as a chapter 
in Russian translation history, as in the still prevailing negative 
attitudes towards what he, Kashkin, defined as “literalist transla-
tion” and in the lasting difficulties of discussing the value and 
function of “foreignness” in translation in a non-normative way.

What remains to be explored more broadly is the relationship 
between the declared “realism” of the method and the many 
concrete translations of, above all, American fiction carried out 

by “the Kashkinki” which, conjuring up an “imaginary West,”50 
would paradoxically contribute to the ethos of the Thaw pe-
riod. ≈
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hat does it mean to grasp 
“reality as it truly is”? The 
main question in realism 
is its claim to expose, pres-

ent, write, truthfully insert, and talk with 
the problem of mimesis and mimetic rep-
resentation. There are several realisms: 
realism, philosophical realism, specula-
tive realism, political realism, democratic 
realism, capitalistic realism, aesthetic 

realism, lyric realism, magic and fantastic 
realism, surrealism, hyperrealism, subre-
alism, and also their uncanny ghost — the 
question of unrealism, idealism, and the 
possible.  The question as to the real, 
the philosophical question behind the 
aesthetic idea, is linked to concepts such 
as the real, reality, and realism. The real 
means both what is and that it is — both 
the quid and the quod of reality. Yet the 

real, what it is and that it is, can be pre-
sented in realistic and unrealistic ways, 
just as the contrary of the real, the unreal, 
can be presented in very realistic ways. 
As Walter Benjamin reminded us, giving 
emphasis to the problem of the real-ness 
of reality, the occurrence of a delirium is 
real.

The motto pronounced at the All-
Union Congress of Soviet Writers by 

by Marcia Sá Cavalcante Schuback

commentary

The reality  
of the real
Commentaries on questions 
of socialist realism

Isaak Brodsky Lenin in Smolny (1930).
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Zhdanov, that socialist realism is the 
“method of presenting reality in its 
revolutionary development truthfully in 
a concrete historical way”, adds a new 
dimension to the question of realism. 
George Lukács took up this development 
in his discussion of the great masters of 
realism when he maintained that the 
question is to truthfully present, repre-
sent and expose not only reality, but real-
ity as it truly is. The question remains as 
to the relation between reality and truth. 
Reality as it truly is is the content of mean-
ing of the reality of the real. Like every 
realism, socialist realism is a doctrine 
about the reality of the real, about reality 
as it truly is. As it truly is, however, reality 
is already an interpretation and as such, 
a presentation. Hence socialist realism 
transforms the question of realism, as the 
question as to the correspondence or mi-
mesis between a mental representation 
and the essence of things, into a question 
about the presentation of a presentation, 
about a mimesis of mimesis itself. Even if 
Adorno criticizes and to a large extent re-
jects Lukcás — and even if for Adorno, as 
Sven-Olov Wallenstein 
asserted in his 
paper 
pre-

sented at the workshop, mimesis is de-
fined as an Innervierung [in-nervation] 
of the real — for Adorno the question of 
art still remains the one about a treue 
Darstellung, a faithful presentation.

DISCUSSING THE PROBLEM of socialist re-
alism in relation to realism, we are also 
engaging in a form of realism, because we 
want to represent this doctrine as truth-
fully as possible (we are, unfortunately 
not liberated from this hard demand). In 
a certain sense, what we are doing here is 
the academic realism of socialist realism. 
As we read it in this issue, socialist real-
ism made visible how realism does not 
merely impose an ideological doctrine 
and a theory of reality, but creates the 
reality of the real. Realism is an interpre-
tation of the reality of the real, but as the 
reality of the real it is already an interpre-
tation; socialist realism is rather an inter-
pretation of interpretation. It is an inter-
pretation of interpretation that aims to 
be so total and conclusive that no further 
interpretation is needed.  It imposes an 
interpretation that has its own interpreta-

tion, a self-interpretation with no need 
for any external commentary, 

an interpretation with-
out comments. It 

is and has to be 
systematic, in 

the sense 

of an interpretation that controls the very 
control of any interpretation.

Socialist realism does not ask how texts 
are to depict and reproduce the reality 
of the real, but dictates that the real has 
to become a text that is an already inter-
preted and therefore read and ready text. 
That is why socialist realism actualizes the 
question of textuality, assuming that ev-
erything has to become a text in the sense 
that everything has to be seen as we see 
texts, not as we read them. Texts are to 
be read as images are to be seen. Because 
texts are seen, the pictorial has to be the 
fundamental element of socialist realism, 
for the intent is to see reality as it is truly 
visible. 

BUT HERE AGAIN, no one needs to see it, for 
it appears as what has already been seen, 
and what is presented is the image of that 
already-seen. Seeing becomes the mean-
ing of reading, for what is to be “seen” 
(that is “read”) is merely the traits of this 
already-seen, the censured vision. This 
is why socialist realism prefers painting 
rather than photography, namely because 
the trait is the trait of literacy — the trait 
of the textualization of the real. What 
this textualization of the real tells us is 
how socialist realism engenders and en-
gineers meanings in a form of Bildung or 
construction of its readers, by presenting 
itself as self-interpretation, as a thought 
that already has thought and has been 
thought, a gaze that already has seen and 
has been seen. It is an already — ready 
— reading, where common sense must 
equal the sense of the common.  ≈
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ing or otherwise making use of history, etc.2 This sort of “inven-
tive” introspection means elucidating those cultural “biases” 
and their modes and conditions of operation that might not be 
revealed by the relationship between Marxist-Leninist doctrine 
and the endeavors of an academic discipline (e.g., how the un-
derstanding of a certain historical style or period was created 

and its explanation changed 
over the period in the academ-
ic discourse of art history). 
For a historian, however, the 
aim of this kind of “inventive” 
reading is not to dismantle 
a discipline, but to relocate 
certain disciplinary develop-
ments. In this article on Soviet 
Estonian architectural histori-
ography, this relocation means 
shifting the focus from the 
narrow context of fluctuating 
ideological prescriptions to 
the wider field of late socialist 
cultural changes that form the 
context of the “alternative” 

he notions of  “history” and “reality” have made a 
thought-provoking pair in historiographic debates for 
several decades. Today it would be rather difficult to 
disagree with the view that historiography is a field 

intensified by wide-ranging political claims to reality — from per-
sonal agendas to ideological doctrines — and that the Rankean 
claim to symmetry between past reality and mediated, written 
reality, or history, is a matter of the degree of dislocation of “real-
ity” rather than an objective condition of history writing (wie es 
eigentlich gewesen).1 The questionsof  “reality” and “history” in 
the humanities and cultural studies of the late 20th and early 21st 

centuries have also marked growing interest in how disciplines,  
including art and architectural history, create knowledge about 
culture and the past. Besides the means of knowledge produc-
tion, there is also an increasing interest in disciplinary histories: 
in the case of former socialist countries, this has meant looking 
introspectively at the period and at texts in which cultural and 
historical analysis was strictly subordinated to very specific 
claims to representation of reality. The Marxist-Leninist doctrine 
prevailing in Soviet art and 
architectural history undoubt-
edly exerted an extremely 
formalizing influence on his-
tory writing. Yet self-reflexive 
historical probing enables 
today’s reader not only to go 
beyond the strict disciplinary 
dogmas and to consider those 
historical texts as an exciting 
and multilayered fabric, but 
also to open up unexplored 
territories for historiographi-
cal consideration. These could 
include other textual genres or 
cultural practices like visual or 
performative arts, aestheticiz-
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The article discusses the writing of architectural history in Soviet Es-

tonia in the late socialist period as a particular form of historiographic 

practice in which the contact between “history” and “reality” is pursued 

through avant-gardist practices of merging art and life rather than the 

methodologies of academic art historical research, or Marxist-Leninist 

dogmas of history writing. The case is built on the “historical depic-

tions” or the short texts on the history of Estonian modern architecture 

written by Leonhard Lapin, a member of a critical group of architects 

and artists in Estonia in the 1970s and early 1980s. The paper argues 

that Lapin’s concept of reality as defined by the relationship between 

man and the “machine” was aimed at remodeling the whole understand-

ing of modern Estonian culture from a logocentric to a spatial type.
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or “critical” historiography practiced by the architect and artist 
Leonhard Lapin in the 1970s and early 1980s.

Historiography of modern  
architecture in Estonia
Estonian art history turned its attention to modern architecture 
only in the first decades following World War II when the art 
historian Leo Gens was essentially the only pioneering historian 
and critic in the 1950s and 1960s to systematically research late 
19th and 20th century architecture. It is understandable that the 
historians of the prewar Republic of Estonia did not get a chance 
to assess the architectural production of a period that was so 
proximate in time (especially considering the fact that changes 
in the built environment emerged in Estonia somewhat later), 
or to offer an independent perspective on modernism. In con-
trast, in Western Europe, Nikolaus Pevsner’s Pioneers of Mod-
ern Design appeared in 1936 and Sigfried Giedion’s Space, Time 
and Architecture” in 1941. Furthermore, in mid-20th century 
Estonia, the main objects of academic art history had been 
shaped by the political positions of the preceding decades: 
research into the rich material preserved in Estonian medieval 
towns was initiated in the late 19th century by Baltic German 
writers and clearly served the interests of self-determination 
by building up a geography of art history that derived from 
their motherland. The art historians of the interwar republican 
period were also mostly engaged in studying medieval art and 
architecture, but due to the changing political dynamics and the 
initiative of Swedish-born art history professors at the University 
of Tartu (Helge Kjellin, Sten Karling), the local geography of art 
and the question of artistic origins were refocused on the Nordic-
Baltic cultural sphere and regional influences.3

THE HISTORICAL REALITY and political conditions after WWII 
spawned unique histories of modernism both in Estonia and in 
other former Eastern-bloc countries — the authors had to find 
a way to narrate the overarching story of modern architecture 
from its period of inception at the turn of the century and write 
the developments in the interwar period as part of progressive 
Soviet architecture, following the ideological line all the while. 
The study of 19th and 20th-century architecture can therefore be 
regarded principally as a natural part of the Soviet teleological 
view of history: the history of architecture had to be extended 
right up to the “flowering” present day; thus the inclusion of 
modern architecture in this narrative was not coincidental but 
rather stemmed from the need to fill in all historical periods 
with consistent content based on the ideology of class struggle. 
By the late 1970s, the history of modern architecture in Estonia 
had developed its canonic form, marked by the chapters writ-
ten by Gens for History of Estonian Architecture (1965) and two 
volumes of History of Estonian Art (1971 and 1977). Gens, who had 
dominated the discourse of the history of modern architecture 
in the post-war years, was accompanied in 1970s by the young 
architect Leonhard Lapin (b. 1947). At the same time, Lapin’s 
role as an historian is a subject of debate, since, besides being 
an outsider in the academic discipline, his “historiographical” 

peer-reviewed articlepeer-reviewed article

practice was not limited solely to textual formats but was part of 
cross-disciplinary strategies that involved, among other things, 
deliberately projecting his time on to the backdrop of history 
and tradition. His goal was to change contemporary architec-
ture, the surrounding environment, and people’s relationship to 
it, thereby exploring the modern world and how its forms and 
ideas became manifested. The activities of Lapin and his friends 
Vilen Künnapu, Ando Keskküla, Andres Tolts, Tiit Kaljundi, Sirje 
Lapin (Runge), and other late 1960s and early 1970s graduates of 
the Estonian State Art Institute — many of whom later became 
members of an architects’ group popularly called the Tallinn 
School — were not limited by a stringent institutional framework 
such as a job at a state design institute. With happenings and per-
formances, environmental art, print art and painting, architec-
tural designs, writings, exhibitions, and seminars, they ventured 
out on a broader and more diffusely defined field, merging vari-
ous media and venues and fusing different disciplines (architecture, 
design, art, criticism, historiography, theater etc.), and so have be-
come rooted in Estonian art history as Soviet unofficial art.

WRITING TEXTS ON 20TH CENTURY art and architectural history 
was one of the tools in the group’s diverse toolbox — the vast 
majority of the texts being written by Lapin, who was an active 
writer, both of art and architectural history and of criticism and 
commentary in weekly cultural newspapers. Most of his art and 
architectural history texts were published during the Soviet pe-
riod in the magazines Kunst [Art], Kunst ja Kodu [Art and home], 
Ehituskunst [Construction art], and the cultural weekly Sirp ja 
Vasar [Hammer and sickle] from 1971 to the late 1980s. Some of 
them were written as conference papers or were published in 
samizdat collections, or remained in manuscript form and were 

Leonhard Lapin in the early 1980s and in 2014.
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published only in 1997 in a book of his collected texts Kaks kunsti 
[Two kinds of art]. As a writer, Lapin typifies the rift between 
“studio” and “academia,” which became widespread in Western 
architectural scholarship in the second half of the 20th century, 
but which never really was an issue in Estonia, where architec-
tural history has traditionally been written by art historians. 
This is one of the reasons why Estonian art and architectural 
historians have never truly embraced Lapin’s texts as belonging 
to the same disciplinary tradition, although they did not directly 
ignored: the two discourses — academic architectural historiog-
raphy practiced by art historians and by architects — were kept 
strictly separated during the Soviet era. Lapin’s history texts 
were considered too subjective for the academic tradition and 
thus have been mentioned above all as a part of his art;4 never-
theless he has received some credit from architectural historians 
as one of the writers on art nouveau and functionalism in Es-
tonia during the Soviet period.5 Despite the fact that Lapin has 
never considered himself as an historian, the debates about his 
role are illustrative of both the changing position of the reader 
and disciplinary re-locations of architectural historiography. 
Mark Jarzombek has emphasized the complex interwoven rela-
tionship between history, avant-garde 
and historiography, thus pointing to an 
opportunity to expand the definition 
of the “historiographic act” to include 
activities that go beyond traditional aca-
demic historiography, such as architec-
tural and art practices in which history 
is used to contextualize oneself.6 Aside 
from that possibility, the keywords spe-
cific to art and architectural history, which include questions of 
style and terminology, modern and national, and primeval and 
mythical elements in the Estonian tradition of form, also enable 
us, I believe, to consider Lapin as part of the disciplinary devel-
opment of art and architectural history in Estonia.

The new artificial reality
It has been noted in many instances that by the 1970s the social-
ist realist canon had only retained a rhetorical echo in Estonia 
while its content was in a state of flux, especially in literature 
and the arts.7 Although the realist rule of explaining art held its 
position in art history writing, as the topic selection still had to 
be justified by showing its relation to reality,8 in the seventies the 
ideological framework of representing artistic production could 
also be seen to be loosening up with the appearance of romantic 
elements of artistic individuality seeking a connection with the 
timeless and primeval in culture.9 With this general loosening in 
mind, it becomes noteworthy that the young generation, includ-
ing Lapin, entering the art scene in Estonia in the late 1960s, 
did not withdraw from the enforced notion of reality, choosing 
instead to readdress it and rework it into a critical concept that 
became the center of gravity of their activities.

In his early texts dating from the early and mid-1970s — “Taie 
kujundamas keskkonda” [Art designs the environment] (1971) 
and “Objektiivne kunst” [Objective art] (1975), initially given 
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“THE MACHINE 
BECOMES A CENTRAL 

IMAGE OF THIS NEW 
REALITY THAT LAPIN 
CALLS ‘ARTIFICIAL’.”

as speeches at two different artistic events10 — the young Lapin 
manifests the new reality as a cornerstone of his artistic pro-
gram.11 The machine becomes a central image of this new reality 
that Lapin calls “artificial”: he declares the urban living environ-
ment a central concern in contemporary culture, something 
that has become an evident part of everyday life through art and 
architecture and is a result of the scientific-technological revolu-
tion. A contemporary artist — an objective artist — is above all 
an architect and urban planner; Lapin refers here to the critical 
architect who “works in an exhibition space rather than being 
employed by the state design office” and who intervenes in or 
produces the environment rather than representing it.12

Both Mari Laanemets and Andres Kurg have considered 
Lapin’s notions of “objective art” and “new artificial reality” not 
as a belated engagement with technology and art, as they might 
seem at first glance, but as a reaction to the expansion of the 
postindustrial environment in late socialist society, including 
new communication and production means and immaterial net-
works that had fundamentally changed the concept and moral 
content of art and the role of the artist.13 Lapin’s critique in the 
early 1970s was directed at the failed Soviet utopia of industrial-

ization that according to him resulted 
only in the homogenizing rationaliza-
tion of society. Yet instead of withdraw-
ing from modernization like many other 
Soviet artists after the cooling-down 
of techno-optimism post 1968, Kurg 
suggests that Lapin, on the contrary, 
proposed that industrialization had not 
been extensive enough: he was look-

ing for an architecture that instead of being produced by the 
machine would itself be the machine providing multiple engage-
ments with it and serving the very complex needs of its users 
— an approach Kurg links with groups such as Archigram, Coop 
Himmelb(l)au and others.14 In the context of art, Laanemets 
parallels this with Lapin’s famous print series — Machines, Man-
Machine, and Woman-Machine (1973—79) — she sees a clear con-
ceptual meaning behind Lapin’s obsessive serialism (the series 
consisted of almost 300 print sheets), as if he wishes to become a 
machine himself.15

THE INEXTRICABILITY OF ART and new reality also reveals the 
revolutionary avant-garde as the wellspring of Lapin’s art and 
ideas. He writes: “Recently however, it has turned out that some 
art movements from the beginning of the 20th century, such as 
Futurism, Dadaism, Constructivism, and Surrealism, have reap-
peared in new contexts and on new scales, in a synthesis of new 
and old methods.”16 Hence building his program also included 
the systematic study of the transformation utopias of the early 
20th century avant-garde, with particular attention to Kazimir 
Malevich’s work. This engagement with avant-garde sources in 
his early texts, and especially his belief that the avant-garde pur-
suit of merging art and life had not lost its salience, but merely 
become modified, remains a persistent element in Lapin’s work. 
It also appears later in his history texts through the notion of 
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to Soviet academic architectural history. In the 1960s, Leo Gens 
had connected art nouveau primarily with the rise of national 
consciousness which, was of course presented as driven princi-
pally by class consciousness in Estonia, where the natives have 
historically formed the peasantry. Although Lapin is not able to 
go beyond the conventional discourse of the history of style, his 
writing shifts the causality from political to cultural, and in his 
accounts of art nouveau and functionalism most of all, he makes 
evident the new, spatialized reality, i.e. the man-made environ-
ment, synthesized into the universality of the natural and the ar-
tificial.20 For example, he sees art nouveau in Estonia as primar-
ily rooted in the geometric ornamentation of Adolf Loos, Henry 
van de Velde, and Charles Rennie Mackintosh, and functional-
ism as evolving out of the same geometric tradition, becoming 
realized in constructivist architecture. Spatiality for him is, in 
other words, a spirit that links different periods. This spirit has a 
clear dual model expressed in the at once rational and romantic, 
subjective and collective, autonomous and integral nature of art 
and culture. At times he leans on this foundation with such force 

that his goal appears to be to re-work 
the whole concept of Estonian culture 
from the logocentric to the spatial 
type.

LAPIN’S MOST IMPORTANT object of 
research was the “golden era” of the 
interwar Estonian Republic, which 
he constructed, unlike Gens in his 
writing, as essentially avant-garde. 
So while it might in some senses be 
debatable, it is not entirely false to ac-
cept the hypothesis that Lapin’s texts 
about 20th-century Estonian architec-

ture and the neofunctionalist buildings of the architects of the 
Tallinn school in the 1970s are one of the reasons why 1930s func-
tionalism looms so large in today in people’s minds, as it is one of 
the most important symbols of the free, pre-Soviet-occupation 
Estonia. The Estonian art historian Heie Treier has even gone 
so far as to call Lapin and other architects of the Tallinn School 
“freedom fighters”, claiming that functionalism has turned into 
a symbol of the triumph and freedom won during the War of 
Independence in 1918—1920. In this line of thought, Treier argues 
that pure internationalism was never typical of the 1960s and 
1970s avant-garde in Soviet Estonia, but was essentially con-
nected with questions of nationalism at the level of memory and 
identity.21 This underpins the common view that modernism and 
avant-garde art in Estonia and the other Baltic states had, above 
all, nationalist characteristics.22 Yet it needs to be asserted that 
the nationalism of the Soviet avant-garde in Estonia was mainly 
created in the 1990s, soon after the end of the Soviet occupation 
(by Lapin himself, among others, who constructed this view in 
many of his self-mythologizing texts from the nineties23) while 
later contributions readdressing the period and the experimen-
tal activities at that time consider the nationalist discourse as 
being clearly too reductive of the multiplicity of meanings and 

“living history”, by which he means that historiography should 
be in close dialogue with contemporary culture.

IN THE WAVE OF POSTMODERNISM that swelled in the late 1970s 
bringing with it questions of contextuality and of architecture’s 
relationship to history, focusing not so much on specific ar-
chitectural problems as on the general human aspect, Lapin’s 
accents on art and architecture shift towards eternal qualities. 
He is now interested in how art can be transformed by giving up 
physical material and be led to emptiness, which is the begin-
ning and end form of life: “It is to equate the state of life with 
space, to which all human speculations can be reduced.”17 This 
shows how, in spite of the reconfiguration among the central ele-
ments that guide contemporary culture (from machine-centered 
to human-centered culture), Lapin continues the project of 
defining the reality by reworking the idea of the “machine” into 
a more universal concept of space as a defining condition of real-
ity. In a presentation delivered at a young architects’ seminar 
in 1978, “Architecture as art,” Lapin declared: “The problem of 
space is intrinsic not only to architec-
ture but to 20th-century art in general. 
20th-century culture is architectonic 
due to the spatial problem contained 
in it. The spatial problem dominates 
in the work of the painters K. Malevich 
and R. Rauschenberg, the writers M. 
Butor and J. Barbarus, the musicians  
J. Hendrix, and C. Santana, the dra-
matist P. Brook and many other great 
masters of our century; nor are con-
temporary science, philosophy and 
religious orientations free of the spatial 
problem.”18 Lapin now envisions all of 
20th-century culture as being spatially determined, and he also 
anchors the history of Estonian architecture through the various 
decades of the 20th century to that idea.

“Living history”
Lapin’s interest in architectural history stems from his period 
working in the state restoration office, where he was assigned 
after graduating from the art institute in 1971, allegedly because 
his controversial reputation did not allow him to work in state 
design institutes.19 His historiographical texts dating from the 
late 1970s to the early 1980s include the titles “Art nouveau arhi-
tektuur Tallinnas” [Art nouveau architecture in Tallinn] (1978), 
“Funktsionalismi kriis” [Functionalism’s crisis] (1979), “Eesti 
funktsionalism” [Estonian functionalism] (1981—82), “Poleemi-
line historitsism” [Polemical historicism] (1983), “Eesti loomus” 
[The nature of Estonian Art nouveau] (1982), “Art déco Eesti arhi-
tektuuris” [Art déco in Estonian architecture] (1984), and “20. sa-
jandi arhitektuuri terminoloogilisi probleeme” [Terminological 
problems of 20th-century architecture] (1986).

Lapin’s contribution to the historiography of architecture 
introduces a different approach to reading art historical epochs 
and their causality that is perhaps the most obvious difference 

peer-reviewed articlepeer-reviewed article

“LAPIN’S 
CONTRIBUTION TO 

THE HISTORIOGRAPHY 
OF ARCHITECTURE 

INTRODUCES A 
DIFFERENT APPROACH 
TO READING EPOCHS IN 

ART HISTORY.”
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contexts that critical art and architecture in Estonia operated in 
during the 1970s.24

However, I believe it is not a complete overstatement to 
emphasize Lapin’s role in the assertion of functionalism as a 
“paradigmatic” style, the primary marker of cultural moder-
nity in Estonian culture. Lapin has been consistently building 
this tradition, yet he has done so not by holding onto certain 
historical values and thus moving backwards, but by constantly 
renewing and innovating functionalism. However, I agree that 
the programmatic nature of his writing has a part in creating the 
tradition of functionalism that has become a fixture in Estonian 
culture, of which the Estonian writer Mati Unt said: “Functional-
ism is a subconscious that cannot be got rid of.”25

LAPIN’S MOTIVES, which were strongly based on his artistic 
agenda, also became evident in his conviction that historiog-
raphy should be a “living history,” which enmeshes history in 
a dialogue with contemporary culture. Living history meant 
that the synthesizing of historical stylistic periods was again 
grounded in the totality and permanence of the spatial element 
in culture, something that was demonstrated above all through 
linking 1930s functionalism into the present day. Vilen Künnapu, 
an architect who was working closely with Lapin at the time, 
also demonstrates this as a shared conviction of the group as he 
writes in 1979: “Functionalism as a style or way of thinking can 
be viewed in very different ways, but it is impossible to ignore it. 

Functionalism is within us. We can like it or not, 
but it is a reality. It is just as real as the 20th cen-
tury, radio, the automobile, the airplane, Joyce, 
Beckett, and Picasso. I think the most impor-
tant problem of contemporary times is pushing 
the borders of functionalism, its synthesis with 
historical experience and styles. Functionalism 
must arise from us, above all from the subcon-
scious — as something synthetic, multilayered, 
contextual.”26 The concept of living history also 
signifies the shift in architectural thought to a 
more ontological level, as again exemplified by 
the reading of functionalism, which Lapin sees 
not only as an architectural style but a way of 
thinking and being: “Architects’ conviction that 
architecture has a leading role in the culture of 
the era expressed the situation that had devel-
oped throughout 20th-century Western culture: 
just as in the Gothic period, architecture had 
become chief among the arts. The spatial prob-
lem again came to the fore in functionalism, not 
as a problem of the space between objects but 
as a problem of existence in general, which was 
expressed by the geometric language of func-
tionalism.”27

It was characteristic of Lapin’s writing on 
history that the synthesis also meant updating 
terminology and proposing different categories 
of stylistic periods. He believed that terminol-

ogy in the history of art and architecture should emphasize sym-
bolic meanings, rather than the functionality of terms as used 
by historians. In this he followed his broader understanding of 
architectural history as something to be interpreted through its 
close relations to contemporary architecture. In other words, 
the terminology of history and architecture should create a link 
between past and present architecture. Lapin expressed his 
agenda in writing architectural history most directly in 1986: “It 
is possible to compose architectural history as an encyclopedia 
for the bookshelf, but it is also possible to create a living archi-
tectural history that ties in directly with what is happening in 
current architecture, becoming an inseparable part of it. We, the 
architects, demand living history from the scholars!”28

The idea of living history shapes Lapin’s narrative of the 
Modern Movement in a way that provides a smooth — and many 
would say uncritical — transition throughout the various histori-
cal periods and ideas. Again, this is illustrated by his treatment 
of art nouveau. First, Lapin describes art nouveau as primarily a 
tradition that has specific formal qualities and combines roman-
tic and rational, female and male elements. He differentiates 
art nouveau and functionalism by claiming that the former is 
concerned with imitating forms of nature, whereas the latter is 
concerned with the structure and principles of nature (“form 
follows function”); then again, he finds art nouveau to be a gen-
eral spiritual state common to all the stylistic periods, including 
Estonian functionalism and 1970s architecture. For instance, he 
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Leonhard Lapin, Woman-Machine XIV. Relief print. 1976.  PHOTO: ART MUSEUM OF ESTONIA
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science, and art sought synthesis.33 This sets the wider frame 
for Lapin’s myth-oriented historiography, in which we can see 
the Jungian theory of archetypes resonating and, more visibly, 
Nietzschean influences, and which conceptualizes past culture 
and architecture based on tradition, the goal of which, accord-
ing to Lotman, is to “shape all forms of cognition as mythopoeia 
(as opposed to analytical cognition).”34 So, using the terms of 
Claude Lévi-Strauss, we might see Lapin’s architectural histori-
ography as a form of bricolage characterizing mythical or sav-
age thinking, which has arisen through integrating colorful and 
disparate stands of material into one textual whole and which is 
often based on duality, on binary oppositions such as machine 
and nature, male and female, romantic and rational, etc. At the 
same time, Lapin’s history came about from the assembly of the 
material being investigated, contemporary art, the academic 
discourse of art history, literature read, music listened to, the-
atre performances seen, and fragments from the art world and 
daily life. Insofar as it places human beings at the center of his-
tory, Lapin’s version of history is indeed total; yet the interplay 
between the urge for integrity and fragmentation forms one of 
the elements that clearly distinguishes his history of the Modern 

movement from teleological accounts of 
modern architecture that see the course 
of architecture as an inevitable progres-
sion towards the present moment.

CERTAINLY THERE were also direct sources 
that influenced Lapin’s thinking: infor-
mation also moved in the Soviet Union 
and no one operated in an utter vacuum. 
In 1971, inspired by the new technicist 
reality and ideas of the information soci-

ety, Lapin wrote about contemporary artists having a plenitude 
of information in their arsenal, including references to his theo-
retical and philosophical influences (Freud, Nietzsche, etc.) as 
well as to radio and television.35 In hindsight, Lapin has recalled 
the 1970s as a time when information flowed calmly and people 
tried to suck up much as they could; this is why the influences 
were so diverse (they learned about psychoanalysis and took an 
interest in existentialism, the absurd, Buddhism, etc.).36 Lapin 
has also mentioned Roger Garaudy’s concept of “realism with-
out bounds” which the young art historian Jaak Kangilaski intro-
duced in Estonia as a platform for young artists to open up the 
concept of realism instead of dismissing it, and going beyond the 
representative quality of art by taking interest in its structural 
regularities and delving deeper into its spiritual sources.37 Yet he 
never considered the importance of Russian art historiography, 
although he has admitted his Russian was better than his Eng-
lish at that time.38 As Lapin identifies himself as an avant-garde 
artist and architect, his network in Russia at the time consisted 
of underground artists rather than art historians. Also, Lapin’s 
references in his articles are rather unmethodological, some-
times non-existent, but those he does include refer above all to 
contemporary Western literature that he received via his friends, 
mostly from Finland and Germany. Even in the early 1960s, ar-

links the tradition stemming from Karl Burman — one of the most 
outstanding art nouveau architects in Estonia — with Tiit Kaljun-
di, Avo-Himm Looveer, and the work of Toomas Rein, Vilen Kün-
napu, and other architects of the Tallinn school of the 1970s.29 
Although Lapin classifies, divides, distinguishes, and associates 
to the maximum degree, he is not a positivist in the sense of a sci-
entific tradition, for no matter what he is writing about, he does 
so based on subjective artistic truth.

Lapin’s textual practice  
and its cultural sources
Reading Lapin, it becomes clear that his “reality” should not 
be equated with a kind of realism that construes architecture 
as a “natural” and direct reflection of its socioeconomic base; 
rather, it is a combination of the ideal and a real, which is, in 
fact, a specific feature of mythical thinking. As Krista Kodres has 
written, the ideal in its suggestiveness became even more real 
for “the myth-builders” than reality itself.30 Attachment to uni-
versal elements in culture is common in general approaches in 
the Estonian cultural scene during the late 1970s and early 1980s 
— architects’, artists’ , and writers’ interest in the cultural ethos 
and the leading principles behind the 
changes has often been considered a part 
of postmodernism on the rise.31

Yet the fusion of the ideal and the real 
is certainly not a specific aspect of post-
modernism only: the faith in technology 
(cf. Lapin’s machine) and its ability to 
bring about social change forms one of 
the central elements, not only of modern 
architecture, but of a mythical content 
of modernity in general. Architecture, 
in this case, was purely an instrument; its form followed func-
tion and its goal was to change the world, not to represent it. At 
the same time, there was an urge to establish architecture as a 
pure art that follows its own internal rules (the aesthetic expres-
sion of the machine age). In one of his early articles, “Symbolic 
and Literal Aspects of Technology” from 1962, Alan Colquhoun 
describes those two opposite qualities — the aesthetic and the 
empirical — and their symbolism. He claimed that even archi-
tecture’s technological aspect in the 20th century had above all 
a conceptual or artistic meaning, not a factual one realized in 
construction.32

SO, WHERE SHOULD WE locate this sort of mythical engagement 
with the idea of the real in late socialist art and architectural 
historiography in Estonia in terms of the wider cultural context, 
and how might its critical potential be explained?

Yuri Lotman has also emphasized the associations between 
modernity and mythological thought structures, in writing 
about different waves of interest in myth. Although he focuses 
primarily on turn-of-the-century neo-mythological trends, he 
sees a clear shift from the romanticist interest in myth to the real-
ist intellectual movement that was from the start an intellectual 
trend aspiring to self-explanation, and one in which philosophy, 
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chitects had gained rather good access to foreign architectural 
magazines via the library of the Academy of Sciences in Tallinn. 
Lapin’s, Künnapu’s, and others’ texts reflect their familiarity 
with writings and activities by Robert Venturi, Charles Moore, 
Robert Stern, and the New York Five, without much delay. The 
number of foreign books that were translated and published in 
the Stroizdat publishing house in Moscow show that architects 
and scholars in the Soviet Union did not live in a vacuum — quite 
an extensive list of books on Western modern and contemporary 
architecture was published, including works by Sigfried Giedion, 
Nikolaus Pevsner and Reyner Banham, and accounts by Soviet 
authors even on experimental architecture in the Western coun-
tries during the 1960s and 1970s.39 One might say that Estonian 
artists and architects were familiar with the ideas of Western late 
modernism, although writing and discussions about them only 
appeared in the 1980s.

SO WE SHOULD NOT overlook the way in which the objectives and 
accents in the experimental architecture of that time paralleled 
radical Western architecture that Estonians were aware of. The 
agenda of the role and autonomy of art in Estonian avant-garde 
art (or architecture in this case), which Lapin also allows to 
resonate in his 1970s writings, was just as salient in the postwar 
critical architecture of the West, which was concerned with de-
fining the role of the architect and the possibilities, not the bare 
actualities, of architecture; hence the obsessive search for ar-
chitecture’s fundamental codes and principles.40 The difference 
was a matter of accent: instead of “machine” and “space”, the 
West was concerned with “typology” and “form”. The question 
of realism in 1970s architecture that retained a fundamental con-
tradiction between autonomous aesthetic production and rep-
resentation of reality also added further complications. While 
realism in painting or cinema, means very broadly, the similarity 
between the image and what it represents, the forms of architec-
ture represent visibly, most fundamentally, architecture itself. 
Or, as K. Michael Hays has put it: “The real represented by archi-
tectural realism is a real that architecture itself has produced”.41 
Yet just as, according to Hays, the commitment to the rigorous 

formal analysis of architecture in the 1970s in fact made the ma-
terial of architecture stand against consumerism,42 and hence 
was more a part of the heterogeneous work of the neo-avant-
garde, Lapin’s new reality based on art and architecture was also 
above all a comment on or a reaction to his time, a program for 
intervention. It was a reaction not just to oppressive political re-
ality and ideologized architectural practice, but more broadly, to 
changes in late socialist culture, such as a socialist consumerist 
turn and the rise of postindustrial culture, that the bloc under-
went in the 1960s to 1980s, resulting from the growing influence 
of mainly Western mass culture, and from the increasing spread 
of consumer items and the petit-bourgeois lifestyle.43

In this way, expanding the strict academic borders of Soviet 
art and architectural historiography from the realization of an 
ideological doctrine governing the representation of past reality 
to something that could be defined by very diverse engagements 
with reality and history means acknowledging that instead of be-
ing specifically “Soviet”, the architectural historiography of the 
late socialist period was also shaped by cultural changes present 
in Western late modernity. It was not necessarily out of sync 
with the Western world but was a cultural practice with more 
universal, transnational tangents, with common conceptual and 
formal features, in addition to specificities that stemmed from 
the conditions of late socialist society. It also shows that the ex-
perience of modernity in the Soviet Union as it was conveyed in 
the practice of historiography could also be perceived as deeply 
personal, interwoven into artistic and life practices and not un-
disputably and objectively conditioned.

THE CRITICAL POTENTIAL of Lapin’s historiography thus lies in the 
possibility of reinventing Soviet architectural historiography as 
well as Estonian architecture. As Ulrike Plath has written, this 
reinvention is characteristic of histories that try to go beyond na-
tional history.44 According to her, such playful, experimental or 
provisional approaches and reinvented histories are necessary 
above all for investigating the object of study from different an-
gles, and they help to interpret the same thing in different con-
texts and identify intercultural transfers. By calling this collage-
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encompass everything that was written and created in the Soviet Union, 
and shown how this ideological umbrella term increasingly had to adapt 
to spontaneous developments in the state and cultural field. Jaan Undusk, 
“Sotsialistliku realismi lenduv reaalsus: esteetika kui reaalpoliitika riist” 
[The volatile reality of socialist realism: Aesthetics as a tool of realpolitik], 
Vikerkaar 6 (2013): 40.

8   Krista Kodres, “Writing the Renaissance: Mai Lumiste and the Soviet 
Art History Discourse,” Kunstiteaduslikke Uurimusi/Studies on Art and 
Architecture, no.  3—4 (2013): 46—47.

9   Epp Lankots, Moodsa arhitektuuri kriitiline historiograafia. Modernsuse 
käsitlused Leo Gensi ja Leonhard Lapini arhitektuuriajaloolistes tekstides 
1960.—1980. aastail. [Historiography of modern architecture, critical 
historiography of modern architecture: Narrating modernity in 
the architectural histories of Leo Gens and Leonhard Lapin in the 
1960s—1980s]. (PhD diss., Estonian Academy of Arts, 2014), 99—103.

10   The former was a speech at the exhibition of independent student works 
at the State Art Institute in 1971 and the latter a paper he presented in 
Harku ’75: Objects, Concepts, — an exhibition and symposium that took 
place at the Institute of Experimental Biology in Harku, near Tallinn, in 
1975.

11   Leonhard Lapin, “Taie kujundamas keskkonda” [Art designs the 
environment] in Kaks kunsti,16—18; Leonhard Lapin, “Objective art,” 
ARTMargins 2 (2013): 172—185.

12   Leonhard Lapin, “Taie kujundamas keskkonda” [Art designs the 
environment], 16.

13   Mari Laanemets, “Kunst kunsti vastu: Kunstniku rolli ja positsiooni 
ümbermõtestamise katsest eesti kunstis 1970. aastatel” [Art against art. 
rethinking the role and position of the artist in Estonian art in the 1970s], 
Kunstiteaduslikke Uurimusi/Studies on Art and Architecture 1—2 (2011): 
65—66; Andres Kurg, “Introduction to Leonhard Lapin’s ‘Objective Art’,” 
ARTMargins 2 (2013): 163—167.

14   Kurg, “Introduction to Leonhard Lapin’s ‘Objective Art’,” 167.

15   Laanemets, “Kunst kunsti vastu” [Art against art], 67. Lapin himself has 
written about the series as follows: “In the series of pictures Masinad, 
I don’t imagine, don’t reflect, don’t even analyze the natural world 
of machines; instead I symbolically represent how the world reflects 
back in my consciousness. […] My goal is not, analogously to classical 
Constructivism, to exalt the artificial environment by implementing 
it in art, or analogously to neoromantics (Surrealists, Dadaists, 
abstractionists), to expose it, but simply to present the natural world 
of machinery as a real fact via visual art.” (Leonhard Lapin, “Masinad” 
[Machines], in Lapin, Kaks kunsti, 59.)

16   Lapin, “Objective art,” 176.

17    Leonhard Lapin, “Kunst kunsti vastu” [Art against art], in Leonhard 
Lapin, Valimik artikleid ja ettekandeid kunstist 1967—1977 [Selection of 
articles and papers on art 1967—1977] (manuscript, Tallinn, 1977), 84.

18   Leonhard Lapin, “Arhitektuur kui kunst” [Architecture as art] in 
Arhitektuur: kogumik ettekandeid, artikleid, vastukajasid, dokumente 
ja tõlkeid uuemast arhitektuurist [Architecture: collection of papers, 
articles, reactions, documents, and translations about contemporary 
architecture], ed. Leonhard Lapin. (Manuscript. Tallinn, 1979), 7.

19   Lapin himself has said that his time working under the supervision of 
the art historian Helmi Üprus in the restoration office was the reason he 
started writing articles and books in the first place. Üprus taught him 
not only to write art history texts, but also to see connections between 
different eras and cultures. (Leonhard Lapin, “Helmi Üprus — minu 
vaimne ema” [Helmi Üprus — my spiritual mother], Sirp, October 13, 2011, 
accessed November 1, 2016, http://www.sirp.ee/s1-artiklid/arhitektuur/
helmi-ueprus-minu-vaimne-ema/.

like thinking a kind of intellectual gymnastics, which does not 
necessarily have to lead immediately to new research results, 
she sees its value precisely in diversifying nationalist histories.45 
In this particular context, the question is also about a different 
kind of treatment of Soviet society and reality itself, one that 
refrains from delineating stark contrasts (censorship vs. “writing 
between the lines,” cooperation vs. dissident movements, the 
USSR vs. the US, etc.) and sees the unofficial or underground dis-
course as having clear tie-ins with public discourse; one that also 
ascribes a range of meanings more diverse than executing of-
ficial state ideology to cultural practices controlled or presented 
from positions of political power. This in turn enables us to see 
Soviet history texts, even in their own time, in a context which at 
least in some degree supports the plurality of narratives. ≈

Epp Lankots, senior researcher in Institute of Art History, 

Estonian Academy of Arts
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pearance, aesthetic sensibility, or downright abstraction, which 
he vehemently disliked.1 Preferring realist to abstract art begs 
the question what kind of realism is meant. In order to express 
what he viewed as the “right” kind of realism in images, ambigu-
ous as they are, a further distinction is needed: the independent 
left-wing realism that Olvång and his peers championed, as 
opposed to residues of academic, bourgeois painting habits 
lumped together (inaccurately) as right-wing. Sometimes, this 
distinction is described as critical versus affirmative realism. Be-
fore affirming their relevance, however, we should perhaps ask 
ourselves whether criticality cannot enter from either side, or 
both, or whether the left’s repeated emphasis on the critical as a 
positive value is not also affirmative in itself.

In Sweden, there has never been any politically imposed 
aesthetic doctrine on realism (socialist, capitalist, or any other 

kind). But there was keen in-
terest in realism as an idiom in 
the visual arts, and it had de-
cidedly political ramifications. 
The cultural climate during 
the 1960s and 1970s was “left-
ist” or socialist. By the 1960s, 
“reality” was permeated by 
mass media images and new 
technology (television and 
early computing in particular). 
Popular culture had become 
overtly sexualized and violent. 
The “new” realism that saw 
the light of day around 1970 
in Sweden was not uniform. 

hat is the function of realist expression in the art 
of the 1970s, that is, after Modernism? A lesson 
from Modernism was that an actual “real” could 
never be reached, touched, or attained in art, nor 

even directly represented. Realist art also relates to material-
technological regimes and discourses that make up reality. Fol-
lowing the models of Lacanian psychoanalysis and of Benjamin-
ian materialist analysis of shifting technologies of reproduction, 
a desire for the “real” could be felt throughout the late 1960s and 
early 1970s, as realist aspirations became central again in many 
parts of the world, not least from our vantage point of Northern 
Europe and Sweden. In some respects this realist vogue was 
similar to that in the nineteenth century in Europe and Russia, 
but it also differs, we argue, from all historical versions, from 
bourgeois realism to socialist realism. What was at stake is better 
captured by the term social re-
alism, but most of all by what 
was referred to at the time in 
Sweden as “new realism”.

In 1976, the Swedish art 
critic Bengt Olvång expressed 
his eagerness for artists to 
focus on the content or sub-
ject matter that needed to be 
communicated to the public, 
rather than on form or style. 
Recalling an old dichotomy, 
Olvång distinguished between 
an interest in the actual con-
tent and a contrasting mode of 
representation devoted to ap-

by Charlotte Bydler  
and Dan KarlholmLena Svedberg & Olle Kåks

Functions  
of realist art  
in Sweden,  
circa 1970

abstract
The concepts of social realism and new realism are developed in 

relation to the artworks of Lena Svedberg and Olle Kåks. A compari-

son between the artists’ uses of the concepts of social realism and 

function is presented. How the realist approach during the years 

around 1970 played out in the force field of society and the psyche, 

the collective realm and the individual, is exemplified by our two very 

different case studies. Svedberg’s political narratives compose mon-

tages in which fictional, metaphorical figures are inserted side by side 

with political leaders drawn from newspaper clips. Kåks’s allegory-like 

oil painting shows a stone worker working in the face of his imminent 

disappearance. They both reveal myths as opposed to historically 

manifested commodity relations.

KEY WORDS: Realism, Lena Svedberg, Olle Kåks, Jacques Lacan.

Baltic Worlds 2016, vol. IX:4 Special section: Perspectives and narratives of socialist realism.



7171peer-reviewed article

known as Herr Aldman — Superhero av värld-
salltet/Mr. Aldman — Superhero of the Universe 
(1969). This work originally had the more evoca-
tive English title Indomitable Aldman — Superhero 
of the id.4 Our second case is Olle Kåks’ s oil 
painting Stenarbetaren/The Stoneworker (1970). 
While the former could be described as a para-
digmatic example of critical social realism, with 
its explicit political content and strong satirical 
edge, the latter is typically referred to as affirma-
tive — poetic, individualist, or bourgeois. The 
two artists, who had not much in common, were 
actually compared in a questionnaire on realism 
by the influential art journal Konstrevy in 1970. 

Lena Svedberg’s work, which was strongly associated with the 
underground journal Puss is described by the editor Leif Nylén as 
not only contrary to, but indeed “contradicting”, the work of Olle 
Kåks.5 Nylén’s opinion seems to have been that Svedberg was very 
clear about her political position while Kåks was not.

BESIDES THE FACT that both artists appear as examples of realism 
in this 1970 issue of Konstrevy, is it still justified to discuss both of 
them in terms of social realism? Furthermore, are the termino-
logical camps of criticality and affirmation still apt to characterize 
their respective artwork? In the decades that have passed since 
these images were conceived, Svedberg’s reputation has arguably 
outstripped Kåks’s, despite the fact that her career was prema-
turely interrupted, while Kåks had a long productive life and was 
featured during the 1980s and 1990s as a key Swedish painter, dur-
ing which time Svedberg was marginalized together with others in 
the genre of political satire.6

Keeping in mind, also, that “it would be a mistake to distinguish 
over-hastily […] between an affirmative and a critical realism”,2 
we try to keep an open mind about this issue for the time being.

Before we look for “functions” of realist art in Sweden, as our 
title announces, this term needs explaining. A function does 
not merely indicate how something works; it is tantamount to a 
foreseeable outcome. There is an element of calculation here, 
which could be connected with the overall repoliticization of 
culture in Europe during the long 1960s in particular. The Online 
Etymology Dictionary traces the meaning of this word to the 
1530s, when the noun refered to “one’s proper work or purpose; 
power of acting in a specific proper way”, drawn from the Latin 
functionem for “a performance, an execution”.3 The performa-
tive aspect of function is key; functions are not only foreseeable 
outcomes, they constitute processes of arriving there. A function 
is the realization of an aim.

Our first case of functional realism is Lena Svedberg’s series 

Lena Svedberg, 

Indomitable Aldman 

– Superhero of the id, 

1969, first picture (ink 

and gouache washes, 

pencil drawing, and 

photo collage on paper. 

Series of 57 paper 

sheets, each 50 x 70 

cm.) Moderna Museet 

Collection, purchased 

1970.
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been embraced by painters to enhance their realist ambitions. 
During the 1960s, photorealism was openly deployed in order to 
challenge the historical institution of more or less realist painting 
and representation — indeed even the institution of art as such — 
and to embrace new technologies and popular mass culture. The 
photorealist artists sought to undermine facile references to a re-
alist code, by pointing to the constructed and artificial character 

of any realist picture.
In all the above examples of realism, 

there are distinct and known enemies: 
the Church, academic painting, abstract 
formalism, and the established capital-
ist art world, respectively. We can col-
lect these clearly delineated discursive 
references and call them “antithetical 
realism”. These are used to set up a dia-
lectical game in which representations 
of thesis or antithesis are sometimes 

located only in the mind. Had the term realism been merely an 
open reference to the real and reality, which is precisely what 
the rhetoric of realism still maintains, the opposite or coun-
terpart would simply have been the unreal, nonreal, fictional 
or imaginary. But the paradox of realism — in all its forms and 
political tonalities — is that the non-realist case is never just an 
empty negative term, the nonreal or fictional in place of the 
factual. Instead, we argue, it is another ideal, hence a func-
tion. According to Encyclopedia Britannica, realism in the arts 
refers to “the accurate, detailed, unembellished depiction of 

After this brief introduction to Lena Svedberg’s and Olle 
Kåks’ s work, followed by a section on realism and the trajectory 
from social to new realism, an interpretation follows, including 
background information. The concepts of social realism and 
new realism are developed in relation to the artworks. Then a 
comparison between the artists’ uses of the concepts of social 
realism and its function is presented with a conclusion. How the 
realist approach during the years around 
1970 played out in the force field of soci-
ety and the psyche, the collective realm 
and the individual, is exemplified by our 
two very different case studies.

A note on realism
The “real” in realism does not refer to 
reality pure and simple, i.e. to some un-
marked condition of being in the world. 
Realism is not a descriptive reference to 
the real or reality, but a critical term. Realism is indistinguish-
able from desire.7 It could be the desire, for example, of Cara-
vaggio in the mid-1600s to break with the prevailing decorum 
of religious iconography, or the desire of Gustave Courbet in 
the mid-1800s to reveal the true nature of social existence as 
concealed by bourgeois ideology and the conventions of aca-
demic painting. Realism can also imply the aesthetic desire to 
make the world visible, as in Gustave Flaubert’s novels or in 
Édouard Manet’s paintings of mundane objects.8

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, photography had 
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nature or of contemporary life. Realism rejects imaginative 
idealization in favor of a close observation of outward appear-
ances.”9 Such commonplace polarization fails to register the 
dialectic tensions which any strong desire for “unembellished 
depiction” reveals. For Courbet, whose Realist manifesto of 
1855 famously opened the field of realism in the arts, the new 
style was “the negation of the Ideal”,10 and by ideal, he referred 
to the classical academic tradition. It can be argued that this 
active negation, which has been connected with the onset of 
Modernism, lays bare the strong desire of the movement. In the 
case of Socialist realism, however, the outcome was that the 
real emerged as a new ideal. In socialist realism, the element of 
idealization is part of the scholarly definition of the movement:

Following the example of Courbet, they [the Socialist 
realists] declared that art should lay bare the ills of so-
ciety. It was argued, however, that after the Revolution 
these ills has been removed and the function of art now 
lay in an idealization of the benefits of the dictatorship 
of the proletariat.11

Realist art’s “function” is thus to bring about an “idealization” 
that works as a motivation for the new terms of political exis-
tence and compensates for the lack of economic incentive and 
market fame. This form of realism is hard to dissociate from 
idealism (but for the fact that the latter also includes bourgeois 
culture, academic values, and imagination). Idealism is said 
to be the intellectual opposite of materialism, thus we need 

an algorithm designed to calculate relations between histori-
cal materialism and collective imaginary response, if we are to 
believe Benjamin. Why? Because otherwise we miss something 
important: the interpretation as part of the phantasmagoria, the 
dialectical dream image.

From social realism to new realism
In Sweden in the 1960s and 70s, a powerful wave of social real-
ism made itself felt. The term is typically said to represent “a 
democratic tradition of independent socially motivated artists, 
usually of left-wing or liberal persuasion.” Furthermore, it “al-
most always utilizes a form of descriptive or critical realism”.12 

With the preceding distinction in mind, between “affirmative” 
and “critical” realism, we may wonder whether here is yet an-
other way of addressing a conflict of sorts within the concept of 
social realism: “descriptive or critical” — as if the critical version 
did not proceed by describing, and the descriptive version was 
neither “left-wing or liberal”, that is politically oriented, and 
merely bent on describing outward appearances. The truth of 
most examples of social realism in art is rather that they em-
brace elements of both. On the other hand, the statement con-
nects to contemporary news reports, television, documentaries, 
and popular culture, which belong to a world of global interac-
tion deeply entangled in capitalism. In relation to composition 
and narration, social realism was often built on semiotic struc-
tures of inversion or grotesque turns.

In art history, realism is typically conceived of as a style based 
on the artist’s attitude vis-à-vis reality or the world. The style of 
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Just as there was not one Social realism, the Swedish left 
was not at all united. In 1967, the artist Carl Johan De Geer 
was sentenced to prison for an exhibition at Galleri Karlsson17 
that included Swedish flags and antinationalist slogans. In 
response to this incident, his fellow artist Lars Hillersberg 
founded the notorious underground magazine Puss [Kiss]. 
In the late 1960s there was violent dissension within the 
left, with numerous fractions and new organizations.18 And 
whereas bourgeois and rightist camps raved against Minister 
of Culture and Education Olof Palme as a state socialist, the 
radical left identified the Swedish Social Democratic Party not 
as an ally, but as an enemy.19

The term more widely used than social realism in Sweden at 
the time was neo-realism [nyrealism].20 Its French roots in nou-
veau réalisme notwithstanding, it turned out differently in the lo-
cal Swedish context than in Paris in the early 1960s, and was more 
associated, perhaps, with the photorealist tendencies of the pop 
art movement that were introduced at Moderna Museet in 1964.21 
The new realist wave took massive inspiration from the politiciza-
tion of culture, and balanced uneasily between wanting to speak 
to the uneducated working class and to left-wing intellectuals. On 
the whole, however, it took a critical stand against modern capital-
ism and the art market as part of it, in solidarity with the workers 
and ordinary people. Some of the art was blatantly political — on a 
pair with quickly-made propaganda material for demonstrations 
— while other examples of this art were more ambiguous and indi-
rect, even gloomy and despairing.

Lena Svedberg
Lena Svedberg composed the synopsis for her Indomitable 
Aldman — Superhero of the id (1969) for the 1969 Paris Biennale 
des jeunes artistes (Paris Youth Biennial) together with Peter 
Wanger. It was customary for the editors of Puss to bring in cues 
and clippings or photos for Svedberg to draw.22  In this case Peter 

realism in nineteenth-century Russia or France is fairly recogniz-
able, with its peasants, workers, and shaggy members of the pro-
letariat, in a palette of ochre and dark greens.13 Socialist realism 
was never one style, but rather “a method of creation”.14  
Neither was it merely an attitude, which would falsely suggest the 
presence of a choice or alternative for the artists, as in France or 
Russia of the mid-nineteenth century. Instead it was a program 
invented to prevent the bad and promote the good in equal mea-
sures, and ultimately to create a new socialist human being.

HOW COULD REALISM — visualizations of the actual, the genuine, 
the gory, and the particular — function as a critical idiom for 
social justice in this situation? In order to follow the systematic 
nature of functions, realism is expected to have certain effects, 
as in “press button and watch outcome”, or as one would calcu-
late the trajectory of a bullet in order to kill. For this to happen, 
the interpretation of an image needs to include the beholders’ 
emotional response. Here is how Walter Benjamin explains “the 
opposition between materialist and universalist modes of repre-
sentation”:

The universalist mode is always idealistic because undi-
alectical. Dialectic in fact inevitably moves toward rep-
resenting each thesis or antithesis that it encounters as 
the fresh synthesis of a triadic structure, and in this way 
it penetrates ever deeper into the interior of the objects 
and only via the latter does it represent a universe. Any 
other concept of a universe is without object, idealist.15

Agit-prop socialist realism clearly makes use of this assumption 
to serve society.16 So did social realism, in a critical way. How 
could we argue that one or the other pictorial representation 
produced the real workers’ art — a realist statement on that ex-
perience?
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Wanger provided a story for Lena Svedberg to illustrate. They 
decided to make a parody of the Superman comic genre. Aldman 
was given two superpowers: one was the ability to inflate to the 
size of a highrise building, and the other to roll himself in tar and 
feathers and fly.23

A close-up of Aldman sets the tone of the plot on the very 
first page: the right side of his face looks normal while the left 
side stares psychotically. The protagonist with this Yiddish-
sounding name looks like an antihero, a ridiculous drunkard 
with a large nose. However, in the last four images, he ends up 
as an “acclaimed hero of / Labour (by the central comittée)”. 
His characterization as “indomitable” links to the Id of Freudian 
psychoanalysis. He cannot be curbed or tamed; he is constantly 
overtaken by impulses.24 In 57 scenes, Svedberg and Wanger 
compose a narrative based on events that were then unfolding, 
with a focus on Palestine and the Middle East but also including 
events in the USA and Cuba, as well as in Europe (e.g. “the Dem-
ocratic Republic of North Ireland”).25 With grim humor, she ren-
ders world politico-economic and religious conflicts. Her meth-
ods and techniques are ingenious. We propose that this montage 
or constellation reveals myths while at the same time absolving 
the artist from the responsibility of mak-
ing an adequate representation of the 
Israel-Palestine conflict. The faces in the 
images fall into three categories. His-
toric,  public persons are evidently based 
on media footage. Aldman and the Lady 
are drawn freehand but remain recogniz-
able. There are other characters in the 
plot that are harder to identify. The latter 
two categories tend to be involved in 
sexual activities and/or slovenly dressed. 
Throughout the story, colors remain restricted to an impeccable 
triad of black, white and beige, with occasional red accents.

SVEDBERG’S METHOD for producing social realist pictures is com-
plex: In the first register of realism identifiable public personali-
ties like politicians, performers, activists, etc.) , the faces are 
copied from contemporary media. Then there is a second regis-
ter of reality consisting of the “anti-heroes” of the story: Aldman 
(the “Jew”) and the Lady (she remains nameless, but has all the 
attributes of a Madonna/prostitute figure) both grotesque ste-
reotypes but also therefore recognizable. Finally, there are more 
or less abstract characters, caricatures, shrunk or stretched 
and sometimes based on press portraits, but in a cut-and-paste 
technique with sexualized overtones that create absurd settings. 
The narrative cartoon elements in Lena Svedberg’s Aldman, 
including speech bubbles, anchor the story in a satirical tradi-
tion in which a fleeting and particular image, with comments on 
political events in the contemporary world, intersects with the 
historical relations of production. We believe that Svedberg thus 
produced pictures close to those envisioned by Walter Benjamin 
in relation to the Western capitalist art world.26 If it came at the 
price of heavy dependence on current debates in the media, it 
would not have made any difference. The longevity of art that 

is a quality of Olle Kåks’s worker motif would be sacrificed for 
the benefit of more urgent popular education in the form of 
Brechtian agit-prop.

In the second picture, Aldman has collapsed on a table with 
a bottle in his hand. A caption tells us that he “gathers strength 
through meditation”. The Lady throws herself on him.  Our in-
terpretation of the Aldman suite relies heavily on Fredrik Liew’s 
2014 catalog, published in connection with the exhibition that 
he curated at Moderna Museet that year. Thanks to his generous 
publication of one of the pictures, we have arrived at a slightly 
different characterization of the Lady, who becomes more of a 
pushy brothel madam.27 In picture number four, the Lady cries 
and urges Aldman to help her find the country she left 22 years 
ago (“Find it for me, huh”).28 If this promised land has been 
lost for 22 years and Svedberg made the suite in 1969, her claim 
leaves us at the year 1947. This was just after World War II; India 
and Pakistan were separated, and Israel was created from Pales-
tine. The UN had many reservations, as we shall see.

A few pages later, Aldman lands in Beirut helped by one of 
his superpowers — flight by tar and feathers. In what looks like a 
newspaper stand, he runs into Noam Chomsky (if we have iden-

tified him correctly).29 The US polymath 
(linguist, philosopher, and anarchist 
political activist opposed to the US inva-
sion of Vietnam) is known to support a 
proposal under which Arabs and Jews 
would live together in Palestine/Israel. 
The picture sheet contains several refer-
ences to historic French rebellions, such 
as “L’enragé” — “the enraged” — a satiri-
cal periodical of the 1968 student revolts, 
named after a faction in the Revolution 

of 1789. Aldman, with an issue of Puss in his hand, seems dumb-
struck by all the media messages and asks, “Could you give me 
some information?” Like some modern counterpart to Dante 
Alighieri’s guide Virgil in The Divine Comedy, Chomsky (?) gives 
Aldman a tip: “Try at the market place”.30

THE STORY LINE GOES ON: “On his way to the market Aldman finds 
a resolution that could have changed the course of history but 
Aldman has lost his glasses”. Poor Aldman desperately searches 
through his pockets. Nailed to the wall behind him is a poster 
that reads “Resolution ONU [French: UN Resolution] 194 (III) § 
11 [issued in 1948, concerning the right to return for Palestine 
refugees]; 1456 (XIV) 1959, 1604 (XV) 1961 […]” — listing all UN 
resolutions made since 1948. Perhaps we are to understand 
Aldman’s lost glasses as a bad excuse for not seeing these lost op-
portunities.

Some pictures later, we see Aldman as a small figure be-
hind J.F. Kennedy. In the black picture space, Aldman can be 
seen as a puppeteer saying “hypocrite lecteur” (“hypocrite 
reader”) to a hand puppet Kennedy speaking his famous 
words “Ich bin ein Berliner” (written over his mouth in capi-
tal letters) while he seems to don an Arab headdress. The next 
picture is dominated by a face saying: “[I]’m the superjew”, 
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was born in 1946 in Gothenburg. Two years later her fam-
ily moved to Stockholm. Her father Nils Svedberg was an 
economist and lawyer at the Swedish National Audit Office. 
Through Swedish missionary and foreign aid organisations 
he got the opportunity to work as one of many foreign advi-
sors to the Ethiopian emperor Haile Selassie. That was in 1959, 
and thirteen-year-old Lena Svedberg and her younger sister 
Lotta went with their parents. Their mother Greta Svedberg 
coorganised an infrastructure through which Swedish couples 
could adopt Ethiopian children. Having spent five years in Ad-
dis Ababa, Lena Svedberg returned to Stockholm in 1964.35 She 
must have been startled by the contrast, having followed her 
mother to various Ethiopian villages, on returning to a welfare 
state. Back in Stockholm she pursued her artistic career. At the 
Royal Academy of Fine Arts, she met Lars Hillersberg and they 
became friends.

HER TOOLS WERE cheap materials, a visual style based on figu-
ration, and a satirical plot in cartoon format where a snappy 
formulation could be made graphically expressive. In fact many 
graphic artists preferred ephemeral and visually effective repro-

ductions on paper to unique oil paintings 
or sculptures. Indeed, graphic media had 
proved their worth in the 1968 Paris student 
revolt.36

The May revolt in Paris 1968 had one of its 
cores in the École des Beaux-Arts, where 
during some hectic spring weeks an Ate-
lier populaire produced no less than 350 
posters, most of them made as serigraphs 
and linoleum cuts, primitive in technique, 
basic in content. Of course General de 
Gaulle was primarily caricatured and criti-

cized. The pictures varied in quality, but no one could 
miss the fierceness of the attacks. In Sweden, a corre-
sponding activity arose.37

Just as some media were thought of as more effective than oth-
ers, the Paris Youth Biennial was considered an interesting ven-
ue, particularly since this 1969 edition took place only one year 
after the Parisian students’ revolt. Another Swedish contribution 
to the Paris biennial, Anders Petersen’s photographic series 
Café Lehmitz, can be seen in Liew’s 2014 catalogue below Lena 
Svedberg’s Aldman. The Puss editors also sent an issue.38 Could 
it have been the 1969 issue with a cover by Ulf Rahmberg, visible 
in the scene where Aldman asks Chomsky for “information”? 
There are many similarities between the graphically effective 
and poetic slogans associated with the French artists collective 
Situationist International’s Atelier populaire and the posters by 
Svedberg’s editor colleagues at Puss, Karin Frostenson, Carl Jo-
han De Geer, Lars Hillersberg, and Ulf Rahmberg.

The last four pictures present a clear verbal message, but 
the figures are more difficult to identify. The first two seem to 
include representatives of the Black Civil Rights Movement but 

while Aldman’s head pops up as if behind a screen, confirm-
ing: “mon semblable” [my kin]. In the next scene, Aldman is 
juxtaposed with Norman Mailer against the same theatrical 
black background. Mailer says, “[I]’m the white negro”, and 
Aldman counters, “mon frère” (my brother). This is a refer-
ence to Mailer’s article ”The White Negro: Superficial Reflec-
tions on the Hipster”.31

So nothing is what it seems to be. Svedberg has included 
the words “hypocrite lecteur”, “mon semblable”, and “mon 
frère” from Charles Baudelaire’s introduction to Les fleurs du 
mal (1857), a poem called “Au lecteur”.32 It is an instruction for 
a reader who is about to learn of the malevolent side of man-
kind: double entendres, false consciousness and depravity. All 
these pictures seem to mock UN world political negotiations 
as if the outcomes were already decided behind the scenes. 
An oil pipeline comes to serve as the mythical Ariadne’s red 
thread that helped her lover Theseus find the way out of the 
Minotaur’s labyrinth. The pipeline helps Aldman to find the 
place where the leaders of the Vatican, the USA, the Soviet 
Union, Israel, Palestine, Egypt, France, South Africa, and 
Ethiopia have gathered to plot. It seems they came to the re-
gion not only with the agenda to stabilize 
it; they also had geopolitical and eco-
nomic motives connected to oil.

LENA SVEDBERG’S constellations of words 
and images from different contexts ape ap-
pearances, feign sincerity, and suggest that 
the only possible outcome was insincerity. 
What if we did a reading of her satirical 
Aldman story based on Walter Benjamin’s 
theory of dialectical images?33 It could set 
up connections between the oil economy 
and political arrangements to secure ac-
cess to it. It could also use the three registers of reality to spell 
out the dialectics as a thesis, antithesis, and synthesis. But to 
make any sense of this message of words and pictures is a daunt-
ing task 40 years later. According to Peter Wanger, Lena Sved-
berg worked faster than he did so in the end she came to decide 
how the story would unfold.34 There were many loose threads as 
a result. The images were perhaps not meant to last longer than 
the Paris Biennial where Svedberg’s audience would recognize 
their own truth, the Jetztzeit. Some characters can be recognized 
from the press such as the Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat with 
his keffiyeh, the Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser, and the 
French President Charles de Gaulle. These become clues that 
make it just possible to get a basic grip on the story. Those who 
read French and English may also identify political topics related 
to names or titles. But it would require an extensive search to 
identify verbal quotations (and paraphrase) from political lead-
ers, theorists, and social activists. We need to approach Sved-
berg’s imagery through other kinds of contexts to understand 
the tone and the critical social realism of Aldman. What could 
explain her emotional investment?

There is the obvious biographical context. Lena Svedberg 
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Olle Kåks
The Swedish artist Olle Kåks (1941—2003), painter, graphic art-
ist and sculptor, was trained at the Royal Academy (1962—1968) 
where he later became professor of art (1979—1987) and rector  
(1987—1999), and remained a board member until his death. In 
contrast to the short life and ambivalent career of Lena Sved-
berg, Kåks was an important proponent of the most established 
field of high art in Sweden from the later 1970s until his death.

His oil painting Stenarbetaren (The Stoneworker) is fairly large 
and was finished in 1970. It was one of eight paintings shown in 
the exhibition Svenskt alternativ (Swedish Alternative) at Moderna 
Museet the same year. The show then travelled to the Musée 
d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris, to Louisiana in Denmark, and 
to two venues in Norway in 1971. While the eight paintings of 
the suite are now dispersed in various locations, this one is an 
important part of the collection of Norrköpings Konstmuseum in 
Sweden. The scarce literature on Olle Kåks tends to highlight his 
personal views and private struggles, as the following quotation 
may exemplify:

The metaphors in these paintings are both intricate and 
provocative. Here the artist shows the fluctuation be-
tween vulnerability and the newly achieved confidence 
in his work as an artist. With their considerable size, 
240 x 210 cm, the paintings captured the attention of 
the spectators and place them right in the center of the 
narrative.41

This line of reading is not what I will pursue in this essay, but 
the last sentence, on the position of the whether, is important. 
But what narrative could possibly be alluded to here? In my in-
terpretation, this painting is hardly narrative at all, but more an 
emblem or allegory. Not even the suite of eight paintings form a 
legible narrative, as far as I can see. What is indeed “intricate” 

there are also others; some are performers known to have spo-
ken up against racial discrimination in the USA. A caption in red 
runs across the last four sheets: “Aldman is / ACCLAIMED HERO 
OF / LABOUR (by the central comittée) / Happy End.” Written in 
black on the first of the four is the legend: “But the Lady leaves 
for where her skills still are needed” — and indeed the Lady cries 
in the lower left corner of the picture space: “I’ll go to Tel Aviv 
where they still need me.”39 So we are left to guess whether the 
Lady’s last words imply that Tel Aviv is particularly sinful. In the 
second of the four concluding pictures, there are militant activ-
ists from the USA: the philosopher Angela Davis; the author-art-
ist Valerie Solanas (in a hat); Stokely Carmichael, the member of 
Black Panther Party’s armed branch (wearing glasses); Eldridge 
Cleaver, the founding member of the Black Panther Party (in the 
middle on lower row); among others.40 In the last but one pic-
ture, Aldman sits on musician Frank Zappa’s shoulders, hands 
raised to the sky, in celebration of the fact that he has been “AC-
CLAIMED HERO OF LABOUR (by the central comittée)”. Besides 
Frank Zappa, the group includes Malcolm X (?), a leader of the 
Nation of Islam; the philosopher Susan Sontag (?); and the US 
comedian Lenny Bruce (and a man whom neither of us can iden-
tify). In the final picture, there is a photorealistic portrait image 
of Fidel Castro with “Happy End” written by hand, and a typed 
note glued to the lower right corner. It says:

Presumptive U.S. buyers are notified that the last pic-
ture, representing the Cuban minister president Fidel 
Castro, can be removed on request and the words Hap-
py End repainted in white on the nearest adjacent pic-
ture, which depicts no persons connected to countries 
against which the U.S. maintain trade blockade. 
Love  
Lena [Svedberg] & Peter [Wanger]
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normally contradict realist aspirations: “enig-
matic symbols”.42 The realism displayed in this 
picture has only some rather vague signs of the 
social, such as the worker’s clothes and tools, 
and, importantly, the plastic line with dangling 
flags or cards used at the time to prevent people 
from interfering with temporary construction 
work in public spaces, to which I will return.43 
Apart from these signs, however, the composi-
tion as a whole seems strikingly empty, dismal 
and deprived of life and sociality — or should we 
use the term abstract here? The core definition 
of abstraction in art has nothing to do with pu-
rity or spiritual elevation, although these links 
have become established, but with subtraction 
or concrete withdrawal, i.e. that something that 
previously existed or at least was expected has 
been taken away. If that applies to this painting, 

we can only guess what exactly has been removed.
In the standard work on the artist, Olle Granath’s monograph 

Olle Kåks: Ett konstnärsporträtt (1980), a biographic clue is pro-
vided to the reading of this image: ”How he experienced his own 
entry into the working classes is described in ‘The Stoneworker’, 
where a man sits and works his chisel into a thin sheath of gran-
ite which separates him from a black abyss.”44 Whether the artist 
and future academic dignitary himself had the experience of 
entering the working classes by depicting a worker is not for us 
to say. But it is telling that the quote concentrates on the abstract 
element in front of the scene, the “black abyss”, without also 
mentioning the corresponding white “sky”. Both these parts of 
the pictorial construction must be — actually: are — interrelated, 
which contributes to our experience of it.

LET US TRY to divide this picture further into its parts, in order 
to come closer to its dramatic construction. Apart from the first 
pair: the white field above and the corresponding black below, 
the figure and his granite plateau are another part, we suggest, 
that is an interconnected pair. Neither of them is actually com-
pletely true to nature, as it were, in this respect sharing some 
affinity with the completely abstract first pair. Is not the worker 
seen as if in a haze, sketched as a topos or a symbol, rather than 
in flesh and blood? And is not the stone platform rendered 
almost organically, reminiscent of the wrinkled cheeks of Jan 
Håfström’s famous monument of his grandmother in a painting 
from 1972?45 The stone crust looks as fleshlike as the worker ap-
pears dry and bleak, as either an allegorical figure or a dream 
image of an anticipated future (in which the proletariat has van-
ished). His reality, so to speak, based on his apparent materiality 
must be questioned.

Returning to the more obvious plane of content, the cen-
tered worker, with a face just as anonymous and partly hid-
den as that of Courbet’s counterpart, appears isolated as an 
image within the overall picture. The unidentified worker is 
portrayed as an “unknown soldier” digging his own grave, or 
the last man left on earth, oblivious to the fact that visually 

is how realist elements appear as if mounted on a blank canvas 
or empty space, seeming  precisely to undo any coherent realist 
content or message.

Narrative or not, let us begin by addressing what is actually 
seen going on in The Stoneworker, alternating from form to 
content and back again. The painting displays a man working, 
obviously a stone worker wielding his hammer. He is dressed in 
a clearly recognizable blue worker’s outfit. The cap alone was a 
clear enough sign of the worker in 1970, which is no longer quite 
the case. His gloves and shoes are a little clumsy, big and protec-
tive. He is all alone, which is emphasized by the empty space 
that opens up around him. Also, his central position highlights 
his singularity, if not his individuality. The viewer can make out 
that the man is not young, but elderly, near retirement. The 
worker holds a similar pose — although viewed from a different 
angle — to one of the two workers in Gustave Courbet’s famous — 
now sadly lost — painting The Stonebreakers from 1849.

Whether or not this reference to Courbet is intentional, it was 
clearly in tune with a general interest in the French version of 
Realism and its socialist underpinnings during this period. For 
example, Konstrevy no. 4 of 1970 featured a theme section on Re-
alism, in which eight contemporary Swedish artists responded 
to a questionnaire on Realism (continued in the next issue). Also 
included were an article on Courbet and an article on Realism in 
the GDR and the USA. But whether Kåks found this connection 
to be important or just amusing is hard to determine. Regardless 
of his view, it adds importantly to the historical trajectory struck 
between new and old realist aspirations, which share a similar 
sense of social conscience and even revolutionary pathos.

OLLE KÅKS IS NOT a typical exponent of realism, much less of 
social realism, since the qualifier is commonly understood as a 
leftist political marker connoting Socialism. His work is typically 
associated with a kind of lyrical relationship to nature, and has 
always toyed with elements of abstraction, often in productive 
friction with realist elements. His imagery has been connected 
with something “quiz-like” and his style with elements that 
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Gerhard Nordström, Ödehuset [The Abandoned House], 1974.
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speaking, the world around him has all but disappeared. Yet 
the worker works. The worker is identified according to a social 
typology by his activity. The unknown worker still works, go-
ing through the motions regardless of the environment, where 
the reasons for executing real work and the contextual clues 
as to what kind of work appear to have vanished. Is this heroic, 
or the reverse: mindless robotlike activity on the brink of the 
abyss?

What the worker seems unaware of, as opposed to the viewer, 
is the huge black nothingness, or “constitutive blank” in Wolf-
gang Kemp’s term opening up beneath the thin skin of the rock. 
Cracking this open will at least endanger his position, if not 
cause his fall. Something is about to crack here, and the fate of 
the worker and his entire class seems unclear. And what about 
the other blank here, the all-white “sky” or emptiness surround-
ing the figure? Is this merely an unoccupied space, if also eerily 
unrealistic, in which the occupation of the worker becomes leg-
ible? Or does it signify something more specific?

The whole picture is quiet enough but pervaded by a 
sense of danger. It prompts us to ask questions, and to figure 
out how this scene became possible. To conclude so far, the 
composition is fraught with conflict or 
internal disruption, in the sense of the 
worker being isolated twice from both a 
stabilizing background and foreground 
(as any conventional realist painting 
would require). In their stead, a blank 
white “sky” hovers beyond and a pitch-
black abyss opens up in front and below 
the figure. Also, the worker is in a kind 
of symbiotic relationship, it could be 
argued, with the earth or foundation 
on which he both sits and on which he 
works (by chipping it away). Let us turn 
now from these two interconnected 
pairs to the third and arguably most important part of this 
picture.

IN HIS ANALYSIS of some French nineteenth-century paintings, in 
which blanks are conspicuous, Wolfgang Kemp devises three ele-
ments: “a blank; a participant in the action […] and an element 
helping to create the picture’s perspective…”46 Much the same is 
applicable here, although the image has two blanks, not one. It 
has one actor and one “element helping to create the picture’s 
perspective”, and that element is, first and foremost (literally 
as well as figuratively speaking), the plastic line with dangling  
cards that crosses our visual field. Needless to say, we could eas-
ily point out that the depicted figure is himself rendered in per-
spective, with the help of foreshortening and placement — a little 
distanced from us, and with some suggested space behind him. 
The placing of the plastic line is on a different level, however. It 
suggests, indeed contains, another perspective, by its reference 
to trompe l’oeil — the old trick that fools the eye into believing 
that it sees something as real that is not. The Stoneworker clearly 
plays, consciously or not, with this Baroque tradition, in its play-

ful use of the plastic demarcation line crossing the scene hori-
zontally, the supports of which are nowhere to be seen, located 
somewhere outside the picture frame. This plastic element thus 
almost literally or plastically stretches the image screen horizon-
tally, as if the relatively flat picture continues on both sides. As if 
the picture, large as it is, is not large enough for the pictorial ele-
ments, the drama, it contains.

The compositional element of the plastic line creates the 
effect of a line appearing to hover both beyond the picture hori-
zontally and in front of the picture itself, at least when we gaze 
in the direction of the worker. The latter effect suggests that this 
element is not really painted but indeed real. The plastic line 
thus heightens the sense of a real of the picture, but decreases, 
at the same time, our reception of the image in the picture — the 
worker working — as itself real. The realism of the stoneworker 
could be attributed iconographically to the fact that the artist has 
depicted a worker, but formally, the case is less clear-cut.

According to Michael Fried’s line of reasoning, this sort of 
composition toys with devices of absorption, where the figure 
is uncommunicative, neither willing or able to extend a glance 
towards us, totally preoccupied as he is with his activity.47 The 

effect of such a pictorial rhetoric, in 
contrast to melodramatic compositions 
of theatricality where figures reach out 
in gestures and look towards us, as in 
Lena Svedberg’s Aldman series, is to 
capture the viewer more effectively than 
would the painter could do in a more 
active and explicit way. We do not know 
whether this painter would have enter-
tained such theories. Kåks eventually 
became a bourgeois painter of naked 
female flesh and semi-abstract decora-
tions, with no obvious political implica-
tions — other than being ostensively 

“private” and voluptuously laid back, which is of course a clear 
political option as well. But, again, that level of interpretation 
is not what is pursued here. We think the picture as it stands or 
hangs has an agency of its own, regardless of any level of autho-
rial intention.

In 1974, Kåks’s contemporary Gerhard Nordström, one 
of the most overtly political of the new realist painters of 
the period, composed an oil painting called Ödehuset (The 
Abandoned House). The pictured house is of a kind typical in 
southern Sweden. It looks empty with a rather overgrown 
garden. Nothing at all is visible in its windows. The mostly 
white house seems filled with blank nothingness or pure dark-
ness, similar to the kind we see in Kåks’s Stoneworker. From 
where the viewer stands, we are also cautioned visually not 
to enter, even trespass, into this garden which is temporarily 
fenced off with a few horizontal planks, painted yellow and 
red, and a bit of the same kind of plastic line that we see in 
Kåks’s picture, with yellow and red cards moving in the wind. 
In this composition too, the presence of this utterly mundane 
contemporary device is played against some kind of imminent 

“WE THINK THE 
PICTURE AS IT 

STANDS OR HANGS 
HAS AN AGENCY 

OF ITS OWN, 
REGARDLESS OF ANY 
LEVEL OF AUTHORIAL 

INTENTION.”
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danger — at least against an unknowable void, dark, uncanny, 
and apparently meaningless. The fact that this slightly later 
painting uses the same signs is suggestive. Both images make 
use of these abstract marks to warn us not to enter, either 
because the house is “abandoned” or because we could fall 
into the void. That is to say; the plastic line is itself active, as a 
performative imperative: do not enter!

Perhaps we should refrain from asking what this line of 
plastic means, which hinges upon its intentionality or semiotic 
efficiency, and consider instead what it does. What is its picto-
rial function in The Stoneworker? Clearly, it bars us from enter-
ing the image, it disallows us phenomenological access to the 
figure at work. It keeps us at a distance. But does this make us 
unable to identify and share space with the laborer, and force 
us into the position of onlooker, locked in compulsory contem-
plation only?

The really real plastic line — above or in front of the canvas — 
warns us against stepping into an image: the painted fiction of 
the worker about to work himself away. The plastic line evokes 
a warning, not to the worker but to us. It does not belong to the 
depicted work space, it belongs to our 
part of the social sphere. It even allots us 
a space — a socially real realm in which 
to act and socialize, criticize and discuss 
pictures like this. Seen in this way, the 
viewing of the image flips, and the whole 
direction of the picture is reversed. The 
picture is not about the worker or work 
but about us. It warns us, perhaps, not 
to remain passive in view of this sce-
nario. It depicts a scene ingrained in his-
tory — the history of the working classes, 
and of stone masons in particular, as 
well as of art history (Courbet) — but it 
constitutes a performative: You are hereby warned! The worker 
belongs to history, but the demarcation line is completely con-
temporary: beware of the abyss, mind the gap between “the 
social” and its outside, use whatever sociality you can muster 
instead, on your own conditions, now … That may not be what 
the plastic line says, or what the artist intended, but it is part of 
what it does.

FOLLOWING BRUNO LATOUR’S thorough problematization of “the 
social”, we could perhaps suggest that the plastic line in this 
picture is defining the social as image, associated with both 
the Imaginary order in Jacques Lacan’s scheme and with the 
Symbolic order (of discourse, language, and signs), and hence 
perpetually at a distance from where we are standing, like a 
projection or, rather more to the point, a rejection. Something 
is thrown, not forward but back at us. The Real — the third term 
of Lacan’s model — is, despite appearances, on our side.48 It is 
therefore unpresentable; indissoluble from us, yet impossible 
even to image or imagine, to conjure up. It turns the “realistic” 
image into something merely ideal, a symbolic and thus mean-
ingful representation, ontologically speaking. What the exposi-

tion of the “real” worker working discloses, in the last phase, is 
the Real of the unfathomable abyss over here.

The stone-worker has, for us, become a thing of the past, to 
paraphrase G.W.F. Hegel. It speaks of the nineteenth and earlier 
parts of the twentieth century, and of a recently urbanized and 
increasingly industrialized form of capitalism. This is not to sug-
gest, however, that no one worked with hammers or chisels on 
stone any more circa 1970, which would simply be incorrect. But 
the figure in its splendid isolation, formally and linguistically, 
has become a memorial, a monument or “image” of another era. 
Thus the image of the heroic yet realistically unidealized stone-
worker is not only an illusion or dream image but an image of 
the past lingering in the present. The image of the stone worker, 
in the picture by Kåks with the title, marks a distance, spatially 
by the plastic line and temporally, where he — in the dark of the 
abyss — is in the present tense, as yet invisible, unidentifiable, in 
flux.

The fact, the really real fact, of this picture, is that it is utterly 
imaginary and a composite image of three “realistic” elements 
which do not quite add up to a whole. The reality of this picture 

is not of this picture, but outside it. This 
outside, however, is constructed as 
such by the picture. The thrust of the 
canvas is reversed, inside out, towards 
us, as if an outside gaze penetrated us 
from within the picture. The real, we 
realize, is situated before the depicted 
scene, which is why we can say that the 
worker works in the mind of the viewer, 
in a nontangible interior space that is as 
anonymous as the working worker. This, 
finally, is another way of saying com-
munal, emphatically non-private. This 
interiority points out a place of sharing, 

as social as can be, like politics or death. This is its function. 
“There, where apparently there is nothing, everything is in fact 
inscribed…”49

Comparison and conclusion
In this article, we have touched on different forms of artistic 
realism, from nineteenth-century versions to social realism, 
ending up with the Swedish variant of “new realism”. Olle Kåks’s 
new realism was a particular idiom of an older social realist 
paradigm. Lena Svedberg’s version of social realism was partly 
rooted in Benjaminian fascination with French caricatures and 
partly in the French Atelier populaire’s and the Situationist Inter-
national’s posters.  In the tension between these two historical 
sources, she creates an experience of capturing a now-moment 
in which the past returns in flashbacks. This experience could in 
turn be interpreted as a dialectic at standstill — a historical truth 
in Walter Benjamin’s sense.

We have, furthermore, problematized the customary polar-
ization between affirmative and critical realism, and emphasized 
that, contrary to established definitions, realism is not in itself 
contrary to idealism, but an idealist project of a different kind.

“THE REALITY OF 
THIS PICTURE IS NOT 

OF THIS PICTURE, 
BUT OUTSIDE IT. THIS 
OUTSIDE, HOWEVER, 

IS CONSTRUCTED 
AS SUCH BY THE 

PICTURE. ”
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