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Introduction The Distinctive Role

of Socialist Realism
in Soviet Culture

What is Socialist Realism? It is not, first of all, a single doctrine. We
now recognize that that old bogey, “monolithic communism,” does
not exist—that there are, instead, many different communisms, In
much the same way, there are many different Socialist Realisms,
Different countries, different political parties, and critics with dif-
ferent partis pris have each evolved different definitions of it
Even if Socialist Realism is confined to the meaning “officially
sponsored Soviet literature,” it soon becomes apparent that among
the various canonical accounts of it there is no one that is in-
controvertible or in any sense comprehensive. Some official pro-
nouncements on the theory of Socialist Realism have been important

(e.g., that literature should be “optimistic,” that it should be acces-

sible to the masses, that it should be “party-minded”), but they are
too general to have guided such a distinctive practice.

It is not in theoretical writings but in practical examples that one
should look for an answer to the question What is Socialist Real-
ism? Soviet scholars have been arguing since the term was coined
in 1932 over what it means, and their debates are, in essence, mere
academic hairsplitting. Scholars still argue, for instance, as to how
much “realism” and how much “romanticism” it should entail.! In
the meantime, Socialist Realism has long since evolved into a highly
conventionalized literary practice. Consequently, instead of going
into the Byzantine arguments that surround the question What is
Socialist Realism?, 1 shall use a strictly pragmatic approach and
define Soviet Socialist Realism as a canonical doctrine defined by its
patristic texts.

Nowhere has Soviet Socialist Realism been more convention-
alized than in the subject of this inquiry, the novel. Although
the clichés of the novel are in some measure officially fostered,
the source for them has not been theoretical pronouncements
but, rather, official “model” novels. Ever since 1932, when the
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to a single master plot, which itself represents a synthesis of the
plots of several of the official models (primarily Gorky’s Mother and
Gladkov’s Cement). .

This shaping pattern does not account for everything in a given
Soviet novel. Despite the frequent Western charge that the Soviet
novel is clichéd and repetitive, it is not actually true that every novel
is nothing more than a reworking of a single formula. In any given
novel one must distinguish between, on the one hand, its overarch-
ing plot or macrostructure and, on the other, the microstructures,
the smaller units, which are threaded together by this shaping
formula—the digressions, subplots, and so on. If a novel is looked
at in terms of these smaller units, much of it will be found to be
somewhat journalistic and topical; it may, for instance, be geared to
praising a recent Soviet achievement or to broadcasting or ration-
alizing a new decree or official policy. In other words, much of it is
based on ephemeral material.

The overarching plot of a given novel is not ephemeral—that s, it
is not tied to a particular time. If its plot were stripped of all
references to a specific time or place or to a particular theme of the
novel, it could be distilled to a highly generalized essence. This
abstract version of a given novel’s plot is the element that s, in effect,
shaped by the master plot.

If a novel is to be written to the canon, this master plot controls
the most crucial moments of the novel—its beginning, climax, and
end. For the rest it may provide no more than general guidelines,
together with a range of symbols, motifs, etc., to be used in certain
formulaic situations. However, the most common variety of Soviet
novel, the production novel, uses the full version of the master plot
(see Appendix A): canonical functions in this case determine the
whole course of the novel.

Not all Soviet novels follow the master plot. Not even all novels
listed in the canon follow it completely. That official classic,
Sholokhov’s Quiet Flows the Don, for example, shows only occa-
sional traces of the master plot, and these primarily in connection
with lesser characters.2 Thus, even though statistically my
hypothetical master plot has been followed to a greater or lesser
degree by the overwhelming majority of Soviet novels (or Stalinist
novels, at any rate), its status as a defining trait of the novel tradi-
tion does not depend on the actual percentage of novels patterned
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on it, for the master plot is not random or arbitrary in the sequence
it sets ups it illustrates major tenets of ideology.

The master plot is the one constant that links most novels of the
Stalin period and, to a lesser extent, those of the post-Stalin era as
well. T would go so far as to say that it is Socialist Realism: in order
for a Soviet novel to be Socialist Realist, it must replicate the master
plot.

What are the sources of the master plot? Surely it did not evolve
in vacuo? Did Soviet writers of the thirties know which gestures,
tropes, etc., to copy from the disparate novels assigned as models?
Did they know how to put all the pieces together to make a coher-
ent narrative frame, and, if so, bow did they know these things?

The evolution of the Socialist Realist tradition owes some debt to
artistic ingenuity on the part of the writers themselves, but the
process was larger in scope than its purely literary context. Obvi-
ously, politics played some part. One- cannot analyze either the
dynamic of the master plot’s evolution or the meanings of its for-

mulaic components without looking at its relations both to politics
and ideology, on the one hand, and to literary traditions on the
other. On the whole, the Western approach has been to assume that
the contents of Soviet novels have in some way been “handed
down” by the authorities or else have slavishly been designed to be
pleasing to them. Westerners see this as an unnatural state of af-
fairs, since they conceive it as normal for literature to be fairly
autonomous; in this view, Soviet literature, if it achieves the lofty
role the Russian intelligentsia has traditionally prescribed for it,
should itself “hand down” ideas to society. Of course ‘this “un-
natural state of affairs” did not come into being without resistance.
Western observers tend to see Soviet intellectual history as a long,
epic struggle between “the regime” and “the intellectuals” or,
among Soviet intellectuals, between the “diehards” or “con-
servatives,” who support the regime, and the “liberals,” who want
less “straitjacketing” (e.g., being obliged to follow the master
plot)—who want, perhaps, to express a more complex, even West-
ern, account of reality. But the prominence of ultrarightest views
among the most recent crop of Soviet dissidents should give us
pause. .

The trouble with this historical model is not that its categories are
inaccurate but that it is an illusion to think that the two parties—
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worlds has been even closer than is generally the case; the borders -
between literature and journalism, for instance, are often difficult to

perceive. This is so because modern Russian literature and the

functions of the forum have traditionally been close, and the politi-

cal powers have actively promoted an intensification of this re-

lationship. Still, “politics” or ““ideology” should not be identified as

some monolithic entity with which literature has interacted. Not

only has the process of interaction been dialectical rather than a
one-way street, but the “extraliterary” pole of the dialectic has been
made up of several distinct components, each of which has in turn
interacted with the others—and again dialectically.

There are at least six major elements in Soviet society and culture
that play a part in the generative process of literature. First, there is
literature itself; second, there is Marxism-Leninism; third, there are
the Russian radical intelligentsia’s traditional myths and hero im-
ages, which the Bolsheviks brought with them when they took
power in Russia in 1917; fourth, there are the various nonliterary
forums through which the official viewpoint is disseminated (the
press, the political platform, theoretical writings, official histories,
and the like), which I shall refer to in this book by the general term
“rhetoric”; fifth come political events and policies; and, sixth, there
are the individual pérsons who are the principal actors in these
political events, together with their roles and values. In some re-
spects, any change in any one of these elements is the product of
ongoing trends within its own “series”; but for the most part they
are interdependent, and change in any one of them potentially af-
fects changes in any or all five of the others (even Marxism-
Leninism can be changed). . .

In short, it is too much of a simplification to see the symbols or
master plot of Soviet literature as having come from politics via the
refracting medium of rhetoric. The principal actors on the political
scene were themselves caught up in acting out roles suggested to
them by revolutionary lore, and much of that lore, in turn, origi-
nated in literature. Ultimately, the question What caused what?
must be a chicken-and-egg question. .

" The elements that make up the master plot come, at one level,
from within literature itself. In general the master plot continues one
strand of prerevolutionary literature: it reworks the prevailing
myths and tropes of Russian radical fiction and rhetoric of the
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novel takes as its focus a relatively modest figure, usually a Soviet
worker, administrator, or soldier. This subject is known as the
“positive hero.” However modest he may be, the phases of his life
symbolically recapitulate the stages of historical progress as de-
scribed in Marxist-Leninist theory. The novel’s climax ritually re-
enacts the climax of history in communism. This crucial role played
by the positive hero is, indeed, the reason he has received so much
attention from critics. When the cry goes out “Give us more heroes
like X! one may be sure that the novel in which the stages of X’s
life are portrayed shows skillful use of the master plot. .
The ritual form of conventional Soviet novels comprises both
iconic signs for positive heroes and a catalogue of plot functions
they normally perform. Both the signs and the plot functions are
encoded symbols, derived largely from prerevolutionary lore but
with meanings that ultimately derive from Marxism-Leninism. The
master plot is, however, much broader in the range of meanings it en-
compasses and is not confined to Marxism-Leninism for its subtext.

It is by now a commonplace of Western histories of the Soviet
Union that during the thirties all public activity became more highly
ritualized and that much of it was geared to legitimizing the
hegemony of the Stalinist leadership by identifying its links with
Lenin and Leninism. This development more or less coincided with
the institutionalization of Socialist Realism (which occurred be-
tween 1932 and 1934). Not suprisingly, therefore, the signs and
functions of the master plot that had meanings in Marxist-Leninist
historiography also acquired established associations with the
Soviet leadership and its connection to Lenin. Soviet novels became
simultaneously parables of Marxism-Leninism and myths for
maintaining the status quo.

In view of the novel’s role as repository of official myths, ex-
traordinary measures were taken to ensure that the purity of the for-

'mulas be preserved from book to book. It was, for instance, not
merely political caprice that motivated the Party’s spokesman
Zhdanov, in 1946, when he called for strict adherence to
doxology.*

In Stalinist novels, whatever the context, whatever the year,
events can be relied upoy to follow the prescribed pattern. The
symbolic forms of literature are remarkably constant because this
very constancy affirms “Leninist” continuity.

tiplicity of disparate meanings,’

11 - The Distinctive Role

of Socialist Realism

. u.rcmr it would seem that the Soviet novel offers perfect material
mwn BM_. ing M structural analysis of the master plot in terms of its
for ME_ m_mo phases, somewhat as Propp has done for the Russian
) ﬁ_m M.r ,;m.ﬁ s, one could adduce a “grammar” of the Soviet
MM“\% m.: >u<o, _M. mmMu @Woimmm something like a :mnmu.::»n: of this
ppendix A. I have relegated it to thi i iti
pne in Ap : o this peripheral position
provide a mere “grammar” of
. 1 of forms, an unvaryin
meﬁnﬁ:n&.vmsﬁd in Soviet novels, ignoring contextual now\m_.%
a M:m.u is to nm_n roughshod over the dimension of meanin
w A_,M » in the Soviet context, is all important,. ®
- nmwnnM:mSwQ sm% which the same signs recur in Soviet novels is
eceptive. Continuity in the use of
. symbols need not b
accurate index to continuity row
of values. If, as most lingui
agree, the relationship between si rean srdinary Tan.
. n sign and meaning in ordi l
guage is not fixed but dynamic re s used
, then, surely, when language i
: : : . ge is used
mwimo__.om:f nrwm potential for change is increased. And in fact in
¢ doviet novel many of the formulai
ulaic tropes have, over ti
time
nwm,ﬂm& n_un .wm<m at least been modified in their Bomawmm v
nm_»c.a @ﬂ ._:Mm_ msnrnowo._wma" Abner Cohen has written about the
el owm %um etween political symbols (using “political symbols” in
the nmw M:n:nm ! mﬂn%mn as _Mv_mnmm“ concepts, or linguistic formations)
g world and power structure th
. . ey are meant to
su i
: Mvo.:. Cohen cautions against seeing symbols as “mechanical
%mmnﬂwnm, or nmvn.nmo:nmcosm, of political reality” or of thinking
ower relations and symbolic f i
ormations are. . . reducibl
! ! . .. cible
‘ %.”Mammmomﬂrwh ~>.m r_n points out, power relations and symbolic
re relatively autonomous, and the relati
or ! X e relations between
two are complex. “Symbols. . . stand ambiguously for a mul-
and the same symbol can thus be
an the same thing; we must “distin-
and symbolic functions” or mean-

:m,.& in different contexts to me
.mEmr between symbolic forms
ings. He continues:

wwamvo_w mmr_né a measure of continuity-in-change by their am-
nmm a_w and multiplicity of meanings. A ceremonial may be re-
W mwnvmw,_ﬁﬂmw% 9.”” M.mm_s in the same form though its symbols
with different meanings t t
Gevrlopmarged x ; nings to accommodate new
. Thus there is a continuous i
pmel E rocess of action and
counteraction between the s i : e
ymbolic order and the power ord
. . . 0
even when there is no significant structural nrm:mo.m '




12 Introduction

In other words language—and highly symbolic language a
fortiori—is multivalent. Symbols can have several meanings, even
at the same time, and they can often be used ambiguously.

Shalom Spiegel has shown how a major symbolic text of the
Jewish people, the biblical story of Abraham and Isaac, or Akedah,
has been variously interpreted. Although the events of the story
have remained substantially the same in each retelling, at various
points in the history of the Jews the story has been interpreted in
new ways, colored by their current aspirations and experiences.”
Something like this occurred with the Soviet novel. During the dif-
ferent phases of the Stalin era various clichés of the novel were
interpreted in different ways. Some changes were made in the master
plot, too, but these changes were on the whole semantic rather than
formal. , .

The symbolic forms of Socialist Realism have not been used as a
medium of expression for the official viewpoint alone. The in-
tellectuals are, after all, more immediately involved in the business
of literature than the leadership is, and they have also been able to
profit from the multivalence of literature’s iconic signs.

The traditional role of Russian literature has been, since at least
Belinsky,® to provide a forum for the most advanced ideas of the
age, to bear witness to the grim realities of Russian life not admitted
to in official sources; the self-image of Solzhenitsyn in our time
provides a good example of this tradition. Most people in the West
would contend that the various institutional controls placed on
Soviet literature have all but robbed creative writing and criticism

(at least that published through official channels) of this particular
dimension. But they have certainly not done so entirely, and there is
an incipient tension in fiction between its function as occasional
writing and propagator of official myths and values, on the one
hand, and, on the other, its more traditional role in modern Russia
of standing in the forefront of intellectual life. This tension is not
readily apparent, for it is expressed in the most delicate nuances.

When the formulaic patterns of the Soviet novel became fixed in
the thirties, a system of signs became the core of the Socialist Realist
system. These signs are polysemic in themselves, but, when in-
corporated in the master plot, they take on very definite, specific
meanings. Nevertheless, as words, they must retain the potential for
other meanings, and a skillful writer can play on this.
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I would suggest that the reason so many of the symbols of Socialist
Realism continue to resonate is that they ring not just for the Bol-
sheviks. They are sufficiently broad and flexible to contain most of
the separate currents that make up Soviet culture.
When Socialist Realism was launched in the early thirties, it led
to the homogenization of Soviet literature. A major effect of this
homogenization was that all writers henceforth began to use the
same language. However, just as all speakers of English can express
differing views while using roughly the same language, so likewise
(although of course to a more limited extent) all' Soviet writers
could express varying views via the “language” of Socialist Real-
ism. The linguistic imperialism that occasioned the influx of so
many new speakers into the language group of the Bolsheviks had
an effect not uncommon in cases of linguistic imperialism: while the
writers were being issued the “uniform” of the new power, the
agents of this power were simultaneously receiving the “mufti” of
their new subjects. The ideas and values of divergent groups within
the intelligentsia began to color the associations of the various ele-
ments of the official language. The result was a dynamic of cross-
fertilization that involved not just literature but also five other
major elements of Soviet culture, which, as I said above, interacted
with it to produce Socialist Realism: Marxism-Leninism, revolu-
tionary lore, rhetoric, political policies, and historical events, to-
gether with the actors within them.
- For this exchange to occur, there had to be an effective medium
for focusing it. This brings us back to our earlier remarks about
ritual. The formulaic signs of the Soviet novel have proved so tena-
cious over time because they catch some of the burning issues and
beliefs of the entire culture, not just of the official culture. The
master plot is not merely a literary plot or even the formula for a
literary plot. It is the literary expression of the master categories
that organize the entire culture.

The problem posed in this book is thus a variant of the perennial
question of continuity and change. Because the Soviet government
is ideologically conservative and anxious to establish a “Leninist”
connection for the current leadership, the novels written during its
regime have used, to a remarkable degree, the same signs over the
years, signs whose origins can in fact be traced back to well before
1917. But when are these signs really the same, and when are they
different (because differently deployed)?
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: rough i
on into that ultimate state, the o._mmm_mmmwmvn_mww:m“ raom%mmzw .m:m
>.nEu=$ however, the class struggle per se rm,m .E.V,ﬁ been 2 con.
sistent %mBn of the Soviet novel and has certainly not pr .m.m mno_—” :
structuring force for the novel’s master plot. providec the
BQMWM MMWSWWM:& .&oow shape the master plot is another funda-
ot Marxism-Leninism, one that is é é
and more mvms.mnﬁ version of the m_mmm-mﬁcmm_nm MM“M«MW MM ﬂmmﬁwmmn
M: Mr._m anm_o:v historical progress occurs not by résolving &Mwm.
nMMm M_Q ut ﬁrz.v:mr the €o~..5=.m-05. of the so-called spontaneity /
ousness dialectic, In this dialectical model, “consciousness” js

anarchic (such as wild
attributed to the wor ings of vast i i
rather than to deliberate actions,
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According to the Leninist model for historical progress, society
from its earliest days has been locked in a dialectical struggle be-
tween the forces of “spontaneity” (which predominate in the ear-
liest, most primitive social forms) and the forces of “consciousness”’
(which are present from the very beginning, although largely only
as a potential). This dialectic provides the driving force of progress
and leads to history’s end in communism. It affects a series of
increasingly higher-order syntheses (“leaps forward,” or revolu-
tions) resulting in ever-higher forms of both “spontaneity” and
“consciousness.” The ultimate stage of historical - devélopment,
communism, is reached in a final synthesis, which resolves the di-
alectic once and for all. That final synthesis or ultimate revolution
will result in the triumph of “consciousness,” but the form of “con-
sciousness” will then be such that it will no longer be in opposition
to “spontaneity”; there will no longer be conflict between the natu-
ral responses of the people and the best interests of society. In other
words, the end synthesis will resolve the age-old conflict between
the individual and society.

The task of literature as generator of official myths is to provide
object lessons in the working-out of the spontaneity/ consciousness
dialectic. As is generally true of ritual forms, the master plot per-
sonalizes the general processes outlined in Marxist-Leninist his-
toriography by encoding them in biographical terms: the positive
hero passes in stages from a state of relative “spontaneity” to a
higher degree of “consciousness,” which he attains by some indi-
vidual revolution.

It has been possible to allegorize the spontaneity/ consciousness
dialectic because of the range of meanings these two terms can
encompass. In the narrower context of the individual human being,
as distinct from society at large, “consciousness” means political
awareness and the complete self-control that enables the individual
to be guided in all his actions by his awareness, whereas “spon-
taneity” refers to purely visceral, willful, anarchic, or self-centered
actions. The great historical drama of struggle between the forces of
spontaneity and the forces of consciousness is unfolded in a tale of
the way one individual mastered his willful self, became disciplined,

~and attained to an extrapersonal identity. Thus, if you discount
such trappings as the factory or kolkhoz setting and the Party
meeting, the Socialist Realist novel might in effect be seen as a
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politicized variant of the Bildungsroman, in which the hero
achieves greater harmony both within himself and in relation to his
society. Such a comparison cannot be taken very far, however,.
because the Socialist Realist nove] is so highly ritualized that the
hero’s progress is neither individual nor self-valuable.

Why did the Socialist Realist novel end up with the spontaneity /
consciousness dialectic as its underlying subject rather than the
class struggle? This outcome can scarcely be described as having
been sought “consciously” (rather than arising “spontaneously”),
yet it was far from random or arbitrary. The answer to this
question—an answer that is actually twofold—explains why the
Soviet novel is a key document in Soviet cultural history.

In the first place, the spontaneity / consciousness dialectic is itself
not an innocent doctrine, for it has always been at the center of the
main controversies within Russian Marxism. Initially, when the
first Russian Marxist groups were formed in the 1890s, the debate
centered around what is often described as the voluntarist/
determinist controversy, that is, briefly stated, the question whether
history is made by the conscious efforts of people, or whether his-
torical change occurs of its own accord (“spontaneously”) as a
result of changes in such extrahuman factors as, for instance, the
means of production.

In classical Marxism the voluntarist/ determinist dichotomy was
already problematical. In general, however, the Marxist sense of
history favored the notion that historical change occurred as the
result of vast, transpersonal forces rather than by the action of
“self-consciousness,” “spirit,” or outstanding figures. In his ac-
counts of history Marx emphasized the determining role of trans-
personal material forces. Nevertheless, he did allow for some
interaction—for the notion that not only do “circumstances make
men” but that “men [also] make circumstances.”®

For the Russian Marxists this question was more than a purely
speculative one. It was central to the major issues of political prac-
tice. This was because Marx’s observations were based on the rela-
tively advanced industrial society of western Europe, where the
notion of a “proletarian” revolution seemed more plausible. But

~Russia had not yet evolved to a point where it met the Marxist

preconditions for a communist revolution. The country was at Jleast
four-fifths peasant, and even the relatively small working class




18 Introduction

comprised largely persons of recent peasant origins. The educa-
tional level of both workers and peasants was poor; indeed, most
were illiterate. In short, it was unlikely for a significant segment of
the population to have revolutionary consciousness. Some Russian
Marxists argued that a revolution would therefore have to wait
until the proletariat was larger and more developed; others believed
that there could be a shortcut to the revolution by raising worker
consciousness and by other deliberate actions.

This debate came to a head in 1903, when Lenin’s treatise What
Is to Be Done? (1902) split the Social Democratic (Marxist) Party
into the Bolshevik (Leninist) and Menshevik factions, In this
treatise Lenin introduced his highly controversial departure from
the original Marxist theory (or addition to it, depending on one’s
point of view): the doctrine of the “vanguard.” Lenin contended
that it was possible to get around the various ways in which con-
temporary Russia did not meet the canonical Marxist preconditions
for communist revolution by forming a “vanguard of the pro-
letariat,” comprising a small group of highly “conscious,” disci-
plined, and dedicated revolutionaries who would guide the less
“conscious” masses first to greater “consciousness” and then to
revolution. The division in the Russian Marxist movement over
these issues became exacerbated once again in 1917, when Lenin
returned from exile after the initial (February) revolution and de-
clared, in his April Theses, that this first, “bourgeois,” revolution
should be pushed further into a communist revolution. Many op-
posed this view, including prominent Bolsheviks, because they felt
Lenin was being too rash and impatient.

It might be expected that the success of the October Revolution
would have put an end to this controversy. This was far from the
case, however, and Soviet Russians are still debating whether the
revolution was premature and whether history can be “made” to
any significant degree. Moreover, once the revolution had occurred,
the continued reliance on the “vanguard” as an agent of control, in
the sense of a centralized controlling elite, made it difficult to rec-
oncile Soviet practice with that central Marxist doctrine, the
“withering away of the state.” Lenin himself believed that, once the
revolution had occurred and the masses had become even more
“conscious” in the postrevolutionary environment, the need for the
“vanguard” as an agent of control, discipline, and enlightenment
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would end. The vanguard and the apparatus of state control (police
and the like) would then progressively “wither away” as, Marx had
stipulated, they should in a “classless” society. ,

Perhaps “circumstances” were against them, but the Bolsheviks
fell somewhat short of realizing this prediction. In the early post-
revolutionary years, various internal and external threats to Bol-
shevik hegemony (such as the Civil War and the Allied intervention)
made it necessary for them to build up the institutions of state
control rather more than they had envisioned. Later, under Stalin,
there was less external threat (except during World War 1) and,
arguably, less internal threat as well; yet under him the state ap-
paratus became larger and more powerful than before. Although
public controversy over political questions was virtually impossible
in those years, it is clear that the state’s resistance to its scheduled
“withering away” troubled even the leadership. One symptom of
their discomfiture is the fact that in the thirties almost every issue of
the Party’s bimonthly theoretical organ, Bolshevik, contained an
article that directly or indirectly tackled the questions of why the
state had not begun to “wither away” and when it might be ex-
pected to do so.

Since the Bolsheviks were always more exercised by polemics
with their detractors in the left-wing movement than they were by
right-wing adversaries, it is not surprising that, instead of providing
edifying tales about the class struggle, official Soviet literature gen-
erated myths for rationalizing the Bolshevik position in the peren-
nial radical controversy over the roles of consciousness and spon-
taneity in_ history. Indeed, literature’s de facto role as apologist
increased over time. The Socialist Realist tradition began with par-

‘ables (such as Mother) illustrating the workings of the spontaneity /

consciousness dialectic, but, under Stalin, extra conventions were
added to the master plot so that it also affirmed symbolically that
the progress to communism was specifically assured under the pres-
ent Soviet leadership.

While all this is true, it represents a somewhat limited explana-
tion of the master plot’s role in Soviet society. The role of the
spontaneity / consciousness opposition as the subtext of Socialist
Realism must not be viewed solely in the context of Russian Marx-
ist controversies and the machinations of the Leninists or the
Stalinists. Literature is not merely the handmaiden of politics, not
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even in times of severe repression. Moreover, the Party did not have
a fixed interpretation of the dialectic to impose on literature, even if
it were possible to impose one.

If one follows Bolshevik discussions of the spontaneity /
consciousness dialectic over time, one will be struck by three fea-
tures: ambivalence, controversy, and polysemy. 1 would suggest
that this semantic diffuseness results from the fact that the
spontaneity / consciousness opposition is broader in resonance than
its place in Marxist-Leninist doctrine would imply. It is one of ﬁ.rn
key binary oppositions in Russian culture, comparable to, for in-
stance, the ideal/real oppostion in Scholasticism or the subject/
object distinction in nineteenth-century German thought,

The spontaneity/ consciousness dichotomy was particularly well
adapted to the ritual needs of the entire country. It is perhaps no
accident that its scheme for historical progress is very like the
Hegelian model for the working-out of Geist in history (Hegel r.mm
aprofoundinfluence on the Russian intelligentsia during its formative
period in the mid-nineteenth century). More important, %n. oppo-
sition provides master tropes that focus major cultural energies .m:.m
order the key dilemmas of the Russian intelligensia. The dialectic is
a natively Russian version of the dynamic known to Western
thinking as the nature/culture opposition, which has attracted a

great deal of attention among contemporary anthropologists. We

can detect Russia’s root ambivalence on modernization lurking be-
hind the various controversies concerning the Leninist model of
historical progress. The spontaneity / consciousness oppostion was,
in effect, an efficient formula for transcoding German Marxism into
Russian culture.

The Leninist version of historical development did not differ
from Marx merely in degree—by a change of emphasis, let us say,
from Marx’s view of historical change as effected 90 percent by
necessity and 10 percent by deliberate actions, to ascribing the
giant’s share of the influence to the forces of “consciousness” (i.e.,
the vanguard). A more fundamental change had occurred.

The Russian Marxists began by adopting a German ideology to
solve Russia’s chronic social dilemmas (such as poverty, autocracy,
and inequality). This ideology, once transplanted in Russian soil,
became “russified.” Marxism was an ideology that came out of an
advanced industrial society. It was to be applied in a backward,
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peasant society with very different political and intellectual con-
ditions. Inevitably, Russia’s culture colored its version of Marxist
ideology; as a result, it became less and less a western European
political program and more and more the ideology characterizing a
certain branch of the Russian radical intelligentsia,

A surface indicator of the differences between the two views is
the change in terminology. In classical Marxism the spontaneity/ -
consciousness opposition does not exist as such. Marx did describe
an analogous model for historical development, but he discussed it
in terms of the dialectic between “freedom,” where men rationally
regulate their interchange with Nature, and “necessity,” i.e., the
circumstances that effect historical development.1® Marx also gave
a central place in his theories to the concept of “consciousness”
(Bewusstsein); but, though the concept “spontaneity” can be found
in Marxist writings (as :wvo:&ﬁ.&“:v, it is much less central than
“consciousness” and is certainly not its explicit opposite.

When the Russian Marxists of the 1890s and the early twentieth
century argued about the way forward for Russia, their debates
centered not around the roles of “freedom” and “necessity” but on
“consciousness” and “spontaneity,” which, in Lenin’s What Is to
Be Done? (1902), became the two poles of the primary dialectic of
historical development, Moreover, whereas “consciousness” and
“spontaneity” in classical Marxism were relatively technical terms
(this is less so for “consciousness,” Bewusstsein, which had En-
lightenment connotations), the two words the Russian Marxist
chose for rendering these concepts both had connotations that
identified the terms with ongoing preoccupations of the Russian
intelligentsia.!! The word chosen for “consciousness,” for instance,
soznatel'nost’, has the coloration of something inspired by one’s
conscience and could hence be associated with the intelligentsia’s
tradition of assuming the role of Russian society’s conscience.

The most striking instance of transcoding is the word chosen
for “spontaneity,” stixijnost’, which carries with it a vast range of
connotations—both positive and negative—all of which were cen-
tral to the existential dilemmas of the Russian intelligentsia. The
root of stixijnost’, stixija, means “element” (as in “elemental”); the
word can thus be used both in expressions like “in his element,”
with positive valorization, and to mean wild, uncontrollable
“forces” (such as storms in nature and human rage). Thus it can
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mean both what is natural and good, as distinct from something
artificial, alien, or constricting, or, alternatively, it can connote
what is wrong with what are termed the “blind forces of nature’; it
can connote things that are out of control and even menacing.

When the- word stixijnost’ was placed together with soz-
natel'nost' in a binary opposition, that opposition potentially em-
braced all the most obsessive dilemmas confronting the Russian
intelligentsia. This was in large measure because of the rich and
even contradictory associations that the word stixijnost' conjured
up for them, associations that were all germane to its existential
concerns. The oppostion suggests, for instance, that much-
celebrated gulf in Russia between the vast, uneducated peasant
masses (the “spontaneous”) and the educated elite (the “con-
scious”) or, to put it slightly differently, between backward rural
Russia (the realm of “spontaneity”’) and modern urban Russia (the
realm of ““consciousness™), or, again, between those seething masses,
capable of spontaneous popular uprisings, and the autocratic,
heavily bureaucratized, and hierarchical state, which seeks to control
these masses and direct them.

The spontaneity / consciousness opposition can also be seen as a
schematization of some aspects of the old Slavophile versus West-
erner controversy, i.e., the question whether the way forward for
Russia could be found in Western models and ideas, in bringing
reason, organization, order, and technology to this backward,
anarchic country, or whether Western civilization was sterile and
spiritually impoverished as compared with the native Russian or
Slavic ethos, which was antirational, spontaneous, instinctive,
perhaps even antiurban and against state order. Many favored a
return to the social order of traditional peasant Russia, based on the
village commune or mir; others developed a cult of the folk rebel or

buntar'. The latter maintained that the dry theorizing of the in-

tellectuals was sterile and that the most potent and effective forces
for bringing about positive change in Russia were contained in
those broad, illiterate peasant masses (the “spontaneous”), who
had not been corrupted by Westernized education or by working
for the autocratic state and could therefore express that pure, gut
“rage” of the Russians against the defilement of their land by alien
forces. For every intellectual who favored a “folk” remedy for Rus-

sia’s dilemmas (whether in the folk rebel or in the traditional way of
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life) there was another who saw the way forward in terms of mak-
ing those “spontaneous” masses more “conscious,” in bringing en-
lightenment and culture to the darkness of the ignorant and
wretched peasants.

Lenin himself was strongly on the side of “consciousness” in the
sense of favoring reason, order, control, technology, and guidance
and enlightenment for the masses. His rhetoric is full of imagery
about bringing “light” to the “darkness” of the Russian people.
Lenin’s wife, Krupskaya, was to make her major contribution to the
Soviet cause by dedicating herself to the literacy campaign and
other programs for raising the cultural and educational level of the
masses.

And yet, although Lenin favored “consciousness” over “spon-
taneity,” he, like the intelligentsia class from which he came, was
himself ambivalent about “spontaneity” and its role in history.
Although “spontaneous” elements could, in his analysis, indeed be
retrograde and dangerous if left unchecked or unguided, he did not
see “spontaneity’’ as an essentially negative category. In What Is to
Be Done? he maintained that, even in its most primitive expres-
sions, “‘spontaneity” contains a sort of “embryonic” potential for
“consciousness.”1? Moreover, being a shrewd tactician, Lenin was
able to recognize the crucial role the peasantry would play in any
Russian revolution; one therefore periodically finds in his speeches
extremely flattering references to that “spontaneous” element.3

This equivocation did not end with Lenin, for it has continued in
official rhetoric down to the present day. The terms “spontaneity”
and “consciousness” and the meaning of their dialectic have been
differently interpreted with each major change in political culture.

Thus the spontaneity / consciousness opposition is, on the one
hand, a defining tenet of Leninism and the locus of the greatest
controversies about how to put theory into practice. On the other
hand, it catches some of the Russian intelligentsia’s obsessive di-
lemmas. Indeed, Leninism, being itself in large measure a Russian
ideology, also reflects the intelligentsia’s own ambivalences. ‘

This pattern of complexity is ramified when one looks at the role
the spontaneity / consciousness dialectic plays in the Socialist Realist
novel, i.e., as the shaping force behind the master plot. There it
certainly serves the Party’s interests by turning novels into ideologi- -
cal parables and, very often as well, into myths of maintenance for
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the status quo. Yet, paradoxically, it also provides some sort of
medium, however reduced, for discussion and even for self-
expression. The richly evocative terms “spontaneity” and “con-
sciousness” not only provided an umbrella under which that eternal
debate about Russia’s way forward could continue; they also re-
verberated with some pervasive themes of Russian literature itself,
These include such unlikely views—for Soviet literature—as the one
commonly found in nineteenth-century literature, that surface re-
ality is a mere semblance, a veneer; the notion that the underlying
reality is in the grip of dark, elemental forces; and that cult of
libidinous expression that one can find in literature from at least
Appollon Grigoriev through Dostoevsky, Blok, and Bely, and on,
even past the Revolution, into Scythianism. Although such views
could of course never become actual themeés of Socialist Realism,
they often colored the symbols conventionally used for translating
the spontaneity / consciousness opposition into novel form.

Thus, by studying the changing contours of the master plot and
the complexity of forces that interact with it, this book will follow
the broad patterns of Soviet culture through several transitions.
Moreover, it will follow not only official culture but also, to a lesser
extent, the dissident Russian voices that are in dialogue with it. In
the finite context of the master plot, with its ideological under-
pinnings, the book will chart the vagaries of the dialectic between
sign and meaning and the dialectic between what is intrinsic to
literature and what is extrinsic to it. In this way it will provide a
dynamic model of cultural change in the Soviet period.
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literalism, extremism, and rigidity. The E:me:ﬁr-nn:ncg positive
hero was necessarily, because of hig didactic function, less individy.-
alized (more “typical”) than his counterpart in Flaubert or James,
and this was even truer of the Socialist Realist hero; he was, in fact,
so deindividualized that he could be transplanted wholesale from
book to book, regardless of the subject matter,

Despite the Socialist Realist hero’s surface resemblance to a
% E:ﬁmn:%-nmi:Q epigone, heis actually so deindividualized that he

The “positive hero” has been a defining feature of Soviet Socialist seems closer to a figure in ope of the various genres of the Old

Realism. The hero is expected to be an emblem of Bolshevik <:.E..w, . Russian .<<.:.:n= .Q»&s..oa._ that 8:. the 5.2:.8 of some mom:?n
someone the reading public might be inspired to emulate, and ?m . mmE.n._.Iwm image 1s reminiscent not just .0m r.mm_.omnmmrvw which tells
life should be patterned to “show the forward movement of his- of a saint’s religious virtue as illumined in his life, but m_mo. of those
tory” in an allegorical representation of one stage in Em.SQ.m sections of the old chronicles that tell of the secular virtues of
dialectical progress. A novel’s positive hero(es) stand primarily for vﬁannm“ of the feudal sense of honor, duty, <.m~o~., and service to
“what ought to be,” and it is left for lesser protagonists, or some- one’s country, Whether the text told of a saint or a prince, the
times for “negative characters,” to represent “what is.” .Zoﬂ sur- biographies were in both cases ?mﬂonn_wa.m. If mn:.S_ .r_maoznm_
prisingly, Western critics consider the positive hero the main culprit figures were nwomoa as mcEn.va ﬂrn. details of their lives were
in the Soviet novel’s modal schizophrenia, and he has been treated pruned, mavm:,_mrmmq or even _m:o:&. in oao.n to make the subject
by them with almost universal scorn. fit the 8:.<nm:_om~m~ patterns of .ﬁrm virtuous life, . o

However, the positive hero has always played a role in the great Much Soviet :SBEHW and history has w_mn been written in this
tradition of Russian literature (consider, for example, the heroes wm way. Although an amazing number of .moﬂm.:% Realist classics are
Dostoevsky). This reflects the greater moral fervor to be moEa.E based on actual events, H.rm: pbrotagonists’ lives always manage to ,
modern Russian literature than in the West. Since ﬂrw E_m_- follow the no=<n::.o:m_§nm Stages of %m. master plot. One can
nineteenth century, Russian critics have joined wcmmmmn. writers in compare ﬂrm. portrait of the monrma Realist hero and that of his
setting out two tasks for literature that, although found in Western counterpart in Bn&%m_ texts not just in function and genre but (as m
literature, have certainly not characterized it for roughly m@m past will be mvoés below) even in terms of the actual clichés used to i
hundred years. These tasks were, first, to draw “typical” char- : nrmnmnﬂmm_un.&o_ﬁ. . .
acters—characters who were not so much individuals as repre- The saints ._:Sw were mﬁ:mr.?mﬁ:nr more mo::.mﬁ:a element in
sentatives of commonly found social types through which the writer modern Russian culture than in the gm.ma.cs Russia, people were
Was 1o present a critique of Russian life—and, second, to set forth still .c?.ﬁ brought up on them). ,E.Em\: 'S not surprising to find
models of behavior who might, by their example, show the way out - : continuities when We compare \En clichés used to describe E&._QS_
of Russia’s social ills. o : A positive heroes with the clichés that &am.n:vﬂ both their Socialist

The Socialist Realist hero is not merely a successor to the positive Wamr_mn counterparts and the heroes of nineteenth-century revoly-
hero of nineteenth century fiction. Although he became a cor- tionary fiction, o . .
nerstone of Socialist Realism, the idea behind the positive hero— . I point ﬂrn.mn m_a:mz.:mm out not merely to Posit some line of
that he should be “typical,” should exemplify moral and political genealogy or Emcw:n.m linking Christian Iconology with the .:w<o~:-
(or religious) virtue, and should show the “way forward” for tionary om..wommrox_r _non.o_o.@a for one must be wary owmnm_:m too
Russia—was, as happened so often when an Enn_mmn:a_.m._ conven- much significance in continuity (or similarity) of signs, Still, one can
tion was adopted into Soviet culture, interpreted with great trace a process whereby new meanings and new layers of complex-
46 .
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ity were added to the original signs as they were taken up in a new
context (a staggered system). In medieval texts the clichés for the
prince or saint formed a relatively simple system (indicating Chris-
tian virtue and/or civic virtues appropriate to social status and,
possibly, the role of martyr). In nineteenth-century radical texts
there was an influx of new intellectual influences (such as utopian
socialism) that modified the meanings of the old clichés and in-
troduced new ones into the pool as well; there was also a change in
the nature of the texts in which they were deployed (i.e., noveliza-
tion), so that the signs were used more randomly than before. In
Bolshevik-inspired Socialist Realism, this revised roster of clichés is
used again, giving Bolshevik literature the stamp of carrying on the
old intelligentsia traditions; but the signs now carry several extra
layers of meanings, which they acquired progressively, over time.
There were two important moments in this sequence. First, with

Gorky’s Mother (1907), the clichés of nineteenth-century radi-

calism acquired significances in terms of the Bolshevik model
for historical deveopment, the spontaneity / consciousness dialectic,
Later, from the thirties on, they took on two new sets of functions:
they were used to legitimize both Stalinist succession and the reign
of terror and to reinforce the new hierarchical social structure, The
clichés became both highly codified and multifunctional.

This, then, is why the positive hero is so important in Soviet
Socialist Realism: not because he is s0 “positive” but because he is
society’s official mandala, In this chapter we will follow his evolu-
tion through his first major transformation, in Gorky’s Motbher.

Pre-Bolshevik Models

During the second half of the nineteenth century the assorted radi-
cal groups in Russia sought to convert large numbsers to their cause,
To this end they began to produce works of fiction that painted an
inspiring picture of the radical activists and their good works. These
works were of two different kinds: tracts and novels. The tracts
were written for the masses and were geared to counteracting the
influence of the so-called narodnye izdanija, which were mostly
penny dreadfuls or religious chapbooks. To this end, authors strove
for accessibility and so for the most part imitated genres they be-
lieved would appeal to the masses: folktales, folk epics (byliny)
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short stories narrated as if told by a beasant or worker, and relj-
gious writings.

Most of these tracts were relatively short, but the various radical
movements also produced some novels intended to inspire the edy-
cated classes (people like themselves) rather than the masses, The
tWo most seminal of these have proved to be N. Chernyshevsky’s
What Is to Be Done? (1863), written to inspire the idealist populists
of the 1860s and 70s, and A. mﬁmvswmw-xnmﬁrm:mww,m Andrey
Kozhukhov ( 1889), written to inspire the populists’ successors, the
revolutionary terrorists, :

Om:a:.nm:w. these novels were very different from the short,
popularized tracts that the radicals also produced (their narodnye
izdanija). Nevertheless, both novels and tracts drew on the same
store of myths and symbols of revolutionary lore, and the three
types of symbolic patterns that were also common to them should
be mentioned here because they were later to play a major role in
Bolshevik myth,

In the first of these symbolic patterns, the particular political
movement being championed is directly or indirectly identified with
a “family,” Often, and especially in the case of movements in-
fluenced by utopian socialists, this “family” was to supplant mem-
bers’ natural families; their ties were to be redirected to this
“higher” family.1

The second is the pattern in which a relatively naive person is
brought to see the light by some emissary of the new enlightenment.
The stages of the conversion process often structured an entire
work of fiction, and the tWo actors in this process were usually
identified explicitly as “mentor” and “disciple” (ucitel’ and ucenik),?

Third, an almost ubiquitous element in radical fiction was some
kind of martyrdom. Minimally, the revolutionary hero was ex-
pected to lead an ascetic life of extraordinary dedication and self.
deprivation. There Wwere many conventionalized ways of providing
palpable evidence of this, such as the hero’s working late into the
night while ordinary mortals slept.? Ideally, however, the hero
should make the Supreme sacrifice of his life, and this event was
commonly followed by a secularized version of the Christian
mamﬂr-m:m-ﬁmummm:nmmos pattern: the hero’s “resurrection” in the
ongoing movement, often symbolized by one of his comrades pick-
ing up the fallen banner. +
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traditional religious genres (sermons, saints’ lives, and religious
songs). Whatever the genre ostensibly used, a heavy-handed dj-
dacticism and religiosity soon entered the narration; consequently
most radical fiction (including even the pseudo-folk and simulated
low style/oral) soon surrendered its generic identity to the language
of rhetoric and the church.

Despite the martyrology and religiosity, E:nnmmsﬂ?ngnzg radical

s life provides a good test case because it follows very closely
‘the pattern of a popular Russjan saint’s life, The Life of Alek-
sey, A Man of God (earliest version C12).5 In both texts an

himself to the faith, and uses incredible means of self-mortification
to drive out temptations to waver in his resolve (Rakhmetov traing
his will by lying on a bed of nails),

The practice of inserting a section of vmo:mo-rmm_.cmnmvrw was
-quite common in fiction of the late nineteenth century: consider the
life of Father Zosima in Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazou
(1880), which is very self-consciously hagiographic. Other varieties
of medieval biography were also used in literature, For instance, the
poet N. Nekrasov attempted to write a folk-epic hero (Savely the
bogatyr') into his long poem “The Red-nosed Frost” (1863). This
trend must be seen as an attempt to appropriate the semantic over-
tones of the medieval tex ; authors hoped in thig Way to conjure up
the lionhearted hero who helps his fellow men (a bogatyr’) or the
truly dedicated champion of the fajth (a saint)

. e ]
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idiosyncrasy and contingency. In the novel, at every point in the
“saint”’s life his actions could equally well realize or violate the
conventions of the vizg, Dostoevsky essentially demonstrates this
freedom at the end of Zosima’s life, when Zosima’s stinking corpse
contravenes' the formal expectations that, after death, the saint’s
body should exude an aura or occasion some miracle,

Rakhmetov’s character and actions are open to change, however
slight. The possibility that he will surprise us is reinforced by the
playful and self-conscious narrative tone of the text. The reader
senses the presence of 2 narrator who frequently interpolates his
Own jesting speculations on the reader’s probable reactions and
expectations of what is to follow. Moreover, Ornnzwmrné—aw leaves
the end of Rakhmetov’s life ag “open-ended” as his narrative:
Rakhmetov disappears without trace.

The various radical movements’ essays in hagiography failed to
take them far from contemporary fictional norms because they
lacked that essential ingredient for epic genres—a completed his-

imagery were the mainstay of official Soviet lore and hence of
Socialist Realism. This paradox is only seeming, because there s 3

ing of that event in ig isolated context and, on the other, the same
event when put into the context of Socialist Realism’s inter-
dependent semantics and morphology. :
This paradox is most strikingly caught in the case of What Is to
Be Done? The life of Rakhmetov (and, to a lesser extent, that of
Andrey Kozhukhov) was consistently cited by the founding fathers
of the Soviet nation ag the text that had most inspired them in their
revolutionary work.6 Every Soviet schoolchild has been brought up
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Soviet culture was considerable, but only as single elements, not as
a total system. Its influence can be felt even in the lives of the
s leaders. When, for instance, Lenin is said to have been
“simple like the truth” ( prost kak pravda), this is not just empty
thetoric, for Lenin in his extreme dedication seems to have felt
role-bound to lead the austere life of the revolutionary and also be
accessible to the common man, And when, as Solzhenitsyn shows
graphically in the opening chapter of The First Circle, Stalin would
stay up until all hours working on affairs of state, this may not have
been a sign of madness or that “conscience robs him of his sleep,”

but an acting-out of the role of the revolutionary leader of radical
myth,

Gorky’s Mother

Most Soviet historians describe Mother as the novel that spawned the
numberless Socialist Realist progeny.” This metaphor, though ap-
propriate to the book’s title, does not take into account Mother’s
relationship to earlier revolutionary fiction. I prefer to use another,
borrowed from Pushkin, who once described translators as the
“post-horses of civilization.” Mother was- that post, or station,

incident, a May Day demonstration that took place in the Volga
town of Somov in 1902 and was broken up by the police. Those
arrested insisted on conducting their own defense at the trial. This

event heartened the Social Democratic (i.e., Marxist) party, for they

The story has been idealized somewhat. Pave] Zalomov com-
plained, for instance, that bis mother was both more daring and

more intelligent than the mother i the novel. Also, if one com-
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pares the transcripts of the actual Somov trial with the trial
speeches in Mother, one can see that Gorky made his Pavel much
more politically conscious than Zalomov was.10 Ip part these
changes can be seen as adjustments made so that the story would fit
the stock patterns of the preceding generation of revolutionary
fiction. In order to create the conventional mentor/ disciple pair, for
instance, Pavel (the mentor) had to be more conscious than in re-
ality, and his mother (the disciple), less. Additionally, as can be seen
in the following plot outline, Gorky worked into the story such
familiar radical symbols as the “family” of revolutionaries, the
picking-up of the fallen banner, and martyrdom:

Pavel Vlasov, born into an oppressed, working-class family,
has a bitter drunkard of 2 father and a pious, submissive mother,
who suffers endless beatings from her husband. Even as a child
Pavel stands up to his father, A factory accident brings the father
to an early grave, and the young Pavel has to go out to work,
Initially he seems destined to repeat his father’s bad habits (he
starts to drink, etc.). But Pavel escapes this fate when he is at-
tracted to a small group of underground socialists: he stops
drinking and begins to dress neatly. Gradually, his mother be-
comes curious about Pavel’s interests. He explains some of his
new beliefs to her, and she js shocked by his sacrilege in presum-
ing to go against God and tsar. Then she meets his comrades and
is attracted to them as people. When Pavel is imprisoned, her love
for him leads her to help his comrades in his absence. This begins
her gradual transformation from illiterate and pious housewife to
inspired radical activist, As she changes, so does her sense of
family change from one comprising merely Pavel and herself
to one embracing the entire revolutionary group. At a May Day
demonstration Pavel bears the red banner and is arrested again

Not all the discrepancies between historical reality and Mother’s
version of the Somov affair derive from earlier revolutionary
clichés. Some come from a stock of discernibly new conventions.
For example, the historical Pavel, Pavel Zalomov, complained
about Gorky’s having killed off the mother at the end of the novel,
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pointing out that his own mother had continued as a political ac-

- tivist well into her eighties.!? In this instance Gorky’s embellish-

~ment reflects changing times. Whereas earlier a martyr had nor-
mally been a male revolutionary leader, in recent fiction the vogue
had favored political melodrama with beloved family members
(very possibly females) as the sacrificial victims. Most radical au-
thors of Mother’s times centered their plots around a particular
family, selecting members of it to play “mentor” and “disciple” and
ending the work with a mass demonstration at which a close rela-
tive would be killed.13

One such contemporary novel, A. Mashitsky’s In the Fire (1904),
seems to anticipate the plot of Gorky’s Mother almost exactly: a
drunk worker is killed in a factory mishap, his pious wife is con-
verted to the revolutionary cause by her son, named Pavel. The son
carries the banner at a May Day demonstration. His mother is
beaten to death by the police, but the novel closes on an optimistic
note: the revolution goes on. 14 It is generally assumed that Gorky did
not know In the Fire at the time he was writing Mother. 15 Even if he
did not have the benefit of its example, however, there were enough
other works with similar plots for it not to be surprising that, in
treating the Somov affair in fiction, he chose to focus on a mother
and son rather than on the revolutionary group itself or just one
revolutionary, that he charted the mother’s gradual conversion
through her son, and that he embellished her actual biography with
a premature, martyr’s death. .

In comparing the conventions of revolutionary fiction from
Gorky’s time with earlier examples from the nineteenth century, one
is struck by how much more coherently the various elements of the
older radical tradition were now organized. The old standard
motifs (“family,” “mentor”/ “disciple,” and “martyr”) all became
part of one narrative strand in works like In the Fire. With Mother

‘this streamlining process went even further, and a single myth

emerged. This development made possible the single master plot
of Socialist Realism, which patterns the various motifs into one
sequence.

This process was not just a matter of depicting with ever greater
skill the same features in the same landscape, for Mother represents
a radical generic departure from the sort of fiction written before
(including In the Fire) in the service of the cause. That revolutionary
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fiction had been “novelistic”; with Motber, a new variety of secular
hagiography was introduced.

Several biographical reasons make it almost logical that Gorky
would cast his revolutionary fiction as a form of secular hagiog-
raphy. At the time he wrote Motbher, for instance, he was already
gravitating toward the position he articulated in 1907, when he
espoused the Bolshevik heresy known as “God-building,”16 The
adherents of God-building believed that in communism man would
attain such heights of human development that he would become as
God. And so, to Gorky, Bolshevism was literally, and not just func-
tionally, a secular substitute for religion.

Mother’s heroes seem to share Gorky’s views, for when Pavel and
a revolutionary friend explain their new beliefs to Pavel’s mother,
they say, “We have to change our god,” for in truth man is like
80d.'” And throughout the novel Gorky has used his ingenuity to
provide secular substitutes for most of the major symbols and in-
stitutions of Christianity.

Besides Gorky’s attraction to the God-building heresy, he came
to consciousness surrounded by an environment drenched in Rus-
sian iconology. Among the many jobs he had in his youth was one
in an icon factory. In his childhood his grandfather had seen to it
that he had a thorough grounding in the saints’ lives, and Gorky
even learned by heart the particular saint’s life on which Cher-
nyshevsky seems to have patterned Rakhmetov’s biography, The
Life of Aleksey, A Man of God.'® But despite all this, the plot of
Mother contains very few identifiable parallels with the formulaic
stages of the saint’s life.

Nevertheless, Mother was more hagiographic than Cherny-
shevsky’s What Is to Be Done? or, indeed, than any of the quasi-reli-
glous writing that had emerged thus far out of the various Russian
revolutionary movements. While Chernyshevsky used hagiographic
patterns to create something superficially like a saint’s life, which
served as a substitute, Gorky broke ground for a new and distinctive
Bolshevik tradition of secular hagiography, which bore less surface .
resemblance to the old tradition but was closer to itonadeeper level. |

What has converted Mother from an idealized biography to a
ritualized one is the pervasive presence of the Bolshevik account of
history. One can sense the axial role played by the spontaneity /
consciousness dialectic in both character and plot. This is not to
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make claims for the novel’s genesis. It need not follow that Motbher
was consciously written by a Bolshevik to illustrate the dialectic,
After 1907 Mother became a more or less official Bolshevik tract.
Thus, whether or not Gorky was much of a Party man at the time
he wrote it (a moot point),® thereafter-—to reinvoke Borges’ term
used in the last chapter—the distinctive patterns of Mother could be
“perceived” as encoded representations of the Bolshevik model for
historical development. . : )

A good way to get at the differences between Mother and earlier
fiction would be to compare it with two comparable texts,
mﬁovswm_?wwmﬁinmww_m Andrey Kozhukhov and the Rakhmetov
biography in Chernyshevsky’s What Is to Be Done? The three texts
are comparable because in each a young male hero (Pavel Vlasov,
Andrey Kozhukhov, and Rakhmetov, respectively) becomes the
true revolutionary. What differs in each case is how he becomes the
true revolutionary, and these differences catch important dis-
tinctions between the text types.

In both Andrey Kozhukhov and Rakhmetov’s life the re-
lationship between the hero’s inner and outer selves is a crucial
factor in his progress. Andrey Kozhukhov, for Instance, stresses the
contrast between the two. Andrey is a man of seething passions, of
uncontrollable emotions and violent jealousy, but, by supreme ef-
forts on his part, he is able to appear outwardly calm, strong, and
dedicated to the cause. In Rakhmetov’s case the relationship be-
tween the inner and outer man is not so much one of conflict and
discrepancy; rather, it is from the inner self that the outer gains its
power. Rakhmetov’s conversion or “rebirth” is effected by dint of
sheer will and “working on himself,”*20

Chernyshevsky shows the before and after of Rakhmetov as he

- undergoes his conversion, but Gorky keeps the personality of Pavel
fairly consistent throughout. Pavel remains to the end that strong
and fearless character the reader first saw when Pavel, at the age of
fourteen, forbade his father to lay a hand on him. He did change,
first when he went to work and began to drink, and then again

when he was converted, but Gorky does not show his hero during

that time; he gives only sketchy reports of his hero’s early activities.
Gorky presents a full portrait of Pavel only after his conversion, and
so the picture we get of him remains fairly stable,
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Pavel’s mother is not so static a figure. Indeed, the novel is osten-
sibly about her development. In this sense Mother might be called a
Bildungsroman, with the mother as the one being “formed.” But,
unlike a Bildungsroman hero, her final incarnation has already been
determined when she begins her progress to “consciousness.” She
merely assumes in her turn the likeness her son had assumed before
her (but modified in her case by the essential “motherliness” she
retains to the end and by her relative lack of education).

Rakhmetov and Andrey Kozhuknov make themselves, whereas
Pavel and his mother are inspired by others to assume their likeness;
their development is not, strictly speaking, one of character, for
their inner selves play no significant role in it. The strength of the
outer self is derived from extrinsic factors. In part it is due to the
instruction and example of others, but these amount to no more
than a ritual conferral of “consciousness.” The dialectic of passion
and reason that in earlier novels was played out in terms of divided
selves has in Mother been transformed into an impersonal dialectic
(between “spontaneity” and “consciousness”) in which “charac-
ters” are merely a symbolic medium.,

The crucial differences between the two varieties of revolutionary
biography do not derive just from the fact that the more “novelis-
tic” hero effects changes in himself by willpower and that his outer
self is his own achievement. Nor do they derive even from the fact
that the heroes of Mother are not in danger of becoming passion’s
slaves. The differences are based rather on the extraordinary degree
to which the depiction of heroes in Mother is depersonalized.

- This depersonalization has left its mark on the actual mechanics
of character depiction. In Mother one can detect a shift to greater
abstraction as compared with earlier revolutionary fiction. Two
main techniques are used to draw the positive heroes in Mother.
One is a technique also commonly used in earlier radical fiction:
symbolization of physical features. The furrowed brow or pinched
face, for instance, are signs of the revolutionary’s dedication and
sacrifice. The other technique is the use of code words, or epithets: a
select group of adjectives that indicate moral political qualities
and/or nokwmvoz&zm nouns or adverbs (e.g. ser'éznyj, “serious”).

Such epithets are widely used to describe positive heroes both in

earlier revolutionary fiction and in Motbher, but there is a crucial
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difference in the function they perform in the two types of text. In
revolutionary fiction they are essentially just the tersest of the vari-
ous symbolic attributes thar make up the roster of clichés. In
Mother, on the other hand, the revolutionaries’ portraits are so
%@naosmmu& that they are redyced almost completely to func-
tions of their roles, which are themselves ideologically determined.
wwm a result, the epithets (which are used much more frequently than
in H.rn early revolutionary fiction) do not simply constitute a pool of
indiscriminate associations, available to be deployed. Instead, they
form a system. They stand for ideas, already covered at greater
length in theoretical writings, which they represent in more eco-
nomical form, They have ceased to be really descriptive and have
become cryptological.

called “word icons.”

>.m mentioned earlier, the similarities between the portrait of the
positive hero in medieval texts (the saint or prince) and in Mother
extend beyond the techniques employed and include, to a
significant degree, the actua] clichés used. The Soviet medievalist
D.S. Likhachev cites 4 portrait of the Ryazan prince as 3 prototype,

the former served Christ while the Jatter serves the revolution. A
mnoo:m.o:n lies in the prince’s joi de vivre as compared with the
revolutionary’s asceticism, This asceticism and the revolutionary’s
lust for martyrdom are in fact reminiscent of medjeval saintly con-

ventions, but medieva] texts did not distinguish absolutely be-

e
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tween civic and religious virtue; saints often exemplified civic vir-
tues and princes saintlike virtue, Thus the revolutionary hero and
Pavel could best be compared with a saintlike version of the
medieval prince. A revised version of the Ryazan prince’s portrait,
one pruned of the most clearly inapplicable attributes, would read:

Loving Christ [cf. revolution], loving toward his brothers, fair of
face, with shining [svetly] eyes, and a stern [grozny] countenance,
extraordinarily brave, good-natured [alternative tranislations of
this epithet—serdcem legky—include “open” and “simple” in the
positive sense], good [laskovy] to his men [actually, “retainers”],
majestic, strong in mind, stands for truth, keeps himself pure in
body and soul.22

The roster of clichés used for the positive hero of nineteenth-
century radical fiction, of Mother, and, ultimately, of Socialist Real-
ism itself is amazingly similar to the ones in this abbreviated list.

One suspects that initially, in the nineteenth century, the saints’
vitae were spectral presences guiding revolutionary writers in their
choice of epithets. This can be sensed in the following examples of
revolutionary portraits taken from both novels and chapbooks.
Note that in all of the examples of revolutionary portraits, I have
supplied in brackets the Russian words I regard as epithets and have
consistently given the same English translation for each epithet in
order to indicate recurrence, regardless of how stilted the resulting
translation might seem. ,

The first example comes from What Is to Be Done? Significantly,
Chernyshevsky does not provide us with a portrait of Rakhmetov;
the description below is of another revolutionary, Lopukhov.

With a proud [gordyj] and brave [smelyj] look. “He’s not bad
looking [she thinks] and must be very goodly [dobr] but a bit too
serious [ser'ézen].” .. . It’s a long time since anyone has led such a
stern [stroguju] life.23

Compare this with the description of a mentor, from a populist
tract of 1874

His large, dark brown eyes had a fine look, which was brave
[smelyj] and open [otkrytyj].24 .

Finally, in a pseudo-folktale, a simple peasant woman describes her
mentor:
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The more I looked at him, the more my heart was drawn to him. [
have never seen a face more goodly [dobroe] and intelligent [usm.-
noe). His brown eyes shone [svetilis'] with light and were fy]] of
intelligence [#ma] and goodliness [dobroty] . .. [he is] loving
llaskovo] and calm [spokoen).2s

~ In these quotations a typical nexus of attributes emerges: the hero
is moom-_oo_&:m. serious, stern and calm, proud and brave, with a
light in the €yes, yet also open and fu]] of an infectious human
warmth and of intelligence and goodness. These attributes bear
comparison with the following, exemplified by the Ryazan prince:
fair of face, stern, majestic (proud equals majestic minys the role
of botentate), brave, open (as one of the alternative meanings
Om. :m.oom-smn:nnm:r with shining eyes, good to others strong in
mind. Incidentally, E:ansﬁr-nnsgg 3<o_:mo=m.:.owf.u=m Pave]
Vlasov—also “kept themselves pure in body and sou” and
axiomatically “stood for truth.” In addition to the general corre-
spondences of the epithets, in two cases the same epithet was used:

.

:mr.::.hw eyes” (svetlyj) m:&.:_os.:m: (laskovy;), in the sense of a
loving father. ~

There are also differences. The epithets are, for instance, de-
ployed more. randomly. Also, the revolutionary hero is “serious”
and “calm, ‘qualities the prince did not have explicitly, These

&nma something about the relationship of the inner man to either
his outer self or action: “serious” tells ug something about his a¢-
titude to the cause, and “calm” something about how he has mas-
tered his inner self,

The roster of epithets used for Pavel in Mother is, generally
speaking, closer to those of revolutionary fiction than to hagiog-
raphy. This can be appreciated from the following representative

mmEEa of passages describing Pave] after his conversion to the rev-
olutionary cayse.

[He has become] simpler [proste] and gentler [mjagce],

[His mother thinks to herself:) My he’s stern [strog].

[Pavel explains his beliefs to her:] Without looking m.ﬂ her, he

—
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started talking sternly [strogo]; for some reason. . . he looked at
her and answered softly and calmly [spokojno]. . .. His eyes
glowed with determination [upriamo].

Her son’s eyes shone attractively and brightly [svetlo].
.. .[his] swarthy, determined [uprjamoe] and stern [strogoe] face.

His calmness [spokojstvie], his gentle [mjagkij] voice and the
simplicity [or “openness”: prostota] of his face gladdened the
mother’s heart.

He said seriously [ser'ézno).26

This selection from Mother provides considerable overlap with
the first group, from revolutionary fiction. Some of the epithets are
the same—*“loving,” “calm,” “stern,” “serious,” and “with shining
eyes”—and some are near equivalents, such as “determined” for
“brave” (“determined” was actually commonly found in
nineteenth-century radical texts) and, possibly, “simple” for
“open.” There are also some differences. For instance, Pavel is not
described as “intelligent.” The fact that he is not so described gets
at a basic difference between the function of these epithets in
Mother as compared with earlier revolutionary fiction. No matter
how conventionalized “intelligent may have been, it suggests a
degree of individuation that is not present in hagiography.

Every epithet used in Mother also has to have a meaning in terms
of the Bolshevik model for historical development. In consequence,
even when the same epithet is used in both text types, this sameness -
is illusory, for in the different context it must have a different
meaning. By the time Mother was written, “calm,” for instance,
had become such a highly charged word that it could not be used
casually: only if the hero was politically “conscious” could he be
called “calm”; in fact the word’s primary function was to indicate
that this was so.

The epithets in Mother are not only more abstract; they are also
more systematized. If we delete “shining eyes,” a traditional sign of
grace, which in Mother is used more or less as the sign of Pavel’s
positivity, we find that most of the remaining epithets fall naturally
into two groups: on the one hand, there are signs indicating Pavel’s
dedication and discipline, such as “serious,” “‘stern,” and “‘de-
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termined,” and, on the other, there are ;mmm:m indicating his human
warmth, such as “gentle,” “simple,” and “loving.” This dichotom
1s not merely latent; it is quite often brought out in the text Srom
Pavel is said to change his expression from one involvi .
nation of epithets from the first group to one involyj

:m:o.: of epithets from the second. The followi i
provide examples:

- .. his blue eyes, which were alwa i !
, : , ys serious [ser’eznye] and stern
[strogie], now burned so gently (mjagko] and lovingly [laskovo].

m_mm mﬂmm: Mwmm m%cnnmﬂo_,w gently, and his voice sounded more
Ving [iaskovo], and he became more simple [prose
altogether,27 plelprosee]

dichotomy, It i i

a . wm: s not Em case ﬁ.rmﬁ the group “serious,” “stern,” and

) aﬂmma“_v:n means “conscious,” whereas the group “simple,”
(9 M e i

_mn_: e, ms@, loving” means “spontaneous.” Rather, the two

clusters of epithets represent alternative external oy i

not in conflict. This i because Pave] s the incar:

. nation of higher-
(13 : . .
order, Bolshevik consciousness,” one in which the dialectical

tension between “spontaneity” and “consciousness” (or tensi
vm:znn.: individual interests and the collective good) has vnnsm W%
.mo?nm_E a state where “consciousness” prevails and is neverthele
in harmony with “spontaneity.” I Pavel there is 2 dichotomy vww
tween two contrasting (but not conflicting) aspects of the one
higher-order :nosme.ocmnnmm:w although he s completely dedicated

to the interests of the collecti i !
. ive, he has not lost hig capaci
human Interaction, paciey for

The primary sign of Pavel’
As can be sensed in the follo
“calm” can be used in comb
the dichotomy:

§ consciousness is the epithet “calm,”
WINg two quotations (also cited earlier),
Ination with epithets from either side of

Pavel talked sternly.. . he...answered

glowed with determination,. o calenly.... Hig e

His calmness, his gentle voi

dened his mother’s heart. ¢ and the simplicity of his face glad-

63 The Positive Hero in Pre-
revolutionary Fiction

That it can be so used is of course due to the fact that “conscious-
ness” must be present in both of the hero’s two guises. Historically,
however, “calm” has indicated the hero’s triumph in transcending
his turbulent inner self to appear externally calm.28 In Mother,
interiority is not a significant element, and the inner/ outer split has
been transformed into a much milder, and totally external, con-
trast: the “loving” / “stern” dichotomy. At the same time, thanks to
its prehistory, the epithet “calm” still carries some of the aura of
triumph over dark, inner forces.

The other epithets used for Pavel are also signs of his ““conscious-
ness” first and foremost, although at the same time they retain some
of their customary meanings and some of the more metaphorical
meanings they had acquired in the nineteenth-century revolutionary
texts. The narrator could not, for instance, say that Pavel looked
“stern,” when it was not feasible that he should look “stern.” Thus
one can trace, over time, a gradual process of abstraction in the
meanings of the clichés and of accretion of new layers of meaning,

The semantic prehistory of the patterns of verbal symbols found
in Mother does not begin with the nineteenth-century radical texts.
The epithets used in characterizing medieval stereotypes probably
cast their semantic shadows over Pavel’s portrait, enhancing his
role as a quasi-religious figure who stands firm in the faith. This
possibility is particularly present in that characteristic dichotomy in-
Pavel’s portrait, the stern/ loving opposition. This dichotomy corre-
sponds to the old dual image of the prince (and later the tsar) as a
figure both stern (or statesmanlike) and loving (or paternal), which
is now virtually a commonplace in Western conceptions of tradi-
tional Russian popular attitudes to their heads of state.2? One can
see this dualism reflected in the above example of the typical prince,
who is said to be loving, generous, hospitable, and good-natured,
but also stern and majestic. Since Pavel, a Bolshevik revolutionary,
was both an emblem of “consciousness’ and a leader of the masses,
his portrait conflates the traditional Russian sense of the authority
figure with that of an incarnation of Bolshevik virtue. The tradi-
tional leader image left its mark on the depiction of “conscious-
ness,” providing yet another instance of a general dynamic to be
followed in this book: how basic Marxist concepts, once trans-
planted in Russian soil, tended to be shaped by native habits of
mind.
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wm«lwm portrait is not unique in the novel: it is depersonalized
.m:m. Is in large measure function of hjs political (rather thap
,_wa_Sa.cmc identity, AJ “conscious” revolutionaries jn Mother, qua
conscious” revolutionaries, are given identical and highly for-
Bm:m& portraits. Gorky goes to Some pains to differentiate their
physical appearance, but only in gych minor externals zg “blue
eyes” and ‘3 swarthy complexion” (in the case of Pavel

several layers of meaning, :
In .ﬂra plot of Mother there is also a high degree of abstraction

and ritualizatjon, This is quite striking in the novel’s martyrological

patterns,
?.H»:%a.oau a recurrent motif jn Mother, was 4 commonplace of
earlier radical fiction and lore. From at Jeagt Turgeney’

from a Eoﬁm_.io::m inflicted by the revolution’s oppressors (even
the tuberculosis Victim was a martyr, for he had given his health to

the cause). But, no matter how myth-inspired this convention was

The “conscious” heroes of Mother, by contrast, always wear the
mask om. one who has transcended selthood, and their acts of self-
.mc:n.mmzo: are consonant with, apnd even logical for, thejr static
:.F::Q. The mother, for instance, is actually less in ~m<o_=:.o=m
virtue than her son, but she outdoes him in martyrdom in the mms.MM
that she pays the supreme sacrifice (her life). Yet this sacrifice doeg
not elevate her aboye the others; hers is essentially not ap individual
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act of sacrifice in the name of the many (as is Andrey Kozhukhov’s)
but one that might equally well have been performed by any one of

the characters who embody “consciousness.” To use Propp’s terms,
then, the action is a function. The mother’s having performed it

novel who exemplify “consciousness.”

The structure of Mother is comparable with that of a saint’s life in
that it is teleological: in Mother the hero’s goal is a state of grace
(albeit revolutionary rather than religious) enhanced by sacrifice,
and all the stages of the novel’s plot are subordinated to that end,
Gorky wrote this pattern into a fictionalized version of an actual
uprising by ill-educated workers in a minor provincial industrial
town in early twentieth-century Russia. But in the novel neither the
setting nor the local identities of the protagonists are important
(except that they are proletarian), for Gorky has given them a
timeless guise, like that of the saints and princes in medieval icons
and manuscripts,

The plot of Mother represents a departure from medieval hagiog-
raphy in that it uses twinning: not just one protagonist reaches out
toward grace, but two. But the two are not equal, for mother and
son are to each other as disciple and mentor. Although that par-
ticular relationship ‘was common, even explicit, in revolutionary
fiction, in earlier texts the disciple did not often, as in Motbher,
attain such complete revolutionary consciousness that he could
then play mentor for others. In Mother the disciple advances so far
because this enables her life to provide an allegorical account of one
stage in the working-through of history’s great dialectic toward its
ultimate resolution ir Communism.

The plot formula Gorky worked out for Mother (i.e., the disciple
acquires the likeness of the mentor and hence acquires “conscious-
ness”) proved so efficient for structuring any novel as a parable of
historical progress that it became the basis for Socialist Realism’s
master plot. Or, at any rate, it was a beginning: most fully fledged
Socialist Realist novels have 2 dual plot, combining a version of
Mother’s plot—what 1 call the “road to consciousness” (or to
greater ,:no:mn_.o:mbnwm:v plot—plus an account of how some
state-assigned task was fulfilled.

After Mother emerged from comparative obscurity to be re-
instated as an exemplar in the early thirties, many of the patterns
used in it became hallmarks of Socialist Realist fiction. These in.
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clude the “road to consciousness” plot formula and the positive-
hero character type. Additionally, almost the same set of attributes
that indicate “consciousness” in Mother became the jcon of “con-
sciousness” in the Stalinist novel. The formulajc epithets for the
Positive hero constitute the core of the Socialist Realist novel’s
“system of signs,” consisting in part of code words (“calm”) and in
part of symbolic traits and gestures (the hero’s pinched face or his
picking-up the banner of a fallen comrade).

The post horses that Mother provided for Bolshevik literature
were to take it a long way, but they could not deliver it to Socialist

in 1906, he could not have been expected to anticipate all the
changes Bolshevik culture and ideology would undergo in the
almost thirty years intervening between Mother and the time the
canon was instituted, By comparison with Socialist Realist novels of
the Stalin period, therefore, Mother seems much purer, simpler, and
even quainter.

A striking example of change would be the various transforma-
tions that Gorky’s plot formula had to undergo. They occurred
partly because, rmmném:dm:m though the tale of 4 simple old
mother rising to consciousness might be, it was not very usable or

fiction it was an aspiring member of the vanguard who displaced

the mother as “disciple”; humility and ignorance were not appro-
priate traits for him,

Mother and its later expression in a Soviet Socialist Realist classic
derives from Gorky’s narrow sense of revolution and “conscious-
ness.” For him revolutionary “consciousness” ig almost synony-
mous with enlightenment (as was the original German word for
:ao:m&ocmsgmu: Bewusstsein). In fact, in several sections of the
novel, Gorky effectively warns his readers of the dangers of upris-
ings by ill-educated peasants and of the urgency of educating them
to avert disaster,30 For many, however, the primary attraction of
revolution had been energy and action rather than “light.” In Marx-
ism, action is regarded as a greater ingredient in historical change

Therefore, the static, icon-like. Image of the revolutionary in
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Mother was, in later Socialist Realist novels, complemented with a
dynamic hero who had a different literary pedigree and who gave the
novel color and suspense. It was he who mcvv_mzﬂ.om ﬁrn.:io old
mother of Gorky’s novel as “disciple,” and the main official model
for him was Gleb Chumalov, the hero of Gladkov’s novel Cement.
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