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ABSTRACT

Between Moscow and Baku:
National Literatures at the 1934 Congress of Soviet Writers

by

Kathryn Douglas Schild
Doctor of Philosophy in
Slavic Languages and Literatures
University of California, Berkeley
Professor Harsha Ram, Chair

The breakup of the Soviet Union in 1991 reminded many that “Soviet” and “Russian” were not
synonymous, but this distinction continues to be overlooked when discussing Soviet literature.
Like the Soviet Union, Soviet literature was a consciously multinational, multiethnic project.
This dissertation approaches Soviet literature in its broadest sense — as a cultural field
incorporating texts, institutions, theories, and practices such as writing, editing, reading,
canonization, education, performance, and translation. It uses archival materials to analyze how
Soviet literary institutions combined Russia’s literary heritage, the doctrine of socialist realism,
and nationalities policy to conceptualize the national literatures, a term used to define the
literatures of the non-Russian peripheries. It then explores how such conceptions functioned in
practice in the early 1930s, in both Moscow and Baku, the capital of Soviet Azerbaijan.
Although the debates over national literatures started well before the Revolution, this study
focuses on 1932-34 as the period when they crystallized under the leadership of the Union of
Soviet Writers. It examines how the vision of the First All-Union Congress of Soviet Writers
grew during its planning process, so that the ultimate event in 1934 was a two-week performance
celebrating Soviet literature as multinational. It then looks to the Azerbaijani delegation to that
Congress as an example of how non-Russian nationalities interpreted and negotiated Moscow’s
broad policies. Azerbaijan is a useful case study as it incorporates a changing national identity, a
multilingual literary heritage, an ethnically diverse urban proletariat, the pan-Turkic movement,
and issues of religious versus ethnic identity.
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double “ii” in personal names. Azerbaijani names have an informal transliteration, with the
original in footnotes. Since Azerbaijani went through multiple alphabets, with different spelling
conventions, I have stuck to post-Soviet sources in the Latin alphabet for quoting Azerbaijani
texts. The bibliographic information uses the Library of Congress system without exception.

This dissertation uses published books, articles, and microfilm, and documents from the
Russian state archives in Moscow. Many of those documents record speeches by non-native
speakers. These were quickly transcribed by workers unfamiliar with many of the names and
terms, especially those from non-Slavic cultures. Those transcripts were printed on poor quality
paper, then edited by hand with additions crossing and recrossing the text. The documents were
poorly stored for many years before they were given serious archival attention. Many of the
already damaged materials were later converted to microfilm, with folded corners, torn sections,
and faint marks thus lost forever. Others were handwritten to begin with, sometimes on scraps of
paper or cardboard. The archivists at RGALI and RGASPI are dedicated scholars working to
maintain the historical record as faithfully as possible, but the materials are frequently
ambiguous. I am working from my own notes on those materials, adding another gap within
which errors could compound. Throughout this dissertation, I have tried to resurrect the initial
act of communication as honestly as possible. I accept full responsibility for variations from the
archival sources and recognize that those materials themselves may vary from the historical
events they purport to record.
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byt

Central Committee
Congress

dastan

fellow traveler

Izvestiia
jadidism

Kul’tprop
LEF

Literaturnaia Gazeta
LOKAF
Orgburo

partiinost’
Pereval

Politburo
Pravda
RAPP & VOAPP

ROPKP

Union of Soviet Writers
VOAPP

VSSP

TERMS AND ABBREVIATIONS

Turkic or Caucasian bard

everyday life

the Central Committee of the All-Union Communist Party
(Bolsheviks)

First All-Union Congress of Soviet Writers (1934)

Turkic oral epic

non-Party members of the intelligentsia who wrote works
sympathetic to Soviet goals

daily government newspaper

moderate Islamic reformist movement in Central Asia, starting in
the 1880s and suppressed by the Soviets

the Communist Party’s Division on Culture and Propaganda
Russian avant-garde 1920s literary-cultural association, whose
journal was published 1923-25

literary newspaper, under organizing committee control from 1932
on, published by the Union of Soviet Writers after the Congress
Literary Organization of the Red Army and Navy, active in the
early 1930s

the Organizational Bureau of the Central Committee, responsible
for administrative and personnel matters

Party-mindedness

Russian fellow traveler literary association from the early 1920s,
organized around the literary journal Krasnaia nov’

the Political Bureau of the Central Committee

daily Party newspaper

Russian Association of Proletarian Writers, the most powerful
literary association from 1928-32

Russian Union of Proletarian-Kolkhoz Writers, peasant literary
association established in 1931 as a replacement for the All-
Russian Union of Proletarian-Kolkhoz Writers, active in the late
1920s

the official Soviet literature association, inaugurated at the
Congress in 1934

All-Union Alliance of Proletarian Writers’ Associations, RAPP/s
all-Union counterpart

All-Russian Union of Soviet Writers, an early 1930s umbrella
organization for literary associations that never achieved much
power
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WHAT IS SOVIET LITERATURE?

JIxou, MapKCUCTBI, MBICIISIIME CIIMIIKOM IMPOCTO... HE MOTYT MEPEBapUTh TOTO,
9TO MBI XOTHUM TIOJATOTOBHTH JJIEMEHTHI MEXIYHAPOIHOW COLHUATUCTHYECKOM
KYJIBTYPBl TIyTeM MPEAeIbHOT0 Pa3BUTHs HANMOHAIBHON KYJIbTYpPbI, TOYHO TaK
KE HE TMOHMMAIOT, KaK MBI XOTUM MPUHTH K YHHUYTOXKEHUIO KJIACCOB ITYyTEM
YCHJICHUSI KJIACCOBOM OOpHOBI, MJIM KaK MBI XOTHM IHPUUTH K OTMHPAHHUIO
rocy/lapcTBa MyTeM HeOBIBAJIOr0 paciupeHust GYHKIUNA 3TOTO rOCyAapCcTBa, WU
KaK Mbl XOTHM JOOUTBhCS OOBEIMHCHHS HAPOJIOB pPa3HBIX CTpPaH IyTEM HX
pa3beAMHECHUS, TyTEM OCBOOOXKICHUS UX OT Kakoro-imubo THeTa, IyTeM
MPEIOCTABIICHUS MM TIpaBa Ha 00pa3oBaHWE HAIMOHAIBLHOTO TocymapcTBa. Kro
HE TIOHUMAEeT 3TOH >KU3HEHHON MOCTAaHOBKH BOMPOCA, TOT HE TTOHUMAET, YTO MBI
MIPOBOIMM TOJINTUKY MaKCHMAaJIbHOTO Pa3BUTHS HAIIMOHAIBHON KYJIBTYPHI C TEM,
9TO0BI OHA HcYeprnana cedst 10 KOHIA W 4YTOOBI 3aTeM ObuTa co3maHa 0asza s
OpraHM3ali MEXIYHAPOJIHONH COIUAIMCTHYCCKOW KYJIbTYpbl HE TOJBKO IIO
COJIEpKaHuI0, HO U TI0 hopme.

People, Marxists, who think too simply... cannot digest the fact that we want to
prepare the elements of an international socialist culture by means of maximum
development of national culture, just as they don’t understand that we want to
arrive at the destruction of the classes by strengthening the class struggle, or that
we want to arrive at a withering away of the state through an unprecedented
expansion of the functions of this state, or that we want to unify the nations of
various countries by dividing them, by freeing them from any yoke, by offering
them the right to form a nation-state. Whoever doesn’t understand this vital
formulation of the question doesn’t understand that we are conducting a policy of
maximum development of national culture so that it can exhaust itself completely
and then a base can be created for organizing an international socialist culture not
only in content, but also in form.

— Tosif Stalin, in a speech to Ukrainian writers'
February 11, 1929

" Reproduced in Viast’ i khudozhestvennaia intelligentsia. Dokumenty TsK RKP(b)-VKP(b), VchK-OGPU-NKVD o
kul’turnoi politike, 1917-1953 gg. (Edited by Andrei Artizov and Oleg Naumov. Moscow: Mezhdunarodnyi fond
“Demokratiia,” 1999), 102. (RGASPI, f. 558, op. 1, d. 4490, 11. 3-17.) Translated with minor changes by Marian
Schwartz in Soviet Culture and Power: A History in Documents, 1917-1953 (Edited by Katerina Clark and Evgeny
Dobrenko. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2007), 62. Hereafter, Vkhl and Trans.



The breakup of the Soviet Union in 1991 reminded both internal and Western observers of the
dangers of assuming that ‘Soviet’ and ‘Russian’ were synonymous concepts. As republic after
republic declared independence, those few scholars who had focused on nationalism and national
identity within the USSR looked prescient. The collapse of Soviet communism energized
scholarly interest in the role of nationality, which is now frequently seen as one of the major
causes of the breakup.! The Soviet Union was multinational both linguistically and ethnically,
with close to two hundred officially recognized nationalities. It was divided into national
republics and the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic, which was officially a
multinational federation. Each republic contained an array of smaller national territories, from
autonomous regions to national councils in villages dominated by another nationality. Every
Soviet citizen had a registered nationality, which was listed in identity documents. Although
everyone was supposedly equal, political suspicions towards some nationalities and programs to
foster equality by promoting other nationalities means that national identity affected educational,
employment, and housing opportunities. What the Russians saw as a system advancing
minorities, other republics experienced as Russian dominance. Subsequent national conflicts in
many of the republics, including Russia, seem to confirm the argument that the Soviet Union’s
economic instability was either aggravated or exploited by national movements fighting for
independence. Historians cannot depict the lifespan of the Soviet Union without at least
acknowledging the difficulties it had in negotiating a multinational state.

Literary scholars have yet to make a similar accommodation. From 1934, socialist
realism, which called for writers to depict reality in its revolutionary development, was the
official literary method. Western scholarship first dismissed this literature as turgid propaganda,
then acknowledged it as part of the Russian literary trajectory, before Katerina Clark’s
pioneering scholarship eventually embraced it as an aesthetic system meriting study in its own
right. Evgeny Dobrenko and Thomas Lahusen shifted focus to the means of production: how, as
it were, the socialist realist steel was tempered. Their work treats Soviet literature as a process of
complex negotiation between authorities, writers, and readers to shape concrete texts. At its best,
scholarship on Soviet literature balances aesthetic and ideological principles, individual and
collective creation, and the messy practices of state institutions. This balancing act has restored
dynamism and interest to a falsely stagnant subject, recuperating a historically significant period
in Russian literature.

However, although it drew heavily from Russian literary traditions, Soviet literature
cannot be studied merely as part of Russia’s literary history. Soviet literature was a primary
forum for articulating the assumptions, values, and goals of a new society and a primary tool for
reforging individuals and nations into fit members of that society. As such, it was too important
to be left to writers of any nationality. In a 1929 speech to a group of Ukrainian writers who
were visiting Moscow as part of the state promotion of national cultures, the Soviet leader losif
Stalin explained his principles for fostering national literatures: “IlepcnekTHBBI TakHe, YTO
HAI[MOHATILHBIC KYJIBTYPBI JaXke camblXx Mabix HapoaHocTeit CCCP OyayT pa3BUBAThCS, H MBI
6yznem um omorats.” [The prospects are that the national cultures of even the very smallest

! For examples, see Helene Carrere d’Encausse, The End of the Soviet Empire: The Triumph of the Nations (New
York: Basic Books, 1993); Ronald Suny, The Revenge of the Past: Nationalism, Revolution and the Collapse of the
Soviet Union (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994); and Roman Szporluk, Russia, Ukraine, and the Breakup
of the Soviet Union (Stanford, CA: Hoover Institution Press, 2000). Edward Walker argues that it was not
nationalism itself, but the federal organization of nationalities that led to the breakup in Dissolution: Sovereignty and
the Breakup of the Soviet Union (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2003).

? VKhI, 104. Trans., 63-4.



nations of the USSR are going to develop, and we are going to help them.] The next five years
determined the nature of that help.

Stalin’s interest in national development was more strategic than principled.3 The Soviet
Union needed to foster national literatures in their native languages, he argued, to raise the
general level of culture. Nationalities with highly developed cultures produce educated peasants,
workers, and soldiers capable of mastering new tactics and technologies. National culture is the
base for education, and thus for economic and military progress. Hence, “Huxaxoii cepbe3Hoii
WHAYCTPUU PA3BUTh Mbl HE CMOKEM, HE CJI€JIaB BCE HACEIICHUE rpaMOTHLIM.”4 [We are not going
to be able to develop any serious industry without making the entire population literate.] The
emphasis on literacy explains the attention given to literature, although Stalin did not fully
explain why texts translated from the Russian were considered insufficient for teaching literacy.

Since socialism and communism require an educated proletariat, national literature was a
prerequisite for building international culture. National cultural development thus contained the
seeds of its own end. Stalin compared this to other dialectical processes, like “npuiitTu x
YHUYTOKEHHUIO KIJIACCOB ITyTeM yCUJIeHHUs KiaccoBoi 60pb0bl” [reaching the destruction of the
classes by strengthening the class struggle], “npuiiTi k OTMHpaHUIO TOCYAAPCTBA TYTEM
HeObIBasoro pacumpenust GyHkIuii sToro rocynapcrsa” [reaching a withering away of the state
through an unprecedented expansion of the functions of this state], and “no6utbcst o0begHEHUS
HApOJIOB Pa3HBIX CTPAH... IyTEM MPEAOCTABICHHS UM IpaBa Ha 00pa30BaHUE HAITMOHAIBHOTO
rocyaapcta’” [unify(ing) the nations of various countries... by offering them the right to form a
nation-state.] Promoting national development was a way to end national differences: “MmsbI
MIPOBOJIUM TTOJIMTUKY MAaKCUMAIILHOTO Pa3BUTHS HAIIMOHAILHOW KYJIBTYPHI C TEM, YTOOBI OHA
pcueprana ceds 1o Korma...”> [We are conducting a policy of maximum development of
national culture so that it can exhaust itself completely...] Stalin’s comparison of dialectic
processes proved accurate in so far as national cultures went the same way as social classes,
bureaucracy, and national territories — they outlasted the Soviet Union. The goal was a classless,
stateless, international society, but in Soviet practice, the means became the end. Flourishing
national literatures, although theoretically only flourishing for strategic reasons, proved that the
Soviets were fulfilling the demands of history. Their eventual exhaustion mattered less than
their demonstration of Soviet progress.

National cultural development needed to be harnessed towards the common Soviet good.
Like the Soviet Union, Soviet literature attempted to unite a broad array of national languages
and traditions in one multinational and eventually supranational project. Encouraging national
literatures was insufficient, because they could not be trusted to develop along the correct path
without supervision and assistance from the center. This belief led to the creation of the Union
of Soviet Writers with branches at the various national levels. The Union was designed to be a
professional organization jointly governed by the writers themselves and by political
functionaries, roles that were rarely mutually exclusive, to ensure that Soviet literature served the
state’s demands. The Union of Soviet Writers fostered national cadres of writers, defined
acceptable forms for national expression, guided translation between national literatures, funded
literature as the main vehicle for national identity, and organized public spectacles to
communicate the importance of national literatures to the masses. This dissertation will explore

? This dissertation follows its subject’s practice and uses the term “national” throughout to refer to nationalities
within the Soviet Union, frequently with the exclusion of Russian. Exceptions will be clearly marked.

* VKhI, 103. Trans., 63.

> Ibid, 102. Trans., 62.



how the 1934 First All-Union Congress of Soviet Writers established these roles and how that
process led to a new understanding of both national literature and national identity at the local
level.

Reexamining Soviet literature as multinational does not mean ignoring Russian writers,
but instead incorporating Russian literary debates into the broader story about literature and
power as it played out across the Soviet Union. While Russian literature is insufficient to define
Soviet literature, neither can Soviet literature possibly be considered without it. Socialist realism
was based on Russia’s critical and literary traditions, adapted as necessary to accommodate
national diversity.

Dissertation Overview

Soviet multinational literature developed through an ongoing dialogue between its Moscow
center and the heterogeneous national peripheries. This study examines the 1934 Congress of
Soviet Writers to create a portrait of Soviet literature that is comprehensive, because it depicts
both the broad goals of the union’s founders and the physical convergence of the nationalities in
Moscow, and contingent, because it recognizes national and local negotiations of production,
criticism, and canonization. This requires representing perspectives from the center and the
periphery, while acknowledging that a full depiction of the periphery’s heterogeneity is
necessarily beyond the scope of this study. Instead, a case study of Azerbaijan will investigate
just one of the national delegations to the Congress.

Soviet literature melded elements of nineteenth-century Russian literary criticism,
Marxist-Leninist doctrine, and changing Soviet policy on the status of nationalities into a
complex system of only partially articulated principles which determined literary viability and
status. This chapter will examine the principles governing the literary field in relation to their
theoretical sources and to the discourse of socialist realism. Socialist realist writers were
“engineers of human souls” who depicted “reality in its revolutionary development” in works
that were “national in form, socialist in content.” This chapter will also use scholarship on the
nationalities question in Soviet policy to ground the concept of a Soviet national literature and to
produce a definition of the literary field that applies to the entire Soviet Union, not just Russia.

After chapter 1 establishes the background and governing rules for Soviet literature,
chapter 2 will focus on the organizing process for the 1934 Congress. On April 23, 1932, the
Politburo issued a resolution “On the Restructuring of Literary and Artistic Organizations,”
which raised the curtain on the final act of the literary debates of the 1920s. The 1932 resolution
liquidated the dominant literary organization, the Russian Association of Proletarian Writers
(RAPP) and its all-Union counterpart, and called for a new writers’ union. Two weeks later, the
Orgburo issued a resolution naming the members of an organizing committee for the new union.
This was intended to be a quick transition, but the official congress of writers, designed to ratify
the new union, was repeatedly postponed and gradually grew from a one-day proclamation of
socialist realism to a two-week performance emphasizing national literatures. This dissertation
will analyze how the organizing committee used the delay to reconcile Moscow’s vision of
national literatures with the experience of national writers.

While the organizing committee established the centrality of national literatures in
general, it did not make strong claims on the nature of individual literatures. The reports on
Ukrainian, Belorussian, Tatar, Georgian, Armenian, Azerbaijani, Uzbek, Turkmen, and Tajik
literatures were presented on the first two full days of the Congress, after Maxim Gorky’s



welcoming evening session.’ These reports presented claims about their national relations to
history and modernity, other nations, and literary concepts such as genius and socialist realism.
Chapter 3 will examine the Congress’s structure and underlying political dynamics as a
framework to read these claims, then analyze how these reports operated in the broader context
of the Congress, including speeches by national writers, Russian speeches on specific genres,
Suleiman Stal’skii’s speech and ashug performance in Lezgian celebrating the Congress
(followed by a Russian translation), the frequent demands for increased translation, and Gorky’s
final call to action at the closing session.” This will provide insight into the relation between
nation and literature in the Soviet Union, as well as identify some of the local traditions,
contingencies, and choices driving the development of national literatures.

Focusing on national literatures at the Congress complicates our understanding of Soviet
literature as a whole. The Congress was both representative and declarative — it celebrated a
multinational literature that came into existence through that celebration. Frequently studied as
the foundational moment of socialist realism and Soviet literature for the coming decades, it was
also the culmination of literary battles and debates over national identity inherited from previous
decades. Issues like shared national epics, literary languages, and politically problematic authors
were presented at the Congress as though they were historically determined and completely
resolved. Analyzing these patterns produces a nuanced view of the national literary
establishments, their claims to national status, and the multifaceted nature of Soviet literary
culture.

This dissertation concludes with an analysis of the Azerbaijani delegation as a case study
of a national literary establishment. Azerbaijan occupies an intermediate position on the Soviet
spectrum between established nationalities that were primarily concerned with protecting their
cultural heritage, like the Georgians, and newer ones that were still determining that heritage,
like the Turkmen. The new national culture needed to accommodate a multiethnic population
with considerable class and ethnic tensions centered around the Baku oil fields, relatives and
kindred communities outside the Soviet borders, and a complicated multilingual heritage.
Chapter 4 will trace the formation of an official literary community and acceptable literary past
to show how the Azerbaijani delegation to the Congress personified many of the tensions
animating national literatures as a diverse collective. It will also briefly examine the works of
two of the delegates, the playwright Jafar Jabbarly and Samed Vurgun, a poet who was the first
chairman of the Union of Soviet Writers of Azerbaijan, to show how Soviet national writers
tackled multiple layers of affiliation. Finally, it will look at Azerbaijani literature’s place in
Soviet and world literature: what does a case like Azerbaijan, and by extension all of the Soviet
national literatures, have to offer the broader world of literary scholarship?

Soviet nationalities created a diverse and vibrant multinational culture in response to and
in defiance of central pressures. Examining official performances about literature in both Baku
and Moscow provides a middle path between the top-down model of Soviet totalitarianism and
grassroots dissidence. Compatibility with theoretical models and strategic instrumentality do not
invalidate local authenticity or individual creativity. Individuals found ways to adapt or co-opt
official positions to allow local beliefs, styles, and priorities to color and shape the development

% By 1934, Gorky was the unquestioned father of Soviet literature. Newspapers, officials, the Congress, and other
writers heralded his pre-Revolutionary works as early models of socialist realism, and his novels were among the
first Russian literature translated into any national language.

7 An ashug is a bardic performer found in many Turkic and Caucasian cultures, who sings or chants oral
compositions, frequently with musical accompaniment.



of Soviet national literatures. For Azerbaijan, as for many republics, this process took place
neither at the center nor in the periphery, but in the movement between the two. It is not
coincidence that this movement mirrors the master plot of the socialist realist novel. As Clark
describes it, the master plot begins with the hero’s return to the story’s locale and when he
encounters difficulty in his task, “usually he goes either to Moscow or to the local ‘center’ for
assistance.® The movement between the periphery and the center maps the hero’s progress from
spontaneity to consciousness, which he transmits to the local level. This dissertation will discuss
how Soviet literature was shaped by the relationship between the periphery and the center and
how this trajectory affected the definition of Soviet literature as a whole.

My analysis defines Soviet literature as practice, not just a body of texts. Analyzing
literature as text alone risks producing aesthetic justifications for politically motivated strategies
and leaves Soviet literature with the perennial problem of “bad art.” At the same time, I do not
wish to diminish the role of the writer by implying a monolithic or unidirectional relation
between literature and power. Literary texts have always been the product of both individual
creativity and cultural forces. A text functions as the intersection between the generative minds
of the author and the reader, mediated by the public sphere. The Soviet case makes the influence
of the public sphere more explicit because the state and state-sponsored literary institutions
formalized roles that remained largely unstated in other cultures, or determined by cultural and
market forces rather than state ones. This does not necessarily mean that Soviet literature was
more strongly determined by extra-textual concerns than other literatures, merely that the
relationship is more evident. Furthermore, the Soviet Union’s centralization and
bureaucratization means that a wealth of materials are now available to help unravel the complex
relationships constituting the cultural field of Soviet literature. The term “cultural field” comes
from Pierre Bourdieu’s work expanding Marx’s theories to include non-economic systems.
Instead of drawing difficult and perhaps artificial distinctions between literary and extra-literary
influences, Bourdieu’s approach allows me to step back to view Soviet literature in its broadest
sense — as a cultural field incorporating texts, theories, writers, institutions, and literary practices.
Each of these elements raises specific questions in the Soviet context.

The 1930s saw the messy, conflicting discourses of Soviet literature narrow into the
apparently more orderly discourse of socialist realism. Soviet cultural leaders, led by Stalin,
directed this transformation much like a gardener patiently trains, binds, grafts, and prunes a tree
into its desired form. Their tools were both subtle and violent, deliberately wielded but guided
by a vague and changing idea of the tree’s eventual shape. Every tree, of course, has natural
principles that limit what a gardener can do without killing it entirely. Every tree has roots;
socialist realism was no exception.

The Discourse of Socialist Realism

The rise of socialist realism broadened the space between literary practice and official
discussions about that practice. This makes contemporary scholarship more useful as discursive
examples than as analysis. Until the 1980s, Western scholars tended to focus on official
prescriptions, disparaging descriptions, or both. C. Vaughan James (1973) and Herman
Ermolaev (1977) tracked socialist realism’s development, but treated it as internally consistent
with what it proclaimed and as a facade for state oppression. Clark’s The Soviet Novel (1981)
heralded a new approach: analyzing how socialist realist novels implemented official models,
thus correlating prescriptive and descriptive definitions. Although this dissertation focuses on

¥ Katerina Clark, The Soviet Novel: History as Ritual (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2000), 258.



the practices of socialist realism, rather than the products, it continues Clark’s emphasis on how
socialist realism was implemented. Socialist realism was all-Union from its conception, but it
was first defined in and by Russian, so any attempt to explore it must begin with that influence.

Russian heritage provided a rich soil for the accelerated yet sturdy growth of literature.
Although Soviet theorists emphasized socialist realism’s realist roots, the practice drew much of
its strength from the romantic and populist traditions. In Russia, all of these movements shared a
belief in the writer’s cultural centrality, beginning with the romantic concept of the poet as
prophet. Divine inspiration, conceived in terms borrowed from Greek antiquity and Biblical
prophecy, guided individual geniuses to produce works that could inspire society. Realism
replaced this model of creativity with an emphasis on the work’s social concerns. Belinsky’s
prescription was widely accepted: art should reflect reality, manifesting historical development
and universal truths through individual details, and thus encourage social transformation.
Although this tasked writers to push society forward through more prosaic methods, Russian
literary culture never abandoned the writer’s messianic aspect. Writers also embraced romantic
notions of national spirit. Instead of divine inspiration speaking through the prophetic genius,
national spirit could move the prophet’s pen. The society Russian writers were inspiring,
reflecting, and transforming was significantly Russian, albeit more linguistically than ethnically
demarked.’ Literature struggled to balance Russia’s role at the center of an empire with its sense
of national belatedness compared with European literary models.

The Bolsheviks faced a similar problem of belatedness with respect to Karl Marx’s model
of historical development. According to Marx, societies progressed along one path, through the
stages of capitalism to socialism and on to communism. Since Russia was the least-developed
capitalist country in Europe, how could it have a socialist revolution? Lenin answered this
question through Russia’s unique status as both a capitalist state and an underdeveloped colony
in relation to Europe. This made Russia the weakest link in the capitalist chain, a natural place
for revolutionaries to strike. Further, he argued, Marxism had a flaw: once the proletariat grows
powerful enough to rebel, capitalists would recognize the threat of revolution and undermine it
by granting incremental improvements. To solve this, the proletariat needs a dedicated,
professional vanguard to lead it to revolution before the trade union mentality undermines the
chance of radical transformation. This vanguard could effectively accelerate Marx’s historical
progression, skipping the advanced stages of capitalism to reach socialism."

The revolutionary vanguard also applied to literature. Marx believed that culture was a
superstructure upon a socioeconomic base, so that cultural transformation followed
socioeconomic changes. This meant that literature owed less to individual creativity or

? For a discussion of the different forms of Russian national and imperial identity, see Susan Layton’s Russian
Literature and Empire: Conquest of the Caucasus from Pushkin to Tolstoy (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1994), the collection Russia’s Orient: Imperial Borderlands and Peoples, 1700-1917, edited by Daniel
Brower and Edward Lazzerini (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1997); Russian Subjects: Empire,
Nation, and the Culture of the Golden Age, edited by Monika Greenleaf and Stephen Moeller-Sally (Evanston, IL:
Northwestern University Press, 1998); Ewa Thompson’s Imperial Knowledge: Russian Literature and Colonialism
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2000), and Harsha Ram’s The Imperial Sublime: A Russian Poetics of Empire
(Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 2003). When Russia Learned to Read (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1985), by Jeffrey Brooks, traces how readers adapted to national identity claims in popular
literature, which is particularly relevant for socialist realism. See especially pages 214-16.

' For brevity, this summary condenses Lenin’s ideas on the vanguard party from “What Is To Be Done?” and on
Russia’s relation to Europe from “Imperialism, the Highest Form of Capitalism.” Vladimir Lenin, Polnoe sobranie
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inspiration, and more to the writer’s class position. Lenin’s vanguard theory, however,
suggested that culture could drive socioeconomic progress. Thus, committed socialist writers
could produce revolutionary works that accelerated literary development and pushed society as a
whole towards socialism and communism. In other words, literature could be the DNA, not just
the thumbprint. Under the old Marxist understanding, writers necessarily produced works
appropriate to their time and place. Under Marxism-Leninism, writers had a social responsibility
to orient their writing progressively, towards socialism and communism, the ensuing time and
place.

Literature’s political function justified Party interference and, ultimately, control. The
broad question of how literature served society could be thus reinterpreted: how does literature
serve the Party? Lenin’s argument in his 1905 “On Party Organization and Party Literature,”
“JIuteparypa KOJDKHA cTaTh mapruitaoi,”'! [Literature must become party (literature)] gave a
starting place. Partiinost’ (generally translated as party-mindedness) requires not just
philosophical alignment, but Party control over every aspect of the literary process. In addition
to obeying Party dictates, this means subordinating aesthetic interests to political ones,
particularly the demands of ideology and the needs of mass readership. The Party purported to
serve the interests of the proletariat and — given unfortunate Russian realities — the peasants, so
party literature needed to be linguistically, stylistically, and thematically accessible to this public.
This prohibited avant-garde literary experimentation in favor of familiar, well-established genres,
chronological narration, identifiable heroes, and clear ideological frameworks. Folkloric
elements helped literature accommodate peasant and national audiences, leading in many cases
to new fields of “fakelore.”"?

The revolutionary period and 1920s saw bitter political battles over theoretical questions
such as whether only proletarian writers could properly portray the proletariat, how to depict
heroism without resorting to idealism or revolutionary romanticism, whether sympathetic
portraits of class enemies undermined a work’s ideological message, how adventurous
proletarian audiences could be when handed new literary forms, and the appropriate uses of
satire. Victories in these debates were largely strategic, not theoretical, and were frequently
reversed. By the late 1920s, Stalin’s personal preferences, couched in theoretical terms, served
as the guiding aesthetic. The April 23, 1932 resolution heralded the end of proletarian
literature’s dominance with RAPP’s demise, setting the stage for a new official literature that
would synthesize Russian literary heritage and the contemporary needs of the Soviet state:
socialist realism.

Socialist in Form

In Socialist Realism: An Impossible Aesthetic (1992), Régine Robin analyzes how the term
“socialist realism” evolved from May 1932 — when it was first officially used — through the 1934
Congress and beyond.'? She persuasively argues that the term’s power derived less from debates

1 Lenin, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii V.I. Lenina, 12:100.

12 Ursula Justus discusses this phenomenon in her article, “Vozvrashchenie v rai: sotsrealizm i fol’klor”
(Sotsrealisticheskii kanon. Edited by Evgeny Dobrenko and Hans Giinther. Saint Petersburg: Akademicheskii
proekt, 2000). The term comes from Roger Abrahams and Susan Kalcik’s article, “Folklore and Cultural Pluralism”
(Folklore in the Modern World. 1978).

1 “Socialist realism” first appeared in an article by Ivan Gronskii in Literaturnaia Gazeta on May 23, 1932,
Gronskii alternated between claiming credit for the term (as did Valerii Kirpotin) and attributing it to Stalin. A.
Kemp-Welch gives a clear summary of the various claims in Stalin and the Literary Intelligentsia, 1928-39 (New
York: St. Martin’s Press, 1991), 132.



over its definition and more from its presupposition. Articles and speeches about the goals,
orientation, method, style, theory, bases, questions, and problems of socialist realism all treated
the fact of socialist realism itself as already existing and beyond question. From its inception,
socialist realism had a past of “anticipatory models,” like Gorky’s Mother, in which “socialist
realism was already at work even though neither the concept nor its content was available.”'* By
naming socialist realism, the Soviet establishment (in the persona of either Stalin or Ivan
Gronskii, editor of Izvestiia and a high-level literary bureaucrat) was “giving a name to what had
been nameless” and thus rendering it discussable.'”

Socialist realism thus came into existence as an already full-formed discourse, like
Athena springing from the head of Zeus. Michel Foucault uses the term “discourse” to analyze
structures that define ways of knowing, usually organized around the “same object” (such as the
literary text), “type of enunciation” (mass spectacle), “existence of a series of permanent and
internally consistent concepts” (Marxism-Leninism), or “identity of opinions” (Stalinism).'® It is
a set of practices, not just a set of semantic relations. To properly analyze discourses, we must
treat them not “as groups of signs (signifying elements referring to contents or representations)
but as practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak. Of course, discourses
are composed of signs; but what they do is more than use these signs to designate things.”'” This
more, which overflows in the Soviet case, is the proper object of study: “the totality of the
constrained and constraining meanings that pass through social relations.”® Discourse limits
appropriate topics, forms of speech, and speakers, and usually succeeds in limiting thought
accordingly. It is full of contradictions, but assumes ““a principle of cohesion that organizes the
discourse and restores to it its hidden unity.”19 Thus, a discourse is not “an ideal, continuous,
smooth text that runs beneath the multiplicity of contradictions, and resolves them in the calm
unity of coherent thought,” but “rather a space of multiple dimensions; a set of different
oppositions whose levels and roles must be described.”™ Yet one of the purposes of discourse is
to ensure that those levels and roles are assumed as true within the discursive realm, and thus
remain undescribed. The presupposition of socialist realism strengthened its discursive power.

Further, because socialist realism could thus escape clear definition, it could assimilate a
spread of authorial positions; writers could use the same templates without agreeing upon the
definition. The term embraces writers who used it as precautionary vocabulary precisely for its
vagueness, writers with strong convictions about its definition, and writers hoping it would come
to mean something altogether new. Socialist realism “thus becomes a very fuzzy framework, yet
it invites emotional investment because it designates the future of Soviet literature, a literature

' Régine Robin, Socialist Realism: An Impossible Aesthetic (Translated by Catherine Porter. Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press, 1992), 49.
" Ibid, 48.
' Michel Foucault, “On the Archaeology of the Sciences,” in Essential Works of Michel Foucault, 1954-1984.
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endowed with hopes of greatness...”*' This, Robin explains, is how socialist realism was

invoked at the 1934 Congress, primarily by political speakers.*
The 1934 Congress approved writers’ union statutes establishing socialist realism as an
official doctrine:
ConumanucTuaeckuii peanusm, siBISISICh OCHOBHBIM METOZIOM COBETCKOM
XYJ0’KECTBEHHOU JIMTEpaTyphl U JIUTEPATYPHON KPUTHKH, TPEOYET OT XYyAOKHUKA
MPaBJAUBOTO, UCTOPUYECKH-KOHKPETHOTO U300paXKEHUS ICHCTBUTEIHLHOCTH B €€
PEBOJIIOLIMOHHOM pa3BUTUU. [Ipu 3TOM MpaBIUBOCTH U UCTOPUUECKAS
KOHKPETHOCTb XYA0KECTBEHHOT'O U300paKEHUS IEHCTBUTEIBHOCTH JIOJKHBI
COYETaThCA C 3aJjaUe NICUHON MEePEeNeNIKA U BOCHUTAHUS TPYIAAIIUXCSA B TyXe

conmanusma.”

Socialist realism, the basic method of Soviet literature and literary criticism,
demands of the artist a truthful, historically concrete representation of reality in its
revolutionary development. At the same time, the truthfulness and historical
concreteness of the artistic representation of reality must coincide with the task of
ideological transformation and education of workers in the spirit of socialism.

This dense ideological cluster combines several essential elements of socialist realism —
truthfulness, concreteness, reality, revolutionary development, artistic representation, ideological
transformation, education, workers, and the spirit of socialism — without clearly expressing the
relationships between them. We can loosely divide them into a methodological approach
(truthfulness, concreteness, artistic representation), subject matter (reality in its revolutionary
development), and desired effect (ideological transformation, education of workers, spirit of
socialism), but these categories can be reassigned with no loss of meaning. This combination of
ideologically over-determined and historically under-determined terminology with weak linking
terms (coincide) allows socialist realism to be both richly and loosely defined.

Soviet discourse, like Soviet bureaucracy, was ideally fractal, with each section, however
small, reiterating the larger pattern. Overall, socialist realism achieved this effect, although
substantial differences emerge when comparing the national sections to the Russian ones. The
system could not completely reshape individuals, languages, and pre-existing literatures’
traditions to the discursive model. While Russian writers and communities also struggled to
accommodate their variations within the model, since the underlying trajectory assumed the
unmarked Russian category, this was easier to accomplish. National literatures had to
accommodate the gap between their marked status and Russian in addition to individual,
linguistic, and literary specificity. One of the main purposes of the discourse, of course, was to
mask this effort. Standardized elements helped reinforce the pattern across the national
spectrum. These elements — including quotes, official definitions, structural templates, and
slogans — originated in Russian, but their very brevity gave them broader scope. They were
translatable precisely to the extent that the target languages could abstract them from a
specifically Russian history and context; while the Ukrainian Pushkin could not be considered
without the Russian link, the Ukrainian engineer could.

*! bid, 49.
> Ibid, 44-47.
3 Reprinted in Tudin, Ob ustave soiuza sovetskikh pisatelei, 26.
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The statutes’ definition of socialist realism is thus productive both across languages —
where the abstract nouns could reproduce independently from the grammatical links between
them — and as presupposed constructs. Socialist realist slogans function metonymically. Phrases
like “engineers of human souls,” “national in form, socialist in content,” and “reality in its
revolutionary development” substitute for separate aspects of socialist realism without fixing
their definitions. More important than definitions were credentials. All three of these terms
were attributed to Stalin, some more plausibly than others. The Central Committee
representative Andrei Zhdanov used “reality in its revolutionary development” and the
“engineers of human souls” in his opening speech at the 1934 Congress.24 Stalin’s formula
“national in form, socialist in content” initially concluded “proletarian in content,” but he had
changed it to the now classic phrasing by June 1930.>> Before socialist realism emerged, the
slogan described Soviet culture as a whole, which illustrates Robin’s argument on
presupposition. This does not make them hollow, but merely, as Robin suggests, fuzzy. The
aspects those slogans represent could fluctuate and adapt without changing the outward face,
preserving the illusion of discursive constancy and equivalence, but it does not mean those
aspects were wholly arbitrary. Unlike a numeric equation, where zeroes can be freely substituted
for each other, the theoretical equation that a slogan solves leaves linguistic traces. We can
follow these traces back to their sources to reconstitute the theories producing a specific formula.

The core phrase “reality in its revolutionary development” attempts to reconcile the
conflicting methods of realism and idealism (frequently mischaracterized as romanticism), what
Rufus Mathewson calls “that amalgam of present and future, of is and should be.”*® Clark
identifies this as socialist realism’s “modal schizophrenia,” a collapse of the novelistic timeframe
of reality and the epic time of the revolution, which is both past and future perfect.?” This
provides a blueprint for readers to reimagine their own present as both developing towards and
already achieving the goals of the revolution.

Literature as blueprint befits another of the common slogans of socialist realism
prominent at the 1934 Congress from Zhdanov’s opening onwards: “the engineers of human
souls.” Zhdanov clearly cited Stalin, “ToBapuris CtanuH Ha3BaJI HAIIUX TMHCATEIICH
MHKEHEpaMH denoBedecknx ayur.” > [Comrade Stalin called our writers the engineers of human
souls]. According to Gorky, Stalin used this description as a toast in an October, 1932 meeting
with the organizing committee.”” This slogan replaces earlier notions of writer-as-prophet or
writer-as-mirror with a metaphor appropriate to the age of modernization. The engineer is an
industrial prophet: he doesn’t actually do the labor, but moves a project from ideal to reality by
creating the blueprints to build machines and factories, ensuring that they run properly, and

2 Pervyi vsesoiuznyi s "ezd sovetskikh pisatelei 1934: stenograficheskii otchet (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia
literatura, 1934. Reprint with appendix edited by S.S. Lenevskii. Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1990), 4. Hereafter,
PVSSP.

2 Tosif Stalin, Marksizm i natsional ‘no-kolonial 'niy vopros (Moscow: Partizdat, 1934), 194; Terry Martin,
Affirmative Action Empire: Nations and Nationalism in the Soviet Union, 1923-1939 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 2001), 12.

*% Rufus Mathewson, The Positive Hero in Russian Literature (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1975), 231.
Emphasis in the original.

7 Clark, The Soviet Novel, 36.

* PVSSP, 4. The phrase was also attributed to Stalin on the front pages of Pravda and Literaturnaia gazeta on the
same day: August 17, 1934.

* Kemp-Welch, Stalin and the Literary Intelligentsia, 131. Valentin Kataev claims the phrase’s original author was
actually Yuri Olesha. See John and Carol Garrard, Inside the Soviet Writers’ Union (New York: The Free Press,
1990), 256.
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repairing them when problems arise.”® An engineer operates in the proverbial real world,
restricted by structural principles and laws of physics. He serves the proletariat even though he
is not necessarily of them. The engineer need not be well-educated outside of his narrow
purpose, however, which makes him a relatively accessible member of the intelligentsia to the
less-educated classes. The term thus reassimilates the prophet into bureaucratic and technocratic
norms. Jeffrey Brooks reads this appellation as a veiled threat, asking, “[ W]ho could read
‘engineers’ in 1934 without recalling the Shakhty trial of 1928 and the arrest of half the
engineers and technicians of the Donbas, or the industrial party affair of 1930, which also had cut
deeply into the technical intelligentsia.” The parallel between literature and other industrial
fields thus served to remind everyone involved of the state’s power. “To equate writers with
engineers under these circumstances was to bring literature in line with other occupations that
had been reconstituted to fit the requirements of the emergent stalinist order.” ' If the engineer
metaphor links writers to cooperative models of production, the modifying clause, “of human
souls” implies that readers’ souls are mutable and malleable, steel to be worked, reforged, and
poured into new models of being. “Human souls” acknowledges both the individual and the
collective, converts ideas of national spirit and religious soul into social terms, and treats homo
Sovieticus as a work in progress.

Literature with Purpose

The slogan “engineers of human souls” assumed that, just like engineering projects, writers’
output should be useful. Soviet literature could be evaluated by how well it succeeded in
modifying the cultural superstructure to mobilize and transform the base. Literature showed the
Soviet masses how to be Soviet.

In the 1929 speech to Ukrainian writers, Stalin reminded them that literature needed to be
didactic. Even the lessons that literature taught were instrumental, not fundamental. Literature
that spoke to the masses would encourage them to read, creating the educable workforce
necessary for industrial and military advances. Literature would prepare the diverse populations
of the Soviet Union for tractor manuals, courses on complex machinery, and military tactics.
This was why Soviet nationalities needed their own literatures: “be3 3Toro ABHHYThCS BIiepe,
MOJTHSITh MUJUTHOHHBIE MAacChl HA BBICIIYIO CTYIICHb KYJIBTYPHI, H TEM CAMBIM C/I€JIaTh HAITy
MPOMBIIIJICHHOCTb, HAIIE CEJIBCKOE X03IUCTBO 00OPOHOCTIOCOOHBIMH, — O€3 3TOT0 MBI HE
cMoxem.”™ [Without this we are not going to be able to move forward, raise millions of the
masses to a higher degree of culture, and thereby prepare our industry and our agriculture for
defense.] Even the ideological content, in this formulation, was secondary to literature’s didactic
purpose.

As of 1926, approximately 45% of Russians and 41% of Ukrainians were literate. Other
Western nationalities ranged between 30% and 40%, with the Central Asian populations in the
single digits.*> Massive literacy campaigns improved this situation, but meant that most of the
literate public was only marginally so. Literature needed to persuade them of the appeal and
value of reading. Public performances broadcast literature’s centrality to national and Soviet
identity. National delegations visited Moscow and Leningrad to celebrate their cultural

%% As with writers, Soviet engineers in the 1930s were primarily male and, more importantly for this slogan,
popularly engendered as masculine.

°! Brooks, “Socialist Realism in Pravda” (Slavic Review 53:4), 982.
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specificity in literature and the other arts in dekady, ten-day festivals of national culture. These
events educated the Russian public about the nationalities’ existence and definitions, and
confirmed Moscow’s interest and respect to the national public back home. This process reached
its apex at the 1934 Congress of Soviet Writers, but writers were prominent in other spectacles,
like the Seventeenth Party Congress earlier that year.

Socialist realism produced a flood of literary works. Indeed, saturation was one of its
primary goals.34 To fulfill its didactic objectives, the main genres were “newspaper’ poetry and
prose, children’s literature, drama, and the construction novel. The last may have been socialist
realism’s most advanced form, and was certainly the most widely cited in defining socialist
realism, but the more accessible modes were instrumental in creating and training the novel’s
readership. Short stories and topical poems appropriate for the newspapers and reading over the
radio shaped public expectations for literature as a whole, saturated public discourse with the
accepted tropes of Soviet power, provided models to those hoping to become writers someday,
and reinforced the image of the Soviet Union as a garden of advanced culture. Children’s
literature was too often openly didactic, beyond what its readership would tolerate, but when
properly balanced, it eased young readers into Soviet discourse and established expectations for
life and literature. Drama, like oral genres such as the Turkic ashug songs, helped reach
audiences that weren’t sufficiently literate for other modes.

In The Soviet Novel, Clark analyzes socialist realist novels to extract the general
principles of construction, which she terms the master plot. This plot reproduces, through the
positive hero’s life, “the stages of historical progress as described in Marxist-Leninist theory,” as
a dialectical progression from spontaneity to consciousness.” The socialist realist canon
absorbed those works capable of adapting to this parable, making them only socialist realist post-
factum.”® For Clark, socialist realism is a symbolic system, a language that produces endless
variations on the master plot. These provide ritualized “object lessons” on how the individual
can become disciplined and take his place in a society that has undergone the same path from
spontaneity to consciousness.’’

By looking at newspaper usage of the term, Brooks locates socialist realism within the
authoritative discourse of the state. As such, its meaning is contextual, produced in relation to
other elements of the monologic political discourse. Writers negotiated its aesthetic qualities
with the authorities, but those were incidental to its primary function: “the representation of the
whole Soviet project in an age of calamities.” The purpose of socialist realism, for Brooks, is to
repress the pain of state terror: “The discourse and the literature it begot were shaped by an
imperative to view the Soviet world other than through the catastrophes of that brutal era.”*

Lahusen recontextualizes Clark’s master plot in How Life Writes the Book (1997), by
showing how an individual socialist realist novel assimilated and corrected its historical material.
His project examines the writing and rewriting process of Vasilii Azhaev’s construction novel,
Far from Moscow. Like Brooks, Lahusen is interested in how socialist realism reconfigures state
violence. Lahusen depicts Azhaev reworking personal experience to apply the master plot, then

** I agree with Dobrenko’s position that “Socialist Realism is important precisely because of its extensiveness,” and
thus should be considered in full, rather than just its canonical highlights. Evgeny Dobrenko, The Making of the
State Writer: Social and Aesthetic Origins of Soviet Literary Culture (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press,
2001), xv.
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further revising the text through various editions in response to editors, critics, and readers. This
process unpacks the collective nature of Soviet literary composition, revealing the extent to
which the Soviet writer constructed himself (or, less often, herself) in response to cultural forces.
In Lahusen’s account, the purpose of socialist realism is twofold: to disguise reality’s conflicts
with ideology and to reforge writers into appropriate specimens of homo Sovieticus.

Dobrenko’s twinned studies, The Making of the State Reader (1997) and The Making of
the State Writer (1999), expand these questions of socialist realism as practice by examining its
development in the 1920s and 1930s. Dobrenko reads socialist realism as an aesthetic project
with extra-aesthetic goals. His analysis presents a dynamic system that evolves in response to
political pressures, internal literary currents, readers’ demands, and Soviet graphomania. The
real products of socialist realism, he suggests, are not literary texts, but “people: readers and
writers.”

Dobrenko’s more recent book, Political Economy of Socialist Realism (2007), takes this
approach still further. Here, socialist realism’s true product is not just its immediate participants,
but reality itself. Stalinist socialism, Dobrenko argues, is foremost an aesthetic and
representational project. Because Russia was both economically and culturally unprepared for
socialist modernization, building socialism meant building the appearance of socialism. Soviet
culture celebrates the means of production over the products themselves:

The Soviet cult of labor is based on abolition of a fundamental rational

component of any labor — its result. [...] The product of labor is dissolved in the

grandeur of the project: the Soviet Union did not produce footwear, clothing,

dwellings, or food products, but rather made “cast iron and steel” and “factories

and blast furnaces,” and waged a “harvest battle.” The result was not a product as

such but rather, as Mayakovsky so precisely put it, “socialism built in battles.”

The product itself ceases to be self-sufficient, the process of producing it

becoming self-sufficient instead.*’

Capitalism pays labor with products. By elevating production in the absence of product, Soviet
culture eliminates the worker’s interest in producing. To replace that interest, since it fails to
transform oppressive capitalist labor relations into somehow rewarding and liberating socialist
labor, Soviet culture transforms it into art. This art creates and glorifies labor as it should be, not
as it is. Thus, the true product of Soviet socialism is socialist realism, and the true product of
socialist realism is Soviet socialism. The reciprocal nature of this process reproduces Marxist
labor relations, while trapping the Soviet subject within a comprehensive discourse that replaces
(by producing) reality. “[T]he foundation of Socialist Realism is a collision of reality and ideal:
Socialist Realism is not narrative, but discourse that produces — by the mediation of narrative
(via ‘master-plot’) — reality.”41

This provides an explanation for the temporal schizophrenia Clark identified in 7he
Soviet Novel. Socialist realism’s purpose was to fulfill consumer demands via the consumption
of discursive reality, to replace products with ideology. Within this discursive dimension, the
promises of the future were thus not only visible in the present, they were already present.
“Whereas Futurism spoke of tomorrow, Socialist Realism laid claim not only (or even primarily)

** Dobrenko, The Making of the State Writer, xviii.

* Dobrenko, Political Economy of Socialist Realism (Translated by Jesse M. Savage. New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 2007), xviii.
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to tomorrow but to foday. Everything that Socialist Realism produced already existed, had
already taken place.”” What Clark saw as a collapse of the distinction between present and
future, based on historical knowledge of the disjuncture between Soviet production and its
promises, Dobrenko reads as overlapping real and discursive visions of the present. At its
apogee, socialist realism completely replaces the real present with the discursive one.

Dobrenko productively parallels the stages of political discourse with the development of
socialist realism, showing that the Soviet terror follows formalist aesthetic stages. He correlates
the dominant tropes of Soviet progress: conquest over nature (victories in the physical realm),
then reforging class enemies through labor (the political realm), and finally the inner
transformation of the socialist realist hero (the aesthetic realm). The final stage corresponds to
the rise of Stalinist terror, as the elimination of criminals and enemies within socialist realism in
favor of the cult of the hero reflects the extermination of those figures in Soviet reality.

Scholars have traditionally responded to the overlap between the political field and
socialist realism by treating the latter as propaganda, a purely political phenomenon. Dobrenko
claims this formula should be reversed: the political field is part of socialist realism and can best
be understood aesthetically. “Socialist Realism’s basic function was not propaganda, however,
but rather to produce reality by aestheticizing it; it was the ultimate radical aesthetic practice. [...]
This is why Socialist Realism must ultimately be examined as an aesthetic phenomenon.”” In
this, Dobrenko approaches Boris Groys’s position that the totalizing discourse of avant-garde art
could lead to cultural totalitarianism.** In both cases, totalitarianism (or the attempt therein)
becomes an aesthetic project. Although he acknowledges the overlapping fields of political
power and aesthetic culture, Dobrenko treats socialist realism as a politically motivated aesthetic
system, rather than an aesthetically framed political system.

This is where our approaches to Soviet literature differ. I reject the reduction of the
Soviet cultural field to propaganda, but likewise refuse Dobrenko’s call to analyze it on purely
aesthetic terms. The latter risks treating socialist realism’s attempt to construct Soviet reality as
more successful than it was. Where Dobrenko looks at how the internal principles of socialist
realism shaped political discourse, I am more interested in questions of agency: What happens to
the creative process when literature becomes part of the Soviet “political economy”? Who writes
and why? How do individual writers navigate the nascent discourse of socialist realism? What
motivates them to contribute to this system? What effects do their attempts to survive the
organizing process and flourish within the new writers’ union have on the final shape of Soviet
literature? How do subordinated narratives of class, gender, nationality, and self interact with
socialist realism’s master plot? How do national literatures engage with nationalities policy and
the established literary elite in Moscow to negotiate the terms for a multinational discourse of
socialist realism? Given that the Soviet project aimed to be totalizing, where and why do gaps
remain? Which of the underlying discursive axioms are historically contingent rather than
aesthetically constructed? What positions do writers take within Soviet discourse and within
other discursive fields available to them? How do those intersections change over time? How
does the experience of Soviet discourse differ at the center and the margins? across the margins?

* Ibid, 5. Emphasis in the original.

* Ibid, 4. Emphasis in the original.

* Boris Groys, The Total Art of Stalinism: Avant-Garde, Aesthetic Dictatorship, and Beyond (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1992).
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These questions are heavily influenced by the last decade or so of scholarship on
subjectivity and self-authorship in the Soviet Union. * Rather than treat agency as transparent,
my reading assumes that writers’ identities and interests are dynamic, contingent, and
constructed. They engage with socialist realism in complex, non-deterministic ways, shaping
both its and their own identities through these interactions. To borrow Karen Petrone’s apt
phrasing, “I see individual actors shaping discourse even as it shapes them.”*® Socialist realism,
in turn, is not a closed system, but part of the ongoing project of Soviet literature as enacted by
multiple agents. Obviously, this approach benefits from my focus on the early 1930s, rather than
a later period when socialist realism was more fully established. But I also believe it is
misleading to situate Soviet literature in its Moscow stronghold and ignore what happens when
Soviet identity and the demands of socialist realism encounter other literary traditions and
cultural patterns. Precisely because socialist realism was a totalizing strategy, its liminal spaces
are essential. The borders of socialist realism define the center.

National in Form

The Soviet Union inherited Russia’s broad, multilingual, multiconfessional, multiethnic empire.
Well before the Revolution, the Bolsheviks rejected the possibility of a purely international or
post-national movement. The peoples of the Russian empire were simply not ready. Lenin
decided that nations, not just classes, were major actors in history: nations moved towards
communism. At Lenin’s request, Stalin published an article in 1913 on “The Nationality
Question and Social Democracy,” which defined nations (and nationalities) as historically
determined entities. (Stalin distinguished between nations, which had started the capitalist
stages, and nationalities, which were pre-capitalist and lacked full-formed national identities.
This distinction was routinely confused or ignored in later policy discussions and, for our
purposes, the two are interchangeable.) Nations had the right to self-determination. However,
Stalin qualified, the Bolsheviks were committed to defending the rights of the working class
within each nation, which in practice meant that nations with developed bourgeois and capitalist
controlled societies could not be allowed to secede, since they would inevitably oppress the
workers. Nor could nations without capitalist classes be allowed to secede, as they were too
vulnerable to foreign imperialist powers. Instead, nations should be granted rights to limited
autonomy as national territories inside the socialist homeland. Only as autonomous nationalities
protected by a strong socialist state could nations relax their nationalist defenses and work
together towards an international class solidarity that would transcend and eventually replace
national identity. Thus, the safest way to end nationalism was to push for the rights of nations to
the correct form of self-determination. In 1914, Lenin expanded upon this argument in “On the
Right of Nations to Self-Determination.” He argued that nations should be divided according to

* For example, see Jochen Hellbeck’s and Irina Paperno's work on how Soviet citizens fashioned themselves
through diaries (Hellbeck, Revolution on My Mind: Writing a Diary Under Stalin. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2006; Paperno, Stories of the Soviet Experience: Memoirs, Diaries, Dreams. Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2009; and assorted articles), or Choi Chatterjee and Karen Petrone’s excellent survey of
approaches to this problem (including Hellbeck and Paperno), “Models of Selfhood and Subjectivity: The Soviet
Case in Historical Perspective” (Slavic Review 67:4 (Winter 2008), 967-986). Stephen Kotkin’s Magnetic
Mountain: Stalinism as Civilization (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1995) provided an earlier model
for discussing how Soviet subjects learned to “speak Bolshevik,” or use Stalinist discourses, without making claims
about their political beliefs.

% Karen Petrone, Life Has Become More Joyous, Comrades: Celebrations in the Time of Stalin (Bloomington, IN:
Indiana University Press, 2000), 8.
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their stages of capitalist development, so that the Party needed different approaches towards the
nationalism of advanced nations and that of the oppressed nations that constituted Russia’s
colonies and subsequently the Soviet borders. While nationalism was inherently a dangerous
bourgeois phenomenon for the former type, oppressed nations needed to develop their national
cultures to progress towards communism and were thus theoretically capable of a healthy form
of nationalism that should be officially encouraged.

After the Bolsheviks took over, the civil war proved the desperate need to both
accommodate and control the periphery. Given the theoretical need to promote national
development, the question of how to treat these populations was threefold: Which groups
constitute nations or nationalities? At what stage of development are they? How can the Soviets
hasten that process of development? Answering these questions correctly was the key to holding
on to the borderlands and strengthening Soviet culture within each population. Stalin believed
that nations were historically determined, but Soviet policy treated individual membership as
innate.*” As Francine Hirsch shows in Empire of Nations, ethnography was critical to determine
national identity when local populations identified through other forms of affiliation, like tribe,
language, or religion.”® Hirsch calls this process “double assimilation: the assimilation of a
diverse population into nationality categories and, simultaneously, the assimilation of those
nationally categorized groups into the Soviet state and society.” The first form of assimilation
was essential to the second. Underlying Soviet policy was the belief that everyone had one — and
only one — national identity. Once those were established, telescoping territorial divisions would
ensure that everyone was represented by a national soviet, village, district, region, or republic
that corresponded to their national identity.

In practice, strategic needs governed the division between nations — entitled to republic
status — and nationalities, which only received national regions within other national republics or
the Russian federal republic. Most prominent among groups denied national status were the
Tatars, whose cultural development far exceeded eventual republic-level nations like the Kyrgyz
or Turkmen. Tatarstan, however, ranged too far into Russia’s traditional boundaries. Instead, a
ring of national republics shielded the Russian federation at the Soviet Union’s heart. In his

47 For much of the twentieth century, Western scholarship on Soviet nationalities began with this essentialist
definition of nations, although it generally argued that the Soviet Union was repressing its nations. In this model,
the Soviet Union was a continuation of Russia’s imperial project. This trajectory is epitomized by Robert
Conquest’s epithet for Stalin, “the breaker of nations.” As the nation was reinterpreted as a cultural construction and
as the national differences in the Soviet Union became more visible, however, many scholars argued that the Soviet
Union was, instead, the maker of nations. At its simplest, this model reverses the earlier path of causality.
However, it can allow for dynamic definitions of the nation, making it the site of power negotiation between central
and local authorities and between authorities and local populations. These attempt to account for the differences
between Soviet nationalities by examining Soviet practice. They emphasize the highly contingent nature of Soviet
national definition and development, as well as the ambiguities inherent in national performance and identification.
Fowkes, Martin, and Suny examine the nationalities policy as a whole to explain the collapse of the Soviet Union.
See Ben Fowkes, The Disintegration of the Soviet Union: A Study in the Rise and Triumph of Nationalism (New
York: St. Martin’s Press, 1997); Martin, Affirmative Action Empire; and Suny, The Revenge of the Past. Adrienne
Edgar’s Tribal Nation: The Making of Soviet Turkmenistan (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004) and Yuri
Slezkine’s The Jewish Century (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004) explore how the policy shaped
individual nations, the Turkmens and Jews respectively, while Douglas Northrop looks at the relation between
gender, religion, and nationality in Uzbekistan in Veiled Empire: Gender and Power in Stalinist Central Asia
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2004).

* Francine Hirsch, Empire of Nations: Ethnographic Knowledge and the Making of the Soviet Union (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 2005).

* Hirsch, Empire of Nations, 14.
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influential essay, “The USSR as a Communal Apartment, or How a Socialist State Promoted
Ethnic Particularism,” Yuri Slezkine compares this effect to Soviet housing: nationalities each
got a room, but the Russians kept the hall, corridor, and “the kitchen where all the major
decisions were made.”’

Russia occupied a unique position as the elder brother in the brotherhood of Soviet
nations and as the center of power. Russian was the unmarked, neutral category in Soviet life,
while every other nationality was marked. Although this was standard practice, it was not
uncontested. Even at the Congress, one of the national delegates asked plaintively, “A ects 1n
yeJiIoBek Oe3HammoHanbHbI? Tloka uro Her. Tak KOro e Ha3bIBAIOT HanMOHAIIOM? Bceskoro He
PYCCKOTO (MOXET OBITh M HE YKPAWHIIa), HO BCIKOTO, KOTO MPHU ITapU3Me Ha3bIBAIH
I/IHopo;[ueM.”51 [Is there a non-national person? So far, none. So then whom do we call a
national? Anyone who isn’t a Russian (and perhaps not Ukrainian), but anyone who under
tsarism we called a non-Russian.] This was, he concluded, old Russian imperial chauvinism in a
new form. However biased the system was, in early Soviet discourse, as Slezkine indicates, the
opposite of “national” was “Russian.”>* Although Russian culture maintained its centrality, until
the second part of the 1930s, it was subsumed into Soviet culture, while other national cultures
maintained their specificity within the Soviet designation. This is why there was no official
report on the status of Russian literature at the 1934 Congress; most of the talks at the Congress
focused on Russian literature and included ‘national” writers as a nod towards the official policy
of multinationalism. The Union of Soviet Writers only added a separate union for the Russian
Republic in 1958, over twenty years after unions were formed for the other national republics.>
The assumed equivalence between Russian and Soviet, which this dissertation attempts to
unravel, is thus an understanding internal to the Soviet system as well as a scholarly one.

Russians were not the only historically advanced nationality. Some policies, like
educational quotas, treated Western Slavs, Germans, Georgians, Armenians, Jews, and the Baltic
peoples as advanced beyond the need for official promotion.”* Russia’s sheer numbers, however,
meant that more often, nationalities policy applied to everyone except the Russians. Official
encouragement of national development focused on what Slezkine identified as “a state-
sponsored conflation of language, ‘culture,’ territory and quota-fed bureaucracy.”> Martin
qualified the latter as “a national elite,” as quotas primarily operated within the national
territories.”® In other words, each nationality should have a national territory, governed by a
local elite in the national language, which served as the basis of a safely Soviet national culture.

Culture, in this process, was restricted to production and performance. Questions of daily
life — such as housing, kinship relations and tribal loyalties, education, and vocation — were to be
purely Sovietized: the same apartments from one end of the Soviet Union to the other, with the
same relatives inhabiting them, sending children to the same schools to be trained for the same
employment opportunities and married in the same registration offices, all overseen by the same
Party structures. National culture was restricted to communicative, ritual, and above all artistic

50 Slezkine, “The USSR as a Communal Apartment, or How a Socialist State Promoted Ethnic Particularism”
(Slavic Review 50:2, 1994), 444.

°! Sarmat Koserati (Northern Ossetia). PVSSP, 625.

>* Slezkine, “The USSR as a Communal Apartment,” pp. 425, 435. Slezkine also uses the term “unmarked” to
describe Russian territory.

>3 Excepting, of course, those regions which became Soviet republics later, such as the Baltics.

> Soviet policy treated Jewishness as a national category, not a religious one.

55 Slezkine, “The USSR as a Communal Apartment,” 414.

3 Martin, Affirmative Action Empire, 10.
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practices deemed compatible with doubled national and socialist identity. The arts both asserted
national identity — through language, motifs, and topics — and demonstrated the flowering of
Soviet cultural diversity. Only a socialist country had such time for the arts. Artistic production
and reception created a healthy dialectical space that could move culture forward, maintaining
national specificity while celebrating internationalism.

Literature was the first and clearest field for this process, but socialist realism that was
“national in form” governed the visual arts, music, architecture, folk crafts, and the performing
arts. The same marginally educated population that made drama essential to Soviet literature
made opera the pinnacle of musical production, since it was the easiest to adapt to didactic
purposes. Each Soviet nation, as Marina Frolova-Walker demonstrates, needed its own national
opera.”’ (Smaller nationalities needed only folk music.) Composers were sent to Central Asia to
adapt traditional musical motifs, frequently understood via Western Orientalist tropes, and
national epics, as determined by the national literatures, to the stage. Frolova-Walker traces
several stages in this process:

First, the culture of each republic developed according to Moscow’s directives,

making them, to this extent, colonial cultures. Second, these cultural imports

were consistently presented as authentic indigenous developments. Third, the

burgeoning intelligentsia within each republic largely identified with these

cultural developments and made their own contributions within the boundaries set

by Moscow’s rules. We could even say that later in the century these colonial

creations had been assimilated and endowed with some degree of authenticity in

the eyes of each republic’s populace. If, following Eric Hobsbawm, we regard

nationalism as a network of invented traditions, then in the case of the Soviet

republics, we can say that various peoples acquiesced in the invention of

traditions by others on their behalf.*®

National musical canons were thus assimilated as their origin stories faded from memory. Of
course, operas and folk songs retained lyrics in the national language, which was key to fulfilling
Stalin’s dictate that culture be “national in form.” Because language was a more essential
component of literature, national writers had to be fluent in their national language, making the
localization more direct than it was for music. Nevertheless, rumors continued to circulate that
Russian translators corrected and improved national writers, making them more literary.” In this
argument, many national writers only became “real” writers in Russian translation. Even
without this highly disputed influence, national writers certainly adapted Moscow’s models to
their own works. Soviet literature encompassed many national satellites, but they rarely escaped
the centripetal pull of Moscow’s orbit.

37 Marina Frolova-Walker, “’National in Form, Socialist in Content’: Musical Nation-Building in the Soviet
Republics” in Journal of the American Musicological Society 51:2 (Summer 1998), pp. 331-371.

** Ibid, 338-9.

> These accusations tended not to be made in print, but remained part of the early image of national literatures in
general and were attached to some specific writers who rose to prominence later, such as Aitmatov. In fact, Soviet
translators frequently omitted literary allusions unfamiliar to a Russian audience when translating national works
into Russian, sometimes replacing them with Western references, and amplified the explicitly pro-Soviet content.
Whether this improved the texts is a matter of perspective.
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The Cultural Field of Soviet Literature
In The Field of Cultural Production, Bourdieu modifies Marx’s claims that history and
contemporary society can be explained through a strict socio-economic class analysis. Bourdieu
introduces multiple social structures that each operate according to Marxist principles, but use
different forms of capital. This creates a model for incorporating political power and cultural
prestige into Marxist analysis as forms of symbolic capital, instead of attempting to reduce these
forces to their economic impacts. Bourdieu posits multiple, hierarchical fields (i.e., economic,
political, literary), each governed by its own laws and each producing its own form of capital.
Each field, which can in turn accommodate multiple sub-fields (such as the avant-garde), is a
structured space of potential positions occupied by agents according to the laws of power within
that field. Since each position actually taken determines the subsequent value of potential
positions, these fields are dynamic and continually evolving. Any depiction of a field thus needs
to describe the laws governing it as a whole, its primary agents, and the relation to other fields of
exchange. Depicting a historical moment within the field further entails an understanding of
both the positions actually taken by agents and how that position-taking shapes the potential
positions in the field.®

Bourdieu’s model in figure 1 shows the relations between the conventional Marxist field
of class relations, the field of symbolic power, and the literary and artistic field of cultural
production. The poles represent the orientation of power and capital within each field. This
model, while very productive for interpreting capitalist societies, quickly breaks down when
applied to the Soviet case. This is not only due to the shift in relative size between the field of
class relations and the field of power, but is also due to certain assumptions underlying
Bourdieu’s model. First, his theory is based on the Marxist belief that class relations govern the
distribution of economic capital. Second, he assumes that economic capital — money — is the
medium for acquiring good and services, a non-trivial assumption that only appears transparent
within an established capitalist economy. To make this assumption explicit, | have added an

%0 pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production (Edited by Randal Johnson. New York: Columbia University
Press, 1993), especially the first chapter “The Field of Cultural Production, or: The Economic World Reversed” (29-
73), which was originally published in English translation by Richard Nice in Poetics (Amsterdam), 12:4-5 (1983),
311-56. Bourdieu applies these concepts in Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste, also translated
into English by Richard Nice (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984). Bourdieu’s theories have
influenced a generation of scholars, and are an important part of post-Soviet studies. Scholars on the Soviet period
are less likely to incorporate Bourdieu directly, although notable exceptions include Svetlana Boym, Common
Places: Mythologies of Everyday Life in Russia (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995); Victoria
Bonnell, Iconography of Power: Soviet Political Posters under Lenin and Stalin (Berkeley, CA: University of
California Press, 1997); and Gil Eyal, Ivan Szelenyi, and Eleanor Townsley’s Making Capitalism without
Capitalists: The New Ruling Elites in Eastern Europe (London: Verso, 1998), which traces how Soviet bloc elites
exchanged cultural capital for economic and political capital in the post-Communist years. Although their analysis
is more applicable to Soviet bloc countries than the Soviet Union proper, it provides a model for adapting Bourdieu
to a Soviet-style society. Martin uses Bourdieu’s category of social capital to explain “strategic ethnicity,” the use
of national identity for self-promotion within the affirmative action system (143). Historian Jan Plamper’s article,
“Abolishing Ambiguity: Soviet Censorship Practices in the 1930s” (Russian Review 60 (October 2001), 526-44),
describes censorship as an attempt to create a single linguistic field dominated by political power. Plamper argues
for a model similar to the one I will propose here, writing, “The Soviet case differs from Bourdieu’s trajectory in
one significant way: whereas for Bourdieu changes in the economic field — the transition to capitalism — are
ultimately primary (whether also causal, is a question of considerable debate) to the unification of the linguistic
field, in the Soviet Union the political field is primary to all other fields.” (540) Kotkin similarly acknowledges
Bourdieu’s potential for Soviet analysis in Magnetic Mountain, suggesting that scholars need not adopt Bourdieu’s
view of class structure to use his theories. (392n89.)
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underlying field, coterminous with the field of class relations, to his model to produce Figure 2.
Bourdieu’s modified fields in figure 2 still describe the position of the literary field within a
capitalist economy. Recognizing the Marxist assumptions about capitalism that underlie
Bourdieu’s model, however, allows for a new model in which those assumptions do not hold.

+ +
field of class relations field of class relations
field of power field of power

- + + / + 7
literary/cultural field literary/cultural field

economic capital,
exchangeable for
goods and services

Figure 1°' Figure 2

In the Soviet Union, symbolic capital could be directly exchanged for goods and services
without first being exchanged for economic capital, as Bourdieu’s model dictates. Certain goods
and services were only exchanged for economic capital, others only for symbolic capital, some
for either, and most required both. Consider bread (except in times of rationing) as
representative of the first category. Vacations, theater tickets, and scarce goods distributed as
prizes were distributed through symbolic networks, frequently without any economic cost to the
recipient. Most goods, however, from sausages to boots to apartments, combined nominal
economic cost with distribution of the purchase opportunity through symbolic networks. The
black market also provided many goods for direct economic exchange, so that a good, such as a
sewing machine, could be available through all three routes and through direct barter.
Transactions that are generally transparent in a Western economy (cost = car) frequently required
multiple exchanges between economic and symbolic capital in the Soviet system (cost + bribe =
gift for official; gift + contacts = waiting list; waiting list + contacts + bribes + cost = car).
Increased scarcity of material goods did not drive up the economic price, as it would in a
capitalist economy, but restricted access through the symbolic networks driving the system as a
whole. Adapting Bourdieu’s model to the Soviet context to accommodate the multiple modes of
exchange transforms his concentric fields to a Venn diagram (figure 3). This model both shows
the relations between fields and indicates the difficulty of establishing clear orientations of
power within each of the fields. Further, these fields should be seen as uneven and unstable
expanses riddled with chutes and ladders that cause sudden changes in positions both within and
between fields.

61 Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production, 38.
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Despite the difficulties in translating Bourdieu for the Soviet context, his model has
certain advantages for analyzing Soviet literature. Bourdieu’s theory depicts the relations
between economic, political, and cultural fields in a non-deterministic model which allows for
individual choice and creativity on the level of position-taking. Each of the fields, as described
above, determines the set of possible positions for agents through the laws which govern the field
and through the actual position-taking of individual agents. The individual’s upbringing and
understanding of the field, which Bourdieu calls habitus, guide that position-taking, but do not
determine it. Ideological discourse proclaims official laws for the field, polices the boundaries
according to largely unstated laws, and gives agents the vocabulary to express their position-
takings, with each statement reinforcing the discourse as a whole.

This model underlies much of the scholarship on the relationships between Soviet
literature and power, which assumes a mode of exchange between the two. Lahusen and
Dobrenko, in particular, are interested in how Soviet authors negotiate this map of power
relations. Clark and Dobrenko’s historical narrative in Soviet Culture and Power acknowledges
the gap between personal belief and position-taking within the cultural field, the delicate and
fluctuating exchanges between fields, and the sometimes disastrous influence of habitus. It is
worth remembering that although Moscow was the center, the distribution of power in the Soviet
Union does not necessarily correspond to the geographic map. As Lahusen shows, “far from
Moscow” could be very close in terms of political capital.

Literary Agents

Clark doesn’t explicitly use the concept of agency in The Soviet Novel, but identifies six major
influences on Soviet literature and socialist realism in particular: literature itself, Marxism-
Leninism, the myths of the Russian radical intelligentsia, cultural rhetoric, political events, and
individual actors.®* These actors — writers, critics, literary institutions, the bureaucrats
administering them, and readers — all function as agents within the literary field. Their roles

62 Clark, The Soviet Novel, 8.
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constitute position-taking within the field, as do the individual practices within these roles. The
myth of the Soviet writer as either a party hack or a dissident shaped the positions available, but
should not govern our understanding of actual position-taking within this field. An individual
writer could and did take different positions at different times, with different creative works, and
in his professional and private roles. Male and female writers faced different sets of possible
positions, as did Russian and national writers, young and established figures, proletarians,
peasants, and members of the intelligentsia. Writers were governed by habitus, by personal
interest and ability, and by the state’s system of punishment and reward. Because the literary
field overlapped substantially with the field of power, this system of punishment and reward was
highly developed. There were instances when literary capital could be exchanged for political
power without an institutional intermediary, as when Stalin took a personal interest in a writer,
but in general, institutions were the primary mode of exchange between these fields. Once
instated, the Union of Soviet Writers regulated individual access to publication, salary, benefits,
readership, research opportunities, and official recognition. It also cooperated closely with
political institutions, including the state security organs. The Union enforced its principles for
literary position-taking with everything from large publishing runs, permits to live in Moscow,
and vacation homes on the one hand, to public criticism, blackballing, and deadly arrests on the
other.

Dobrenko describes every Soviet writer as a censor.” This acknowledges the political
field’s influence on literature, but simplifies its effects. If every writer was a censor, then many
of them were extraordinarily lenient ones. The state system of coercion determined which
positions were favorable, but could not dictate which positions writers actually took. Writers and
literary organizations interacted chaotically, while overlapping circles of interest and influence
often led to taking contradictory or self-defeating positions. It is simplistic to assume writers act
only to further their own interests, even when those interests are readily apparent. Independence
from the field is a commonly-held personal value that maintains a certain level of randomness in
an otherwise organized system. Simply put, writers don’t always know their best interests, nor
act on them when they do know. Artists are a contrary lot. Throughout the Soviet period, many
writers — including official favorites — placed their aesthetic, moral, or political values above
literary and political hierarchies.

Russian writers from Aleksandr Blok to Andrei Bitov wrote works that functioned as
position-takings in multiple fields, from aesthetic sub-fields to the official literary field to the
political field through to access to goods and services. This complexity contributes to the
enduring power the best of Soviet literature holds over its readers: Soviet literature has a lot at
stake. Writers’ choices mattered. The choices Soviet national writers faced were even more
complex. The republics and national territories’ position within the USSR immediately doubled
the basic cultural, political, and economic fields. While Moscow assumed that Soviet and local
fields were perfectly aligned, this was only ever true for Moscow (and not always there). The
further — physically and culturally — writers got from Moscow, the more likely that these fields
were skewed in relation to each other. National writers thus often had to choose whether to work
towards Soviet-level or national-level promotion, where Russian writers did not.

This argument directly contradicts how Moscow saw the position of national writers. For
the various reasons stated above, Soviet literary authorities tended to be Russian and tended to
treat Russian literature as more complex than the national literatures. The Leninist-Marxist
understanding of culture assumed that if class, gender, and national position shape perception,

63 Dobrenko, The Making of the State Writer, xviii.
23



they obviously affect creative production. Proletarian writers” movements used this position to
attack fellow travelers, and while Stalin and Gorky rejected the extreme version (bourgeois
writers should be banned), they promoted a multiculturalism that depended on standpoint theory
for its validity. National writers had merit because they were national, and thus could express a
viewpoint inaccessible to Russian writers. At the same time, because they were explicitly
national writers, while Russian was an unmarked category, Moscow refused to read national
writers outside of their national identity. This approach ignored local fields entirely and
relegated national writers to one position within the (Russian) Soviet literary field: national
literatures. Unfortunately, this has also colored how scholars of Soviet literature approach (or,
more accurately: ignore) the national literatures.

Standpoint theory provides an avenue for another approach.®* One of the branches of
standpoint scholarship suggests that subaltern positions have to understand the dominant position
to survive in an unequal society. This creates an inequality: dominant classes can speak only
from their own position, while dominated ones become fluent in both their own position and the
dominant discourse. According to this argument, in patriarchal societies, female writers have
more experience understanding the male position than the reverse, because they are surrounded
with and measured by a male standard. Obviously, dominant discourse argues precisely the
opposite: the dominant voice is universal, while subaltern voices can express only their
individual particulars. However, the practice of passing is predicated on subaltern familiarity
with the dominant culture. Widespread fears over ethnic and sexual passing suggest that
dominant classes recognize the potential for subordinate individuals to master the dominant
position. Because the Soviets treated nationality as innate and enduring, and designated Jewish
as a national category, Russian Jewish writers raised this very question: were they assimilating,
or passing? National writers further from the Russian center were less problematic. The center
viewed their work as comfortably national, yet reading it from the periphery reveals the double-
voicing. Many of the national writers were educated in Russian, especially in the early years,
and thus faced difficult questions of affiliation and literary identity. Bilingual writers abounded.
Later generations tended to start from a national base and move towards Russian, reversing the
earlier pattern, but this did not simplify the discursive tensions in their oeuvres. National writers
succeeded in Soviet literature to the extent that they mastered both the central position and their
own — the view from Moscow and from Baku.

Of course, we need to distinguish here between literary complexity and the complexity of
writers’ position-taking. There may be a trade-off between the complex affiliations and
identities national writers had to navigate and aesthetic complexity, which would justify the
Russian assumption that national literatures were simpler: only aesthetically simpler works could
survive the political complexities necessary to be accepted in the Soviet center. This argument
would imply that national writers had to choose between Soviet success and full aesthetic
expression. However, that argument resembles ongoing assessments of Soviet Russian literature
as well, so it does not necessarily condemn the national literatures. Even if there is a trade-off
between aesthetic and political complexity, it is an inherently productive one. We should read

64 Standpoint theory takes its name from Hegel’s position that social position necessarily influenced individual
perception, so that slavery produces a unique psychological standpoint. G.W.B. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977.) Post-colonial, feminist, and other progressive movements have used this
aspect of Hegel’s master-slave dialectic to promote marginal and subaltern voices. For an analysis of Hegel’s
relevance to these movements, see Tony Burns, “Hegel, Identity Politics and the Problem of Slavery” (Culture,
Theory and Critique 47:1 (2006), 87-104). My thanks to Monica Aufrecht for pointing me in this direction.
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Soviet national works within their full set of alignments, as position-takings in all of the cultural
and political fields within which national writers operated. This returns ambiguity and
polyphony to many superficially naive and ideologically heavy-handed works. In the field of
Soviet culture, many national writers were effectively double or even triple agents. Scholars
(such as Maliheh Tyrrell, on Azerbaijani literature) have argued for Aesopian readings of these
writers, but assigning “true” and “masking” designations to the various levels ignores the extent
to which writers were willing and eager to take pro-Soviet ideological positions, while
continuing to assert their national identities. The Soviet and national fields were skewed, but
rarely in total opposition to each other.

Institutions, which normally play a small role in a capitalist literary field, were powerful
agents in the Soviet fields. By the early 1930s, RAPP as well as its opponents controlled almost
all of the publishing opportunities, criticism, and distribution of benefits. Their destructive
competition led to the order for the new writers’ union, which was designed to regulate the
Soviet literary field, replace the earlier tangle of institutions, and assume full control over
professional opportunities. Regional and local movements without a Moscow-based counterpart
were especially vulnerable, despite the scant attention the Russian peasant and proletarian
writers’ organizations gave their republican allies. As much as leaders may have wished it,
Soviet literary institutions were never monolithic. Writers preserved their individual goals and
interests when joining, and continued to seek ways to pursue those goals within and outside the
institution. Membership generally required public statements of support and administrative
responsibilities within the organization; in exchange, it provided publishing venues, critical
protection, and some form of solidarity. Although joining the wrong group could be disastrous,
not joining any provoked suspicion.

Not coincidentally, the period when Soviet literary institutions centralized saw the
writer’s role redefined from individual to communal, and — to a lesser extent — from creative to
organizational. The term “writer” shifted from somebody who writes, to somebody who
participates in public displays, meetings, and exchanges about literature. Writers needed writing
to prove their rights to these public rites, but that became less important once they were
institutionally established as writers. The health of literary culture was measured by the activity
of public writers, not by their publications.

One of the organizing committee brigade reports illustrates this shift. Reporting on the
poor level of literary life in Samara, Anna Karavaeva states, “HacTosIeil TBOPUECKON KU3HH B
Camape vet.” [There’s no real creative life in Samara.] Writers rarely meet, she complains, and
there’s little organized presence, even though there are talented people there.

UpesBbryaitHo crnada cBs3b mucarenei Mexxay coooit. IlomoxkeHune TakoBo, 4TO

MOJIOJTBIC TICATENIN COBEPIICHHO HE MOTYT COOpATh ayAUTOPHIO JIJISl YUTKH CBOMX

MpoU3BeIeHUI. MHeE paccka3blBaJl OJUH MOJIOAOW MUCATENb, YTO OH BCAYECKHU

cTapayicsi coopaTh IpyIIITy MHACATENEH, YTOObI TOYUTATh CBOM HOBEJLTHI,

npuriamai Kk cede, o0ean HaouTh YaeM, C BKYCHBIMH BEIIIAMU U BCE-TaKH

65
HHUKTO HC ITPUHIICII.

Writers’ ties with each other are extraordinarily weak. The situation is such that
young writers are completely unable to gather an audience for public readings of
their works. One young writer told me that he tried everything he could to gather

65 RGALIf. 631, op. 1, d. 44, 1. 7. April 27, 1934.
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a group of writers to read their novellas: he invited them over, promised to treat
them to tea and tasty things, and all the same nobody came.

Karavaeva — and by extension, the room of Moscow writers listening to her report — is not
concerned with the quality of novellas to be read or whether this young writer has any talent.
(The condition of writers who would drop everything for the prospect of tea and a dubious
reading is likewise beyond her concern.) The question here is not creativity, but creative life: a
communal process. If the organizing committee can ensure collectivized means of production,
the products will presumably take care of themselves. Literary work happens in groups, at
factories, on brigades, at literary evenings, at organizing committee meetings and plenums; not
alone with a pen.

Soviet society didn’t just need new literature, it needed new writers. Writers could serve
as role models for the process of reforging, ensure the masses properly grasped their works’
didactic principles, and respond to their readers by rewriting, thus making their texts dynamic,
rather than static. Writers could represent literary achievement through spectacle. The physical
presence of the writer counted for more than the actual words on a page, especially when those
pages were scarce or difficult for a newly-literate population to read.

The public writer corresponded to the new Soviet reader, who joined a reading circle at
the neighborhood Palace of Culture, listened to a story read aloud at the collective farm, or read
short works on a bulletin board at the factory. Reading was a method for integrating readers into
the social collective, not fodder for private contemplation. As Brooks, Lahusen, and Dobrenko
have shown, Soviet literature took readers’ responses seriously. Every segment of the workforce
deserved its own literary depiction, so that workers could recognize themselves in the works they
read, increasing the likelihood that they would read them. This meant that readers were also
experts on the worlds depicted in literature, so that authors had to consult with them or even
correct works in response to workers’ criticism. In theory, at least, the conscience of Soviet
literature was not its writers, but its readers, who thus had the putative authority to demand
changes. Although the Russian and national traditions of high literature continued, Soviet
institutions paid considerable rhetorical attention to readership needs and to the expectation that
writers would respond. Writers connected with the readership by responding directly at literary
evenings, in discussions at factories, and replies to readers’ letters. In many well-publicized
cases, socialist realist writers amended their novels to incorporate readers’ recommendations. Of
course, readers were also subject to official messages on what and how to read, further
complicating their positions. Whereas the reader’s position in a capitalist literary field is
primarily that of a market force, unless the individual reader holds another position in the
cultural elite, the Soviet literary field allowed ordinary readers, especially en masse, to take
creatively influential positions.

This process assumed a fundamental allegiance between writers and readers, rather than a
dichotomy between them. Literary circles at factories and collective farms for aspiring writers
further narrowed the gap between (published) writers and their public. Factory newspaper
writers, village correspondents, and evening class students were all justified in claiming both
solidarity with and attention from the public writer. The writers’ union and organizing
committees committed to expanding opportunities for the masses to become writers, not just
readers.

According to Stalin’s prescription, national culture was uniquely suited to reach — and
thus teach — members of a nationality, so each nationality needed its own writers. National
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specificity meant something beyond language. Literature needed to reflect readers’ reality,
whether that reality was set in Samara, Baku, or a reindeer herding collective in the far north.
This meant that Gorky translations, however widely distributed, could not replace national
writers. Each nationality needed a full literature: a small set of historical and contemporary
masterpieces and a large set of public and communal responsibilities. Since the outwardly
oriented tasks remained relatively constant regardless of the nationality’s size, national writers
had proportionately more responsibilities towards their public and organizations. National
literatures were thus even less likely to indulge the old, solitary vision of the writer. Instead, the
Soviet literary field expected writers to participate in an expanding set of practices.

Literary Practices

The cultural field of literature is defined by the production of literary texts. While this may seem
like a circular definition, it excludes many texts which are properly the province of cultural
studies. This study restricts the definition of literary texts to those which are both self-identified
as such and have an aesthetic function. Textual integrity is almost always an issue in the Soviet
period, as censorship and editing — by both the author and official figures — make it more
difficult than usual to fix the “real” text. While it is tempting to use authorial preference and/or
intent as a guide, privileging the author’s version of a work over a censored version, we must
acknowledge the high level of ambiguity inherent in Soviet texts. Socialist realist texts are more
productive discursively than aesthetically, and benefit from being read accordingly.

The field also includes secondary texts, such as theory, criticism, reader responses, and
statements about literature, the production of which entails substantially different positions from
those of the literary author. Since socialist realism’s formulation was highly ambiguous,
established largely through precedent, and subject to political contingencies that redefined its
terms and standards, any work could be criticized for failing to live up to the requirements of
socialist realism. Within the cultural field of Soviet literature, this was one of its primary
functions. Socialist realism served as a mechanism for enforcing the changing demands of
power under the guise of a constant guiding principle. Even the most ideologically sound work
could be criticized for failing to fulfill its aesthetic goals. Literary critics served as bureaux
d’exchange between cultural and political capital, indicating which positions were politically and
economically favorable. They corrected speculative movements within the cultural field and
enforced discursive parameters. Although extremely powerful, these positions had reduced
creative potential and tended to be filled by Party functionaries who were more interested in their
positions in the political field. Those who remained sincerely invested in the importance of
literature, such as Aleksandr Fadeev, found the price of these positions ultimately too high to
pay. 5

As a cultural field, Soviet literature comprised a wide range of practices, among them
production, publication, readership, canonization, education, performance, translation. The most
familiar of these is literary production, which includes conventionally defined writing and
revising as well as the Soviet system of suggesting acceptable topics, consigning works, sending
out writers’ brigades to tackle specific themes, and otherwise setting the limits of the sayable.®’
These tactics created an environment that minimized the need for censorship or punishment after

% Fadeev was one of the Writers’ Union’s governing figures, who helped shepherd Soviet literature through the
Stalinist purges, arrests, and executions. He killed himself in 1956.
67 Foucault, “Politics and the Study of Discourse,” 59.
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a work was produced, thus provoking Dobrenko’s assessment that “a Soviet writer is a censor.”®®

The process of revising a text was similarly shaped by other agents, from editors to readers.
Rhetorically and conceptually, Soviet institutions tried to marry creative genius and inspiration
to industrial modes of production. This was difficult in practice, so publishing statistics became
the measurement of success.

Soviet publishing replaced the market demands of a capitalist readership with a command
economy that allocated print runs according to power within the literary field. Like most other
industries, publishing suffered from material and labor shortages that were exacerbated by
changing demands from above. On top of chronic paper shortages, national literatures in most of
the republics faced new alphabets that rendered existing typeface useless and created immediate
demands for new textbooks and translations of Marxist-Leninist classics, both of which took
priority over national literatures. Each national literature had at least one national press and
literary journal, while more prolific literatures entered the 1930s with several competing
publishing houses. These were frequently retained, but underwent dramatic changes in
leadership during the consolidation of literary organizations. Publishers had final responsibility
for the ideological content of their products, and therefore engaged in close editing and
censorship, making it difficult to separate this aspect from questions of production.

In addition to publishing new works, national presses needed to publish editions of
classical works. Canonization was an essential practice in the early Soviet period, especially in
those regions with complicated and developing national identities. Neighbors competed over
national epics and multilingual writers. Literary organizations within national traditions fought
over which writers could be successfully assimilated to a safely Soviet narrative, which
contemporary figures could claim those writers as part of their tradition, which older religious or
courtly forms were national in origin, and how to translate a “national” work written in a non-
national language; and used these battles to vie for power in contemporary institutions. Since the
Russians were the furthest developed of the nationalities according to the Leninist model, they
often functioned as final authorities over which works were true representatives of national
literatures. These works were singled out for publication for national readership, translation, and
textbooks.

Unlike in a market economy, Soviet publishing was not intended to meet the demands of
its public, but to mold its readership. Reader response had some influence on publishing, but
more influence directly on production. This process was shaped by collective reading exercises,
ongoing letter exchanges, and mass literary events. Readership is closely connected with
education, which was seen as the primary purpose of Soviet literature. This includes both
literature’s didactic function, especially important for popular and children’s literature, and the
educational enterprise of teaching literature. Phenomena like factory reading groups, red corners
(information centers maintained in most institutions), and curricula overlap with issues of
readership and education. The Soviet audience had to be taught both forms of literacy: reading
(how to read) and interpreting (how to read). Soviet education focused less on critical reading
habits than on establishing acceptable interpretations of each text, thus clarifying the work’s
message. Schools focused on the national canon, with teachers frequently reading official
lectures verbatim to avoid accidentally teaching a non-canonical interpretation.

In the Soviet context, literary education was largely performative. Performance provided
a way to reach the masses, who were supposedly the target readership for Soviet literature, but
who frequently showed little interest or ability as actual readers. Performance also integrated

68 Dobrenko, The Making of the State Writer, xviii.
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writers into the reader’s experience and informed the audience about acceptable interpretations
of the text, clarifying the work’s message and increasing writers’ accountability. It included
public readings, dramatic productions, and public literary spectacles such as anniversary
celebrations of individual authors and writers’ congresses. Drama and spectacle were
instrumental in reaching only nominally literate audiences, enforcing attention, and educating
them about literature in general as well as specific themes of national importance. For
“culturally-backward” nationalities, performance also integrated oral modes of composition into
the definition of Soviet literature. Because performance is a mass experience, these genres
helped shape the audience as a collective, rather than the individual reader. Performance joins
other modes of reader outreach in transforming literary reception from individual to communal,
paralleling the shift in authorship.

Central to a multilingual literature was translation. Works were translated both into and
out of Russian, into and out of major European languages, and directly between national
languages, although the latter effort was frequently the first to be cut when publishing directives
competed. Translation was often done in stages, so that the final translator was a writer fluent in
the target language without any knowledge of the original language. This system also allowed
translation to serve as a refuge for politically marginal writers, who could largely avoid
condemnation by restricting their publication to already praised texts. Although translation was
a major enterprise, it was impossible to keep pace with the level necessary to make all of Soviet
literature accessible in all of its languages. Demands for increased translation were frequently
used to advance national claims, since they could always be made and the logic of encouraging
national development made them difficult to reject. Simultaneously, however, translation
threatened national literatures by reinforcing theories of linguistic transparency. It implied that
the formula “national in form” was a matter of mere linguistic translation, rather than a rich
cultural loam in which a national literature could thrive.

These literary practices cannot be defined in isolation, as they were interwoven and
reinforcing. For example, the question of canonization cannot be studied without acknowledging
the influence of literary theories, publishing practices, education, readership, and its influence on
literary production. Any of these practices would justify a fascinating dissertation on Soviet
literature on their own, but this project will not discuss any of them comprehensively. Instead, I
will focus on the 1934 Congress as a crystallization of the cultural field at a particular moment
and discuss the field’s principles, agents, and practices as they arise.

A Literature National in Form, Socialist in Content

What, then, was Soviet literature? It was a cultural field governed by the discourse of socialist
realism and heavily influenced by historical events, individual actors, institutional and discursive
demands, and the vagaries of creativity. It prominently featured national subfields that
intersected and overlapped with other fields of power in a complex, non-Euclidean geometry so
that the national literatures were both subordinate and superordinate to Soviet literature as a
whole. To the extent that scholars have acknowledged this tension, they have mostly done so to
resolve it in favor of what Kathleen Parthe categorizes as the geographical and chronological
approaches.” The Writers’ Union by its very structure subscribed to the first approach,
implicitly arguing that Soviet literature was the sum of its (national and Russian) parts.
Dobrenko’s early work established him in the second camp, wherein each national literature had

% Parthe, “What Was Soviet Literature?” (The Slavic and East European Journal 38:2, 1994), 290.
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a Soviet period.”’ Indeed, Parthe herself introduces this framework to dismiss Soviet literature’s
multinational aspect and focus on Russian. Dobrenko’s more recent scholarship suggests that
Soviet literature’s discursive reality transcended both geographical and chronological divisions.”!
I would like to suggest that it did so largely by emphasizing national diversity, not by subsuming
it to an all-Union ideal. Soviet national literatures thus become the very heart of the Soviet
project, albeit a humanly off-center one.

Further shrouding the Soviet literary heart in Russian flesh, Soviet literature used the
stages of Russian literature as benchmarks for national development. The Soviets believed that
national development followed historically inevitable Marxist stages and that literature reflected
the stages of that development. Since Russia was the most advanced nation in the Soviet Union,
its literature necessarily contained the inevitable stages other literatures needed to pass through
on their way to socialist literature. While some pre-literate nationalities could leapfrog from
folklore to socialist realism in a single generation, any nationality that was literate before the
revolution needed to produce a teleological, discrete literary history that reproduced the stages
and icons of the Russian canon. Specifically, Pushkin functioned as the standard for an
advanced literature, leading to a game of “Who’s your Pushkin?” The other great Russian writer
stood too far above the national literatures for this game to work. (I refer, of course, to Gorky.)72
All of the national literatures, even Georgian with its medieval classics, had first to define their
nation and literary canon; and second, to prove that canon’s relevance and importance, using
Russian literature as the standard.

Few works of national literature fit this schema without aggressive analysis, of course.
Against the backdrop of emerging and competing nationalities, questions over who could claim
the Turkic epic Book of Dede Korkut or, for that matter, Gogol were politically charged.”
Categories like romanticism and the stages of realism applied poorly to Arabic and Persian-based
literary genres, and not at all to newly literate cultures. The canon wasn’t absolute, but subject to
negotiation and revision. As Gregory Jusdanis defines it, the canon was “the sum of literary uses
at a particular time,” and those uses could shift.”* Debates over the literary canon thus became
debates over competing narratives of national identity, while contemporary writers became
national spokesmen. In many cases, especially in Central Asia, national elites used Party
networks and the process of Sovietization to preserve pre-Revolutionary power structures within

7 Dobrenko, “’Sovetskaia mnogonatsional’naia’ kak oblast’ semeinykh tain” (Literaturnoe obozrenie 11 (1990),
52-54).

"' T understand Dobrenko is now returning to the question of Soviet multinational literature, which suggests a further
iteration in his thinking on this subject.

72 Interestingly for this process of canonization, Gorky’s reputation was only firmly set in the early 1930s, when he
returned to the Soviet Union. Stalin maintained close ties with Gorky while he was abroad and rewarded his return
with a prominent birthday celebration and the position as honorary chair of the Writers’ Union organizing
committee. (Clark and Dobrenko aptly depict this relationship in Soviet Culture and Power, especially chapters 5, 8,
and 9.) Thus, the Russian standard was itself in flux.

3 Gogol’s status was rarely challenged publicly because it was seen as a threat to the Russian center, but I give it as
an example here because most Slavists are by now familiar with this dispute, so it provides a model for other, less
well known dilemmas. An Armenian delegate at the Congress, the poet Egishe Charents, does give Gogol’s
assimilation as an example of Russian imperial aggression in the cultural realm, explaining that the ruling classes
wanted to swallow Shevchenko too, but were unsuccessful. PVSSP, 559.

b Gregory Jusdanis, Belated Modernity and Aesthetic Culture: Inventing National Literature (Minneapolis, MN:
University of Minnesota, 1991), 51.
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new discursive frames.”” Literature became a venue for explicitly debating the value of various
cultural tendencies that were being artificially conflated elsewhere to smooth the transition to
Soviet power. By advocating particular works and writers as part of the national canon, writers
could maintain a space for particular modes of political and cultural expression.

Canonization and performance fulfilled the respective categories of content and form for
promoting national literatures and thus fulfilling Soviet literature’s didactic mission. The
national canon provided the basis for a national identity that inescapably led towards Soviet
socialism, funneling the past into the present promise of the glorious future. More immediately,
it gave schools the material for their textbooks, writers their literary language and body of
allusions, and the other arts plots and images to adapt. Contemporary Soviet writers were both
the narrators and the narrative of Soviet literature: they described a literary trajectory that
culminated in their own presence. National canons thus formed the initial thesis in the dialectic
of Soviet literature.

Marxism’s developmental model suggested a precarious equivalence, however, between
children, workers, and the “backward” nations. Each of these groups needed an outside presence
to direct and hasten its growth towards mature socialism: adults, the Party, Russia. Each of these
groups needed its own literature to help channel that growth. Where proletarian and national
literatures clearly diverged from children’s literature was their authorship. Children’s literature
was written by adults, whereas the proletariat and nationalities developed their own writers. Yet
national authors were frequently seen as less capable of surviving without supervision than
Russian authors, and this may be partially because they were seen as childlike in comparison.
Their imperfect Russian language skills exacerbated this prejudice. While theoretically
acknowledging the need for Russians to learn the national languages, Soviet literature
functionally required national literatures to represent themselves in Russian. Although some
national writers were fully bilingual, most were (understandably) less articulate in non-native
Russian, worsening their comparative status to their Russian colleagues.

Stalin’s 1929 speech hints at a functional reason for the differences between Russian and
national literature. Although not explicitly labeled as such, the eventual, post-national and thus
international future of Soviet literature was implicitly Russian in language, if not ethnic identity.
National literatures needed to flower so that they could exhaust themselves completely, wither,
and be resurrected as international socialist culture. Russian-language Soviet literature was
already there. Of course, national writers never accepted this distinction. They suspected that
both the Russian language and Russian writers remained somehow marked, despite being the
“language of revolution” and Moscow, the world’s first truly international city. This suspicion
outlasted the Soviet state.

Both Moscow and the periphery thus needed to build cadres of national writers: Moscow,
so that they could eventually exhaust their literary potential and bring about international
socialism, and the nationalities, so that they could assert themselves against encroaching
Russian-based identities and protect their national cultures. To do this, national writers actively
sought positions within a Russian-based literary field that rewarded them for their allegiance to
Moscow’s categories. That does not mean they embraced the theoretical extinction those
categories implied. Soviet national literatures operated in the space between central and local
intent. Instrumental readings within the Soviet literary field should concede the possibility that
works remain authentic as evaluated within their national fields. Individual creativity and local

> This was largely due to the scarcity of literate, educated locals to fill positions. See Edgar, Tribal Nation, chapter
3, especially pp. 74-77, and Martin, Affirmative Action Empire, 136.
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traditions could survive Stalinism, and often did. Soviet national literatures must be read
bilaterally, as the product of Moscow’s cultural gravity and the desire of the periphery to escape
or at least lessen that pull. Even this approach risks treating national identity as transparent,
rather than a socially and individually constructed performance of self and affiliation. We no
longer assume a unilateral relationship between Soviet literary theory and practice (i.e., socialist
realist ideas led to Cement) and we embrace a non-deterministic view of the correlation between
culture and literary production, even when studying a period that dictated the opposite. Soviet
national cultures deserve the same respect. Their products deserve a thick reading, a /a Clifford
Geertz, rather than the thin reading an aesthetic approach to socialist realism would suggest.
This is especially vital because during the Soviet period, national works were subjected to
thinner readings than Russian ones.

General studies of nationalism rely on literary works to represent both national and
nationalist identity, and the processes that create those identities. The literary text, with its
assumed interiority and subjectivity, thus gives access to the historical moment and the multiple
layers of power governing national cultural production, from Stalin down to the individual
author. Unfortunately, historians too often assume the identities thus presented are purely
representational — that literature does, in fact, hold a mirror to reality. Returning this process to
literary scholarship grounds historical readings by maintaining the text’s constructed nature.
Literature does not give unimpeded access to the self in any culture, but particularly not under
Stalinism. Soviet literature was written in a span of languages, each shaped by Soviet discourse
as it tried to incorporate overlapping models of nation as community, institution, practice, and
narration. Its cohesion across linguistic and cultural differences is impressive, but its diversity is
equally so. Balancing these patterns with writers’ lived experience reanimates early Stalinist
literary culture, granting both historians and literary scholars a more accurate vision of the
historic moment.

Although this project’s interdisciplinary approach risks falling into the gap between these
disciplines, I believe it has something valuable to contribute to both. National literatures enrich
our understanding of socialist realism and the practices of Soviet literature, on the one hand,
while providing new modes of understanding the development and performance of Soviet
national identities on the other. This dissertation owes a great debt to the scholarship of Yuri
Slezkine, Francine Hirsch, Marina Frolova-Walker, Thomas Lahusen, and Evgeny Dobrenko.
To avoid being overshadowed by their excellent models while building in their neighborhood, I
find it useful to assert my own principles for this project: A top-down model does not
adequately explain the complexities of Soviet literature. Personalities matter, as do individual
acts of creation. Throughout the Soviet period, literature was the result of negotiation, chance,
context, and complexity. These are not the same as bravery, but they frequently required brave
acts from individual writers who rose to difficult occasions. The discourse of socialist realism
was always partially incomplete, allowing gaps and ripples, especially around the periphery. The
organizing committee process for the Writers’ Union reveals the conflicts within this discourse
while setting its general direction and velocity. As so many scholars before me have noted, the
beginning sows the seeds of the end.

Soviet literature was a complicated practice. My efforts in this chapter to avoid reducing
the Soviet hydra to an easily slain, single-headed beast may unintentionally imply the ultimate
futility of critical swords. The following chapters will provide narrower frameworks for
approaching this fantastic creature. Chapter 2 shows how socialist realism develops in tandem
with the official treatment of national literatures. Chapter 3 examines its moment of
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canonization, the 1934 All-Union Congress of Soviet Writers, while chapter 4 delves into one
national sub-field to recapture some of the complexity lost by tackling national literatures a
whole. Another way to consider this project is the gap between Soviet center and periphery.
From this perspective, the following chapters respectively cover the dialogue between Moscow
and Baku, Baku’s pilgrimage to Moscow; and what happens to Moscow’s directives when they
come to Baku. Soviet literature thus finds itself in the journey between Moscow and Baku.
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PREPARING FOR THE FIRST ALL-UNION CONGRESS OF SOVIET WRITERS

BosmoxHO, BaM, mucatensM, NpUXOAUIoch ObIBaTh B OCEHHIOIO Oypro B ropax, B JIieCy,
KOI'JIa YepHas Ty4a IOKPHIBAET CBOMM YEPHBIM KPBIJIOM JPEMYUHIl JieC, KOrga OTKyaa-ToO
BpbIBaeTCA OECHOLIaJHbII BeTep, Kak Kombe, OOJbIIME YMHApBL, YHMHApa NaJaeT u
pasgaercsl Mo BCeMy Jiecy Kak Obl Tyl MYIIKH, XYTKUH TyJ, BAPYT CBEpKaeT MOJHHUS
HAaYMHAET MaJaTh CHJIBHBIM NOXAb. (S mymaro, mucaTtenu, Bbl IPEACTaBiseT cebe 3Ty
KapTUHY, XOTS S ¥ TOBOPIO HA JIOMAHOM s3bIKe.) YenoBeK, KOTOPBIH B 3TOT MOMEHT
HaxOJUTCs Cpelu rop, B JeCy, HE 3HAeT, KyJa €My KHHYTbCS: CTaTh IIOJ YMHApPYy OH
O0OHUTCS — OHa MOXKET YIacTh Ha Hero. bexarh K peke — HO OHa MpeBpaTHIach B TOPHBIH
MOTOK, U OH OOMTCS, YTO B3IYyBILIAsCA peKa 3aXJIECTHET €ro, a €Clii OH BCTaHEeT Ha
BO3BBIIICHHOE MECTO, OHA, HECYILAsACs, KaK 3Mesl, B CTPYSIX MEJIKUX Py4eHKOB — COPOCUT
ero B oOpeIB. BBl moiiMeTe, Kak 4yBCTBYET M KaK HACTPOECH YEJIOBEK B TAKOWM MOMEHT.
Bl moliMere 4yBCTBa M HACTPOCHUS YEIOBEKA, KOTOPBIM LAPCKUM IIPABUTEILCTBOM
Jep)KaH MMEHHO B TaKOM HAacTpOCHHMHM. Bpl moiimeTe MOJI0KEHHE 3THX TOPLUEB — U
rOBOpI0 HE TONbKO O YeuHe, HO 000 Bcem KaBkaze — 4TOOBI KyJIBTUBHUPOBATH ITHX
Jmonield, 4ToOBl WX TEpPEeBOCIHUTATh, HY)KHA OYEHb Joiras pabota u paboTa OYCHB
Tsokenad. Ham, nucarensiM-ropuaM, O4eHb TPYJHO MOTOMY, YTO MBI HE UMENH, KaK s
CKa3aJl BBIIIE, 10 COBETU3AIIMN HUKAKOUN KYJIbTYpbl KPOME OJTHOM TEMHOTBHI.

Perhaps you, writers, have happened to be caught in an autumn storm in the mountains, in
the forest, when the black cloud covers the dense forest with its black wing, when from
somewhere a merciless wind strikes the large sycamores like a lance, when a sycamore
falls and resounds throughout the forest like the howl of bullets, a terrible howl, and
suddenly with a flash of lightning a hard rain begins to fall. (I believe, writers, that you
can imagine this picture, although I speak brokenly.) A person caught in the mountains,
in the forest, at this moment doesn’t know where to turn: he’s afraid to stay under a
sycamore, which could fall on him. Run to the river? But it has turned into a mountain
flood and he's afraid that the swollen river could sweep him away, and if he stands on an
elevated spot, the river, spawning rivulets like a snake, will throw him down the
precipice. You understand, what a person feels in this moment. You understand then the
emotions and spirit of a person kept precisely in this position by the tsarist government.
You understand the situation of these mountain peoples — and I speak not just of
Chechnya, but of the entire Caucasus. To cultivate these people, to reeducate them, takes
a lot of very difficult work. It is difficult for us, writers from the mountain peoples,
because we, as I said before, had no culture before Sovietization save ignorance alone.
— Said Baduev, Chechen delegate’
November 3, 1932

! RGALL f. 631, op. 1,d. 12, 1. 61-2. November 3, 1932.

34



On April 23, 1932 the Politburo issued a resolution abolishing the Association of Proletarian
Writers (both Russian and All-Union — RAPP and VOAPP) and uniting all writers into one
organization. Two weeks later, the Orgburo resolution implementing this decision created an
organizing committee to establish the bylaws and structure of this new union, and then convene a
congress of writers to herald it. Originally seen as a quick transition with the congress scheduled
for early fall, this process took over two years of heated debates and ever-expanding
reorganization. The main factor cited in this delay was the nationality question.

The organizing committee — or rather, organizing committees — held three plenum
sessions to prepare for the congress. At the first plenum, amid primarily political speeches
denouncing RAPP and praising the Politburo resolution (or defending RAPP and praising the
Politburo resolution), Said Baduev, a Chechen poet, stood up and delivered a speech of a
strikingly different nature. Almost alone of the plenum speeches, Baduev’s talk incorporated
extended literary imagery. He portrayed the figure of a Chechen tribesman, a mountaineer,
trapped in an autumn storm. Every way he thinks to turn promises only a new form of death.
His beloved river, rocks, and trees are transformed into the storm’s ominous agents, rendering
both action and inaction just two routes to his literal downfall. This scene, Baduev concluded,
allegorized the state of the Caucasian peoples under tsarist rule. Reeducation and reorganization
were major enterprises for the Soviet nationalities, which had been confined to darkness until
Sovietization. Baduev framed his allegory in purely pro-Soviet terms, praising the new Soviet
Chechnya, where Mikhail Lermontov’s wicked, dagger-wielding Chechen was replaced by a
“TpyI0BOI UEUEHEL-KOIX03HUK, YIapHUK Ha KPACHOM TPAKTOPE, [ KOTOPBII | IpaBUT pyJieM, a HE
TOYET KMHKaIL.” > [a hard-working Chechen collective farm worker, a shock worker, who steers
a red tractor instead of sharpening his dagger.] Nevertheless, Baduev’s image aptly illustrates
the position of the Soviet national writer trying to navigate the storm of literary politics.
National literatures were trapped between stony local conditions, the flood of Moscow’s
expectations, and the threat that whichever towering figure they took shelter under would come
crashing down.

This chapter will analyze the organizing committee’s efforts to rescue the national
literatures from their mountain storm and to present a vibrant, constructive, multinational picture
of Soviet literature at the eventual congress. The first part focuses on the organizational history
of the organizing committee: its background, membership, and activities. The second part
illuminates the gap between Moscow and Baku, between the center’s expectations and the reality
of the periphery. Finally, the third part describes the organizing committee’s solution to the
problem of national literatures. Throughout this chapter, I will allow the committee members to
speak for themselves as much as possible, since the diversity of this process is one of its most
interesting aspects.

Organizing the Organizing Committee

Understanding how the organizing committee influenced national literatures requires a broader
picture of how the committee functioned. The April 23 resolution heralded the end of RAPP, but
only began the power struggles over whether it would be replaced or reincarnated, and in what
form. The institutional flux preceding the organizing committee naturally continued into the
committee’s tenure. It was marked by shifting alignments between the literary and political
fields, as individual writers and factions gained or lost favor with Stalin and the Communist

2RGALL f. 631, 0op. 1, d. 12, 1. 61.
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Party’s Division on Culture and Propaganda (Kul’tprop), and by radical changes of position
within the literary field.

The 1920s was an energetic period for Soviet Russian literature, with literary experiments
and competing schools vying for readership, patronage, and state approval. Chief among these
schools was the Russian Association of Proletarian Writers (RAPP). This organization existed in
various incarnations from 1920 and included local branches, from the powerful Moscow branch
(MAPP, which maintained partial autonomy) to the minor national members of the all-Union
alliance (until 1928, the All-Union Association of Proletarian Writers [VAPP]; subsequently, the
All-Union Alliance of Proletarian Writers’ Associations [VOAPP]). Other prominent groups
included rival organizations (the avant-garde LEF, early Proletkul’t, and subsequent Smithy and
October), peasant writers (VOKP), military writers (LOKAF), and writers organized around
primarily aesthetic considerations (Serapion Brothers, Oberiu, Pereval [Mountain Pass]), as well
as numerous writers who chose to remain unaffiliated. In 1927, the Politburo issued a resolution
to consolidate Russian writers’ organizations under an umbrella federation.> This project failed,
as RAPP continued to absorb (more or less successfully) other proletarian literary movements,
like LEF’s successor REF and much of Pereval’s membership in 1929-30, and pushed the All-
Russian Union of Peasant Writers (VOKP) into subordinate status as the Russian Union of
Proletarian-Kolkhoz Writers (ROPKP).* RAPP’s vocal opposition concentrated in the official
umbrella organization, the All-Russian Union of Soviet Writers (VSSP).

The situation for national literatures was not necessarily more complicated than in
Moscow, but the relative power of the different movements shifted, and there were locally
organized groups like the Ukrainian Vaplite, which advocated the appropriation of Western
literature. RAPP argued forcefully for the promotion of writers from a proletarian background
(not just writers on proletarian topics, although this was related), but this assumed a ready cadre
of writers absent in many newer literatures. National literatures could not necessarily afford to
abandon their bourgeois fellow travelers. In general, there was a basic divide between national
literary scenes in the Western republics and Eastern ones, especially in Muslim areas. Many
writers from Muslim regions followed cultural movements with no Russian equivalent, such as
the moderate reformist jadid movement in Central Asia, a fact which nuanced their allegiance to
the Soviet cultural authorities. Even proletarian, pro-authority organizations, like the Red Pen
groups, promoted and tolerated different literary methods than their Russian counterparts, as a
necessary accommodation to local traditions.

Although RAPP was officially a member of VAPP/VOAPP, in practice the all-Union
organization was run by the Russian one. VAPP/VOAPP was an afterthought. Each of the
republics and most major RSFSR nationalities had membership organizations: BelAPP, KazAPP,
KirgAPP, the Tatar TAPP, UzAPP, the All-Ukrainian VUSPP, the Transcaucasian ZAPP with its
subordinates AzAPP, ArmAPP, and GruzAPP, et ceterAPP. Turkmenia was an APP-less
exception, while Abkhazia founded its organization on September 4, 1931, less than eight
months before all of the APPs were dissolved by Politburo decree.” For the most part, the local
APPs were left to fight their own battles so long as they followed the basic tenets of proletarian

P RGASPI, f. 17, op. 3, d. 633, 1. 3-4. May 5, 1927. Translated in Soviet Culture and Power, 51.

* Clark and Dobrenko give a concise account of RAPP’s rise in Soviet Culture and Power, 150. For more detail, see
Edward Brown’s The Proletarian Episode in Russian Literature (New York: Columbia University Press, 1953) or
Kemp-Welch’s chapter “Proletarian Hegemony” in Stalin and the Literary Intelligentsia.

SRGALL f. 631, op. 1,d. 8, 1. 94. October 31, 1932. RGALI, f. 631, op. 1, d. 10, 1. 1-2. November 1, 1932.
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literature. Like RAPP, local organizations purged overly divergent members, and restricted
publications for fellow travelers as much as they could given the limited resources available.’

VOAPP’s reign coincided with the reorganization of Soviet publishing under the
Association of State Publishing Houses (OGIZ) in 1930. VOAPP was thus fighting editorial
board and censorship battles in a transitional environment complicated by new bureaucratic
structures and a massive Kul’tprop review of editorial and contract portfolios.” The turmoil in
publishing exacerbated the focus on Moscow politics, and thus the lack of attention and
resources for the national APPs.

The lack of leadership for national literatures was a common problem for VAPP/VOAPP,
at least as reported when it was safe to criticize. After the resolution stripping VOAPP’s power,
the Komi-Zyrian writer Samakov recounted, “SI 6bu1 Ha ienyme BOAIIIL. Xoren tam yto-
HUOYb ycablmaTh o qurepatypax HapogoB CCCP, B uactHOCTH, 0 Hamel auteparype.|[...] Hu
0JIHOTO coBa — 0 Jutepatypax HapogoB CCCP. PykoBoactso PAIIII’a HanronansHoOM
nuTeparypoii 65110 cnaGoe.” [I was at the VOAPP plenum. I wanted to hear something there
about the national literatures of the USSR, in particular, about our literature. Not one word about
the national literatures of the USSR. RAPP leadership was weak on national literature.] Kavi
Najmi, a Tatar proletarian writer, explained this weakness more directly, wryly acknowledging,
“Koneuno, PAIIII no Bompocam HalMOHAJIBHOM JIMTEPATYPHI TUCAI JUTMHHBIE JEKJIapallHOHHbIE
abCcTpakTHBIC TBOPUYECKHE MTUChMA, KOTOPbIE HUYEM HE MOTIIU MPAKTHYECKU TOMOTaTh
MMCATENIsIM, 0COOEHHO HAI[MOHATBHBIM.” [Of course, RAPP wrote long, declarative, abstract,
letters on creative questions in national literature, which couldn’t help writers in any way,
especially national writers.] In response to a Kazakh complaint about VOAPP leadership, one of
the organizers, Boris Kovalenko, defended RAPP, admitting that nationalities outreach was
weak. “TIpaBma, moJpDKeH cka3aTh, 4TO ¢ 3anmaaHou mosocoit HapooB CCCP mbl Oblu sTydIine
CBsI3aHBI — ¢ YKpauHoH, benopyccueii, ¢ eBpeiickoil TuTepaTypoi; Xyke 00CTOSIIO JIEJI0 CBSI3H C
BocTtokoMm — 3akaBka3zbeM HalpUMeEp; €IIe XYXKE C TUTEPaTypOid HAIlMOHATIbHBIX MEHBIIIMHCTB
PCOCP.” [True, I must say, that we were better connected to the Western area of Soviet
peoples — with Ukraine, Belorussia, with Yiddish literature; the situation of connections with the
East was worse — with Transcaucasia, for example; and even worse with the literatures of
national minorities of the RSFSR.] However, he disingenuously suggested, the fault had to be
shared between the organizations: “B 3tom 6onbmas Buna BOAIIII, 6onbmas Buna PATIIL” H
[Much of the fault for this lies with VOAPP, much of the fault with RAPP.] (This answer
smoothly ignored RAPP’s control over VOAPP.)

Although more recently available material complicates the view that Maxim Gorky
“beat” (the) RAPP, Stalin and the Party’s growing dissatisfaction with its hegemony coincided

6 RGALL f. 631, op. 1,d. 9, 1. 39-41. November 1, 1932.

7 Brian Kassof’s 2000 dissertation, The Knowledge Front: Politics, Ideology, and Economics in the Soviet Book
Publishing Industry, 1925-1935 (Ph.D dissertation, University of California, Berkeley, 2000), analyzes this process
at GIKhL, among other publishing houses. See 470-530. According to Kassof, in 1931, GIKhL fulfilled only 74%
of its production target due to OGIZ’s irregular paper supply (486). This statistic should be read against the
production levels in the republics which will be discussed in the next section.

*RGALL f. 631, op. 1,d. 12, 1. 83. November 3, 1932. I was not always able to track down full names for figures
mentioned in the transcripts, including Samakov. Unfortunately (but not surprisingly), this is more common for
non-Russian figures. Where possible, I have given or transliterated names from their national languages, rather than
the Russified version.

’ RGALL f. 631, op. 6, d. 36, 1. 7. March 10, 1934.

""RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 8, 1. 3. October 31, 1932.
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with Gorky’s return from abroad.'? Gorky was welcomed home as a giant of Soviet literature,
combining revolutionary credentials with his status as primary inheritor of the nineteenth century
Russian realism. Clark describes the turmoil his return created on the literary scene: “What
really happened in 1932 was not that RAPP, the player who up to that point seemed to be
winning the game of Soviet literature, suddenly lost, but rather that another player entered the
game, the pieces were swept off the board, and a new game was begun.”'® This new game was,
of course, over control of the organizing committee for the writers’ union. And in the opening
moves, it was not yet clear that national players would even be allowed on the board.

The (Russian) Organizing Committee

The April 23, 1932 Politburo resolution “On the Restructuring of Literary and Artistic
Organizations” surprised most writers. It stated that the organizations promoting proletarian art
had moved from a necessary fostering of proletarian writers and workers to a narrow framework
that was slowing the progress of Soviet culture. Accordingly, it liquidated RAPP/VOAPP in
favor of a more inclusive writers’ union and ordered a similar process in the other arts. The
RAPP leadership tried strenuously to undermine this process, but ultimately failed."* On May 7,
the Orgburo issued instructions for implementing this decision. It approved a committee of
twenty-four writers to organize the RSFSR branch of the new union, ordered that equivalent
committees be created in the national republics, and called for an all-Union federation of
organizing committees. The RSFSR organizing committee inherited everything from RAPP,
while the VOAPP files, property, and journals went to the all-Union committee.

Literaturnaia Gazeta soon published a statement about the new direction of Soviet
literature and listed the organizing committee members. It announced that the RSFSR literary
organizations “ MpU3BIBAIOT BCEX COBETCKHUX MUCATENCH CTUIOTUTHCS BMECTE C OCTATBHBIMHU
TPYASLIUMHECS BOKPYT KOMMyHUCTHYeckor napTuu,” [call upon all Soviet writers to rally
together with other workers around the Communist Party] and “nocranoBnsroT as
ocymectBnenus pemenust LIK o co3gannm enmHOro cor3a COBETCKUX MucaTeseid, co3BaTh
BHEOUYEPEITHON ChE3]T COBETCKHUX nucareneit.”! [to realize the Central Committee decision about
the creation of a united Soviet writers’ union, resolve to call an extraordinary congress of Soviet
writers.] The repeated distinction between the RSFSR organizations and the Soviet writers as a
whole implied that the Russian organizing committee was taking responsibility for the all-Union
congress without actually committing to such. The statement was signed by thirty-four writers
on behalf of the VSSP, RAPP, ROPKP, LOKAF, and Pereval.

The new honorary chair of the organizing committee was Gorky, with Gronskii serving
as the committee’s functional chair. Gronskii, an associate of Stalin’s and the head editor of
Izvestiia since 1928, also led the committee’s Party faction. Although he was interested in
literary affairs, Gronskii’s main appeal was as a bureaucrat and political loyalist. His assignment
was to steer the organizing committee’s daily work, presumably freeing Gorky to focus on more
literary issues like socialist realism. (Gronskii still took credit for helping Stalin develop the
term “socialist realism,” of course.) Valerii Kirpotin, head of the Kul’tprop literature section,

"2 For more on the arguments around this moment, see Soviet Culture and Power, 144.

13 Clark, The Soviet Novel, 33.

'* Kemp-Welch gives a blow by blow account of this battle in Stalin and the Literary Intelligentsia (116-24), which
does an excellent job describing the organizing committee factions’ political maneuvering, although like most
scholarship on this period, he restricts his narrative to Russian literature.

13 «“Splotit’sia vokrug kommunisticheskoi partii: O sozdanii orgkommiteta edinogo soiuza sovetskikh pisatelei.”
Literaturnaia gazeta. May 17, 1932.
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rounded out the leadership as organizing committee secretary. As a literary critic and the
director of the Communist Academy Institute of Literature and Languages, Kirpotin nicely
balanced academic and bureaucratic credentials.

Despite the proclaimed change in direction, most RAPP members were not purged from
literary organizational work so long as they recanted their excesses, and RAPP had prominent
representation on the organizing committee. Key figures from the RAPP leadership were
appointed: the novelist Fadeev, playwright Vladimir Kirshon, and Vladimir Stavskii. Several
other organizing committee members — Fedor Panferov, Aleksandr Bezymenskii, Aleksandr
Serafimovich, Konstantin Fedin, and Mikhail Chumandrin — had been active in RAPP by 1932.
Most of these writers also signed the Literaturnaia Gazeta statement, which added the dramatist
Aleksandr Afinogenov to the list of committee members approved by the Orgburo resolution.
Rival organizations were also represented. The VSSP was also prominent on the new
committee, with five of the eight signatories included: Petr Pavlenko, Lydia Seifullina, and
fellow-travelers Leonid Leonov, Aleksandr Malyshkin, and Vsevolod Ivanov. Peasant writers
were not as well represented, with only Petr Zamoiskii appointed from ROPKL, although
Panferov’s background was also in peasant literature. Poets Nikolai Aseev and Nikolai
Tikhonov came from LOKAF, with Chumandrin joining the former Serapion Brothers Tikhonov
and Mikhail Slonimskii in representing Leningrad. Filling out the committee were former
Smithy members Vladimir Bakhmet’ev and Ivan Zhiga, the old Bolshevik writer Feoktist
Berezovskii, and Vladimir Bill’-Belotserkovskii. RAPP campaigns had denounced several of
these members, so the committee’s primary fault lines were clear.

Despite the emphasis on “RSFSR,” which included many nationalities, all of the

organizing committee members wrote in Russian, and most were living in Moscow or Leningrad.

Few had any experience of the Soviet periphery. Serafimovich grew up on the Don and in what
was now Poland, while Stavskii was secretary of the Northern Caucasus APP before his position
with RAPP in Moscow. Berezovskii and Seifullina came from Siberia, but in 1924, Berezovskii
moved to Moscow and Seifullina moved to Leningrad, then Moscow. Bill’-Belotserkovskii was
listed as a Jewish national in his passport and spent several years in the United States, but this
background didn’t necessarily further his understanding of the Soviet nationality question.
Tikhonov and Pavlenko showed the most experience with Soviet nationalities. Tikhonov had
traveled to Transcaucasia and Turkmenistan, deriving inspiration there for his work. Pavlenko
grew up in Tbilisi and served on a trade delegation to Turkey. His work focused on
Transcaucasian and Central Asian themes, with story collections titled 4siatic stories, Istanbul
and Turkey, Anatolia, and Journey to Turkmenistan. The last of these was based on a 1930 trip
to Central Asia by a group of Russian writers, which he proposed and organized. Pavlenko was
thus the closest figure the organizing committee had to an expert on all-Union literature. The
committee’s relative national homogeneity compared with the obviously heterogeneous literary
factions meant that national literature was not one of the first subjects the committee tackled.

The All-Union Organizing Committee

While the Russian organizing committee was organizing itself, the republics were heading in the
same direction along somewhat thornier paths. In many places, the new organizing committees
looked little different from the APPs they replaced, and lacked the resources and willpower to
carry out broader reforms. After the RSFSR organizing committee was firmly established, the
Politburo turned its attention to the all-Union counterpart. On June 22, it ordered Kul’tprop to
propose candidates for the republics’ seats: seven or eight for Ukraine, four for Belorussia, and
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six each for Transcaucasia and Central Asia.'® Selecting these candidates took longer than
assigned, but on August 3, the Politburo approved the all-Union organizing committee. Since
the all-Union committee was supposed to have delegates from the local organizations, it made
sense to wait until local organizing committees existed. On the other hand, the RSFSR
organizing committee still planned to hold the congress that fall, and this delay made that even
less likely."”

The all-Union organizing committee contained the same officers as the RSFSR
committee, selected representatives from the national committees, and a// of the members of the
RSFSR committee, giving Russian nationals just over half of the seats. (Technically Bill’-
Belotserkovskii’s nationality was Jewish, but Russians representing Ukraine and Central Asia
canceled him out.) The all-Union committee still contained no representatives from RSFSR
minority national territories. More than the Russian members, national representatives tended to
fit one of two profiles: they were either Party members active in literary organizations or major
writers.

Although the members were officially equal, in practice Ivan Kulik headed the Ukrainian
delegation as chair of the Ukrainian organizing committee. Kulik was a pre-Revolutionary Party
member with international experience, having spent a few years in the United States and Canada,
where he served as Soviet consul. A leader in VUSPP, the Ukrainian APP, Kulik was joined on
the organizing committee by fellow VUSPP and VOAPP bureaucrat Ivan Mikitenko. Petro
Panch had also come to VUSPP after his involvement with the Ukrainian peasant writers’
association Plow and the Western-oriented Vaplite, although he joined the opposition faction
Prolitfront in 1930. The remaining Ukrainian national seats were filled by the peasant poet
Mikhail Tereshchenko, Vaplite organizer Mikola Khvil’ovii, and satirist Ostap Vishnia. The
Russian writer Vladimir Kuz’mich and Yiddish poet Itsik Fefer completed the contingent from
Ukraine.

Like Ukraine, Belorussia sent a Yiddish poet, 1zi Kharik. The Belorussian writers
Mikhas’ Lyn’kov, Kuz’ma Chornii, and Andrei Aleksandrovich came from BelAPP and the
Komsomol writers’ organization Molodniak, which Chornii left in 1926 to found the Pereval-
affiliated Uzvyshsha. In his memoir, Kirpotin singled out Belorussia’s exclusion of major
writers (Yanka Kupala, Yakub Kolas) by the BelAPP leadership.'®

The Transcaucasian members divided neatly into two for each republic. Sandro Euli, the
head of GruzAPP, and the poet and editor Nikoloz Mitsishvili represented Georgia. Azerbaijan
sent the Red Pens and AzAPP organizer Suleiman Rustam and the dramatist Abdurrahim
Haqgverdiev, who was soon replaced by the young writer Mirza Ibrahimov. The Armenian
organizing committee chair, Egishe Chubar, was joined by Aleksandr Shirvanzade, an Armenian
writer with extensive experience in Baku and Tblisi. When the Armenian organizing committee
reorganized in 1934, Chubar lost his position and attended the Congress as part of the
Azerbaijani delegation.

Abu al-Qasim Lahuti, a prominent Iranian poet who lived in Moscow from 1922 on, was
the driving force among the Central Asian members. Although the highly respected Sadriddin
Aini represented Tajikistan on the committee, Lahuti was the major voice for Tajik literature
during the organizing committee process. Uzbekistan sent the Uzbek organizing committee

' RGASPI f. 17, op. 114, d. 305, 1.5-6.

7 P. Skosyrev, “Vserossiiskii ili vsesoiuznyi: Kakim dolzhen byt’ pervyi s”ezd sovetskikh pisatelei.” Literaturnaia
gazeta. Aug?29, 1932.

' V. Kirpotin, Nachalo: avtobiograficheskie stranitsy (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1986), 144.
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chair, Rahmat Majidi, and the poet and playwright Umarjan Ismailov. Oraz Tash-Nazarov, a
Turkmen poet who had been studying in Moscow, and the Kyrgyz writer Baiazov filled out the
national representation, with Nikandr Alekseev, the Russian editor of the journal Soviet
Literature of the Peoples of Central Asia, serving as an expert on the entire region.

Beyond its late start, the all-Union committee faced impediments which the Russian
committee did not. The geographic distribution meant committee meetings were frequently
conducted without full national representation, weighting the all-Union committee even further
towards Moscow. Lahuti and Kulik were prominent voices for the republics, but they remained
minority figures on a largely Russian committee. The all-Union committee’s work was further
hindered by national members’ dual focus: whereas Russian literary interests were considered
synonymous with the needs of Soviet literature as a whole, specific national interests were not.
Thus, national committee members split their efforts between Moscow and their designated field
of expertise in a way that Russian writers did not.

The Organization

Because the leadership and Russian members were the same for both the RSFSR and all-Union
committees, it was rarely clear which organizing committee was operating at any given moment.
Politburo resolutions, Literaturnaia Gazeta articles, and organizing committee documents
routinely referred to the committee without designating which one was at stake. Functionally,
there was one Moscow committee. The dual structure remained, however, and was invoked for
two useful functions. First, whenever it was convenient to do so, the organizing committee could
exclude representatives from the national republics and claim to be meeting as the RSFSR
committee. This was both logistically simpler and better reflected the actual power structure.
Second, the committee’s Janus-faced nature allowed the leadership to deflect criticism. When
acknowledging national complaints, for example, Lev Subotskii ostensibly agreed with the
republics, noting that “Bcecoro3nbiit OprkoMuTeT pakTUUECKH HE pa3BEPHYI CBOIO paboTy,
pabotain tonpko Oprkomuter PCOCP, K0oTOPHIi 3a4acTyro 3aHUMaNCS MOCKOBCKUMHU JIeIaMU B
yiep6 genam nepudepii, 0coGeHHO — aBTOHOMHBIX pecryOimk u obmacreil.”” [The All-Union
Orgcommittee in fact did not set to work, only the RSFSR Orgcommittee worked, and it
frequently concerned itself with Moscow matters to the detriment of the periphery, especially the
autonomous republics and regions.] Artificially maintaining the distinction suggested that fault
for the organizing committee’s failures lay with the republics themselves, as the RSFSR
committee had at least started work as ordered. Moscow’s disproportionate share of resources
and attention similarly became an internal matter through this distinction, rather than an example
of great-power chauvinism.

The transitional nature of the organizing committees, as well as the ambiguous relation
between them, created multiple potential paths for decision-making. The committee soon
created multiple administrative bodies that further blurred the apparent lines of command,
embodied the earlier factional power struggles in the official apparatus, and exacerbated the
fluctuation and instability of the literary field as a whole. This created spaces in the power
structure and discourse — ones into which national writers could insert their demands for
Moscow’s attention and assistance, and cracks into which national literatures could disappear.

The first meeting of the RSFSR organizing committee elected a presidium of Gronskii,
Kirpotin, Leonov, Malyshkin, Panferov, Tikhonov, and Fadeev, with Aseev and Pavlenko as

Y RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 5, 1. 57. October 30, 1932.
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candidates.”’ In retrospect, this added layer of bureaucracy was an early clue that the promised
transition would not be quick. The Party members on the committee met as a faction and liaised
with Party authorities outside of the committee’s primary chain of command.”' The Party
faction, rather than the presidium, was the primary power base within the committee. Headed by
Gronskii under close Kul’tprop advisement, it decided issues that were then presented to the
presidium for endorsement. Kirshon complained to Stalin and Lazar Kaganovich that the Party
faction was in fact controlled by its leading committee, without giving proper weight to other
Party members: “6ropo dpakuuu /1.1. 'porckuii, Kupnotun, u [landepos/ npuHsio Bce 3TH
pereHust 6e3 Kakoro Obl TO HU OBLIIO OOCYKICHHS ¢ KOMMYHHCTAaMH-TTUCATEIISIMH, X0ms Obl ¢
ynenamu Opekomumema, a 3aTeM IpsMO BbIHecI0 Ha [Ipe3unnym ¢ becnapmuiinviymu
THCATEIsAMH, Te U yTBepkaeno.”> [the faction’s bureau (Comrades Gronskii, Kirpotin, and
Panferov) made these decisions without any sort of discussion with the Communist writers, even
with the Organizing Committee members, and then took it straight to the Presidium with non-
Party writers, where it was approved.] Since the RAPP leaders were Party-members, this
circumvented what authority they had left. Although this was Kirshon’s immediate concern, the
process he described remained largely constant throughout the organizing committee’s history.

As the membership indicates, the Russian and all-Union committees had a common
concern: how to absorb RAPP/VOAPP figures without giving them control over the new union.
The April 23 resolution eliminated RAPP, and the organizing committee stripped RAPP editors
from journals and Literaturnaia Gazeta. Kirshon’s letter to Stalin and Kaganovich was written
to protest this treatment, which he described as liquidation instead of unification. He pleaded for
them to save On Literary Guard as a home for RAPP views.” This request was denied. On
June 5, the Orgburo combined On Literary Guard, For Marxist-Leninist Art Studies, and
Proletarian Literature into one monthly journal, although Kirshon was given a seat on the
editorial board and also reinstated on the board of Growth.

Gorky and Gronskii disagreed on the reintegration of RAPP figures, with Gorky
supporting his personal connections, like prominent and dogmatic RAPP theorist Leopol’d
Averbakh.”* After the April 1932 resolution, RAPP leaders apologized for their apotheosis of
the proletarian writer, but their apologies only minimally appeased. However, by the fall, the
organizing committee reached an apparent rapprochement with RAPP: although apprehension
over their bad apple status still applied, the committee needed strong organizers; RAPP’s
aptitude appealed. (VOAPP, such as it was, lacked equivalent entry to the committee.) In
October, the Party faction announced the appointment of Subotskii, Averbakh, Ivan Makar’ev,
and Vladimir Ermilov to the organizing committee.”> The Politburo sent Subotskii, whose
previous assignment was in the Red Army prosecutor’s office, as a Party representative, but the
other three were all RAPP leaders.”

In August, 1933, the Politburo assigned another functionary, Pavel Yudin, to run the
newly established secretariat of the organizing committee: Yudin, Kirpotin, Fadeev, Stavskii,

2 The committee met on May 19. In addition to the presidium, it approved a local organizing committee in
Leningrad and appointed commissions on literary journals, organizational apparatus, and literary circles. “Pervoe
zasedanie orgkommiteta.” Literaturnaia gazeta. May 23, 1932,

*! This followed a common Soviet organizational model with overlapping governmental and Party structures.

> RGASPL f. 17, op. 114, d. 305, 1. 1180b. May 31, 1932. Emphasis in original.

> RGASPL f. 17, op. 114, d. 305, 1. 118-9. Translated in Soviet Culture and Power, 157-8.

% Clark and Dobrenko, Soviet Culture and Power, 144. Gorky and Gronskii had several conflicts on various stages.
¥ RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 4, 1. 31. October 29, 1932.

% RGASPI f. 17, op. 114, d. 348, 1. 96. August 3, 1932.
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and Vsevolod Ivanov.?” Yudin had written a Pravda article against RAPP that signaled the April
23 resolution, and was working for the Politburo when appointed. This left the organizing
committee — which was by definition a temporary body — with the committee proper, the
presidium, the Party faction, the Party faction bureau, and the secretariat to organize the
committee.

Like any such body, the committee operated at the intersection between official power
structures and individuals, all of which could best further their ambitions by promoting the
organizing committee as a quasi-permanent apparatus. Simply put, whoever controlled the
organizing committee would probably control the union. The more importance the committee
achieved, the greater the power of its leaders and members and the greater the chance that power
would survive the transition. Individual members were thus battling for position within the
organization and the organization’s position in the cultural-political field. Assimilated
RAPP/VOAPP members tacitly relinquished factional prominence in exchange for individual
advancement within the committee. Conversely, most national representatives could only gain
visibility by promoting national literatures as a whole and their own literatures within that
category. Notably among the national members, Kulik rose to a prominent position as a
functionary, rather than as a representative of national literature, but his committee activities
largely addressed national literatures. He traveled as a representative of the Moscow organizing
committee, for example, but to other republics, not to Leningrad.

By citing instances of personal advancement, I am not arguing that writers’ positions in
organizing committee discussions were purely strategic, rather than reflecting genuine
differences in literary philosophy. The balance between belief and strategy varied for each
author at each moment, and the two were by no means mutually exclusive. Most commonly,
writers’ statements articulated personal beliefs through strategic lenses within the discursive field
of what was sayable. Whether their speeches were “true,” to either facts or personal opinions, is
almost beside the point. More important is why this particular set of statements emerged at this
historic moment, and what forces caused that confluence. The organizing committee was a
messy, polyphonic process. Although I am especially interested in liminal statements which
suggest where the discursive boundaries lay and how those boundaries shifted, these statements
do not indicate that writers’ “true” positions were outside the pale, nor do more central (and thus
safer) statements prove a strategic or toadying relation to Soviet power. Instead, both central and
liminal positions reveal how writers used power, negotiated with political forces, and stretched
the discourse to advocate for their beliefs, which tended to include a belief in personal
advancement. This does not condemn them any more than their Party-mindedness would save
them during the terror of 1937.

Because the organizing committee’s legitimacy was grounded in the coming union, its
rhetorical stance conflated these two entities. Like socialist realism itself, the organizing
committee repeatedly invoked the present in the future tense: the committee as the present
instantiation of the future union. The committee’s ostensible purpose was to organize the new
union and the congress heralding it. Conflating the present committee and future union allowed
the organizing committee to accumulate functions intended for the union, like overseeing
publishing, educating young writers, expanding factory and kolkhoz writing circles, allocating
apartments and vacations, and fostering national literary cadres. These activities, while useful,
were primarily the means to an end. The organizing committee was only partially concerned
with writers” well-being, or even with the status of literature as a whole. From a political

7 pYSSP, appendix: 81.
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perspective, the committee’s goals were to institutionalize power into an official apparatus, and
to maximize the position of that apparatus within the political field.

The congress and union mattered insofar as they justified the committee’s immediate
activities, and would serve to concretize the organizing committee apparatus and promote it to
the public and the Party. From the committee’s perspective, the point of the congress, in other
words, was to support the organizing committee, not vice versa. From this vantage point, the
delays did not represent committee failure. Since they allowed the committee to expand
considerably and to build institutions — subcommittees, commissions, offices, brigades, and the
multiple layers of leadership — that survived in the new union, the delays were an essential
component of the committee’s success.

The Plenums

When the Orgburo established the first organizing committee, the congress was planned for the
fall of 1932. When the all-Union committee started meeting, it postponed the congress until
May, 1933.® On March 19, 1933, the Politburo approved the organizing committee and
Kul’tprop proposal to set the congress for June 20. In June, the Orgkom reported that it was
acceding to the joint request of Ukraine, Tataria, Kazakhstan, and Armenia to give them the
summer to prepare. That August, it decreed that the congress would occur in May 1934 to
broaden its coverage of Soviet literary life.” In 1934, the congress was set for August 15 to
26.%° It opened two days after that date, on August 17, 1934, well over two years after the
organizing committee first met.

The delays were useful politically, but the proximate causes were more literary and
organizational. Not coincidentally, the problems justifying the delays were the main topics of
the organizing committee plenum sessions. In addition to organizational meetings and
conferences on selected topics, the committee held three week-long plenums with additional
writers invited to give prepared reports and discuss unresolved issues. In a memorandum to the
Politburo, Kul’tprop deputy Rabichev described the first plenum’s composition as “chexanuch
OoJIbIIIHE TUCATENBCKHE JACTIETAlliH OT PECITyOIIHK, B 3aJie MOCTOSHHO MPUCYTCTBYIOT
KpYIHeiiIIIe MOCKOBCKHE I JISHHHTpaicKue mucarenn.”™ ' [major writer delegations convened
from the republics, and prominent Moscow and Leningrad writers were constantly present in the
hall.] The organizing committee used the plenums to test writers’ opinions, to model and
enforce new discursive patterns, and to develop policies. Some of the materials were carefully
prepared (especially the speeches selected for publication in Literaturnaia Gazeta, Pravda, and
Izvestiia), but the plenums also featured a substantial amount of spontaneous debate. Even
prepared speeches were frequently interrupted by audience questions or rebuttals.

The first plenum ran from October 29 through November 3, 1932, and focused on
limiting RAPP’s influence and rehabilitating its former members. Much of the debate concerned
RAPP’s legacy, with Fadeev and Averbakh defending its achievements against a list of
grievances. The national representatives reported on the status of the transitions in their
respective territories, with several wearily repeating that their local APP had committed the same
errors as RAPP or a variation thereof. Some tackled the question of VOAPP’s failure toward the
nationalities. The Kazakh representative Sabit Mukanov complained that the organizing

3 <y orgkommitete.” Literaturnaia gazeta. October 11, 1932.

% «Bol’shie zadachi — bol’shaia rabota.” Literaturnaia gazeta. August 17, 1933.
O RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 146, 1. 3-5. Detailed agenda approved July 21, 1934.
*' VKhI, 186. November 1, 1932. Trans., 159



committee was pretending that RAPP’s inability to include fellow travelers was the only reason
for the April 23 resolution. This narrow-mindedness excluded many of the same writers RAPP
had: “[E]cau MBI TepBEIM MOMEHTOM CUUTAEM BOIPOC O MOMYTUYMUKAX, XOTS €1Ie MOKHO
MOCTIOPUTD — SIBJISIETCS JIM 3TO MEPBBIM MOMEHTOM, HO MYCTh MOMYTYUKHU OYAYT MEPBbIM
MOMEHTOM, TO BTOPBIM MOMEHTOM $ cunuTaro Heymenoe pykoBoAacTBo PAIIII kpecTpsiHCKMMHU
mucaremsivu.” [If we first consider the question of fellow travelers, although it’s debatable
whether this is the first issue, but let the fellow travelers be first, then I consider the second issue
to be RAPP’s incompetent leadership of peasant writers.] After giving examples of RAPP’s
neglect of peasant writers and the kolkhoz writing circles, Mukanov continued, “/Ipyras
NpuYrHAa, BeI3BaBas pemenue LK naptum, - 3o Heymenoe pykoBoactso PAIIIT’a
HAIMOHAEHBIMA OpraHm3amuaMn.”™> [Another reason motivating the Party Central Committee
resolution is RAPP’s incompetent leadership of national organizations.] Although many national
representatives demanded more attention to national literatures, Mukanov’s complaint neatly
united the warnings that the literary situation in the periphery lagged behind Moscow’s progress
in ways the organizing committee had not anticipated.

Drama was the main topic of the second plenum, held February 12 through 19, 1933. At
the first plenum, Kirpotin explained the importance, claiming, “B HacTos1Iee BpeMs: HaMm OoJIbIle
BCEro HyXHa Ibeca.”™ [at our current time, we need plays more than anything else.] Theater
was a tool for re-educating the masses and exposing them to literature despite high levels of
illiteracy (or purely functional literacy) and low levels of publishing. “Ham Heo6xoaumo
MCXO/UTH U3 3HAHUH pabOuMX U KPECTSAH, U3 UX BOZMOXKHOCTEH M CIOCOOHOCTEH MPOYUTATH
KHUTY, TPOYUTATh JTUTEPATypPHO-XYJ0KECTBEHHOE Mpou3BeaAeHuE.... C TOUKH 3peHus
BOCTIUTAHUS U TIEPEBOCIIUTAHUS CBOETO KJIacca TeaTp SBISAETCS CaMbIM HAJISKHBIM U CaMBbIM
BepHBIM cpexctBoM.” [It is essential to proceed from workers’ and peasants’ knowledge, their
opportunity and ability to read a book, to read a literary work.... From the perspective of class
education and re-education, theater is the most reliable and dependable medium.] Accordingly,
the organizing committee devoted most of the second plenum to drama. Gronskii described the
plenum’s appeal in a letter to Stalin, Kaganovich, and Aleksei Stetskii, noting that “Borpocsr
JpaMaTypriy BbI3BAIM OTPOMHBIN HHTEPEC, KaK Cpe/in MHIcaTeNel, TaKk U Cpelid TeaTpaIbHbBIX
pabOTHHKOB. 3ai 3acenaHus mieHyMa ObuT OyKBaJIbHO HAOUT OMTKOM, M 3TO HECMOTPS Ha TO,
YTO MBI O4Y€Hb CKYIO pa3aBajid TOCTEBbIC OMIETHI.” 36 [questions on dramaturgy created great
interest both among writers and among theatrical workers. The plenum hall was literally packed
full, and this despite how sparingly we gave out guest tickets.] Gronskii attributed this interest
not to the relative strength of Soviet theater, but to the relative weakness of Soviet drama theory
and criticism, and the absence of a Party line to direct playwrights.37

Another reason for the interest in drama was its relative power within the literary
organization. Dramatists resisted the call to unify, arguing that their works differed from literary
products consumed through publication. Most of their payment came from staged production
agreements, not from publishing houses, and they were reluctant to abandon their higher
payments or even pay union dues out of them. The second plenum represented a compromise

2 RGALL f. 631, 0p. 1,d
¥ RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d.
¥ RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d.
¥ RGALL f. 631, 0p. 1,d
% RGASPL f. 17, op. 120
TRGASPL f. 17, op. 120
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with the dramatists. The organizing committee granted the dramatists a relatively autonomous
section within the committee and subsequent union. The Politburo formally approved this
section’s presidium a few months later, naming the figures Gronskii, Sergei Amaglobeli,
Kirshon, Afinogenov, Bill’-Belotserkovskii, Vsevolod Vishnevskii, Aleksei Faiko, Boris
Romashov, Olesha, Lev Slavin, Aleksei Tolstoy, and Stavskii (all Russians).38 Drama remained
a primary topic for the organizing committee, and one of the main topics at the eventual
Congress.

The third plenum — March 7 to 11, 1934 — focused on organizing the congress, with
emphasis given to the main topics for the congress: national literatures, poetry, drama.
Especially relevant considering that the national literatures were being blamed for the congress
delays, the organizing committee announced that the congress would begin with reports on
national literatures. The national speeches at the plenum rehearsed themes for congress talks,
although with more attention to negative aspects and some debate. Debates ended with policy
pronouncements by major figures, which helped to consolidate and stabilize the fluctuating
discourse into an established form in which the congress could safely occur. The third plenum
set norms for both the national congresses to select delegates, and for the national reports at the
congress. By this stage, national literatures knew how to present themselves in Moscow and at
home.

National Literatures: Views from the Center and Periphery

The organizing process’ instabilities revealed that the gaps between Moscow’s ideologically
based vision for Soviet literature and contemporary literary practice were far greater on the
periphery than in the center. Further, Moscow viewed this problem differently than the
republics. Moscow’s initial disregard of national literatures was informed by two contradictory
yet reinforcing beliefs. The first widespread belief was that the national literatures were truly
less developed and thus less important than Russian literature, or at least Russophone literature.
This bias had a valid historical foundation, since Russia had a more established literary tradition
than many, albeit not all, of the Soviet nationalities. Russia’s central position in the process of
Soviet canonization solidified this advantage. Although Leningrad remained an influential
second city (and reported on its status at the plenums and Congress much like the republics), in
the negotiation with national literatures, Russian literature primarily meant Moscow. Perhaps
more accurately, as the center of power and culture, Moscow was almost inevitably also the
center of Soviet literature, and its literature happened to be Russian. Moscow dominated the
Russian provinces as well as Russia’s former imperial colonies, but only one of these forms of
dominance threatened nationalities policy.

Russian Orientalism, an aesthetic discourse which filtered imperial encounters in the
Caucasus and Central Asia through European conceptions of the East, contributed to Moscow’s
dismissive opinion of national literatures.”> Russian literature had a set of paradigms and motifs
for representing its Eastern territories, and Soviet Russian writers frequently misunderstood or

* RGASPL f. 17, op. 114, d. 348, 1. 97. Politburo resolution, May 15, 1933.

** Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979). According to Said’s theory of Orientalism, all
Western depictions of the East — and most colonial and post-colonial Eastern self-depictions — are created or filtered
through a model of the Orient which obscures the original subject and justifies imperial expansion and control. The
Russian representation of the Orient, especially the internal Orient, is more complicated than Said’s model of
hegemonic discourse allows. Writers like Pushkin, Lermontov, and Tolstoy tended to use elements of Orientalism
while simultaneously expressing an affiliation with the non-Russian other, betraying an uneasy sense of Russia as
the West’s Oriental subject.
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resisted national literature that challenged the conventions set by Russian literature. At the first
plenum, Uzbek delegate Majidi criticized Russian literature set in Uzbekistan, which consisted
almost exclusively of ethnographic sketches.*® This literature, he complained, reproduced the
stereotype of the Sarts, Central Asian city dwellers, “koTopbie 60bIIIE BCETO JTIO0SAT CUICTH B
qajixaHe u uTh Kok4ail.”*' [who loves above all to sit in a tea-house and drink green tea. |
Chariev had a similar complaint about an insulting Russian play that gave the impression that
Turkmenia was governed by kulaks and was making no progress, except through a brigade sent
from Moscow.*” Since Russian depictions of other nationalities were frequently static and
reductive, Russian opinions of national culture tended to be correspondingly low.

Although the view that the national literatures were less important contradicted official
policy and could not be expressed openly, it nevertheless emerged in discussions of Russia’s
leading position in the brotherhood of national literatures. References to Russian as “the
language of Lenin” justified this position in non-imperialist terms, preempting the prevalent
charge of great power chauvinism.* And since Russian literature was a model for national
literatures, reforming Moscow was an obvious first step to reorganizing Soviet literature as a
whole. From this perspective, the organizing committee correctly allocated most of its resources
to Moscow.

At the first plenum session, Shamil Usmanov, a Tatar representative, used the
theoretically all-Union literary newspaper Literaturnaia Gazeta as an example of this bias.
Literaturnaia Gazeta, he complained, refused to tackle any lesser subjects:

[JIutepaTypHas ['azera] HMKaK HE XOYET CIIYCTUTHCS HUXKE YPOBHS

MEXTyHAPOIHOM TUTepaTypbl. MBI MOKEM TaM YBHJIETh CTPAHUIIH,

ITOCBSAILLEHHBIE JINTEPATypPaM — HEMELIKOM, BEHI'€PCKOM, JaKe YKPAUHCKOU, HO

HWDKE COIO3HBIX PECITyOJIMK ra3eTa He CITyCKallaCh, a BCSKUE MONBITKY J1aBaTh

TyJa CTaThH, OCBEIIAIOIINE JTUTEPATYPHYIO KU3Hb TOW WU IPYTOn

HAIIMOHAILHOCTH, €CJIM ATA CTAaThsl HE HOCHJIA SHIMKJIOTICTUIECKOTO XapaKTepa,

KOHYAJIACh HEy/Ia4e, KIaNach B JaIbHUI OPTQEN peIakiiy 3Toi rasersr.

[TThe Literary Gazette has no desire to lower itself below the level of
international literature. We can see there pages dedicated to literatures like
German, Hungarian, even Ukrainian, but beneath the level of Union republic the
paper won’t descend. Every attempt to publish articles there illuminating the
literary life of this or another nationality, if that article doesn’t show an
encyclopedic character, has failed, has been stashed in the editorial board’s
portfolio for the future.

“RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 6, 1. 97. October 30, 1932.

4 RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 6, 1. 86. According to Francine Hirsch, in the 1920s Soviet ethnographers decided that
Sart identity did not constitute its own nationality. The Sarts were divided into Sarts and Sart-Kalmyks along
linguistic lines, and in the 1930s they were officially assimilated into the Uzbek and Kyrgyz nationalities
respectively. (Hirsch, Empire of Nations, 113, 288-90).

2 RGALL f. 631, op. 1,d. 8, 1. 97a. October 31, 1932.

* Although this formula occasionally grated. At the second plenum, a speaker praised how well all the delegates
were speaking, “3TUM S3bIKOM, — HE PYCCKHM sI3BIKOM, a si3b1koM OKTs0phcKoii peBontonnu,” [this language, not the
Russian language, but the language of the October revolution] when another writer called out, “A ykpauHCKHIi SI3bIK
— Kakoit peBomonmu: He OkTs0pbekoit peBomonmu?” [And Ukrainian belongs to what revolution, not the October
revolution?] RGALIL f. 631, op. 1, d. 24, 1. 2-3. February 15, 1933.

“RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 12, 1. 27. November 3, 1932.
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This indifference to national literatures persisted even when national writers were on official
business, Usmanov continued. “Kornga o6pa3zoBanuch npu OprkOMUTETE KOMUCCHUS IS
PYKOBOJICTBA MUCATEIISIMHU HAIMOHAIAMH, HaXOSIUMHCS B MOCKBE, MBI JTaJId ACKJIAPATUBHYIO
CTaThIO O IEJSIX 33Ja41, KOTopasi XOTs U ObliIa MPU3HAHA TOAHOW IS TOMEIIEHUs, HO He Obliia
nomemena.” [When the organizing committee’s commission on national writers living in
Moscow was formed, we gave them a declaration on our task’s purposes. Although it was
labeled appropriate for publication, it was not placed.] When questioned, the editors told the
commission that its article would be published on a special page for articles on national
literatures, rather than as a normal article. Usmanov concluded by condemning Literaturnaia
Gazeta for its “xoMmnaneimuna” [company-ism], arguing that the delay and sporadic publication
on national literatures, “oT ciIyd4s K ciiy4aro, OT Ipa3gHUKA K MPA3AHUKY,|...| TOKa3bIBAET
HEXEJIaHUE Ia3eThl PyKOBOAUTH IIOBCEIHEBHO JIMTEPATypaMu HapOI10B CCCP.”* [from time to
time, from holiday to holiday, show the paper’s reluctance to provide daily guidance to the
literatures of the peoples of the USSR.]

While indifference relied on Moscow’s advanced status, the second commonly held
belief about national literatures assumed exactly the opposite. In this assumption, each of the
national literatures fully reproduced the literary organizations and level of development found in
Moscow. It was therefore logical for the Moscow-based organizing committee to focus its
efforts on its own writers, because every national literary organization was conducting the same
process locally. Thus, when the Russian organizing committee had finished reorganizing
Russian writers and convening the all-Union organizing committee to organize the Congress, it
called upon the republics to send the results of their own organizing processes. An August 29,
1932 Literaturnaia Gazeta editorial titled “All-Russian or all-union: How the first congress of
Soviet writers should be,” announced that:

UToOkI neneranuy mucaTeNied OT pa3HbIX HAIMOHATBHOCTEH MPUIILTH HAa ChE3/T

MOATOTOBJICHHBIMHU, HEOOXOIUMO TIPEBAPUTEIHHO HAa KOHPEPESHIIUAX HIIH,

MOXET OBITh, Ha PACIIUPEHHBIX TJICHYMaX 00JIACTHBIX M PECIyOJIUKaHCKHUX

OPTKOMHUTETOB, U KOHEYHO, B [I€YaTH MPOopadoTaTh BCE BOMPOCHI, BHITEKAIOIIUE U3

noctanoBieHus LUK ot 23 anpens. Co Bceld HCKPEHHOCTBIO, CO BCEH

CephE3HOCTHIO, CO BCE KOHKPETHOCTHIO, CO BCEM 3HAHUEM Jiefla Ha ATUX

MPeIBAPUTENLHBIX KOH(EPEHIUIX WIN TUIEHyMaX JAO0JDKHBI B IUCKYCCUSX OBITH

MOJIBITO’KEHBI BCE TBOPUYECKHE U OpPraHU3aIllMOHHbIE JOCTHXKEHUS KaXK0H

OTIEILHOU JINTEPATYPHI; TOJKHBI OBITh BBISICHEHBI, ONIPEICIICHBI BCE TE BOIPOCHI,

KOTOPBIE B JAHHBII MOMEHT, SBJISIIOTCS OCHOBHBIMU. be3 Takol NpeaBapuTeIbHON

MOJITOTOBKH ChE3/I MOXKET 3aXJICOHYThCS B Pa3HOTO poJia OPTBONPOCaX, U Ha

TOUTHHHYIO TBOPYECKYIO paGoTy Che3/a POCTO MOXKET HE XBATHTH BPEMEHH. '’
So that the writer delegates from various nationalities come prepared to the
congress, it is necessary first to work through all of the questions ensuing from
the April 23 TsK resolution in conferences or, perhaps, in full plenums of the
regional and republican organizing committees, and, of course, in the print media.
At these preparatory conferences or plenums, all of the creative and

* Ibid.
“ Ibid.
7 Skosyrev, “Vserossiiskii ili vsesoiuznyi,” Literaturnaia gazeta. Aug 29,1932,
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organizational achievements of each individual literature should be discussed with
all sincerity, with all seriousness, with all concreteness, with full knowledge of
the issue. All of the currently fundamental questions must be clarified and
defined. Without this preparation beforehand the congress could choke on any
number of organizational questions, and not have time for true creative work.

The level of preparation demanded here was a fantasy even for Russian literature, let alone the
national literatures. Many organizing committee members were genuinely surprised to learn that
the comparative backwardness of the national literatures meant few were anywhere near
prepared for the impending Congress. Gronskii’s report to the Politburo following the second
plenum gave a rough hierarchy of the republics’ preparedness, based on their progress in the
battle against factionalism. In the RSFSR, he reported, factionalism had been eliminated.
Ukraine was similar, although it was still breaking up a left-deviant group. Belorussia had a
month or two left in the process, as did Armenia, while Georgia and Azerbaijan still needed to
begin the campaign.*® Central Asia was not listed. Not only was the periphery different from
the center, it wasn’t even internally homogeneous.

The view that the periphery was the same as the center also justified Moscow’s repeated
response to national funding requests, that republics should fund their own organizing
committees. Moscow funding for offices, apartment buildings, and dachas could be restricted to
Moscow writers, because every organization theoretically had the same access to resources and
funding at its own level. In practice, of course, most funding came from Moscow or not at all.

The all-Union organizing committee was ideologically opposed to both of these views.
National literatures had to be recognized as both important and underdeveloped, and thus worthy
of both attention and assistance. Even those trying to promote national literatures could fall into
one of these traps, though, as when the organizing committee decided to create a museum exhibit
to accompany to Congress and called for the national organizing committees to send extensive
materials — photographs, first editions, literary histories — immediately. Despite frequent calls
for broader literary discussions at the plenums and in organizing committee organs like
Literaturnaia Gazeta, most Russian writers continued the assumed equivalency between Russian
and Soviet literature. The broadminded included a brief nod to the national literatures or an
apology for not knowing any literatures other than Russian, but for the most part, national
literatures were only included in Soviet literature when they were the primary topic of
discussion.

As before, a distinction must be made between the official position of the organizing
committee and the individual decisions made by its members. Without discounting their
devotion to principle and ideology, it is naive to assume that the writers participating in the
organizing committee ignored their own literary careers to do so. Russian writers
understandably had higher levels of engagement in issues directly affecting Russian literature
and their own position within that field. Even writers who agreed with the promotion of national
literatures as an ideological principle were reluctant to donate their time and energies to actively
promote them, especially if that took them away from Moscow and the critical debates
happening there. A handful of writers used their status as champions of the nationalities to gain
prominence in the organizing committee and, subsequently, the Writers” Union bureaucracy. For
most Russian writers, however, national literatures were a distraction from the battles that
tangibly mattered.

* RGASPL f. 17, op. 120, d. 127, 1. 2.
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This viewpoint was reflected in the behavior at the first plenum in 1932. The organizing
committee reserved time for national writers and official reports on national literatures, but this
did not necessarily translate to the audience’s attention. In the middle of Euli’s speech on
Georgian literature, Gronskii interrupted in his position as chair to scold the audience:

Ko mue B IIpe3uanym nocrynaetr MHOTO 3aIIMCOK CJIEAYIOIIETO COJICPKAHMS:

“Korga BbICTYIAIOT MPEJACTABUTENM JIUTEPATYP HAPOJIOB, BXOIANX B COBETCKUI

Coro3, ux BcTpeuaroT xoxaeHuem, urymom u npou.” /I'OJIOCA: TTozop./ Moxer

OBbITh 3/1€Ch MPUTJIAIICHHbIE B KAU€CTBE TOCTEI HE MOHUMAIOT 3HAYEHUS 3TOTO

¢axTta. Ecnym Hy>)KHO MBI MOXKEM pa3bsICHUTH 3TO 3HaYeHHe. Ho u3BOIMTEIHHO

3aMETUTh — 3TO, OBTOPSIO, OTHOCUTHCS K TOCTSM, KOTOPBIX MPUTIIACUIIH, YTO Y

Hac — CoBerckuii Coro3, 4ToO y Hac 37ech — IIeHyM Bceecoro3znoro Oprrkomurera.

/TOJIOCA: IlpaBunpHO/anmuL./. T.e. INIEHYM JIUTEpaTyp Hapo10oB COBETCKOTO

Coro3a /arun./*

Many notes are reaching me at the Presidium with the following content: “When
the representatives of the national literatures within the Soviet Union give their
speeches, people respond by walking about, making noise, and so on. (Voice
from the audience: Shame.) Perhaps those who have been invited here as guests
do not understand the significance of that fact. If necessary, we can clarify that
significance. But allow me to observe — I repeat, this is addressed to those invited
guests — that this is the Soviet Union, that we have here the plenum of the All-
Union Orgcommittee. (Voice from the audience: Correct.) (applause) That is, the
plenum of national literatures of the Soviet Union. (applause)

Gronskii’s repeated claim that his scolding is directed towards the guests, as opposed to the
writers, could be genuine. Still, when national writers voice similar complaints about their
treatment, those complaints never mention invited guests, so it is more probable that Gronskii
was trying to soften his criticism or to imply that obviously no Russian writer could behave so
inappropriately. He naturally refrains from pointing out that the audience is primarily Russian,
but his censure relies on the opposition between Russian and national writers.

Two days after Gronskii’s interruption, Vladimir Lidin, at the end of a speech on the
effects of the Central Committee resolution, returned to the figure of the guest in his apology to
the national writers for his ignorance of their work:

51, ToBapuIY, HEOAHOKPATHO UCIIBITHIBAI YYBCTBO CThIJ]A OT TOTO, YTO 51 OYEHb

MaJIo 3Halo MucaTese OpaTCKUX HaM Hapoa0B. MHe CTBIHO, YTO MBI CHJIUM B

rOCTSIX, IPOU3HOCUM PEUH, JJaXKe He 3Has MHOTJA 10 UMEHAaM TeX, K KOMY 3TH

peun oOpaiieHbl. YKpauHCKHUM WK TPY3UHCKUNA THCATENb JI1 MEHS HE TOCTh, a

TOBApHII] IO OOIIEH COBETCKOM JIUTEPATYPE, U €CIIU 5 IPUEAy Ha YKpauHy UIH

1"py3mo,5 SLTO3KE AL HUX Oyay HE TOCTb, @ TOBApUII U OOpELl Ha KyJIbTypHOM

dbponTe.

I, comrades, have repeatedly felt ashamed that I am very poorly acquainted with
the writers of peoples fraternal to us. I am ashamed that we visit together, deliver
speeches, sometimes without even knowing by name whom these speeches

¥ RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 8, 1. 41. October 31, 1932.
50 RGALL f. 631, op. 1,d. 11, 1. 126. November 2, 1932.



address. The Ukrainian or Georgian writer isn’t a guest to me, but a comrade in
our common Soviet literature, and if I come to Ukraine or Georgia, I won’t be a
guest to them, but a comrade and fighter on the cultural front.

Lidin’s echo of the term “guest” in relation to national writers further softened Gronskii’s
critique, albeit unintentionally, while returning to Gronskii’s call for unity. Soviet camaraderie,
in Lidin’s view, was only hindered by the insistence on discussing national writers as such. The
problem was specifically the term “national.” “fI 61 X0T€J, YTOOBI HAIIl TIIICHYM ITOKOHYHII C
STHM OTPAaHUYEHHBIM CJIOBOM ‘HAI[MOHAJ M MOJIOKUII OBl HAYal0 MOMMEHOBAHUIO BCEX
mycaTenei Bcex HapoaoB, KHUBYIIHMX B HameM Coro3e, eAMHCTBEHHBIM OIpEICIICHHEM:
‘coBercknit mucarens’.”! [I would like our plenum to put an end to the circumscribed term
“national” and to begin to call all writers from all peoples, living in our Union, by the sole
designation “Soviet writer.”] This call for unity was rightly rejected, as collapsing the divisions
between writers into the general designation “Soviet” commonly meant erasing attention or
support for non-Russian writers. The term “nurtepatypa HaponoB” became more prevalent than
the term “HanmonanbHas auteparypa’” for national literatures, but the adjective “national”
remained primary to designate Soviet writers in languages other than Russian. Euli noted this
vocabulary in his speech, first referring to the “Bompoc o nuteparypax HapoaoB COBETCKOTO
Coro3a,” [the question of the literatures of the peoples of the Soviet Union] then following that
with disparagement for the earlier term:

[T]epMuH — HalMOHAJ, TEPMUH HEBEPHBIM, OTHAIOLIUHN MNIOXUM AYIIKOM]... ]

Korzma mMbI onepupoBany TepMUHOM — HallMOHAJIBHAS JINTEPATypa, 3T0 ObLIa

obe3nnuka. B Mockse B Hamux xypHanax, B BOAIIII e atot TepMuH ObL1

OYEHB PacIPOCTPaHEH, XOTsI IPOTHUB HETO MHOTO Pa3 BeICTynainu. HyxHo, 9TOOBI

o0e3MuKka OblIa TMKBUHMPOBAaHA,— HE HAIIMOHAIbHAS JINTEPATYypa, @ YKpauHCKas,

rpy3HHCKasi, y30eKCKast, TaTapcKasi, Oenopycckasi, [apMsHCKas| ¥ T.1. U T.1.°

The term “national” is a false term which emits a stale odor... When we operated
with this term, “national literature,” it showed a lack of responsibility. In
Moscow in our periodicals, in VOAPP this term was widely used, although it was
opposed many times. We need to liquidate this lack of responsibility: not national
literature, but Ukrainian, Georgian, Uzbek, Tatar, Belorussian, Armenian, etc.

Euli here addressed one of Georgian literature’s main concerns, that lumping Georgian
literatures with the literature of newly established and sometimes newly literate nationalities was
an implicit slur on their own literary inheritance, which stretched back centuries before the
Russians even had an alphabet. The Georgian organizing committee did not exempt itself from
the promotion of national literatures, however, or from the assistance Moscow eventually
granted. National writers, resenting their niche status, could not afford the invisibility that would
result from eliminating that niche.

While Moscow had to be persuaded that national literatures deserved both attention and
assistance, this was the starting point for the view from the national peripheries. Moscow’s
attention and assistance was the best chance for national writers to survive — and not just as
writers. The reorganization of Soviet literature coincided with massive famines in several of the
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republics and national territories. While the organizing committee was approving plans for
dachas at Peredelkino and building a designated resort on the Black Sea for its members, many
national writers were hungry, homeless, and unpaid. Although conditions for most Russian
writers were far from luxurious, they still represented a vast improvement over conditions
elsewhere in the Soviet Union. That comparison underlay most of the national calls for
assistance from Moscow, although rarely was it made openly in the plenum sessions. Specific
economic issues did emerge, although in general the organizing committee tried to focus on
differences in cultural development and to paper over the economic differences. Unfortunately,
there was a paper shortage.

Publishing Issues
Lack of paper for publishing was a common complaint at the first plenum. Joomart Bokonbaev,
from Kyrgyzia, complained that only 5% of its 1932 plan for literature had been fulfilled, with
the state publishing house Kyrgyzdat publishing only two books (kamxkku) and backlisting ten.
Kazakhstan reported a similar level of production, while the Ukrainian representative, Vishnia,
claimed that Ukraine could fulfill only 60% of its production quota. The Chechen representative
estimated that national regions and republics were meeting between ten and twenty-five percent
of their publishing quotas. All of them blamed paper shortages.”® Paper shortages were an issue
across the Soviet Union, but like most scarce commodities, paper was relatively available in
Moscow and got progressively more difficult to obtain as the distance from power grew. The
problem thus lay in both production and distribution, and the organizing committee was assumed
to have some influence over the latter.

National representatives argued that the paper shortages for national publications had
more impact than they would in the center. National literatures tended to be centralized into a
few publications or publishing houses. The relative scarcity of venues compounded the effects
of the paper shortage, as Bokonbaev explained in his speech:

...y HaC HEKOTOpEbIE MHcaTeIN He nedyaraTes ¢ 1928 r. uz-3a HegocTaTka OyMard.

Ha sTot Bompoc Toxe Hago oOpatuth BHUMaHue. Ecnu B Jleaunrpane u Mockse

MeYaTaeTcsi HECKOJIBKO JECATKOB JKYPHAJIOB M T'a3€T, TO B HALIMOHAIBHBIX

pecnyOirkax, ¥ yacTHOCTH — KUpru3ckoi, HET HU OJJHOTO KypHaa.

“q)ps}‘/‘HBCHCKOG HACTYIIJIEHUE” BBILIO TOJIBKO B OJMH HOMED B TEUEHUE ABYX

JIeT.

Some of our writers haven’t published since 1928 because of the paper shortage.
This question also needs attention. If in Leningrad and Moscow a few dozen
periodicals and newspapers are being printed, in the national republics and
specifically in the Kyrgyz republic, there isn’t a single periodical. Only one issue
of the Frunze Offensive has come out in two years.

Since the Frunze Offensive was a primary forum for Kyrgyz literature, this publishing delay
meant a serious setback for Kyrgyz literature as a whole. Relatively undeveloped literatures had
no canon of texts to rely on like Soviet Russian literature did by the 1930s, so a six-month or
year gap in publishing was substantial. Paper shortages meant many of the periodicals
introduced to promote national literatures were largely hypothetical.

0;d.9,1.80;d. 12, 1. 64. October 31-November 3, 1932.
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National literatures tended to come last in the list of publishing priorities, even within the
republics. Publishing houses printed time-sensitive, political, and administrative materials ahead
of literary periodicals and books. For example, the Siberian publishing house was accused of
delaying the local Literaturnaia Gazeta and the thick journal Siberian Fires, which published
works from many Siberian national literatures in Russian translation.” In his report to the
organizing committee on Siberian literature, Nikolai Nikitin complained that, “Tunorpadus
reyaTaeT )KypHal JHIIb T0CJIe TOr0, KaK Hale4yaTaeT BCIKUE 3aKa3bl, B TOM YHCIIe
KOOIIEPATUBHBIC KHW)KKH, KAPTOUKH U Ipod. B pe3ynbrate nekadpckuii HOMEp BBIXOIUT B Mae.
[...] Berxomut tam JIntrasera, Ho oxHax sl B Mecsi.” >° [The printing press prints the journa
(Siberian Fires) only after it finishes all other orders, including identity booklets, cards, and the
like. As a result, the December issue comes out in May.... The Literary Gazette comes out there,
but once a month.] Understandably, when faced with severe paper shortages, printing houses
privileged Party reports, worker and collective farm identity booklets, and needed instruction
manuals over cultural production. Lenin and Stalin’s works were more important than literature,
and translations of Russian socialist realist classics took precedence over works written in the
national language.

In a similar vein, the Tatar delegate Usmanov reported that GIKhL’s paper allotment for
Russian translations from the national literatures was a paltry 1.5%. “MockoBckum
TOBApUILECTBOM IHCATENIEH, KOTOPOE SABISIETCS MECTHBIM U3aTeIbCTBO, BbIIeTIeHO 10%-0B OT
BCEU CBOEW MPOAYKIIMHU Ha HAIMOHAJIbHBIE IUTEpAaTyphl. B cBere Toro, 172% ['MXJla kaxercs
HACTONBKO HUYTOXKHBII, 4TO TOBOPHT caM 3a ce0s.”’ [(T)he Moscow association of writers, a
local publishing house, allocated 10% of its production to national literatures. In light of this,
1.5% of GIKhL appears so insignificant, it speaks for itself.] Vishnevskii acknowledged this
issue, comparing the translation of national literatures to that of Western literature, “Ctpannoe
JIeTI0: MBI HEPEAKO MEPEBOAUM BTOPOCTETIEHHBIE KHUTH BTOPOCTEIIEHHBIX KAUTATUCTHIECKUX
nucarenen — Jaxke ceidvac, Korjaa Mbl BCJICICTBHE HETOCTATKOB B pab0Te HAIIMX W3IATEIHCTB
BOOGIIE OYeHb MayIo mepeBomuM.”™ " [It’s strange: we not infrequently translate second-rate books
by second-rate capitalist writers, even now, when we are translating very little in general due to
inadequacies in the work of our publishing houses.] National literatures obviously had more
socialist content to offer. Vishnevskii concluded, “f mymato, 4To B pe30t01in... HY>)KHO
HAMUCaTh, YTO MbI TOJKHBI 3HAYUTEILHO OOJIBIIE MEPEBOIUTE APYT APYTa, YUTATh APYT
npyra.” [I think that we should write in the resolution that we must translate each other, read
each other substantially more.] This call for translation would become a standard element in
national appeals.

By the 1934 plenum and the eventual Congress, the publishing discussion focused on
achievement, not shortages. Republic after republic cited the strides it had made in publishing,
including national writers. For example, at the third plenum, Najmi announced a yearly plan for

>3 Nikitin specifically cites Khakassian literature in his report, “Xaxacckue mucatesn BOBICKAIOTCS B PYCCKYIO
nmuteparypy, u B CHOUpH NeyaTaroTcs IepeBojia ¢ XaKacCKOTO SI3bIKa Ha PYCCKHI U MPOU3BEICHUS PYCCKUX
nucarened Ha xakacckuid s3bik.” [Khakassian writers are drawn to Russian literature, and in Siberia they’re
publishing translations from Khakassian into Russian and works from Russian writers into Khakassian.] RGALI, f.
631, 0p. 1,d. 44,1 12. April 27, 1934.
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Tatar literature of 960 quires (printer’s sheets), up from 600 quires in 1928 for everything from
farming manuals to political texts.”” The Azerbaijani delegate Haji Baba Nazarli reported:
Heckonbko cnoB o 'ocuzgare. B mponwiom rony azepOaiimkanckoe
rOC.M3J1aTeNIbCTBO BBITYCTHIIO 420 MEY.JTUCTOB XYJ0K.JIUTEPATYpPbl, BKIIOYas
CIO/Ia PYCCKYIO JIUTEPATypy, 3alaIHYI0 JUTEpaTypy U azepOailpKaHCKYIO
nureparypy. B aTom roay B man Asrocusaara BkirodeHo 900 med.1mcToB
XYyIOXK.JIUTEeparypsl, u3 HUX 200 mey.JIncToB A7 NPOU3BEAECHUI
azepOaitpkanckux nucateneit, 400 JTUCTOB Ha MPOU3BEACHUS PYCCKHX MUCATENEH,
KJIACCUKOB M cOBpeMEHHBbIX U 200 meu.JiucToB — 3anagHbix nucareiaei. 50
T1eY.JINCTOB JUTS AMSHCKHX ¥ TPY3HHCKHX COBETCKHX mucaTeneit.’’

A few words about Gosizdat. Last year the Azerbaijani government publishing
house issued 420 quires of literature, including Russian literature, Western
literature, and Azerbaijani literature. This year the Azgosizdat plan includes 900
quires of literature, of which 200 are for works by Azerbaijani writers, 400 are for
works by Russian writers, both classics and contemporary, and 200 — Western
writers. 50 quires for Armenian and Georgian Soviet writers.

Unlike the Congress, however, the plenum session still included challenges to the rosy picture of
Soviet publishing. The day after Nazarli’s report, Azerbaijani poet Simurgh (Taghi Shahbazi)
called attention to this achievement, saying “200 nedaTHBIX JHCTOB, O KOTOPBIX TOBOPHUI TOB.
Hazapnu — nist Hac KoHEYHO, HeILOCTaTOqHLI.”62 [The 200 quires of which Comrade Nazarli
spoke are, of course, insufficient for us.] Assuming sixteen average-sized pages to the quire, 200
quires of Azerbaijani literature equalled approximately 1800 pages.*® Soviet publishers
economized greatly on book size, but even considering the pamphlets that passed for books in
this period, this quota represented a small shelf’s worth. Further, most were published in
restricted print runs, as run-size wasn’t always specified in the plan. Few speakers at the plenum
or Congress ever performed these calculations, of course, or indicated how few books (as
opposed to titles) were published. Simurg argued that Azerbaijan’s conversion to the Latin
alphabet in 1929 made this publishing quota even less impressive than it sounded:

Jlo mepexo/ia Ha HOBBIHM JTATUHU3UPOBAHHBIN anaBUT, BCS HAllla JUTEpaTypa

n3aBasiach Ha crapoM angasute. Temnepp, ¢ MepexooM Ha HOBBIH an(aBuT,

CTapble M3/1aHus He nepensaaoTcs. Takum o0pa3om, Teneph, KOTrjia Mbl yxKe

OKOHYATEJIBHO MEPENUTd Ha HOBBIN al(aBuUT, ITH CTapble H3IaHUS U3BSTHI U3

oubnmorek u npoaaxku. OHHU BaJSIOTCSA TNIe-TO Ha cKiagax. Takum oOpazom

MOJIOJIC)Kb U BCSI YMTAIOMIAsH MyOJIMKa COBEPIICHHO JIMIIIEHA BO3MOKHOCTH

HCTIOMb30BaTh HALE pomnioe Haciemue.”

Before the transition to the new Latinized alphabet, all of our literature was
published in the old alphabet. Now, with the transition to the new alphabet, old
editions aren’t being republished. Thus, now that we’ve conclusively gone to the

9 RGALL f. 631, op. 6, d. 36, 1. 16. March 10, 1934.
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new alphabet, these old editions have been pulled from libraries and from sale.
They’re lying somewhere in warehouses. Thus our youth and all of the reading
public is absolutely prevented from using our former heritage.

Another speaker, Kirshon, noted that the quantitative increase of paper came at the
expense of quality. The books Kirshon saw in Tataria, for example, were published on shoddy
paper. “MpbI MOCMOTpEINH, KaK 3TH KHIKKH n3atoTcst. OHM U3ar0TCs, IPUMEPHO, TaK, Kak
oT4eT (PMHAHCOBOTO OTJEJIa KOMMYHAJILHOTO X03sicTBa B 1922-23-24 r.r. OHU U31ar0TCs Ha
6e306pa3Hoii Gymare, OTBpaTHTENbHO 1 HeOpexkH0.” [We have seen how these books are
published. They are published, basically, like the communal housing financial report for 1922-
24. They are published on disgraceful paper, repulsively and roughly.] In a later meeting with
Pravda on Belorussian literature, Kirshon voiced similar concern about a children’s book
competition, complaining that the publisher lacked paper good enough to print books with
illustrations.’® At the third plenum, Kirshon tied the lack of quality paper to earlier complaints
about paper distribution and the priority given to Russian literature, concluding, “HyxHo co Bceit
OCTPOTOH CKa3aTh: IOPOTHE TOBAPHIIH, TO, UYTO BBl HA XYI0)KECTBEHHYIO JINTEPATYpy HE JacTe
XOpolIel OymMaru U CYMTaeTe 3TO HEHYKHBIM — 3TO €CTh MPOSIBIIEHUE BETHKOIEPKABHOTO
MIOBUHU3MaA. /AIUIONUCMEHTRI/. 3a OTH BEIX HALO0 outn.”®’ [We need to say in all seriousness:
dear comrades, that you aren’t giving good paper to literature and consider it unneeded — this is
an instance of great power chauvinism. (Applause) They should be beaten for such things.]

Even publishing was no guarantee of support for writers. Several republics reported
delayed payment from state publishing houses. Simurg continued his diatribe about the
Azerbaijani publishing quota by protesting that when works were published, the writers still
weren’t paid: “Harme nu3narenscTBo HE TOJBKO HE UMEET JJOTOBOPA C MUCATEISIMH, HO JTaKE HE
BBIIJIAUYMBACT FOHOpapa nucaresnsaM. JlocTaTouHo cKa3aTh, 4TO HA CETOAHSIIHUN eHb
AsepGaiilUKkaHCKIe H3aTelIbCTBO JOIDKHO mucarersM 60 Toic. pyoneit.”®® [Our publishing house
not only doesn’t have contracts with writers, it doesn’t even pay their publishing honorariums.
It’s enough to say that today the Azerbaijani publishing house owes writers 60 thousand rubles. ]
Considering the scarce amounts of literature published, this was a substantial backlog. Simurg
acknowledged the organizing committee’s efforts at redress, but claimed they were ineffective:
“OTOT BOIIPOC MBI IOCTABUJIM B CBOE BpeMs nepen Opuranoit Bececoroznoro Oprkomurera U OHU
rOBOpWIIH 00 3TOM, HO BCE M HbIHE TaM. Jl0 CHX TOp MUcaTeIr He MOTYT elle JUKBUIUPOBATh
CBOM PACUETHI C H3IATEICTBOM, 4 H3aTeNbCTBO 3a00THTCS 00 5TOM oueHb Mano.” * [We put
this question to the brigade from the All-Union Orgcommittee in its time and they talked about
it, but it’s still the same. Writers still can’t cash in their accounts with the publishing house, and
the publishers take very little trouble over this.] The brigade report the following month
confirmed Simurg’s portrayal of the situation:

OprrxomuTteT A3epOaiikana momeniaetcs B ¢oiie TeaTpa, I/ ¢ KPhIIIH OTYasHHO

tedeT; '3 o HEeCKONBKY JIeT He MJIATUT MUCATENSAM 32 U3AaHHYIO MPOAYKIIHUIO,

8 RGALL f. 631, op. 6, d. 35, 1.45-6. March 11, 1934.
% RGASPI, f. 386, op. 1, d. 58, 1. 26. August 22, 1934.
" RGALL f. 631, op. 6, d. 35, 1. 46. March 11, 1934.
% RGALL f. 631, op. 6, d. 35, 1. 2. March 11, 1934.
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JKypHaJI HC BBIXOOUT, JIuTtraszersl HET — )Ka.HO6 OYCHb MHOT'O U HaM NIPUXOAUTIOCH
70
CHBIIATh Takue BeipakeHus: “Ectb mu BooOme Oprkomurer?”

The Orgcommittee of Azerbaijan meets in a theater foyer with a leaky roof, GIZ
hasn’t paid writers for their published production for several years, the (literary)
periodical doesn’t come out, there’s no Literary Gazette — there are very many
complaints and we had to listen to comments like, “Is there an Orgcommittee at
all?”

Nikitin’s report on Siberian literature voiced similar concerns, “OI' I3 mnaTuT TOJIBKO mMOCe
BBIXOJa KHUTHU U TIHCATENH 110 HECKOIBKO MEC. KAYT, KOTAa OHU OyIyT HareyaTaHsl.” ' [OGIZ
pays only after the book’s release and writers wait for several months until they are printed.] He
cited recent, apparently successful efforts to improve conditions: “Kynprnpomn oGeman npuHaTh
MepsI U ferctBuTenbHo niepenan B OI'M3 15-20 teic.py0. asis BBITIIATHI MUCATETHLCKOTO
ronopapa 6e3 onosxanmii.” "> [Kul’tprop promised to take measures and indeed transferred 15-
20 thousand rubles to OGIZ for paying writers’ honorariums without delay.] He did not,
however, report whether writers received those payments. Since national writers had fewer
benefits and other forms of support (apartments, cafeterias, designated resorts, dachas, etc.) than
their Moscow counterparts, missing honorariums meant they could not support themselves as
writers.

Lack of Educated Cadres

One of the structural flaws in the organizing committee system was unequal cultural
development among the nationalities. Each national literature needed an organizing committee
and writers to organize, but the list of national literatures included newly literate populations. At
the first plenum session, Majidi reported that, “B V306ekucrane, umeBIiem 10 peBOJIIOINH
TOJIBKO 110 3% HaceseHus a30y4HO IPaMOTHOTO, Hellb3s OBLIO TOBOPHUTH O KAKOH-HUOYAb
GoNBIIOI XyjoKeCTBeHHOM Jmreparype.” > [In Uzbekistan, where before the Revolution under
3% of the population had basic literacy, it was impossible to speak of any kind of major
literature.] Bokonbaev likewise declared that there were no Kyrgyz writers before the
Revolution, while Grigoriia reported that there was no Abkhazian APP until 1931, because there
were no writers to be members.’* “JIureparypsl B AGXa3Hu KOHEUHO He ObUI0. Bbltn
OTJIENbHBIE CITyda, KOTJa Haly abxa3Ibl MUCaal MaJeHbKHUE PACCKA3YHKH, CTUIITIKUA U UMEITH
TOJIBKO BO3MOKHOCTb JIEKJIaMUPOBATh UX IIe-HUOYb Ha Beuepax, B IIKOJaX, B HAIMX KIy0ax u
T.JI., HO B [ICYaTH OHM HUKOT/A TOrZa HE eYaTainucs.” [There was, of course, no literature in
Abkhazia. There were isolated instances, when our Abkhazians wrote little stories, verses and
only had the opportunity to declaim them somewhere at a gathering, in school, in our clubs, and
so on, but they were never published in print form.] The triumph of Soviet Abkhazian literature
was its very existence. The first book written in Abkhazian, Grigoriia announced, was published
in 1931.
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B nexs6pe M-11e 31 rona BriepBbIe BHINLIA B CBET a0Xa3cKas JUTepaTypa.
BrniepBrie B cBeT BhINIIa abXa3ckas KHUTA. DTO OBLIO OONBIION TOOEI0N B HAIICH
JNEUCTBUTENHLHOCTU. S| HE 3HAIO, KaK BBI pacleHUTE 3TOT (DaKT, HO JIsl HAC ATO
ObLTa OoJbIIast pagoCcTh. KHIKKY TOKYIIad BCIKANA — HE TOJIBKO TOT, KTO YMEI
9UTaTh, HO U TOT, KTO HE yMEI YATATh — BCEM OBLIO MPHITHO TO, YTO HA POJTHOM
abXa3CKOM SI3bIKE MOSBUIACH KHIKKA.

In December 1931, Abkhazian literature first appeared in print. An Abkhazian
book first appeared in print. It was in fact a large victory. I don’t know how you
appreciate this fact, but for us it was a large joy. Everyone bought the book — not
only those who could read, but also those who couldn’t — it made everyone happy
that a book had appeared in our native Abkhazian language.

Abkhazian may have been the youngest literature at the plenum, but the Komi-Zyrian
representative Samakov claimed, “S — kaxkercs, caMblii MAJICHBKHI JIeJleraT Ha 9TO IJICHYMe U
MIPEACTABIISIIO, MOXKET OBITh, CAMYIO MAJICHBKYIO TuTeparypy. S nmocrymaro oT KoMu-3pipsiHCKON
OpraHu3aIK, KOTOPas )KUBET PAJIOM C caMoeqaMH-HeHIlaMu. JluTeparypa y Hac CymiecTBUET
yke 15 mer.”’” [It seems that [ am the smallest delegate at this plenum and I represent, perhaps,
the smallest literature. I come from the Komi-Zyrian organization, which lives near the Samoed-
Nenets. Our literature is already 15 years old.] It was quite a stretch to imagine that these
literatures, even if the illiterate purchased their books, could support a hierarchical literary
organization capable of sending detailed reports and representatives to Moscow. There simply
weren’t enough writers.

Small nationalities with few literate and educated members needed those individuals for
state administration, while the organizing committee needed them to organize other writers in
addition to writing themselves. In a predominantly proud, pro-Soviet report, Samakov
acknowledged this problem.

Hamu nucarenu, rimaBHbIM o0pa3oM, CUAAT B kabuHere. OHU U apTHITHBIC U

COBETCKHE pabOTHUKH, PAOOTHUKH M3/1aTeNbCTBA. M HEOTHOKPATHO CTaBUIIH

BOIPOC, YTOOBI BHIPBATh MHcaTeIeH U3 KAOMHETOB, HO HAM TOBOPST: €CIn

OCBOOOJIUTH MX U3 U3/IaTEIIbCTBA 3HAUUT 3aKPBITh U3/1aTEIbCTBA, 3aKPHITh IIKOJbI,

MOTOMY YTO He OYAYT BBIXOJAUTh YUEOHUKHU, HEKOMY pEIaKTUPOBATh U Mpod. Y

HaC CO3/1aH HAllMOHAJBLHBIN TeaTp, KOTOPbIM CTOUT, O€3eiCTBYET 13-3a

OTCYTCTBHUSI penepryapa, a mucaTeiu CuasaT B kabunerax. [lucaTenu 3aHATHI

MapTHITHON paBoTOi, COBETCKO paGoToit.

Our writers, for the most part, sit in offices. They are Party and state workers,
publishing house workers. We’ve repeatedly attempted to pull the writers out of
their offices, but they tell us that if we release them from publishing, that means
closing the publishing house, closing schools, because the textbooks won’t come
out since there will be nobody to edit them and so on. We have created a national
theater which stands vacant due to the lack of a repertoire, and the writers are
sitting in offices. The writers are busy with Party work, with state work.

78 Ibid.
""RGALL f. 631, op. 1,
®RGALL f. 631, op. 1,

.12, 1. 83. November 3, 1932.
.12, 1. 84.
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Given the vast economic, educational, and social problems facing the Komi-Zyrian as they
attempted to build proper Soviet collective farms with proper Soviet workers, literature might not
seem like the most urgent task for these writers to address. Yet, as discussed in chapter 1,
Moscow considered national literature one of the basic official elements of that education and
transition. The Komi-Zyrian writers were caught between contradicting Party demands.

Larger, better established national literatures still weren’t large enough to accommodate
writers’ preferences. While there were enough Russian writers to allow some leeway in how
much bureaucratic work individual writers assumed, national literary organizations needed all of
their writers to take on organizational work. Aleksandr Zuev’s report on the Azerbaijani brigade,
for example, rebuked the Party faction of the Azerbaijani organizing committee, saying
“@pakmus Oprromurera padotaeT wioxo. W3 25 mapruiiiieB B paboTe ¢hpakiuu MpUHUMAET
ydacTHe ToJabKo 9 yenoBek. K Hamemy npuesay MOKHO ObUIO KOHCTaTUPOBAaTh, YTO paboTa
OprkomurTera nia K passany.” ° [The Party faction of the Orgcommittee is working poorly. Of
the 25 Party members, only nine people participate in the faction’s work. One could say that the
Orgcommittee’s work was heading towards a collapse before our arrival.] Participation in
national organizing committees was not optional.

A Critical Shortage of Critics
Still worse than the state of literary bureaucracy was the state of criticism. Literary critics were
supposed to play an essential role in national literatures as gatekeepers and guides to socialist
realism. Unfortunately, few were interested or capable. Criticism presented greater political risk
than writing, offered less potential reward than organizational work, and required a higher level
of education than either. Almost every national representative at the first plenum bemoaned the
poor state of criticism or the dearth of qualified critics. Speakers repeatedly pointed to criticism
as the weakest aspect of national literatures. However, none of them had concrete suggestions
for improving criticism beyond requesting Moscow’s intervention. By the third plenum,
conditions had improved for only some of the national literatures, with Effendi Kapiev from
Dagestan referencing the “npecoByTsIii Borpoc o kputrke” [notorious question of criticism].*
Although he praised the great strides of the previous two years and Dagestani preparation for the
Congress, Kapiev noted:

Ha 7 ¢ nuurHuM nutepatyp AarecTaHCKUX, Ha JIUTEPATypHbIE MPOU3BEICHUS

Jlarectana He OBLJIO €Ille HU OJIHOH OoJiee WM MEHee 3HAYUTEITbHOM KPUTHIECKON

CTaThbH, TOTOMY YTO HET BOOOIIIE KBaTU(ULIMPOBAHHBIX KPUTUKOB B Jlarectane.

UeM 3T0 00BICHUTE? ITO OOBICHSAETCS TEM, YTO MbI OUCHb mosnozsL. !

There has not been a single critical article on or about the more than seven
literatures of Dagestan, the literary works of Dagestan, however significant,
because there aren’t any qualified critics in Dagestan. What explains this? It can
be explained by the fact that we are very young.

Local organizations, he warned, were helpless, since they didn’t have qualified cadres to delegate
to literary study. “[M]oxxHO 71 TOBEPUTH PYKOBOJCTBO JINTEPATYPOH JIIOJSIM, B

P RGALL f. 631, 0p. 1,d. 44,1.5
% RGALL f. 631, op. 6,d. 35,1. 3
' RGALL f. 631, op. 6,d.35,1.3

. April 27, 1934.
3. March 11, 1934.
4.
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TUTEPATypOBETYECKOM OTHOIIICHUHU HE MOAKOBAHHBIM, HE 3HAIOIIIMM UCTOPUH U CIICIIU(DUKH
XYI0)KECTBEHHOH JINTEPATYPHhI, MOKHO JI UM JIOBEPUTH TAKOE OTBETCTBEHHOE M CIIOKHOE
neno?”*? [Can we entrust the leadership of literature to people who are untempered in regards to
literary scholarship, who don’t know literary history and specifics? Can we entrust them with
such a responsible and complicated matter?] Even for national literatures which had skilled
literary scholars to entrust with critical matters, critical production lagged significantly behind
artistic production.

Existing national critics were either remnants from pre-Revolutionary, generally
bourgeois movements, and thus not to be trusted, or new Soviet critics typified by several flaws.
They had a poor understanding of literary and Marxist-Leninist theory, preferred abstract
terminology over concrete examples, were excessively cautious, and deferred to leading literary
factions. At the first plenum, Majidi complained that in Uzbekistan, naive critics were unfairly
censoring writers. “B kpuTHKe AOIUIO Ta)e 10 TAKUX MOMEHTOB, YTO OBLIN 3aMpeIIeHbl CTUXHT
OTIENBHBIX MMUCATEJICH, TOTOMY YTO TaM MHIIYT o IutavynieM pederke. Kak 0ynro B CoBeTckom
Colo3e pebeHOK He T0/DKkeH miakath.”> [Criticism has reached the point that the poems of some
writers were banned because they wrote about a crying baby. As if in the Soviet Union a baby
must not cry.] His fellow writers laughed at this example, but without a clear understanding of
how to identify a work’s ideological content, censors relied on simplistic and blatant criteria.
Majidi continued, “OHHU MOAXOIWIN K JIUTEPATYPHBIM IIPOU3BEACHUSM U CTUXAM C TaKOH TOUKH
3peHUsI: UMEIOTCS JIM TaM CJIOBA ‘TIpoJieTapuaT, Kojixo3, 6arpak.” Eciu ot ciioBa umeroTcst —
3HAYUT HJICOJIOTHS BBIICPKAHA U MOKHO BBITYCTHTh. ECIIN TaKUX CJIOB HET — 3T BEIU
sanpemanuce.” [They approached literary works and poetry from this perspective: are there
the words “proletariat, collective farm, poor farmers™? If those words were there, it was
ideologically sound and could be published. If those words weren’t there, these things were
banned.] This, of course, hindered Uzbek literature’s development, since censors promoted less
sophisticated literature at the expense of more nuanced voices. More dangerously, this litmus
test allowed ideologically unsound work to reach the public. Ibrahimov, from Azerbaijan,
worried that critics’ inclination for abstraction made their work useless to writers:

Y Hac KpUTHKA ABJISIETCS CaMOi OOJILHOM CTOPOHOM, OHA 3/I0POBO OTCTAET.

Kputnueckue kaapbl HHOTAA HE 3aHUMAIOTCS KOHKPETHOCTHBIMH ITPOOJIEMaMH, y

HAC B KPUTHKE CYIIECTBUET a0CTPAaKTHOCTh, B KPUTHKE TOBOPUTCS “BooOIIIE”,

WHOT/Ia HEYMECTHO, TOBOPUTCS O COIIMATTMCTUIECKOM CTPOUTEIBCTBE, O POCTE U

T.1. Bce 3TH cioBa Hy)XKHO TOBOPHTB, HO KOraa U rae? A Korja roBopsT 00 3Tom

HEYMECTHO, 9TH TOHSATHS [PEBPALIACTCS B CYXYIO a0CTPAKTHOCTb. *

Criticism is our weakest aspect, it is seriously lagging. Our critical cadres don’t
always tackle concrete problems. Our criticism is full of abstraction, it speaks “in
general,” it sometimes wrongly discusses socialist construction, growth, and so
on. It’s necessary to say all of these words, but when and where? And when they
discuss something inappropriately, these concepts change into dry abstraction.

5 Ibid.

B RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 6, 1. 89. October 30, 1932.
% Ibid.

8 RGALL f. 631, op. 1,d. 9, 1. 45. November 1, 1932.
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Azerbaijani critics reproduced the Uzbek critics’ mistake, but on the level of criticism rather than
that of the literary work. Instead of looking for ideological terms in the works they reviewed,
they recited those terms in lieu of discussing any works at all. Their dry abstractions substituted
for real analysis of literature and presented the illusion of ideology instead of its truth. In short,
national critics tended to be poorly educated and lacking in conviction.

Delegates also criticized critics as either overly insular, and thus unfamiliar with Soviet
classics, or neglecting their obligation to their national literatures by preferring more important
topics. Chubar reported that few Armenian writers followed literature in other Soviet languages.
“Y Hac, kak OyqTO HE MaJIo KPUTUKOB M ‘KpUTUKOB’. Ho koraa HenaBHO s 0OpaTuics Ko
MHOTHM U3 HUX, C NIPeIIokeHneM Hanucatb o CepadgumoBude, To momyunics KoHpy3. He
CMOTIIH HAIHCaTh — He W3-3a HemocTaTka boiikocTr mepa.” *° [We have no shortage of critics or
‘critics.” But when I recently went to several of them and proposed writing about Serafimovich,
confusion resulted. They couldn’t write about him, and not because their pens lacked fluency.]
Not only had none of the Armenian critics read Serafimovich — whose Iron Flood had a central
position in the new Soviet canon — few were persuaded that they should. On the reverse side,
Ibrahimov complained about the difficulty of getting Azerbaijani critics to address Azerbaijani
writers:

Hamm xputndeckne Kaapsl HHOT/IA JYMAIOT, YTO MHACATh HY)KHO TOJBKO O

BEJIMKUX JIFOJIIX U HE CYUTAET IOCTATOYHO JOCTOWHBIM MHCATh O HAIITUX

nUcaTeNsix, HalpuMep, OHU MHIyT 0 ['opekoMm, o ['eTe U T.1. — MBI KOHEUHO, HE

BO3pa)kaeM MPOTHUB ATOTO, O HUX TAKXKE HAJ0 MUCATh, HO B MIEPBYIO HYKHO

nucath 00 MMEIOIIMXCS MUCATENTLCKUX Kaapax, pa3duparb X TBOPUECTBO,

MOKa3aTh MyTH JAbHEUIIETO pa3BUTHS U TPod. HeKoTophie KPUTUKU JyMAOT,

yT0 ecii M.I'OpbKuii ABISIETCA MUPOBBIM YEJIOBEKOM, BHICTYITHII HA MUPOBYIO

apeHy, U €CJIM O HeM IHCaTh, TO KPUTHK TAK)KE BBHICTYITUT 3TUM CaMUM Ha

MHUPOBYIO apEHY — KOHEYHO, 3TO HEBEpHO. MOXKHO IUCATh O HE3HAMEHUTOM

nucaTele, Ho MUcaTh TaK, YTOOBI JCHCTBUTENHLHO BEINTH HA MUPOBYIO apeHy. JTO

0JiHa U3 OOJIE3HCHHEUIIIUX CTOPOH HAIIeH KpI/ITI/IKI/I.87

Our critical cadres sometimes think that they should only write about great people
and don’t consider it sufficiently worthy to write about our writers. For example,
they write about Gorky, about Goethe and so forth. We, of course, don’t object to
this, it’s also necessary to write about them, but first we need to write about our
literary cadres, analyze their work, show the path for future development and
such. Some critics think that if Gorky is a world figure, who performed on a
world stage, and if they write about him, then the critic also performs on that
world stage — of course, this is wrong. It’s possible to write about an unknown
writer, but to write so that you actually appear on that world stage. This is one of
the worst aspects of our criticism.

Although Ibrahimov attributed their interest in Gorky and Goethe to a desire for fame, it is also
likely that national critics preferred to parrot established opinions about literature rather than risk
censure by tackling new material. Since Soviet literary analysis meant commending or
condemning writers for their ideological soundness, it was far safer to write about works whose

% RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 19, 1. 192. February 12, 1933.
87 RGALL f. 631, op. 1,d. 9, 1. 45. November 1, 1932.
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ideological position had already been certified. Gorky and Goethe were secure subjects;
Azerbaijani writers weren’t.

National Minorities
Another issue complicating the work of the national organizing committees was the demand to
acknowledge and promote minority literatures within the national organizations. Kapiev referred
to the “more than seven” literatures of Dagestan; the Dagestani organizing committee had to
represent all of them. Every republic’s organizing committee had a Russian section, and most
included other minority sections as well. Ukraine had sections for Russian, Yiddish, German,
and Moldavian literature, while Mikhail Klimkovich reported separately on Belorussia’s
Yiddish, Polish, and Lithuanian sections. Azerbaijan’s organizing committee had Russian and
Armenian sections, and Nazarli gravely reported its lack of outreach to smaller nationalities,
“Hano npu3HaThCs, 4YTO MBI O CETO BPEMEHU HE 3aHUMAIIMCh JTUTEPATYPON MEITKUX
HAIMEHBIIMHCTB, KaK TaJBILIN, Kyp/bl, TOPCKHE €BpeU. DTO OOJNBILIOI HEJOCTATOK B HAllIEH
pabore.”® [We must confess that we haven’t addressed the literatures of minor national
minorities, like the Talysh, Kurds, and Mountain Jews. This is a large deficiency in our work.]
Grigoriia cited a black community writing in Abkhazian as an example of Soviet
progressiveness:

Hurne B Mupe, 3a uckimodenneM Ctpanbsl COBETOB, HEIphl HE UMEIOT TpaB. B

Hamelt AOXa3uu ecTh IEeNbIA PsJl TOCETKOB HeTpoB. HecOMHEHHO Herpbl 3a0bUTH

CBOH SI3bIK, CBOIO POJIMHY, OHU 00a0Xa3MIUCh U TOBOJIBHO XOPOILO BIAICIOT

a0Xa3CKHUM SI3bIKOM. OTH HErphl HApaBHE C HAMH paloTaroT. [...] Y HUX ecTh

JIuTepaTrypHble KpyKKi. OHH CO37al0T CBOIO JIUTEPATYpy U MeUaTaloTcs y HacC Ha

abXa3CKOM SI3bIKE MTOCKOJIbKY OHHM B OCHOBHOM Ce€iuac BJIAJCIOT TOJIbKO

a6Xa3CKUM SI3BIKOM."

Nowhere in the world except in the land of the Soviets do blacks have rights.
There are several settlements of blacks in our Abkhazia. The blacks have
undeniably forgotten their language, their homeland, they have become
Abkhazian and mastered the Abkhazian language quite well. These blacks work
alongside us... They have literary circles. They are creating their own literature
and publishing it with us in Abkhazian inasmuch as they generally use only
Abkhazian now.

Although Grigoriia stressed equality and collaboration with this community, his use of “B Hameit
AbGxa3un,” “c Hamu,” and “y Hac” [In our Abkhazia, with us] in opposition to “y aux” and “onun”
[They have, they] restricts the power of his claim and maintains a clear separation. Grigoriia
further reported that the Abkhazian organizing committee had sections for Russian, Georgian,
Greek, Armenian, and Laz literature and was publishing in all of those languages.”® Bashkiria
had sections for German, Latvian, and Chuvash literatures.”’ The national minority sections
meant that national literatures’ limited resources were further diluted, with a substantial

¥ RGALL f. 631, op. 6, d. 34, 1. 9ob. March 10, 1934. By 1935, Alekberli reported that Baku was publishing a
newspaper in Tat, the language of the Mountain Jews. RGALI, f. 631, op. 6, d. 38, 1. 40.

¥ RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 10, 1. 3. November 1, 1932.

P RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 10, 1. 3-4.

'RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 44, 1. 3.
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proportion of them even designated for the promotion of Russian literature within their
territories.

Perhaps the only positive aspect of this structure was that it was better than the proposed
alternative, wherein the primary national organization would be responsible for writers working
in that language, no matter where they resided. Subotskii, speaking on behalf of the organizing
committee presidium, shut the door on that proposal at the second plenum, saying, “nnage
BO3HUKACT HEKOTOPAsi OTIACHOCTH, KOTOPOH MBI BCSIUECKH JIOJKHBI M30€raTh: OMacHOCTh
MPOTHBOIOCTABIICHUS TTHCATENCH KUBYIIMX B IPYTON PECITyOIMKe THCATENSIM 00bETUHCHHBIM B
pecry6kanckom rientpe.”’” [Otherwise a danger arises that we must avoid by any means: the
danger of an opposition between writers living in another republic and writers united in the
republic’s center.] The primary threat Subotskii envisioned was the relationship between
Russian writers in Russian and those in the republics, or, in the example he cited, between
Belorussian writers in Minsk and those in Moscow. In other words, the presidium judged it
better to have conflicts within national territories than across national boundaries.

National versus Nationalist

The most powerful local conflicts remained between writers within a national literature, not
between writers of different nationalities. Although nationalities competed for resources, they
did so primarily by promoting themselves rather than attacking each other. Partly, it was safer to
attack one’s fellow nationals as bourgeois nationalists than to risk misreading the political
currents on the broader stage. Attacking class enemies was consistently part of the organizing
committee’s rhetoric, but it translated into an active policy in only a few regions, and there
primarily in concert with larger national campaigns.

In the first half of 1933, Kirpotin sent a letter to the Communist factions of the republic,
regional, and local organizing committees calling for vigilance against bourgeois nationalists,
whose activities were evolving. Bourgeois nationalism, he warned, “‘npuma3sbiBaercs’ K TOH
60pb0e, KOTOPYIO BEIET MApTHsl C BEJIMKO-JIEPKABHBIM IOBUHU3MOM, KaK C TJIaBHON
OTACHOCTBIO, MBITASICh MO (hJIArOM 3TOM OOPHOBI MPOTAMIUTE OypPKya3HO-HAITMOHATUCTHYECKHIE
TEHICHIINH B JuTepaType.” - [...is attaching itself to the Party’s battle against great-power
chauvinism as the greatest threat, attempting to install bourgeois-nationalist tendencies in
literature under the banner of this battle.] This cautioned national literatures not to go too far
when attacking Russian literature’s centrality, since national promotion could be interpreted as
bourgeois nationalism. Further, Kirpotin implied, any disagreement, complaint, or conflict was
potentially the work of bourgeois nationalists: “OTaenbHble OypKya3HbIC JIEMEHTHI, HE HMES
BO3MOKHOCTH NPOHUKHYTH B TI€YaTh, BITAETCS Pa3BEPHYTh CBOIO AEATEIBHOCTh B CAMOM
JIUTEpaTypHOIT cpejie, IPUBEraoT K ciIyxam, crueTHsM, kiesere.” " [Individual bourgeois
elements, lacking the opportunity to get into print, attempt to expand their activity in the literary
milieu and resort to rumors, gossip, and slander.] Those attacking bourgeois nationalism could
be hidden enemy elements themselves. The emphasis on masked enemies meant that anyone
could be fingered, transforming the vehemence of the accused’s support for the Party into a
weapon against them.

Kirpotin’s warning had little effect on most national and local organizing committees,
which could afford to read it as a continuation of the ongoing political discourse. However,

2 RGALL f. 631, op. 1,d. 19, 1. 120-21. February 12, 1933.
9 RGALL f. 2196, op. 3, d. 352, 1. 17. Undated, but references date it to May or June, 1933.
94 19
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Belorussia and Ukraine were embroiled in broad campaigns against bourgeois nationalism and
masked counterrevolutionaries. Both republics had volatile political scenes fueled by highly
mixed national populations that continued across the border into Poland. This made battles over
Soviet politics and the painful process of collectivization into national fights, and in turn
rendered questions of nationality threatening to Sovietization as a whole. These campaigns
peaked in late 1933 and were reported extensively at the third plenum. Kulik made the relation
between the republic-wide and literary campaigns explicit, describing the enemy as
“IBypyIIHUKH ¢ TapTOmieramu B kapmaHe” [double-dealers with party membership cards in
their pockets] and explaining, “TouyHoO Tak ke, Kak BCSI KOMMYHUCTHYECKasl MapTUs
OOJIBIIIEBUKOB YKpauHbl HE CyMena BO BpeMsl pa300JauuTh HAITMOHATUCTUYECKUI YKIIOH,|...] HE
CYMEIIH ero 3aMeTHTh ¥ Mbl B uteparype.” > [Just like the entire Ukrainian Communist Party of
Bolsheviks could not unmask the nationalist deviation in time, neither could we notice it in
literature.] Although Belorussian and Ukrainian literature tried to incorporate positive aspects
(such as claiming the heroic border guard as a specifically national theme), the anti-nationalist
campaigns exacerbated common national questions about aesthetics, language reform, and power
struggles within the local organizing committees.

Kulik termed the bourgeois nationalist strategy in Ukraine “Wallenrodism” after the
classic Polish writer Adam Mickiewicz’s character Konrad Wallenrod, a Lithuanian who
infiltrated the Teutonic knights. Quoting Mickiewicz’s aphorism, “PaboB enuHoe Opyxue — eCTh
m3mena,” [The only weapon of slaves is betrayal.] Kulik claimed that nationalist writers were
modeling their behavior on Wallenrod:

W BOT 3Ty U3MeHY, Kak eJMHCTBEHHOE OpYy»Kue 00pbOBI, 3TO MPEeIaTenbCTBO U

MPOAAXKHOCTH, BO3BEJICHHBIEC B TIPUHIINIL, JOBEJACHHBIC 10 CTENICHH BHICIICH

n00poIeTeNH,- MPOMOBEAYIOT YKPAaUHCKHE (HaIUCThI BOOOIIE U YKPAUHCKUE

(DaIIMCTHI ¥ IOBMHUCTHI B ITHCATENBCKOM cpefe.”

And thus the Ukrainian fascists as a whole and Ukrainian fascists and chauvinists
in the writers’ milieu preach this betrayal as the only battle weapon, this treason
and selling out, elevated to a principle, raised to the level of the highest virtue.

Although Kulik defines Wallenrodism as a literary approach, he uses it to describe primarily
political stances by both authors and characters. He quotes a character in a Western Ukrainian
novel who justifies his Communist Party membership on the grounds that they’ve won, so the
best strategy is to corrupt from within. Specifically, nationalists should join the Party and
attempt to divide it: “Pa3 6opIIeBU3M MO IEPKUBACTCS MaccaMu, pa3 O0JIBIIEBU3M CTall
(baKTOM, C KOTOPBIM HEJIb3s1 HE CYMTATHCS, TO OCTACTCS TOIBKO ATOMY OOJIBIIEBU3MY
MOCKOBCKOMY, KaK OH TOBOPUT, IPOTUBOIIOCTABUTH praHHCKHﬁ[...].”97 [Since the masses
support Bolshevism, since Bolshevism has become an unavoidable fact, it remains only to
oppose this Moscow Bolshevism, as he calls it, with a Ukrainian one.] Thus, Kulik claims, many
of the writers agitating for increased attention and funding of Ukrainian literature were actually
doing so to undermine Soviet solidarity.

Language reform, by no means simple in more peaceful republics, was one of the main
battlegrounds in Belorussian and Ukraine. At the third plenum session, Klimkovich condemned

» RGALL f. 631, op. 6, d. 36, 1. 20. March 10, 1934.
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“TOT OrPOMHBIN BpeJ] KOTOPbII MPUHOCHIIN HALIMOHAIMCTUYECKUE SI3bIKOBE/IBI, KOTOPHIE
MIPUHOCUIIM JIIOJIH, CIIEUAIbHO MpuciaHHble cioaa B CoBerckyio benopyccuio B kauecTse
MPSIMOM areHTypbl KOHTp—pasBe;[KI/I[...].”98 [that great harm caused by the nationalist language
scholars, caused by people specially brought here to Soviet Belorussia as direct agents of
counterintelligence.] These agents obtained head positions in the Academy, undermining the
modernization of the Belorussian language by pushing it closer to Polish. Kulik described this
process in more detail:

ATeHTHI OJBCKOTO (alirn3Ma y Hac Ha YKpauHe — 3TU caMble ABYPYIIHUKU

YCUJICHHO TIBITATIUCHh PePOPMUPOBATH YKPAMHCKOE MPABOIMCAHUE U YKPAUHCKYIO

TEPMHUHOJIOTHIO, BO-TIEPBBIX, B CTOPOHY MPUOIMKEHUS UX K MOJIBCKUM, U, BO-

BTOPBIX, B CTOPOHY IPOTHBOIMOCTABJICHUS PYCCKOMY SI3BIKY U, HAKOHEII, TEM,

YTOOBI IPEBPATUTH ITY TEPMUHOJIOTHIO B YKPAUHCKUH SI3bIK HEMOHSATHBIN IS

TpoJIeTapyaTa, IS PabOUNX MAce M Aae s KOMXO3HBIX Macc.

Agents of Polish fascism in Ukraine — these same double-dealers tried forcefully

to reform Ukrainian orthography and terminology, first by making it closer to

Polish, second by opposing it to Russian, and finally by changing the terminology

to make Ukrainian unintelligible to the proletariat, to the working masses and

even the collective farming masses.
To do this, the Ukrainian Academy of Science surveyed villages about their vocabulary using
ridiculous questionnaires that focused on what words uneducated elders used for modern
conveniences like the light bulb, technical terms from mathematics and the sciences, and
international concepts like the equator.'® The Academy implemented the results of this
research, so that even Ukrainian writers, “B 0iMH IpeKpacHbI JeHb MPOCHYINCH
0e3rpaMOTHBIMH, a, MEX]Iy TeM, KOe-KTO U3 HAaC MPUIUYHO 3HAT YKPAUHCKUH S3bIK. on one
fine day woke up practically illiterate, and incidentally some of us knew Ukrainian very well.]

The power struggles in the Party and the Academy spilled over into the Ukrainian
organizing committee. At the third plenum session, the all-Union organizing committee voted to
expel the Ukrainian delegates Vishnia and Khil’ovii for counterrevolutionary connections.'**
Vishnia had been openly critical of funding and paper shortages at the first plenum session,
making him an easy target as an anti-Moscow nationalist. At the third plenum, Kulik
condemned Vishnia and his coconspirators as political and literary enemies:

Hawm npuniock ocoboe BHUMaHHE YACIUTH Pa300Ia4eHHUIO ATUX BPAKICOHBIX

areHTOB HE TOJILKO C TOYKH 3PEHUS UX MOJIUTUYECKOH NesTeTbHOCTH, HO U KaK

nucartesnei, Hy)KHO OBLIIO HATJISAHO U JETAIBHO MOKa3aTh MaccaM,[...] uto Ocrar

55101 [

% RGALL f. 631, op. 6, d. 36, 1. 57-8. March 10, 1934.

% RGALL f. 631, op. 6, d. 36, 1. 51.

19 Aleksandrovich described a similar process for Belorussian at a meeting with Pravda, complaining, “J{eno B ToMm,
YTO HALIMOHAIUCTHI B yUeOHUKAX U CIIOBAPSAX TOTO MEPUO/A ISl IEPEBO/Ia TAKKUX CIIOB, KaK MPOJIeTapuaT,
PEBOIIONHS, THATCKTHKA, TaBAJIHCh CIEIUAIBLHO MOJOOPaHHbIC CIIOBEYKH /HAIIPUMED AUATICKTHKA — yCTOCIOBHE/.”
[The problem is, nationalists in textbooks and dictionaries of that period translated words like proletariat, revolution,
dialectic with specially selected terms — for example, dialectic became rant (empty.wordness).] This echoed his
complaint at the Congress itself. RGASPI, f. 386, op. 1, d. 58, 1. 11. August 22, 1934,

""" RGALL f. 631, op. 6, d. 36, 1. 51.

' RGALL f. 631, op. 6, d. 35, 1. 113. March 11, 1934. Khvil’ovii had already killed himself, so removing him
from the committee was a formality. They were replaced by Kirilenko, who wrote extensively on the glories of
collectivization, and Kopylenko.
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Bumins u apyrue — 6e31apHOCTH, IIMUOHBI, U KOTOPBIX JIMTEpATypa CIYKUIa
MACKHPOBKOI OCHOBHOT'O MX 3aHSTHS — IIITHOHAXA ¥ BPEIUTEIbCTRA. -

We had to direct special attention to the unmasking of these enemy agents not
only from the perspective of their political activity, but also as writers. It was
necessary to fully and openly show the masses... that Ostap Vishnia and the others
were hacks, spies, for whom literature served to mask their fundamental
enterprise — espionage and wrecking.

Kulik’s conflation of political and literary merit followed Soviet theory while reinforcing his
own status as Vishnia’s opposite in both regards, justifying his status within Ukrainian literature
and the organizing committee. His censure identified a particular characteristic to Vishnia’s
writing, however, which may indicate the actual motivation behind Vishnia’s fall from grace.
Kulik introduced Vishnia as “Ocrtan BeimiHst, KOTOPBIi 110 BUIOM HEBUHHOTO IOMOpPa M3/1€BAJICS
HaJ[ KOJIX03aMH | BocreBan Kyinaka....”'* [Ostap Vishnia, who mocked collective farms and sang
the kulak’s praises under the guise of innocent humor.] Kulik returned to the question of kulaks
later, claiming that for Ukrainian literature to develop, it needed to continue the “nporuecc
JNIMKBHALMY Ky/IaKa KaK KJIacca B XyLOXKecTBeHHOi uteparype.” ' [process of liquidating the
kulaks as a class in literature] This phrase, at least as it was applied to actual writers, indicates
writers who sympathized overly with the peasantry, rather than writers from a wealthy peasant
background. Kulik’s condemnation of Vishnia thus uses the discourse surrounding
collectivization across the Soviet Union and, within Ukraine, the discourse used to disguise
catastrophic famine. Vishnia, who had already proved himself an outspoken critic of economic
conditions, at least by the standards of officially condoned Soviet culture, wrote about village life
and collective farms. It is highly probable that Vishnia’s true crime against Soviet literature was
a moment of sympathy with or honesty about the peasants’ experience of collectivization. Kulik
complained that collectivization hadn’t received proper literary treatment in Ukraine, “XoTs
OprKOMHTET 3Ty TeMy YIIOPHO BBIABUTal mepex mucatemsivi.” ° [although the Orgcommittee
insistently put this topic before writers.] Although Kulik never referred to the Ukrainian famine,
the oddness of the phrase “liquidating the kulaks as a class in literature” functions as a moment
of discursive excess to hide the agonizing reality behind his speech.

Looking to Moscow

While the national organizing committees faced varying challenges to varying degrees, they
agreed on one solution to all of them: Moscow. Moscow had the writers, the money, the paper,
the critics, and most importantly, the power. By the time the organizing committee held the first
plenum, Moscow was sufficiently organized to implement the April 23 resolution, whereas most
of the republics had yet to determine what it meant. At the plenum’s opening, Subotskii praised
Moscow, Leningrad, and even Kharkov, the Urals, and the Northern Caucasus for their
improvements to writers’ daily lives, but noted that equivalent work had not even begun in many
places. However, he warned, “Ho B emom psizie MecT 3TO €TI0 elle He CABUHYTO C MEPTBOM
TOYKHU. BbUTO OBI HEMIPABUIIBHO KAJIOBATHCS 371eCh Ha pykoBoAcTBO Oprkomutera PCOCP nmmn

1% RGALI, f. 631, op. 6, d. 36, 1. 25.
1 RGALI, f. 631, op. 6, d. 36, 1. 22.
15 RGALL, f. 631, op. 6, d. 36, 1. 26.
1% RGALL f. 631, op. 6, d. 36, 1. 63.
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Bcecoro3noro Oprkomutera. 31ech €10 32 MECTHBIMU OpTraHU3alusMu. M3 ieHTpa TOIbKO
Higero He caenaems.” '’ [But in a whole range of places this matter still hasn’t moved from a
full stop. It would be wrong to complain here about the leadership of the RSFSR Orgcommittee
or the All-Union Orgcommittee. This is a matter for local organizations. Nothing gets done
from the center alone.] Instead of relying on Moscow, he suggested, “3nech neno koHTakTa U
JIEJIOBOM CBSI3U C MECTHBIMHM COBETCKMMU MapTUHHBIMU U TPO(ECCUOHATILHBIMU
opranmammsmn.”'® [This is a matter of contact and official connections with local Soviet party
and professional organizations.]

Without Moscow’s weight behind them, however, it was difficult or impossible for
national writers to lay claim to the limited resources of their local Party and professional
organizations. Subotskii’s recommendation conveniently ignored the uneven distribution of
resources to these organizations, not to mention literature-specific issues like publishing and
criticism. National representatives responded by asserting their centrality to the organizing
committee’s project. Majidi concluded his speech with a request to institutionalize assistance for
the nationalities:

[Tocnennee noxemanre OpkoMuTeTy. S CibIman cOOOIIEHUE O TOM, YTO OyAeT

OpPraHU30BBIBATHCS CEKLIMU HallMOHATIBbHOCTEH ipu Oprkomutere. S cumrato, 4To

3TO CEKLIMOHHYIO PabOTy HY’)KHO YMHOXKUTb — €€ HY>KHO YIYUIIUTh C TOUKU

3peHHsI OKa3aHHsI HEOOXOAMMOM TUTEPaTypHON MOMOIIH, TUTEPATYPHOTO

PYKOBOJICTBA JIUTEpApTypaM Hall. PeCIyOIuK, I/Ie HET T0CTaTOYHO MapKCUCTCKU

109
MNOATOTOBJICHHBIX KaJAPOB, TAC HC UMCCTCA JOCTATOYHO KPUTHUYCCKUX KaJPOB.

A last request for the Orgcommittee. I heard that it will organize a nationalities
section under the Orgcommittee. I believe that this section’s work needs to be
increased, it needs to be improved with regard to giving necessary literary
assistance, literary leadership to the literature of the national republics, which lack
sufficient cadres trained in Marxism, which don’t have enough critical cadres.

Vishnia characteristically turned this request into criticism. Beginning with an image of
hospitality and Soviet brotherhood, he lamented, “M#I ¢ 3THM HE pa3 BCTpeUyaInCh, IIEIOBATUCH,
OOHUMANHCh, OBLITM HA MHOTOYHUCITUMBIX OaHKETax, Bbl y HAC, MBI Y Bac, a BCE JKe K HaIlleMy
CTBIJTY MBI MaJIO OOpalajid BHUMaHUs Ha Pa3BUTHE JTUTEPATYP HAPOIOB CCcCP.”'"’ [We have
more than once met, kissed, embraced, been at numerous banquets, we’ve hosted you, you’ve
hosted us and all the same to our shame we have paid little attention to the development of
national literatures of the USSR.] His next sentences contradicted the solidarity implied by his
initial “we,” specifying whose shame it in fact was:

U TyT, 601BHO BaM 3TO, WK HE OOJILHO, HO HAJIO BaM CKa3aTh MpaB/y B Iiasa:

caMblii 3aJHUI MOCT B 3TOM OTHOILICHUH PYCCKas JIUTeparypa. XapakTepHO TO,

YTO MBI YKPAHUHIIBI Ballly JINTEPATYPY MPEKPACHO 3HAEM, TPEKPACHO 3HAEM

PYCCKYIO TUTEPATypPy, MbI 3HAEM U OEJIOPYCCKYIO JIUTEPATYpPy, U TPY3UHCKYIO

TUTEPaATypy, U TATAPCKYIO JIUTEPATYPY, U T.7. MBI IEpeBOIUM Ha YKPAUHCKUH

SI3bIK JIUTEpaTyphl Bcex HapoaoB CCCP, Mbl epeBOIUM U PYCCKYIO TUTEPATYPY

"TRGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 5, 1. 59. October 30, 1932.
108 .
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Ha YKPAaUHCKUM S3bIK U B U3PSIAHOM KOJIMYECTBE 3TO JE1acM, a BOT PyCCKUUI
nycaTenh He OCOOCHHO HACTaWBaeT Ha TOM, YTOOBI HA PYCCKOM SI3BIKE /1aTh
nureparypsl Haponos Coroza.'!

And here, whether or not you find it painful, I need to tell the truth to your face:
Russian literature holds the very last place in this regard. It is characteristic that
we Ukrainians know your literature wonderfully, know Russian literature
wonderfully, and we also know Belorussian literature, Georgian literature, Tatar
literature and so on. We are translating the literature of all people of the USSR
into Ukrainian, and we translate Russian literature into Ukrainian and do so in
unusual quantity, and here a Russian writer doesn’t particularly insist that the
literatures of the Soviet peoples be available in Russian.

Vishnia’s answer to the indifference of Russian writers towards the national literatures treated
this as a question of power, not education. The organizing committee, he argued, needed to take
on “nuio umeHHo Bceecorosznoro Komurera, He Beepoccuiickoro a Beecorosznoro.”! 2
[...precisely the face of an All-Union Committee, not All-Russian but All-Union.] As a member
of the committee, Vishnia was apparently arguing for a more prominent role in its hierarchy.
What actions an all-Union committee would take to solve the inequalities between Moscow and
the periphery was left for other speakers to address, but Vishnia showed no doubt that the
responsibility lay with the center.

Whether discussing problems of literary development or economic, national
representatives shied away from direct calls for material assistance. Increased attention, it was
understood, produced funding increases. Thus, speakers reiterated the need for translations into
Russian, greater appreciation of national literatures, and especially, official visits. Gumer Gali
concluded his report on Tatar literature with such a request: “Jlns1 Hac Ype3BbIYAHO Ba)KHO,
9100l OPrKOMUTET MOCAN HAaM Ha JUIUTEIbHBIA CPOK KOMIIETEHTHOT'O TOBAPUIIIA, KOTOPBIA MOT
paboTaTh ¢ mucaTessIMH, TOMOrajl Obl HaM B JIeJI€ BBIIOJHEHUS 3aa4, KOTOPbIE CTaBSTCS Mepea
coBerckuMH mHcatensivi pemenrem LK Taprun.”'" [For us it’s extraordinarily important that
the Orgcommittee should send us a competent comrade for an extended period, someone who
could work with writers, help us fulfill the tasks the Party Central Committee resolution set
Soviet writers.] Samakov made a similar appeal, complaining that “ B Komu-3s1pckyro 00:1.,
JUTEpaTypa KOTOPOH CYLIECTBYET yke 15 ser, He npuesskan Hu OJIUH PYCCKUM mucarens.”
[To the Komi-Zyrian region, whose literature is already fifteen years old, not a single Russian
writer has paid a visit.] An audience member corrected him, saying the Northern organizing
committee had already sent two. (Samakov refrained from pointing out that the two claims
weren’t necessarily contradictory. Indeed, subsequent organizing committee projects would
show marked differences between who was sent and who arrived.) The most poignant request,
however, came from Baduev, who linked his call for assistance to the Russian literary tradition:

A oOpamrarock k Bam po(eCcCHOHATBLHBIM TUCATENSIM C €IMHCTBEHHOM MPOCKOOi,

- yTOOBI 3T HcaTeny, kak JleB TomncToii, kak JlepmonToB, Kak I1ymikuH, XOTs OH

Y HEJIECTHO BBIpaszmiics o YeuHe, npuesskaiu Obl B HAIIA TOPHI XOTh OJUH pa3 B 10

" RGALL f. 631, 0p. 1,d. 9, 1. 53-
"2 RGALL f. 631, 0p. 1,d. 9, 1. 54.
"3 RGALL f. 631, 0p. 1, d. 1
" RGALL f. 631, 0p. 1, d. 1
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JIeT ¥ TIOKa3ajy Obl HaM, PACTYIIIMM MOJIOJBIM ITHCATENAM, KaK IOJJOUTH K TOH
WJIM IPYyroM TeMe, KaKyro TOPHYIO TEMAaTHUKY B35iTh, Kak 3T0 caenain JIe TosncToit
B “Xamxu Mypare”, JlepmonTtoB B “U3mann bel”, 1 4T00bI BB cCaMu Hanucaiu
4TO HUOY/Ibh M3 TOPCKON KU3HH, U3 TOPCKOM TeMaTHKH.

I address you professional writers with a single request, that these writers — like
Lev Tolstoy, like Lermontov, like Pushkin, despite his unflattering depiction of
Chechnya — come to our mountains at least once in ten years and show us, young
growing writers, how to approach this or that topic, which mountain themes to
take, like Lev Tolstoy did in Hadji Murat, Lermontov in Izmail Bey, and to write
yourselves something about mountain life, about mountain themes.

By depicting the organizing committee’s emissaries as the successors of Tolstoy, Lermontov,
and Pushkin, Baduev implied that Russian writers need not choose between developing their own
literary careers and assisting national writers. Instead, visiting the periphery would further both
equality and inspiration. The national literatures, in this model, are less backward brothers and
more apprentices, priming the canvas for the master. Many Russians found Baduev’s image
persuasive, but limited. If one was going to visit the periphery, apparently it was best to choose
a destination based on the potential for creative and personal stimulation, not local need.

Preparing the Periphery

At the first plenum, in the same speech warning national and local organizing committees to find
their own sources of support, Subotskii acknowledged that Moscow had neglected its broader
constituency. The problem was apparently organizational: “Bcecoro3usiit OprkoMuTeT
(hakTUYECKH HE Pa3BEpHYJI CBOIO paboTy, padotan Toasko Oprromuter PCOCP, koTopsIit
3a4acTylo 3aHUMAaJICd MOCKOBCKHMU JieJaMu B yiiepo nenam nepudepuii, ocobeHHo —
aBTOHOMHBIX peciry6unk u oGmacreit.”''® [The All-Union Orgcommittee basically hasn’t started
work, only the RSFSR Orgcommittee, which has mostly focused on Moscow at the expense of
the periphery, especially of autonomous republics and regions.] The distinction between the
RSFSR and all-Union committees was disingenuous, since the leadership was the same for both
and the Russian organizing committee held responsibility for establishing the all-Union one.
After this slight-of-hand evasion, however, Subotskii’s admission outlined the eventual tactics
used to prepare the national literatures for the Congress. The organizing committee, he claimed,
should have sent instructors, maintained communication with the periphery, sent “koHKpeTHOI
cucremarnyeckoii momoru™' !’ [concrete, systematic help], had the local committees report to
Moscow, and established an all-Union structure that detailed funding obligations.

Although the organizing committee undertook several of these activities, they were not
initially a priority. Even before the first plenum session, the RSFSR organizing committee
established a “nHanmonanpHas komuccus’” [national commission] of national writers living in
Moscow.''® This commission was entrusted with the leadership of national literatures within the
RSFSR, but its members included Lahuti and Usmanov, who actively pushed for greater

"SRGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 12, 1. 64. November 3, 1932.

MO RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 5, 1. 57. October 30, 1932.

" RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 5, 1. 58.

18 «y orgkommitete.” Literaturnaia gazeta. September 5, 1932.
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organizing committee attention to the republics. It created writing groups for Tatar, Yiddish,
Belorussian, German, and Chuvash literature, among others; initiated a Russian-language literary
journal for national literatures; and organized translation classes to improve the quality and
quantity of Russian translations.''” The organizing committee also sent ad hoc delegations to the
republics, such as a Kulik-led writers’ brigade to Armenia, and founded a new journal, Literature
of the Peoples of the Soviet Union."*® Despite these efforts, the nationalities continued to push
for greater institutional representation and assistance.

Send in the Brigades
In August 1933, well into the additional time allocated to organize the national literatures, the
all-Union organizing committee institutionalized its assistance to the periphery by establishing
literary brigades. This acknowledged the problem’s magnitude, but it also reflected the
increased institutionalization of the organizing committee’s power structures and the broadening
scope of the planned Congress. The brigades were an established Soviet work technique that
allowed the committee to dispatch power instead of more immediate forms of assistance, such as
funding. Instead, the brigades would leverage the organizing committee’s weight to generate
funding, publishing priorities, housing, and political recognition at the local levels.

The organizing committee Secretariat ordered the brigades to engage in the following
activities:

1. Cobupanue 1 U3yyeHne BCEro JUTEpaTypHOro MaTepralia, XapaKTepHU3yoIero

TBOPYECTBO MKCATENIEH U COCTOSHUE JINTEPATYPHON OpraHU3aluy Kax 101

PecryOnuku, kpast u obacTu.

2. Beie3nibl Ha epuGepuio B LENAX YKPEIUICHUS KUBOM CBA3H U KOHKPETHON

MTOMOLIH JIUT. OpraHu3anusM. PerynspHas ToBapuilecKas epemnucka.

3. Opranu3zanus nepeBoJ0OB HA PYCCKUM S3bIK, MPOABMKEHUE B MIE€YATh JIYUYIIUX

JIUT.XYJ0KECTBEHHBIX ITponu3BeeHNI nucareneil Coro3HbIX, aBBTOHOMHBIX

PecryGnnk, o6IacTeil i MepeBoioB ¢ PyCCKoro Ha s3biki Hapogos CCCP.'!
1. The collection and study of all literary materials characterizing writers” work
and the state of literary organization for each Republic, state and region.
2. Travel to the periphery to strengthen the live connection and concrete
assistance to lit. organizations. Regular comradely correspondence.
3. Organizing Russian translations and arranging the publication of the best
literary works of writers from Union and autonomous republics and regions, and
the translation from Russian into the languages of the peoples of the USSR.

Further, the brigades should publicize their efforts as well as ongoing work by local literary
organizations, both on the periphery and back in Moscow. “Ha rpynmsl Bo3naraercs
OTBETCTBEHHOCTD 32 IIMPOKOE OCBEIICHHE B MECTHOM LIEHTPAIbHOM ITpecce TBOPUYECTBA U
paborte! mucareneil Beex nuropranmsanuii CCCP.” '*? [Groups are responsible for wide
coverage in the local and central press of the creations and work of writers from all lit.

19 «y orgkommitete.” Literaturnaia gazeta. December 23, 1932.

120 RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 19, 1. 188. February 12, 1933. RGASPL f. 17, op. 120, d. 127, 1. 3-4. Undated,
probably February, 1933.

2l RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 33, 1. 25. August 27, 1933.

122 Tbid.
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organizations of the USSR.] Finally, the Secretariat urged haste, concluding its directions with
the command, “I'pyIma JobKHA TOCTYINTB K paGoTe HememieHHo. = [The group must get to
work promptly.] And most of them did.

The Secretariat assigned seven or eight writers to each of the brigades to Ukraine,
Belorussia, Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Tataria, with slightly fewer to Turkmenistan and
four each to Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. Two large brigades — 31 writers each — were delegated
to the RSFSR national literatures and to Russian literature outside Moscow and Leningrad.124
The brigades were chaired by major figures in the Soviet literary establishment: Fadeev chaired
the Ukrainian brigade, Kirpotin chaired the Belorussian, Pavlenko — the Georgian, Bezymenskii
— the Armenian, Averbakh — the Azerbaijani, Kirshon — the Tatar, Ermilov — the Uzbek, Lahuti —
the Tajik, Vsevolod Ivanov — the Turkmen, Serafimovich — the brigade on national literatures
within the RSFSR, and Panferov — the one on Russian provincial literatures. Other writers of
note assigned to the brigades included Valentin Kataev and Fedor Gladkov to Ukraine, Yurii
Tynianov to Georgia, Marietta Shaginian to Armenia, Boris Pil’niak to Azerbaijan; Olesha, I1f
and Petrov to Tataria; Osip Brik, Demian Bednyi, Andrei Bely, and Mikhail Sholokhov to the
RSFSR nationalities; and Boris Pasternak (initially) to the Russian provinces. Some of the
brigades contained national writers active in Moscow, such as David Egoroshvili in the Georgian
brigade and Kovalenko in the Ukrainian one, but most contained only Russians.

The brigades were impressive — a large-scale, organized campaign studded with literary
and organizing committee luminaries. However, these were by no means the only obligations
facing these figures. The brigades suffered the universal problem of committee appointments:
the more important the members, the less time they had to devote to the brigade. The same
protocol creating the brigades to the periphery also established brigades on socialist realism,
drama, poetry, young authors, Yiddish literature, children’s literature, and international literature.
Fadeev, chair of the Ukrainian brigade, was hereby designated the chair of the poetry and
Yiddish brigades as well, not to mention his continued position as acting chair of the entire
organizing committee during Gronskii’s medical leave.'*

Nor were brigade assignments final. Some members joined later, such as the folklorist
Sokolov, who took advantage of the opportunity to visit Dagestan as part of the brigade there.'*
Others quietly transferred to brigades better suited to their personal or literary interests, while
still others patiently ignored the assignment altogether in the hopes that they would be dropped
or overlooked in the rush. Georgia was a particularly compelling destination for Russian writers,
as it combined attractive travel opportunities, a thriving literature with roots in antiquity that
offered possible inspiration, and a literary culture that needed less assistance than most other
national literatures. Pasternak and Ol’ga Forsh left the provincial Russian and Ukrainian
brigades respectively in favor of Tbilisi. Kirpotin, head of the Belorussian brigade (and the
drama brigade, as well as a member of the poetry and Yiddish ones, and the organizing
committee presidium secretary), managed to visit both Georgia and Armenia. Kazan was
another appealing destination, with (unusually) almost all of its brigade visiting, plus a few new
members.

12 RGALI f. 631, op. 1, d. 33, 1. 26.

'2* The latter brigade continued to debate whether it should focus on a few regions, such as Volga and Arkhangelsk,
where it could possibly achieve meaningful results by the Congress, or attempt to send a sub-brigade to each of the
regions within the RSFSR.

P RGALIL f. 631, op. 1, d. 33,1.27-8. August 27, 1933. RGASPI, f. 17, op. 114, d. 348, 1. 96. May 15, 1933.
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Central Asia was considered a less desirable assignment. Lahuti complained about the
brigade to Tajikistan, which he chaired, that “Omna oTka3anacs moexarsb, motomy 4ro KapaBaesa
JIoIKHA GblTa ObITH Ha 17-M chesze; Apyrue Toxe He cormacuuck.” 27 [It refused to go, because
Karavaeva had to be at the Seventeenth (Party) Congress; the others also wouldn’t agree to it.]
Faced with the Tajik organizing committee’s pleas, Lahuti went alone: “Kaxupiii n1eHb
MPUXOJIAIIN TEeJIETPAMMBI O TOM, YTO MOMEHT OYEHb CEPhE3HBIN — Mpue3kaiite. S BeIHYXIEeH
OBLT 3aMEHNTH COOOM BpHraTy U Ioexath BMecTo opuramsl.” > [Telegrams arrived every day,
saying that the moment was serious — come. [ had to replace the brigade myself and go in place
of the brigade.] The Azerbaijani brigade lacked such a dedicated leader. At the third plenum,
when other speakers praised the brigade efforts, Simurg reported, “Ilmoxo emie To, uro Hama
Opuraza ceituac 6e3 ronoBsl. [Ipencenarens Opuraas ToB.ABepOax, kak OynTo Obl ceiiuac He
paboraer.”'?’ [It’s also bad that our brigade is currently without a head. It’s as though the
brigade chair Comrade Averbakh isn’t working at present.] To be fair, Pil’niak visited Baku
shortly after the brigade appointment, but he appears to have done little organizational work. On
March 13, two days after Simurg’s speech (although in response to criticism from other quarters
as well), the organizing committee Secretariat appointed a new brigade led by Afinogenov, with
only Zuev remaining from the first delegation. Four members of the new Azerbaijani brigade
soon visited, but Zuev’s report back to the organizing committee presidium echoes Simurg’s
complaint, “CocrostHue OpUraabl Mo U3y4eHUIO JIUTEPaTyphl A3zepOaiikaHa mioxoe: yexa TOB.
ABep6ax, GbUT BBIIEICH HOBBIH COCTaB OpUrajpl, KOTopsiil He padotaer.” > [The condition of
the brigade for studying the literature of Azerbaijan is poor: comrade Averbakh has left, a new
brigade membership was established, which doesn’t work.] Eventually, all of the new brigade
members (Afinogenov, Zuev, Aseev, Boris Lavrenev, Mikhail Svetlov, and the later addition
Chumandrin) actively fulfilled their brigade responsibilities, but by then the Congress was upon
them.

Averbakh’s unwillingness to contribute even minimally to his brigade became a matter of
debate because he was chairing it, but he was far from alone in his reluctance. There were
several reasons Russian writers were reluctant to participate. The very reasons national
literatures were successful in demanding assistance — underdeveloped literary scenes, poor
material conditions — made visiting them less rewarding. Perhaps more importantly, time spent
on the periphery was time away from Moscow, where the battles actually affecting Russian
writers were fought. Although brigade work indicated a certain level of partiinost’, so did other
forms of organizational work that were more closely connected to their personal status. And any
organizational work stole time from creative endeavors. Yudin attempted to convince writers
otherwise, claiming that the material gathered during their brigade trips would more than
compensate for the time lost, saying:

Pabotaiite BMecTe, 3TO HE MMOMENIaeT HU B KaKOW Mepe TBOPUYECKOMY IIJIaHy

Ka)KJIOTO W3 MHcaTeNiel, y4acTBYIOIIHUX B 3TOM paboTe, HA00OPOT, 00OTaTUT

TBOPYECKHI TUIaH MHCATENsA, IOMOXKET eMy OOJIbIle YBUAETh )KU3Hb, OOJIbIIIE

YBHJICTb JTIO/ICH M IOCMOTPETH KAK PabOTAIOT MICATENH APYTHX pecrnyommk. '

2T RGALI f. 631, op. 6, d. 35,1. 6. March 11, 1934.
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Work together. This doesn’t interfere in the slightest with the creative plan of
each writer participating in this work. On the contrary, it enriches the writer’s
creative plan, helps him to see more of life, to see more of people, and to watch
how writers from other republics work.

This appeal may have consoled the brigadiers, but it did not win many converts. Considering the
opportunity costs associated with the brigades, it is a testament to writers’ curiosity or dedication
that so many of them did make the effort.

Brigades in Action

The brigades’ tasks essentially amounted to communication and assistance. They shuttled
information between Moscow and the periphery, making reports to Moscow and explaining
Moscow’s demands to the republics. At their best, the brigades not only fulfilled the terse
directive, “Perynspnas ToBpuieckas nepemnucka,” [Regular comradely correspondence] but
made prolonged visits to local organizing committees, especially those outside the republic or
regional capital.

While in the periphery, brigades met with workers’ writing circles, unaffiliated writers,
librarians, Party officials, publishers, and the public, but the local organizing committees were
their obvious focus. The brigades sorted out local writers, clarifying expectations and directives,
and temporarily filling the critical gap by deciding a flurry of theoretical and practical debates.
At the third plenum, Zharskii, a Polish writer from Belorussia, described this process, “bpurana
MpoBeJIa y HAC LEJbIN Pl COBELIAHUM — 10 [paMaTypruu, o AETCKOW JIUTepaType, Mo MOI3UH.
Unens! 3T0i Opuraasl, Opuraaa B 11eJ0M O€ce0BaIN OUEHb JIETATBHO C KaKIBIM IHCATeNeM, C
oueHp MHOrUMH mHcatessiviL.[...]” > [The brigade held an entire set of meetings on dramaturgy,
children’s literature, and poetry. Brigade members and the brigade as a whole had very detailed
conversations with each writer, with a great many writers.] These meetings with individual
writers and in larger forums provided a map for local writers to follow, so that:

...cTayia OoJIbIIe pa3BUBATHCS CAMOKPUTHKA, HOO TOBAPHIIH JICHCTBUTEIBHO

pa3BepHyIU OOJBIIYIO paboTy, BAYMYUBYIO paboTy, paboTy, KOTopasi yKpenuia

COCTOSIHUE HaIIeH JIUTEPaTyphl, KOTOpas IIOMOTJIa HaM MPAKTHYECKH W30 JTHS B

ACHb IPEOI0IeBAT Te OTPOMHEHUIIINE HETOCTaTKU, KOTOPBIE Mbl IMEEM B HaIIEeH

pabore.

Self-criticism started to develop more, since comrades truly turned towards
serious work, thoughtful work, work that strengthened the state of our literature,
that helped us practically from day to day to surmount those great flaws that we
have in our work.

The brigade had the critical authority local organizations lacked: since it had Moscow’s weight
behind it, local writers and critics could safely conform to the brigade’s pronouncements. The
brigades also set work plans and timelines for Congress preparations, as Zuev described in his
report on the Azerbaijani brigade: “[II]pexnae Bcero HeoOX0oauMO OBUTIO OpTraHU3AIMOHHO
nojkpenuTs OprkOMUTET U HA 3aCEAaHUU CeKpeTaprara 1 (ppakiiuy OblJI HAMEUYEH I1aH paboT
710 che3/1a nucarenieid. bbut pazpaboTaH KajeHIapHbIN TUTaH padoThl (YpaKIMK, YTBEP)KICHHBIN

B2 RGALL f. 631, op. 6, d. 35, 1. 82. March 11, 1934.
133 Ibid.
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kyasriporom LK Asep6aiimkana.”** [Before all else, it was necessary to organizationally

reinforce the Orgcommittee and a plan for the work that needed to be done before the writers’
congress was outlined at sessions of the secretariat and (Party) fraction. A timeline for the
faction’s work was developed and confirmed by the Azerbaijani Central Committee Kultprop. ]
These ambitious plans weren’t always fulfilled, even by the brigades themselves. Zuev noted
that his brigade started late, worked episodically, and that, “aTo0sI 3aKkpenuTh HaYaTyIO padboTy,
HE00X0AMMO OBLIO TOTYAC JKE 1O Mpue3zie Opuraasl B MOCKBY nocnath B AzepOaiimkan
UHCTpYKTOpa OPrKOMUTETA IJIs1 OCYIIECTBICHISI HAMEUYEHHOTO OPTIIIaHa. DTOTO He OBLIO
caenano.” [in order to consolidate the early work, it was necessary to send an Orgcommittee
instructor to Azerbaijan as soon as the brigade arrived in Moscow, to implement the developed
orgplan. This wasn’t done.]

Prominent writers on the brigades tended to conduct literary evenings or readings in
addition to the organization meetings, using their popularity with other writers and readers to
bolster the organizing committee process. Writers rarely discussed how many (or few) readers
they were reaching through these efforts, as opposed to the prominent references to outreach for
aspiring writers. At one point, while Dimetradze was describing literary evenings held after the
brigade visit to Georgia, Stavskii interrupted to ask, “A uurtatenu yuactBoBanm?” [And did
readers participate?] Dimetradze reassured him, “UuTtaTenu To)ke yuacTBOBaJIA. Y YaCTBOBAIH U
nama Mosonexs.”*® [Readers also participated, as did our youth.] He did not give any
indication of how many readers this comprised. However, since national elites were generally
small, this readership could contain the Party members and local officials brigades were
attempting to reach, readers who were far more important for immediate efforts than the poorly
literate masses.

Brigade members met with local authorities to push for material support. As prominent
all-Union figures, they had easier access to officials, and their very presence on the periphery
signified Moscow’s priorities. It was common for brigades to meet with the chair of the
republic’s Party, and whether or not he pledged support, that high-level meeting could be
leveraged in subsequent meetings with lower officials in charge of housing, publishing, and so
on. Promises weren’t always kept, as Simurg complained above, but the overall level of support
increased dramatically. After Lahuti visited Tajikistan, he reported:

Konu 1o nexabps mecsna 33 rona 3a Bpemsi CBOETO cyliecTBoBaHus TapKuKcKas

OpraHu3aIys COBETCKUX MUCATENICH MOydunsa TOJbKO 5 T.py0Jiei, To Ternepb

noce noes3aku opuraasl OprxomMureTa U 6maronaps u cBoemy pykoBoacTy LIK

naptuu Tamkukucrana, accuraoBano Ha 34 rox 300 Teic.py0sieii, 3TO BO MEPBHIX,

BO BTOPBIX — 250 ThIC. pyOiieii Ha MOCTPONKY JJOMa HcaTeNei, B TPEThUX —

Bcecoro3apiM OprkoMUTETOM COI03a TucaTeneit accuruuBado 80 ThIC. pyOiiei

JUTSL IO/ITOTOBKH BBICTABKH K Che3y.

If until December 1933, the Tajik organization of Soviet writers received only
5,000 rubles for the full duration of its existence, now, after the Orgcommittee
brigade’s trip and thanks to the leadership of the TsK of the Party of Tajikistan,
300,000 rubles has been appropriated for 1934. That’s first of all, and second,

PYRGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 44, 1. 5-6. April 27, 1934.

15 Ibid.

3¢ RGALL f. 631, op. 6, d. 34, 1. 23. March 10, 1934.
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250,000 rubles to build a House of Writers, and third — the All-Union
Orgcommittee of the writers’ union has allocated 80,000 rubles to prepare the
exhibition for the Congress.

Lahuti’s report credited these achievements to the brigade’s visit, although he previously
acknowledged that he went without the other, reluctant members. Although most reports
neglected specific sums, they indicated similar increases in funding commitment. This was
essential for the success of the organizing committee process. It gave writers the opportunity to
work, as opposed to fighting for survival under often difficult conditions. It gave the local
organizing committees credibility both as legitimate Soviet organizations, since power was
measured in terms of resources controlled, and as literary authorities, since they now had the
necessary carrot and stick (or whip and gingerbread) to make their theoretical pronouncements
meaningful. And independent sources of funding actually increased rather than decreased the
ties to Moscow, as local organizing committees now had the resources to carry out some of
Moscow’s orders and participate fully in organizing Soviet literature. The all-Union organizing
committee could assign expenses to the local organizing committees, even for the Congress
itself: Moscow paid the delegates’ way fo the Congress, and provided hotel rooms and meals
during, but local committees had to buy the return tickets.'*®

Brigades in Moscow

Brigade work continued back in Moscow. None of their reports contradicted the bleak pictures
painted by the national delegates, but their confirmation consolidated Moscow’s view of the
periphery and spurred further action. Some added telling details, like Zuev’s image of the
Azerbaijani organizing committee meeting in a leaky lobby. Others, like Lahuti, negotiated
funding from Moscow to supplement local resources. The brigades had greater authority on the
subject of national literatures than the national writers themselves, as they were considered both
impartial and, as a result of their few months of work, experts.

From the beginning of the organizing committee process, Moscow preferred Russian
experts to national ones. When the Congress was still being planned for the fall of 1932,
Skosyrev wrote in Literaturnaia Gazeta that:

Ecnu nucatenu B Macce HallMOHAIBHBIX JINTEPATYpP HE 3HAIOT, TO KaXKIbIi

OTZI€JIbHBIN MUCATENb B TOW WM UHOM Mepe 3aHUMAJICS M 3aHUMAETCS KaKOM-

1100 HaIMOHANBHOM JuTepaTypoid. B craThe, B OTAETBHON OpOIIIOpe OH MOXKET,

OH J0JI’KEH IMO3HAKOMUTH € 3TOM JIUTEpATypor Apyrux nucarenaeid. Mel 3Haem,

Hanpumep, uyto TT. JlanuH u XarpeBuH 3HatOT Ta/UKUKUCTaH; OHU 00sI3aHbI IIepest

ChE3/I0M pacckKaszaTh HaM To, 4yTO 3Hat0T. C. McCTUCIaBCKUM 3aHUMAICS

XyJI0’KECTBEHHOM JIuTepaTypon Jlarecrana. «JIutraseray uiam Apyrom Kakou

OpraH nevyaru JOJIKEeH 3aKa3aTh €My CTaThlO O JareCTaHCKUX MHcaTessaX. 3a Te

ABa MECA1a 4YTO OCTAJIMCh 0 ChC3d, MHOI'OC MOKHO YCIICTh C,Z[GJIB.TB.139

If writers don’t know national literatures en masse, then each individual writer to
some degree has and continues to study some national literature. He can, he must
acquaint other writers with that literature in an article or separate brochure. We
know, for example, that Comrades Lapin and Khatsrevin know Tajikistan; they

B8 RGALL f. 631, op. 6, d. 10, 1. 117.
139 Skosyrev, “Vserossiiskii ili vsesoiuznyi,” Literaturnaia gazeta. Aug 29, 1932.
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are obligated to tell us what they know before the Congress. S. Mstislavskii has
studied the literature of Dagestan. The Literary Gazette or some other press organ
should commission an article from him about Dagestani writers. In the two
months remaining before the Congress, much can be accomplished.

The preference for Russian experts fueled the brigade process, as returning members had an
easier time gaining a Moscow audience than national writers did. In the spring and summer of
1934, the organizing committee planned a series of lectures and conferences to prepare writers
for the Congress. These included a conference on Yiddish literature, a talk by Kulik on local
nationalism, talks on the works of a few major national writers (Mikitenko, Lahuti, Kupala,
Kolas, Mikola Bazhan, Mikheil Javakhishvili, and Peretz Markish), and presentations on the
state of national literatures.'"*” Brigade members also published articles and books on national
literatures, such as Gol’tsev’s book on Georgian literature.'*!

Besides their own works, the brigades pressured Russian publishers to issue translations
of their respective national literatures. Zuev reported five new book contracts for translations of
contemporary Azerbaijani works, as well as continuing efforts to persuade Moscow and
Leningrad publishing to follow suit. '** Drastamat Simonian, from Armenia, praised that brigade
for negotiating almost 100 quires of works by Armenian poets, prose writers and one dramatist in
Russian translation."” The all-Union committee commissioned a Russian language anthology of
Uzbek literature.'**

Finally, the brigades met the requirement set by the organizing committee’s order to get
“wide coverage” for their activities. The arrival of prominent writers in the periphery made the
newspapers and radio, which also announced and then reviewed the literary evenings and
reported on translation contracts. The brigade members wrote travel reports and articles
surveying national literatures for Russian periodicals, including Literaturnaia Gazeta. Even the
news that national literatures made the news could make the news.

Reviewing the Brigades

Moscow’s official position on the brigades was positive, although Russian writers continued to
see any attention to national literature as a distraction from more important issues. These views
were occasionally voiced, but tended to be drowned out by defenses of the brigades, as when
Kirsanov suggested at the third plenum that they were mostly for show. The Tatar writer Najmi
attacked this statement, saying Kirsanov was deeply wrong. “Ow 3asBui gaxe, 4to paboTa 3TUX
Opuraj SBISETCS KAKHM-TO B3aUMHBIM OOMEHOM JTFO0E3HOCTSIMH MEXITy PA3IMYHBIMH TOPOIAMHU.
3TO B BBICHICH CTETIEHU OCKOPOUTEIHHO U JUIs WICHOB OpHUraj U JJisi COBETCKUX MHcaTeNell Ha
mecrax.”'* [He even stated that the work of these brigades is some sort of exchange of
courtesies between different cities. This is offensive to the highest degree to both the members
of the brigades and to local Soviet writers.] Kirshon similarly scolded “nerxkomsiciennbie
TOBApHIIH, (eciu MATKO uX Ha3Bath)” [the light-minded comrades (to name them gently)] who
criticized the brigades as irrelevant, threatening, “3THX caMbIX MOJIOJIBIX TOBAPHUIIEH HYKHO 3a
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14 [ These young comrades should be mercilessly

TaKue BeIy OeCIoImaaHo OUTh MO pyKaM.
rapped on the knuckles for such things.]
Most of the brigades earned profuse praise from the locals, although there were
complaints, especially about the amount of attention or time allotted. Kapiev’s third plenum
speech gives a good example of these comments, which tended to temper praise with criticism:
Coznmanwne u noceuika Opuraa. [louemy OprkoMUTET HE MOT paHbIIE MOyMaTh
00 3TOM XOpOIIeM, 3aMeyaTeIbHOM HaunHaHuu? Ho roBOpUTH O KOJIOCCATBHBIX
pesyibTaTax padoThl ITUX OpHUTal HET OCHOBaHMI: HEKOTOPHIE OpUTabl HA
MeCTaX OKa3aluch O€CIIOMOITHBIMU, MO0 OBUTH COCTABIICHBI HEYIAYHO U, KPOME
TOTO, cienuii. Benp eno He B TOM, 4TOOBI IIPOBECTH HA MECTAX COBEIAHUS,
cllenath J0KJal O HEeIOIyCTUMOM OTCTaBaHUH JIUTEPATYPHI OT COLUAINCTIECKOTO
CTPOUTENBCTBA, CACNaTh JOKIIA O 3a/1a4ax MPEACTOosIIero che3na. Harmra
JIUTEpaTypa UIMEET CBOM crielu(puIecKrue Ha0OoJeBIINE KOHKPETHbBIE BOIPOCHI.
Hy»xHO ObUTO pa3penuTh X, a IUIsi STOr0 HY)KHO OBLIIO 3HATh MECTHBIC YCIIOBUS
pa6oTbl. TOIBKO TOrIA MOKHO OOECIIEUHTh POCT HAIIMX JTATEPaTyp. "

Composition and sending of the brigades. Why couldn’t the Orgcommittee think
of this good, wonderful beginning earlier? But there’s no basis for speaking of
colossal results from the work of these brigades: some brigades have proved
useless on site, since they were put together poorly and, moreover, worked in
haste. The point isn’t to hold meetings locally, to give a talk about the intolerable
backwardness of literature from the pace of socialist building, to give a talk on the
tasks of the coming congress. Our literature has its own specific, difficult,
concrete issues. We needed to solve them, and for this you need to know the local
work conditions. Only then can you facilitate the growth of our literatures.

The danger here was that brigades would treat the peripheral literatures as interchangeable, as
seen from Moscow instead of as seen on the ground. If only brigades had understood their task
properly, claimed Kapiev, what colossal results could have been achieved. Simurg’s speech
contained a similar “if only” element, “MsI ObuTH OBI OUEHB pajbl, €ciik Obl Opuraza,
TpHexaBLIas K HaM, BBITOTHIIA OB TAKYIO XKe PaboTy Kak 6puraa mo Yrpanue.”' ™ [We would
have been very happy, if the brigade which came to us had completed the same work as the
brigade to Ukraine.] As already noted, Simurg and other Azerbaijanis complained about
Averbakh’s disinterest in the brigade.

Participation had its own pitfalls; the disproportionate authority Russian writers gained
by visiting the periphery carried a potential for abuse. Early in the process, before the official
brigades, the Turkmen representative Chariev warned the organizing committee, “Manenbpkas
npockba k oprkomutery. Korma moceuiaere nucateneid Hail. pecnyOauKaM moxKaiayncTa ux
npoBepstiite! ATO OHM TBOPAT (KOHEYHO HE BCE) TaKUE BEIIH, UTO HE Jaid 6or.”'* [A small
request for the orgcommittee: When you send writers to the national republics, please examine
them first! Or else they get up to (of course, not all) such things, God forbid.] At the third
plenum, Simonian gave an example of what “such things” could be. He cautioned against

1 RGALL f. 631, op. 6, d. 35, 1. 47. March 11, 1934,
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unorganized visits, which could cause “HekoTopsle HenpuaTHBIE Henopazymenust. [...] [H]apsany
C OrPOMHOM MTOMOIIBIO, KOTOPYIO MBI ITOJIYYHUIIU OT JIUTEpaTypHOU Opuraibl, UHOTIa
CYILIECTBYIOT TaKue HerI/IHTHOCTH.”ISO [some unpleasant misunderstandings. Together with the
great help that we’ve received from the literary brigades sometimes such nuisances occur.] A
Leningrad comrade, he reported, had recently arrived in Armenia.

OH sBUJICS K HAM B COIO3 MUcCaTelNeH, IMYHO KO MHE U COOOIINJI, YTO OH SIBJISETCS

[IPEACTABUTENEM, JIEKTOPOM JIEHHHIPaJCKOM OpraHu3aliy UCcaTeIeH U 4TO

OJIHOBPEMEHHO OH fABJIsieTCa cekperapeM [IyIKuHCKON KOMUCCUU AKaTIeMUU

Hayxk, uTo oH npuexan B ApMEHHIO JUIsl TOTO, YTOOBI 03HAKOMHUTHCS C

HEKOTOPbIMH pykonucsiMu [lymkuna, Haxoasimumucs B myzee Apmenun. OH

BBIPa3WJI MOKEJIaHUE NMPOYECTh OJMH JOKIAA. MBI eMy paaylIHO IPUHSIII, AN

€My TOJIHYIO BO3MOKHOCTb NMPOUYECTh OJUH OKIaA. JloKiax 3TOT HOCHUI

Ha3BaHue: “[lymikuH 1 Hama c013peMeHHOCTb”.151

He came to us at the writers’ union, to me personally and announced that he was a
representative, a lecturer at the Leningrad writers’ organization and that he
simultaneously served as the secretary of the Pushkin commission of the
Academy of Sciences, that he had come to Armenia in order to familiarize himself
with some of Pushkin’s manuscripts that were housed in the Armenian museum.
He expressed a desire to give a talk. We received him warmly, gave him full
opportunity to deliver one talk. This talk was titled, “Pushkin and our
contemporary times.”

This anticipated event went sadly awry:
Jlokinaz ObLT OUYeHb TOBEPXHOCTHBIN. B TedeHue 11e10r0 Yaca OH TOBOPHII O TOM,
YTO BOT BCEM HaM HYXKHO y4uuTbcs y [IyIkuHa, HO KOHKPETHO HE TOBOPHII O TOM,
4eMy, COOCTBEHHO, JOKHO YUUThCs y [ylkrHa mucaTensM U, B 4aCTHOCTH,
apMsHckuM nucarensm. [locne noknaaa Hadanuck npeHus. YTo HazbIBaeTcH,
3TOT0 JOKJIATYMKA HECKOJIbKO MpUkKainK K cTeHe. [lpucranu Kk HeMy: CKaKHUTE B
KOHIIE KOHIIOB, BE/Ib Bbl — JOKJIA UMK, [ [yIIIKHHOBE. - KaK BbI MBICIIUTE, YTO MbI
JOJDKHBI Mcniob30BaTh y Ilymkuna? Kak nomxHsl yuntses y ITymkuna?
OueBUIHO, HE BaJIEs JOCTATOYHO CBOSH TEMOM, OH JOJIT0 MSIICS,
HaKOHEIl, IOMYCTUJ Takoe BhipaxkeHue: “TlymkuH 6bu1 paboTOCTIOCOOHBIH.
[Ipexxae ueM oH BbIpaOaThIBall KAKOH-HUOYAb SMUTET, OH HAJl STUM SITUTETOM
3amuHamucs 2 Henenu. Hampumep, amst TOro, 4To0bI CXapaKTepU30BaTh
“OneruHa’”, OH UCKaJl B TEUCHHE 2-X HEJENIh OJHOTO IIUTETa M HAaKOHEI] HaIlISI:
OHervH oH Ha3BaJl KpaxMalbHBIM HaxasioM.” “Bot, roBopur, -
paborocnocobHocTs [lymkuna. M3BonbsTe yuntbes y [lymknHa 3Toi

paborocmoco6rocTH”. >

PO RGALL f. 631, op. 6, d. 35, 1. 19, 20. March 11, 1934.
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The talk was very superficial. For an entire hour he spoke about how we all
needed to learn from Pushkin, but he didn’t speak about what, exactly, writers
needed to learn from Pushkin and specifically Armenian writers. After the talk,
discussion started. This speaker was somewhat backed up against the wall, as
they say. They pushed him: tell us, in short, after all you’re the speaker, a
Pushkin scholar — what do you think, what should we use from Pushkin? What do
we need to learn from Pushkin?

Obviously not knowing his own topic well enough, he hemmed and hawed
for a long time, and finally uttered this expression: “Pushkin was very capable.
Before he would employ some epithet, he would work for two weeks on that
epithet. For example, in order to characterize Onegin, he searched two weeks for
one epithet and finally found it: he called Onegin a starched rogue” “There, he
said, “Pushkin’s capacity for work. You should learn this capacity from
Pushkin.”

Simonian’s audience could not resist this anecdote, and Kirpotin quipped, “Cam oH 0511,
MOBHIUMOMY, He KpaxMaJbHbIH, HO Haxan He Maiblid.” [He himself was, apparently, not
starched, but not a small rogue] To avoid such incidents, he suggested, “[ C]mpammBaTh
nokymentst.”' > [Check documents.] Defended Simonian, “Msr y Hero crpammsama.” > [We
checked him.]

Like Kapiev’s complaint, Simonian’s anecdote illustrates how Russian writers could sour
the automatic trust inspired by their central credentials through their presumptions towards the
periphery. Russian writers did not necessarily understand or even acknowledge local literary
conditions, or callously assumed local simplicity or ignorance. Simonian’s Pushkin scholar tried
to deliver a series of platitudes instead of an academic talk, forgetting that a group of Armenian
writers were still, foremost, a group of writers educated in the Russian system. Instead, he found
that even Pushkin’s aura could only cover so far. And, since many of his Leningrad colleagues
were in Simonian’s audience, he also learned that missteps on the periphery would eventually
follow him home.

Considering the potential for offense, it is remarkable how well most of the brigades did.
Simonian’s Pushkin scholar, after all, was not actually a brigade member. Although the absence
of targeted complaints could be due to discretion, the national writers’ open criticism of specific
figures and honesty about other complaints makes this unlikely. The brigades were a broad
success. Indeed, most of the national representatives called for the brigades to continue in some
form. Local writers wanted the brigades to stay longer, presumably increasing both the quantity
and quality of their work, as greater knowledge about local specificity would lead to more useful
interventions. Lahuti conveyed one such request in his report:

B cBOMX HEOHOKPATHBIX MMChMaX, aJPECOBAHHBIX MHE, OHU IPOCUIIA MEHS

obpatuthcst B OprkoMHUTET ¢ IPOCh00ii mocnaTh Opuraay, KOTopast He TOJIbKO

MMOCMOTpeTa-0bl, Kak OHU pabOTarOT, HO TTIOMOTJIa-0bl M PYKOBOMIA UMH B

eXXEIHEBHOI paboTe Bo Bcex obmacTax. OHM MPOCST, 4TOObI 3Ta Opurana

npoObuta B Tamxkukucrane 2-3 Mec;lua.15 3

33 RGALL, f. 631, op. 6, d. 35, 1. 20.
3% Ibid.
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In multiple letters addressed to me, they have asked me to approach the
Orgcommittee with the request to send a brigade that wouldn’t just observe how
they would, but would help and direct their daily work in all areas. They request
that this brigade spend two or three months in Tajikistan.

Considering this and other requests, Kirshon expressed the widely held view that the brigades
should be institutionalized, “S cuuTato, 4TO HENB3sI CMOTPETh Ha 3TH OpUTabl TOIBKO KaK Ha
Opurajbl MO MOATOTOBKE K ChE3ay. DTOTO Mano.”° [T think that it’s impossible to look at these
brigades only as brigades to prepare for the Congress. That’s not enough.] Some form of
administration for the national literatures was required, after all, and it made sense to continue
the brigades’ successful outreach. Kirshon recommended that, “3Tu cambie Opuraabpl JOIKHBI
OCTaThCs MOCTOSIHHO U JOJDKHBI TIPEACTABIISITh COOO0M HE YTO MHOE, KaK HOBBIE (POPMBI
PYKOBOJICTBO Bcecoro3HOro OprkoMHUTETa M MOMOIIY HAIIUM OpaTCKUM PecIyOIuKam.
[These same brigades should remain permanently and present themselves as the new form of all-
Union orgcommittee leadership and assistance for our brother republics.] Kirshon’s argument
focused on the organizing committee, not the writers’ union it was supposedly organizing, as the
primary institution. He assumed, correctly, that the organizing committee structures would carry
over into the new union. The permanent brigades had certain advantages, as everyone was
already acquainted (or off the brigade), and the brigades were already learning about their
respective literatures. However, Kirshon urged, “Opurazpl... Hy)KHO COCTaBUTh MOJTyUIIE TaK,
9TOGBI BCE JTyHIIHE HCATENH BOLLIH B 9TH 6puraisL....” ° [we need to arrange the brigades
better, so that all the best writers join these brigades.] The brigades would continue the existing
efforts, while producing original works about the other republics:

Heo6xoaumo, uTo0bI 3TH OpuTaabl BKIFOYIIIMCH KaK CIeAyeT B paboTy U

MOMOTaJIM-0bI HE TOJBKO JUTEPATYPHOU pabOTe NaHHOW pecyOIuKU, HO U

paboTte caMoii pecryOIuKH, T.€. YTOOBI TOBAPHUIIH MHCAIA OYEPKH, YTOOBI

TOBApUINY NOOBIBAIM HA CTPOIKaX, YTOOBI TOBAPHILH, IPEICTABIISIONINE U3 ceOs

JIOCTaTOYHO KBATM(HUIIMPOBAHHBIX MPEICTABUTEIICH HAIICH JINTEPATYPHI,

noMoranu-0sl 001Iel paboTe mucarenei pecmyoInKu, K KOTOPOH OHU

npukperuieHsl. OHU TOJDKHBI SIBISITHCS KaK-Obl TOJKPETNICHHEM OTpsIIa

mrcaTerneil Tex GPAaTCKHUX PecryOInK, K KOTOPSIM OHH TIPHKPEIIICHBL.

99157

It’s essential that these brigades involve themselves in the work as they should
and help not only the literary work of a given republic, but the work of the
republic itself, that is, comrades should write sketches, comrades should visit
construction sites, comrades, as sufficiently qualified representatives of our
literature, should help the general work of writers in the republic to which they
are attached. They should be the support for the writers of the brother republics to
which they are attached.

3 RGALI, f. 631, op. 6, d. 35, 1. 47. March 11, 1934.
157 :
Ibid.
138 Ibid.
9 RGALL f. 631, op. 6, d. 35, 1. 47-8.
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He continued in this vein for a while before concluding dryly that it was necessary “4To6b1 OoHU
cuzenu He Tobko B Mockse.”'® [that they not only stay in Moscow. ]

While loudly grateful for Moscow’s assistance, national delegates repeatedly urged one
change to the brigades: make them more representative of Soviet literature as a whole. Before
the official brigades were established, Chubar praised the ad hoc brigade which visited Armenia
and suggested that sending brigades to other republics could be part of the educational program
for national writers.'®" During the Congress, Aleksandrovich repeated the request for inclusion,
asking “modyemy Koro-HHOYb U3 OEJIOPYCCKUX MUCATENeH He mociaThk ¢ Opuraaoi B Kazakcran,
a ykpauHueB B benopyccuio? 910 umeno 061 00JbIIOe 3HAYCHHE U B CMBICTIE CO3AaHUS YyBCTBA
MPOJIETAPCKOr0 MHTEPHAMOHAIU3MA U B CMBICJIE TTOMOIIIY TTUCATEITIO BooGEe.” [Why not
send some Belorussian writer with the brigade to Kazakhstan, and Ukrainians to Belorussia?
This would have great significance both in the sense of creating the feeling of proletarian
internationalism and in the sense of helping the writer in general.] After calling to
institutionalize the brigades, Kirshon reiterated the requests to broaden brigade membership:

B namm 6parckue pecnyOirKy OTIIpaBiIeHBI TOJIBKO pyccKHe mucarenu. S

JlyMalo, 4TO 3TO COBEPIIEHHO HenpaBwibHO. HaM HyXHO ceiiuac xe

MePECMOTPETh COCTaB OpUraj ¢ TeM, 4ToObl B TaTapuio moexanu-0bl He TOIBKO

PYCCKHE TOBapUIIH, HO, CKaKeM, U OeJIopycchl, 4ToO0BI U3 ['py3un ToBapuIm

[IoeXaJld Ha YKpauHy U T.JI.

Only Russian writers are sent to our brother republics. I think this is absolutely
incorrect. We need to immediately review the brigades composition so that not
only Russian comrades would go to Tataria, but, say, also Belorussians, so that
comrades from Georgia would go to Ukraine and so on.

Aleksandrovich, Kirshon added, had already agreed to join the brigade to Tataria.

In principle, the organizing committee supported institutionalizing and broadening the
brigades. Yudin stated, “ToB. Kupiion npaBiiibHO TOBOPHII, M B PEHUSIX HEOHOKPATHO
MOJTHUMAJICS 3TOT BOIIPOC, YTO pabOTy HAIIMX OpUrajl, HalIMX KOMUCCHIA MO JIUTEpaTypam
HALMOHAIBHBIX PECITyOIINK HY)XHO CIeIaTh MOCTOSHHOM mpakrukoit.” * [Comrade Kirshon
correctly said, and this question has been raised more than once in discussions, that the work of
our brigades and our commissions on the literature of the national republics needs to become a
permanent practice.] The brigades formed the knowledge base for the Writers’ Union Section on
Nationalities. While that base did not necessarily incorporate national writers to the extent they
wanted, the nationalities sector organized a variety of brigades: not just Moscow to the
periphery, but also the reverse and between republics. Literary brigades continued to be an
important tool for fostering national literatures, as well as rewarding (or punishing) individual
writers. In 1935, the Section on Nationalities funded over 30 individual trips, Russian brigades
to Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, and Kara-Kalpakia; a Georgian-Belorussian exchange; six Chuvash

O RGALI, f. 631, op. 6, d. 35, 1. 48.

' RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 19, 1. 193. February 12, 1933.

12 RGASPI, f. 386, op. ,d 58, 1. 12. Pravda meeting. August 22, 1934.
19 RGALL f. 631, op. 6, d. 35, 1. 48. March 11, 1934.

1 RGALL f. 631, op. 6, d. 35, 1. 121. March 11, 1934.
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writers to Kazakhstan and Azerbaijan; and sent a trio of Kara-Kalpakian writers to Baku, Tbilisi,
Tashkent, Leningrad, and (of course) Moscow.'®’

Exhibiting National Literatures
Reports and speeches by national writers and brigade members delimited the task of national
literatures at the Congress. Questions of genre and socialist realism were largely left to Russian
writers. National writers could contribute to these discussions, but their contributions weren’t
expected and, when made, were on Russian terms. The presentation of national literatures
focused on two elements: each nationality needed an acceptable literary history and a thriving
organization of Soviet writers ready to join the writers’ union. At the third plenum, the
organizing committee declared that the first days of the Congress would be spent on national
reports: each of the republics, plus Tataria, which Najmi suggested had earned its place by
winning the Order of Lenin at the Seventeenth Party Congress that January.'® In addition to
these reports, national literatures were given prominent placement in the newly proposed
exhibition to accompany the Congress.

The organizing committee Secretariat approved a proposal for the exhibition on January
8, 1934. It appointed a fourteen-member committee, chaired by Averbakh and including
Pavlenko, Panferov, Vsevolod Ivanov, Leonov, and Aseev among its members; and assigned
assistants to carry out the committee’s work. The Secretariat’s order gave the committee ten
days to “OkOHYATENFHO YTBEPAUTH IUIAH BHICTABKH U YTOYHHUTH BOTIPOC O MPUBIICUCHUH
coorBercTByrommx cpeacts.” ' [finalize the exhibition plans and clarify the question of
assembling appropriate materials.] Averbakh tackled this assignment with the same enthusiasm
and dedication he brought to the national brigades. After four months, Zorin wrote to the
organizing committee presidium complaining that Averbakh’s committee hadn't done anything
and should be fired.'® This wasn’t strictly accurate, as the committee had issued calls for
materials (although it is not clear that Averbakh contributed), but the presidium followed Zorin’s
recommendation and dissolved the old committee. The presidium also allocated 278,000 rubles
towards Zorin’s requested 300,000 for the 1000 to 1500m? exhibition.'® The new committee
had Al’tman chairing, Zorin as vice chair, and in place of the previous writers appointed the
more organizationally oriented figures that Zorin recommended: Zuev from the Soviet Literature
publishing house, Oborin from GIKhL, and Zozuli from the organization of journalists. The
presidium’s resolution on the project suggested that the exhibition committee, “k 06CcykaeHUIO
psifa NIPUHIUIHAILHBIX BOTIPOCOB IO YCTPONCTBY BhICTaBKM MPUBJIEYh MIUPOKUE KPYTH
COBETCKOH JIMTEPATYPHOU OOIIECTBEHHOCTH, 0€3 OTPhIBA OTACIBHBIX MTUCATENICH OT
HETMOCPEICTBEHHOM U TBOPUYECKOM paGOTH.”170 [to discuss the principles for the Exhibition’s
design, consult a wide circle of Soviet literary organizations without tearing individual writers
away from their immediate and creative work.] Writers should contribute to the exhibition, in
other words, in addition to other Congress preparations, not in place of them.

The exhibition was designed to reinforce the message of the Congress. Its guiding
principles “m0mKHBI OBITH TE3UCHI TOKJIAIOB, @ OCHOBHBIMU OpTraHU3aTOpPaMHU U KOHCYJIbTAaHTaMH

1 RGALL f. 631, 0
16 RGALL f. 631, op. 6,

p. 6,d.79,1.28
p. 6,d. 36
" RGALI, f. 631, op. 1, d. 40
p.1,d. 13
p.1,d. 13
p.1,d. 13
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o OTAeNaM BbICTaBKy JOMKHBI OBITH HEMOCPEACTBEHHO TOKIAIYUKHU IO OTICTHHBIM
Borpocam. || [should be the reports’ theses, and the basic organizers and consultants for the
Exhibition’s divisions should be the speakers directly on specific questions.] The exhibition
plans thus illustrate what aspects of Soviet literature the organizing committee had prioritized by
1934. It contained sections for: world literature (“‘c moka3zoM poiu COBETCKOM JUTEpaTyphl”
[displaying the role of Soviet literature]), Russian literature, Ukrainian, Belorussian,
Transcaucasian literatures, Central Asian literatures (Uzbek, Turkmen, and Tajik), national
literatures of the RSFSR, drama, poetry, folklore, children’s literature, military literature, young
authors, and literary sketches.'”> Noticeably absent from this list is the novel, or any mention of
socialist realism. (Indeed, prose tended to be the default “literature” at the Congress, as opposed
to drama and poetry, which required special panels.) The exhibition’s sections followed the
basic schedule of the Congress: first “general” topics, then national literatures, then genres.'”

Each section was expected to depict “ucropudeckas ponb pemenus LieHTpanbHoro
Komurera ITaptuu ot 23 Anpens 1932r.,” [the historic role of the Party’s Central Committee
decision of April 23, 1932] and “opranuyeckast CBS3b COBETCKOM JIUTEPATyPbl ¢ KOHKPETHBIM
YYaCTHEM B COITUATMCTHYECKOM CTPOUTENBCTBE, a TAK)KE TIepeIoBasi BeIyIasi poJib COBETCKON
murepatypsl.”’* [the organic link between Soviet literature and concrete participation in socialist
construction, and also the leading role of Soviet literature.] While this suggests socialist realist
content, it does not specify it. However, after two years of the organizing committee process,
writers knew what was expected.

In March, the first exhibition committee issued a call for materials for a general pavilion
on national literatures, requesting that materials be sent to Moscow by April 15. This call
described in detail the function of national literatures at the exhibition. The displays should give
enough information about each literature that the visitor could “HarnmsaHo o3HAaKOMHUTBCS €
POCTOM 1 crienudUKOil HALHOHATBHON KyIbTyphL.”' > [become familiar with the growth and
specifics of national culture at a glance.] The primary message was not cultural, however, but
political: literature in context. The exhibition was designed to show:

...TIepe Tl TPYISAIIMMUCS BCETO MUPA T€ OTPOMHBIC BOCMOKHOCTH Pa3BHTHUS

HAI[MOHATILHBIX KYJIbTYp, KOTOPBIC AAa€T JICHHHCKAs HAIIMOHAIbHAS MOJINTHKA

HaIlleH TAPTHH ¥ KOTOPBIE BO3MOKHBI TOJIBKO B YCIIOBUSIX COBETCKO BIIACTH B

MIPOTHUBOBEC HAIIMOHAIBHOMY THETY, O€CIIPaBUIO U BBIPOKICHUIO KYJIBTYPHI B

YCIIOBHSIX IKOHOMHYECKOT'O KPH3KCa, KOTOPBIH ITAPUT B CTpaHax (ammsma u

JIMKTATyph! OypKyasH.'

...to the workers of the entire world the great opportunities for the development of
national culture which our Party’s Leninist nationalities policy has provided and
which are only possible under Soviet power, as opposed to the national
oppression, absence of rights and cultural decline under the conditions economic
crisis prevalent in countries under fascism and the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie.

! Ibid.

" RGALL f. 631, op. 1,d. 135,1. 7-8. The section on literary sketches was added to the project at a later date.

' The term “oGmiuii” [general] is used frequently to refer to Russian and world literary topics. Although many of
these topics were discussed throughout the Congress, Gorky’s opening speech addressed world literary history in
length, while Zhdanov focused on unmarked Soviet literature, so the order holds.

" RGALI, f. 631, op. 1, d. 135, 1. 8.

' RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 135, 1. 2. March 11, 1934.

176 Ibid.
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One way to achieve this effect was to “gaTh B kauecTBe KOHTpacTa Ha IPKUX TTPUMEPAX
JKCIUIOATATOPCKUHI U YTHETATEIIbCKUN XapaKTep KOJOHUAIbHOM IMOJUTUKH LIapu3Ma B
OTHOILICHHH OT/ENbHBIX HalHoHanbHocTeil.”' ' [for contrast, give vivid examples of the
exploitative and oppressive character of tsarism’s colonial politics in relation to individual
nationalities.] The contrasts and argument advanced by the displays should prove that “
€IMHCTBEHHBIM BO3MOKHBIN ITyTh pacliBeTa HAIMOHAJIBHBIX KYJIBTYp — 3TO IIYTh [0 KOTOPOMY
unyT Hapo bl COBETCKOTO CO03a MOJT 3HAMEHEM Hallel MapTuH, o1 3Hamenem JIeHnna —
Cramuua.””® [the only possible path for the flowering of national culture is the path the peoples
of the Soviet Union are taking under the banner of our party, under the banner of Lenin and
Stalin.] In a juxtaposition characteristic of the rhetoric around Soviet literature, although heavier
than most organizing committee dispatches used, the call for materials instructed:

BricTraBka fomkHA OBITH TOCTPOCHA HA BHICOKOM HJICHHO-TIOJTUTHYECKOM YPOBHE

U SIBJATHCS 00EBBIM, OOJIBIIEBUCTCKUM OPYAHEM U MPOMAraHANCTOM MOJIUTHUKH

MapTUH B HAIIMOHAJIILHOM BOIIpOCE, OTpaxas 00pb0y Ha /1Ba (poHTA MIPOTHB

BEJIMKO/IEPKaBHOT'O IIOBUHU3MA U MECTHOTO HAallMOHAIIU3MA.

B cBsi3u ¢ BricTaBkoii co3/1aeTcst HCUEPIBIBAIOIINN KHUKHBIA (HOHT BCeit
XyI0’KECTBEHHOU JIUTEPATyphl Ha BcexX sA3bikax HapogoB CCCP, HaunHas ¢
oktsiopst 1917 1.7’

The exhibitions must be constructed on a high ideological-political level and be a
Bolshevik battle weapon and propaganda for the Party’s policy on the national
question, depicting the battle on two fronts against great-power chauvinism and
local nationalism.

In connection with the exhibition a permanent book fund is being created
to house all literature in all languages of the peoples of the USSR, beginning from
October, 1917.

To furnish this fund, the exhibition committee expected the national organizations to send “Bce
KHHI'H, BBIYICHHBIE 3a coBeTcKHit meprox ¢ 1917 roxa.”'®® [All books, published in the Soviet
period from 1917 on.] For the exhibits, additional materials were requested: examples (with
summaries) of “Hambosee APKUX MPOU3BEICHUHN XYI0KECTBEHHOM IUTEpaTyp J0-
peBomonimonHoro nepuojaa’ [the brightest works of literature from the pre-revolutionary period],
folk poetry, documents “oTpakaroryie TBOWHYIO IIEH3YPY — IYXOBEHCTBA M Biacteil” [depicting
the double censorship — religion and power], their first Soviet publications, photos, production
statistics, material on alphabet reforms, a history of literary organizations, evidence of writers’
outreach to factories and collective farms, periodicals, books inspired by the April 23, 1932
resolution, and examples of other national arts — music, paintings, films, crafts.'®' Every writer
should have a brief biography outlining his professional activity, political orientation, and
membership in literary organizations by year. Major writers should also provide their
cumulative publishing statistics, titles, reviews, and show the growth of their edition size.

"TRGALI f. 631, op. 1, d. 135, 1. 20b.
8 RGALI, f. 631, op. 1, d. 135, 1. 2.

" RGALI, f. 631, op. 1, d. 135, 1. 20b.
80 RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 135, 1. 3.

8T RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 135, 1. 3-30b.
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Although the committee soon changed, the list of materials remained essentially the same:
“KHUTY, )KYpHaJI, XyJI0)KECTBEHHYIO IHarpaMMy, KapTUHY, TPaBIOpPY, TOPTPET, KHHO,
doTorpaduio, AMAMO3UTHBEI, MakeT, pykomuck.” - [books, periodicals, diagrams, pictures,
gravures, portraits, film, photographs, transparencies, models, manuscripts. ]

The detail and volume requested reveals Moscow’s reluctance to incorporate the
information from national and brigade reports into its vision of the periphery. The exhibition
represented a large additional burden to already overextended national organizing committees,
one which they were supposed to deliver without taking writers from any other organizational or
creative work. The quick turnaround on materials assumed well-organized files, archives,
libraries and museums that already had everything, so that the exhibition committee merely had
to collect and ship them. When the committee issued its call for materials in March, materials
were due by April 15 and the exhibition was scheduled to open in mid-May.'® Local
organizations sent panicky responses asking for more time, money, and personnel. The chairman
of the Azov-Black Sea oblast’ exhibition committee wrote in early April promising to send its
materials by April 25, but asking plaintively, “IIpocum HeMeaIeHHO COOOIINTD HYKHBI JIH
MaTepHalibl TOJIBKO MO HAIIMOHAIBHOM JIUTEPATypE WIIH K€ MaTEPUAJIbI IO BCEMY Kpafo?”184 [We
request that you urgently inform us, is material needed only on national literature or materials on
the entire region?] Everything, came the reply. Another letter from the Mari region stated the
situation more boldly: if the organizing committee wanted them to put together a display in
fifteen days, it needed to send money to pay someone to do it.'"™ When the committee was
replaced in mid-April, the new plan called for the exhibition to open by July 25."%¢ It actually
opened on August 26, over a week after the Congress began.'®’

What did the exhibition exhibit? The call for materials suggested topics like newly
literate nationalities, “6opb0a 3a OonbIIeBUCTCKHE TeMITHI, 32 060pony CCCP, 3a kauecTBo, 3a
COILIMAJIMCTHYECKYIO OPTaHU3aLUIO TPY/A, 32 OBJIAZICHUE TEXHUKOMU, 32 HOBBIE Ka/IpHI, 32
AHTUPEIIMTHO3HOE BocniuTanue. Poct u pazBuTHe nerckoit nurepatypsl,” [the battle for
Bolshevik (work) tempo, for the defense of the USSR, for quality, for a socialist organization of
labor, for the oBnanenue Texaukoi, for new cadres, for anti-religious education. The growth and
development of children’s literature.] and “I"oppkuii 1 HarOHATBHBIE THCATEIH, 3HAUCHUE
Topbkoro, Bimsiaue [opbkoro, yue6a y Topbkoro.”' ™ [Gorky and national writers, Gorky’s
significance, Gorky’s influence, learning from Gorky.] In general, the national literature
displays presented national first, literature second, with at least half of the plans devoted to
socio-economic achievements. Most displays were chronological, starting with pre-
revolutionary conditions and limiting literary coverage to the Soviet era. Obviously, newly
literate nationalities had no choice, but even cultures with established literary traditions
conformed to the narrative of Soviet development. Photos of new machinery and schools
preceded those of writers and most of the tables, collages, maps, and diagrams were devoted to
economic progress, not literary. Some of the displays used material from the Ethnographic
Museum, which was already formatted for a Russian audience, but which further tilted the story

82 RGALI, f. 631, op.
' RGALI, f. 631, op.
% RGALI, f. 631, op.
'8 RGALI, f. 631, op.
% RGALI, f. 631, op.
87 RGALL, f. 631, op.
'8 RGALI, f. 631, op.
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.39, 1. 53. April 9, 1934, reply marked as sent April 14.
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away from literature.'® However, the exhibition allowed nationalities not speaking at the
Congress — especially RSFSR nationalities like the Buryat, Mari, and Kalmyk — to officially
participate under the umbrella of Soviet literature.

When the Congress transformed the organizing committee structures into the Writers’
Union, the exhibition similarly became a permanent collection. The organizing committee
presidium resolved that it would, “BoiiTu ¢ xogaTaiicTBOM mepel COOTBETCTBYIOITUMHU
OpraHu3alysMu O NPeBpalicHUU BBICTaBKU B IOCTOAHHYIO BBICTaBKY XYy10:KECTBEHHOM
muteparypsl.”° [Petition the responsible organizations to convert the exhibition to a permanent
literary exhibition.] In its planning, belated opening, presentation of nationalities, and

institutionalization, the exhibition echoed the larger process of the Congress itself.

On the Eve of the Congress
By reiterating and condensing the years of organizing committee debates into its short planning
period, the exhibition synthesized the forces shaping the Congress into a static and apparently
stable portrait of Soviet literature. The Congress' form was more complex than that of the
exhibition, but likewise emphasized Soviet literature's stability and inevitability. The diverse
voices comprising the Soviet choir had been trained to sing in harmony, not polyphony. Yet to
an ear trained by the plenum sessions and back-and-forth between the center and periphery, the
national harmonies repeated discordant notes. The Congress collapsed the deliberate confusions
of the organizing committee structures, the dominant issues from the plenums sessions, and the
gap between Moscow and Baku into a synchronous performance of power and diversity.
Studying the organizing committee process allows for a deeper reading of the Congress
proper. Its records recontextualize the Congress' reports and speeches, bringing underlying
tensions to the surface of the text. The organizing committee was tasked with shepherding
writers from RAPP and its opponents into a new, inclusive writers' union capable of representing
the full flowering of Soviet literature. This task proved far more difficult than any of the
organizers anticipated, not because RAPP was so deeply entwined in Soviet culture, but because
they naively assumed that the bulk of the task lay in Moscow. The profoundly unequal
development across the Soviet Union meant that Soviet literature, in its full form, encompassed
both barely literate peoples struggling with massive shortages and evolved literary traditions that
exceeded the Russian developmental model Moscow assumed. This made creating a writers’
union that could represent Soviet literature as a whole, incorporating the breadth of national
literatures, a monumental task. To fulfill the mandate, the organizing committee had to narrow
its goals: national literatures were not expected to meet the same standards as Soviet Russian
literature. They needed to produce two aspects that could stand in for the full span of a healthy
literary culture: canons and cadres — the story and the storytellers. The organizing committee is
thus a vital chapter in Soviet literature. It shows how Soviet literature came to take the form it
did. The conflicts explain the dual status of Soviet national literatures as both equal and
secondary, resulting in a Soviet literature that was both truly multinational and defined by its
Russian branch. Soviet multinational literature was trapped between Moscow's limited
expectations and the fierce desire and potential of national writers on the other. Viewed in
Hegelian terms, the organizing committee was a dialectical process between Moscow's thesis and
the periphery's antithesis. The Congress would display the resulting synthesis.

% RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 135, 1. 29.
0 RGALL f. 631, op. 1, d. 39, 1. 20.
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NATIONAL LITERATURES AT THE CONGRESS

Hanee, s cunTaro HEOOXOJUMBIM YKa3aTh, UTO COBETCKasl JIUTEpATypa HE ABJISAETCA
TOJIBKO JINTEPATYpPOM — PyCCKOIO SI3bIKA, 3TO — BCECOIO3HAs JUTepaTypa. Tak Kak
JUTEpaTypbl OPaTCKUX HaAM PECIyOJIUK, OTIIMYAsICh OT HAC TOJIBKO S3bIKOM, )KUBYT
U paboTaloT HpU CBETE M TOJ ONaroTBOPHBIM BIIMSHUEM TOH XK€ WHJeH,
00BbEIUHSIONIEH BECh PAa3IpOOJICHHBIN KallUTAIU3MOM MUpP TPYIAIIUXCS,— SICHO,
4TO MBI HE MMEEM IIpaBa HUTHOPHUPOBATh JIMTEPATYpHOE TBOPYECTBO Hall-
MEHBIIMHCTB TOJBKO IIOTOMY, 4YTO Hac Oonbme.  IleHHOCTH HCKyccTBa
U3MEpSETCSl HE KOJIMYECTBOM, a KadecTBOM. EciM y Hac B NpOIIJIOM — T'MTaHT
[TymkuH, oTcrofa elie He 3HAa4YMT, YTO apMsHE, IPY3HHbI, TaTapbl, YKPAauHIbl U
Ipoyre IUIeMEHa HE CIOCOOHBI JaTh BEIWYAWIIMX MAacTepOB JIMTEPATYpPHI,
My3bIKH, JKMBOINHUCH, 3o014dectBa. He craenyer 3a0biBarh, 4YTO Ha BCEM
npoctpancTBe Col03a  COIMATMCTUYECKUX PECHyONuK OBICTPO pa3BUBAETCS
IIpoIiecC BO3POXKIEHMUS BCEHl Macchl TPYJOBOIO HAapoJa «K >KU3HU YECTHOH —
YeJI0BEYECKON», K CBOOOJHOMY TBOPYECTBY HOBOH HCTOPHH, K TBOPUYECTBY
COLMAIMCTUYECKON KyIbTYpbl. MBI yK€ BUIUM, UYTO Y€M JaJblle BIEpE], TEM
Ooyiee MOIIHO S3TOT IPOLECC BBIABIAET CKpbIThie B 170-MWIIMOHHONH Macce
CIIOCOOHOCTH U TaJIaHTBHI.

Further, I consider it essential to state that Soviet literature is not just literature in
Russian, it is an all-Union literature. Since the literatures of our brother republics,
differing from us only by language, live and work in light of and under the
beneficial influence of the same idea that unites the entire world of workers
crushed by capitalism, it is clear that we don’t have the right to ignore national
minorities’ literary creation just because we are bigger. Art’s value is measured
in quality, not quantity. If we have in our past the giant Pushkin, that doesn’t
mean that the Armenians, Georgians, Tatars, Ukrainians, and other tribes are not
capable of producing supreme masters of literature, music, painting, and
architecture. One shouldn’t forget that across the entire expanse of the Union of
Socialist Republics, the process of the rebirth of the whole mass of working
peoples, is quickly unfolding towards “an honest, human life,” towards the free
creation of a new history, towards the creation of socialist culture. We already
see that the further it progresses, the more powerfully this process reveals the
abilities and talents hidden in the mass of 170 million.

— Maxim Gorky'
August 17, 1934

! Pervyi vsesoiuznyi s "ezd sovetskikh pisatelei, 1934, 15. Hereafter, PVSSP.
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The First All-Union Congress of Soviet Writers opened the evening of August 17, 1934 in
Moscow’s central Hall of Columns. Around 580 delegates and a full hall of bureaucrats, writers,
journalists, and labor heroes wildly applauded the chairman, Maxim Gorky, as he invoked
Stalin’s iron will and the vast population of the Soviet Union.” After approving several
administrative bodies, the Congress listened to Andrei Zhdanov’s now famous speech, which
heralded socialist realism as an official doctrine and canonized the phrases “engineers of human
souls” and “reality in its revolutionary development.” When Zhdanov finished, a standing
ovation accompanied Gorky’s return to the lectern.

Gorky’s report on Soviet literature traced a cultural history starting from antiquity’s
Greek myths and fairytales about Vasilisa the Wise. For a report on Soviet literature, as Gorky
himself noted, the speech spent very little time on Soviet literature. Those interested in Gorky’s
opinion on current writers could find it in his writings. Instead, Gorky’s speech presented the
dual failures of Western and Russian literature to represent labor, the class structure, and the path
forward. He explicitly compared Russian literature’s trajectory to that of Western literature with
phrases like “Kax u Ha 3anane, Hama aureparypa” [Like in the West, our literature] and
“pycckasi JINTepaTypa, TaK Xe, KaK i 3armagHas’ [Russian literature, just like Western].> Russian
literature’s influence on the West provided a further connection: Turgenev inspired Scandinavian
writers; Tolstoy, French novelists; and Dostoevsky, Nietzsche and through him the fascists.
Gorky singled out Dostoevsky, in particular, for his harmful influence on the pre-Revolutionary
Russian intelligentsia. In contrast with what Russian literature had done, Gorky outlined what
Soviet literature needed to do. So far, Soviet literature had not lived up to its promise, but it
would. And by Soviet literature, Gorky continued, he meant all of Soviet literature: “coBerckas
JUTEpaTypa He ABJSETCS TOIBKO JUTEPATypOl — PYCCKOTO SI3bIKA, 3TO — BCECOI03HAS
muteparypa.” [Soviet literature is not just literature in Russian, it is an all-Union literature.]

By concluding his chronology with all-Union literature, Gorky did not mean that national
literatures were more advanced than Russian literature.’ Instead, Russian culture had advanced
Soviet literature so far that it could now embrace the national literatures. Backwardness, Gorky
intimated, is no reason to disparage the national literatures because the acceleration of Soviet
development means they too will attain Russian levels of achievement: “Ecnu y Hac B mpomiom
— ruranT [lymkuH, OTCIO/1a eIlle He 3HAYHT, YTO apMsIHE, TPY3UHBI, TaTapbl, yKPAUHIIBI ¥ TPOYHE
TIIeMeHa He CII0COOHBI 1aTh BEIMYaIMX MacTepos murepatypsl...”® [If we have in our past the
giant Pushkin, that doesn’t mean that the Armenians, Georgians, Tatars, Ukrainians, and other
tribes are not capable of producing supreme masters of literature.] Gorky’s speech thus set
Russian literature as the progressive outcome of world literature and the universal standard to
which inherently specific national literatures should aspire.

Gorky’s speech introduced the two main approaches to the national literatures: that they
were equivalent to Russian literature, “oTimuasick ot Hac TonbKO si3pikoM” [differing from us

? The organizing committee authorized 570 delegates, but it is unclear exactly how many delegates ultimately
attended. Even the Congress transcript gives conflicting numbers: 570 in the language and background tally, 582 in
the nationality tally, 591 when counting by delegation, and 597 names. Not all of those named as delegates actually
attended, and not all attendees turned in the requested information, but this makes it difficult to establish precisely
how many delegates were present. When calculating nationality statistics, I use a combination of the national tallies
and the delegation information.

> PVSSP, 10, 12.

* PVSSP, 15.

> As in previous chapters, I use the term “national” to designate Soviet cultures other than Russian.

S PVSSP, 15.
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only in language] or that they were backward, hoping one day to produce their own giant
Pushkin. The rest of the Congress undermined the first possibility by obscuring the linguistic
difference, strengthening the second view. Gorky’s inclusion further rested on exclusionary
rhetoric. Although he reminded his audience of the need to acknowledge and embrace the
national literatures, he did so using a “we” that excluded non-Russian writers:
Tak kak nuTepatTypsl Opamckux Ham pecnyonux, OTINYAsICh OM HAC TOIBKO
SI3BIKOM, JKMBYT U pabOTaIOT MPH CBETE M MOJ| 0JIATOTBOPHBIM BIMSIHUEM TOM K€
uzen, 00beJUHAIONIEH BeCh pa3ApOOICHHBIH KalUTATU3MOM MUD TPYISIIUXCS,—
SCHO, UTO Mbl HE UMEEM IpaBa HTHOPUPOBATH JIUTEPATYPHOE TBOPUECTBO
HAIMEHBIINHCTB TOJIBKO MOTOMY, YTO Hac Oombiue. [...] Ecmuy nac 6 npownom —
eueanm [lywxun, OTCIOIa HE 3HAYMT, YTO apMSIHE, TPY3HHBI, TaTapbl, YKPAHIIBI 1
IIPOYKeE IUIEMEHA HE CIIOCOOHBL....

Since the literatures of our brother republics, differing from us only by language,
live and work in light of and under the beneficial influence of the same idea that
unites the entire world of workers crushed by capitalism, it is clear that we don’t
have the right to ignore national minorities’ literary creation just because we are
bigger. [...] If we have in our past the giant Pushkin, that doesn’t mean that the
Armenians, Georgians, Tatars, Ukrainians, and other tribes are not capable...

Gorky’s use of the first person plural made the central Russian position clear — he was speaking
as a Russian to Russians, despite the majority of delegates and plurality of those present who
were not Russian. Writers from the brother republics were not, ultimately, part of “us.”

Several of Gorky’s images reinforced the diminished portrait of national literatures.
First, “narqmensmmHCcTBO” [national minority] reduced the nominally independent territorial
nationalities to a term that usually referred to non-titular nationalities within a territory. This
suggested that, despite their vaunted self-governance, the republics were really little different
from autonomous national territories within the RSFSR. Three of the four national groups he
names had republic status, meaning they were officially nations, not nationalities, and the Tatars
had more claim to republic status than many of the Central Asian nations granted it.
Nevertheless, the phrase “u npouune miemena” [and other tribes] reduced them to tribal
equivalents, far below nations and nationalities in the Soviet hierarchy. Since tribes were
differentiated from nationalities and nations on their level of cultural development, this
suggested that the Armenians, Georgians, Tatars, and Ukrainians lacked national awareness and
a national culture. Gorky argued that quality matters more than quantity, and thus Russians
should not ignore the national literatures because they may some day produce something of
quality. This assumption effectively erased the pre-Revolutionary national canons, which all of
his named nationalities were shortly to present at the Congress. Describing national talents as
“ckpoiTbie” [hidden] supported the idea that national literatures lie in the future, not the past.
Gorky’s speech established the dominant narrative for Soviet literature: “(H)a Bcem
npoctpancTBe Cor03a COIUATUCTUYECKUX PECIYOIUK OBICTPO pa3BUBAETCS MPOIIECC
BO3POKJICHUS BCEl MacChl TPYIOBOTO HAPOA «K KU3HU YECTHOM — YEIIOBEUECKONY, K
CBOOOJTHOMY TBOPYECTBY HOBOW UCTOPUH, K TBOPUYECTBY COLIMATMUCTUYECKON KYIbTYpHI.”
[...across the entire expanse of the Union of Socialist Republics, the process of rebirth is quickly

8

" PVSSP, 15. Emphasis added.
S PVSSP, 15.
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unfurling for the whole mass of working peoples, towards “an honest, human life,” towards the
free creation of a new history, towards the creation of socialist culture.] In other words, social
liberation leads to national development leads to literary achievement.

The developmentalist narrative plausibly accounted for most of the national literatures
represented at the Congress, but a minority of the national delegates. The Congress represented
almost fifty nationalities, but well over half of those delegates came from just nine national
literatures.” Not coincidentally, most of the latter had pre-Revolutionary literary traditions, if not
always in their new national language. In several notable cases, those traditions spanned back
centuries before the Slavs even had an alphabet. Gorky’s speech collapsed even the more
venerable national literatures into a developmentalist narrative that explicitly denied their
traditions.

This chapter follows how the national literatures presented themselves individually and
collectively at the Congress. The first section discusses the form of the Congress and how it
affected its various audiences. The second section considers the national reports as a collective
genre and as individual opportunities to advance national claims. The third section analyzes the
national performances throughout the Congress, as well as Russian references to the national
literatures, to extrapolate the definition and role of national literatures at the Congress. This
allows the conclusion to investigate the Congress’ discursive boundaries and suggest ways of
interpreting the new union’s mandates within that framework.

Why Hold a Congress?

The Orgburo resolution implementing the literary reorganization called for a congress to
celebrate founding the new writers’ union. State spectacles were one of the fundamental ways
Soviet power was performed, spread, and reconfirmed. In Life Has Become More Joyous,
Comrades, Petrone connects the form of Soviet parades and celebrations to socialist realism,
arguing that Soviet officials used the discourse of celebration to convey popular support to both
the leaders and the population. “The main vehicles for teaching the population what it meant to
be ‘Soviet’ in the 1930s were the political activities surrounding celebrations.”'® Literature was
also a “main vehicle” for this purpose, but its reliance on performance to reach a broader
audience supports Petrone’s claim. Even for other didactic methods, like texts, celebrating was
key to teaching the Soviet population. Nothing as important as the new writers’ union could start
with a mere whimper.

Congresses were reserved for formal institutions, as opposed to other state celebrations
like jubilees, holidays, events commemorating technological or production successes, and the
dekady (ten-day festivals) publicizing national cultures. Although the choice of a congress feels
over-determined by its historical context, it is at least conceivable that the event designating the
new writers’ union could have taken another form: a literary evening in a theater, an academic or
creative conference with multiple sessions running simultaneously, a festival with multiple

? For the purposes of this calculation, I excluded Jewish writers writing in Russian from the “national” category and
only included the 24 Jewish writers writing in Yiddish. The nine national literatures to which I here refer are (in
order of number of delegates) Georgian, Ukrainian, Yiddish, Armenian, Tatar, Belorussian, Azerbaijani, Uzbek, and
Tajik. The Writers’ Union lists 52 nationalities, including Russian, but that also includes foreign writers living in
Moscow like Lahuti, who is listed as Persian, as well as Italian and Hungarian writers. One Albanian is listed as
part of the Azerbaijani delegation, but the man in question, Ahmed Trinich, was an Albanian Turk (as opposed to an
Azerbaijani ‘Tiurk’) who wrote in Turkic/Turkish and was affiliated with Azerbaijani literature, not Albanian.

Thus, a more accurate number of Soviet nationalities is 47.

1 Petrone, Life Is More Joyous, Comrades, 6.
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displays (including writers writing!) and literary readings, or a brief public ceremony presided
over by Stalin himself. Choosing the format of a congress reflected a particular vision of Soviet
literature. The congress as a genre established certain formal elements for the event (chair,
delegates, speeches, voting), guided the expected outcomes of ostensibly free debate
(resolutions, elected representatives, commissions), and suggested the venue. It distinguished
between the levels of engagement required of speakers, voting and non-voting delegates, and
guests in a way that other event genres would not. A festival or conference would have offered
more opportunities for different levels to interact, for example, thus evening out the hierarchy,
while a staged event with Stalin would have heightened the differences between the speakers and
their audience. The Congress established that the fundamental model for the writers’” union was
an institution that combined a rigid hierarchy with debate and putatively egalitarian principles
and goals: the Party.

The Seventeenth Party Congress, held January 26 to February 10, 1934, was proclaimed
the “Congress of Victors” because it celebrated the victory of socialism. It lasted almost the
same span of time as the Congress of Soviet Writers and blanketed the public with its exemplary
speeches and congratulations. Fedor Panferov, one of the organizing committee members, spoke
at the Seventeenth Party Congress to call for more kolkhoz literature. As Jeffrey Brooks phrased
it, “The writers met in the lull between the Seventeenth Party Congress [...] and the assassination
of Sergei Kirov in December.”'! During that lull, the Party Congress set the tone. Like the Party
Congress, the Congress of Soviet Writers featured prominent Party representatives, international
figures, and Soviet heroes. At the writers’ Congress, the polar explorer Otto Shmidt served as a
representative and outstanding member of the reading public, an ordinary reader whose
commitment to Communist achievement made him extraordinary.12 His presence connected the
writers' Congress to ongoing Soviet narratives and current newspaper headlines. Telegrams to
and from the Congress further reinforced its sense of immediacy, making the Congress a living
event with a deliberative body whose debates fueled action.

Like many modes of public performance, the Congress relied on scripted authenticity.
Mass coverage of the Party Congress and participants’ experience at that and other congresses
meant that every delegate, invited speaker, guest, and observer knew how to be at the Congress.
Strict generic and discursive parameters governed their participation. Their speech — both at the
podium and in the aisles — was well rehearsed, covered familiar topics, and evoked familiar
phrases. The purportedly spontaneous acts were, if anything, more predictable than speeches
read from carefully prepared notes. Wild applause followed expected cues. Joyful paeans rang
out to Stalin, Gorky, and the Soviet Union capable of producing such a writers’ union. The
Congress’ length furthered its effulgence. The melange of voices ran the spectrum from classical
literary allusions to high ideological pedantry to gentle jokes at each other’s expense to the stray
reference to bestiality. Young pioneers, kolkhoz workers, transportation engineers, related
artists, heroes of the Revolution, and a survivor of the Paris Commune entered the hall to add
their greetings, congratulations, and bouquets. Within the planned spontaneity, however, the
Congress’ main surprises came from scheduled speakers, not impromptu bursts from the
audience.

The Congress was structured to cover the chief issues of Soviet literature, introducing
each topic with an official report (or reports), followed by a series of speeches that constituted

" Brooks, Thank You, Comrade Stalin, 106. Kirov was the head of the Leningrad Communist Party; his death was
the official justification for extensive Party purges, persecution, and executions.
12 See Petrone, Life Is More Joyous, Comrades, 48 and 65-71, for a longer discussion of Shmidt's symbolism.
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“discussion” on the topic, and concluding with a resolution praising the official report. The
topics thus covered were, in order: the state of Soviet literature as a whole (including specifically
the national literatures and children’s literature), international literature, drama, poetry, young
writers, and the composition of the new writers' union. These topics spanned several sessions —
twenty-six in all, spread out over fifteen days of meetings. In addition to these meetings,
communal meals, lodging, and excursions to sights like the metro excavations and the airport
kept writers occupied and in the public eye.

If you exclude the Party speakers — Zhdanov, Karl Radek, and Nikolai Bukharin — the
Congress talks were fairly evenly divided between Moscow writers and writers from outside the
capital. Of course, it was hardly coincidence that the Party voices came from the center of
power, but the overall balance is significant. The overall array of voices within the Congress
discussions needed to reflect the span of Soviet literature as a whole.

The Congress’ two-week duration likewise allowed it to address the official position on
numerous topics, while projecting the apparent possibility of meaningful dissent. Yurii Olesha’s
and Isaac Babel’s often cited and more often condemned speeches granted the Congress validity
as a space for debate, while the enormity of what remained unsayable restricted the range of that
debate so tightly as to make it essentially meaningless. It thus clarified official policy on Soviet
literature and registered positions only one or two degrees off course as dangerous. Not only did
the form of the Congress allow for different roles, its duration ensured each of these roles had its
public moments. Almost 250 different speakers represented themselves, their delegations,
nationalities, countries, genres, readers, workers, and the Party. The Congress unanimously
approved the union’s statutes and organs, passed resolutions commending various speakers, sent
greetings to Stalin and Defense Commissar Kliment Voroshilov, and called for the liberation of
German communist leader Ernst Thdlmann. This all passed on the central stage with delegates
responsible, at least in principle, for voting for or against any given speaker or resolution. The
Congress’ form created a surplus of information and activity to match any shock brigade’s
output.

Throughout the Congress, three modes of performance operated simultaneously. The
Congress was, as a whole and at every moment, an act of communication, ritual, and
proclamation. As communication, it presented new and received information about writers,
literatures, Soviet identities, and the form and function of the new union. This communication
may have been /ess important than the other modes of performance, but it was not unimportant.
Individual pieces of information mattered to different speakers or sectors of the audience,
although frequently not to the entire audience. Ritual is a form of performance with a largely
self-contained audience that serves to bind a community and enact cultural values. The Congress
created the Writers’” Union through the ritualized performance of the speakers, delegates, and
Party representatives. In this sense, it operated similarly to a religious service with worshipers,
clergy, and a frequently invoked god (Stalin) and prophet (Gorky). From this perspective, the
organizing committee plenums can be seen as heightening the ritual’s gravity through repeated
invocations and procedures. Because rituals gain significance through cultural heritage, they are
not lightly invented. The choice of the congress genre greatly strengthened the event’s power as
ritual by connecting it to Party symbols and rites. This helped convey the authority necessary for
this performance to qualify as proclamation, an utterance that makes something so by performing
it. The Congress proclaimed socialist realism, proclaimed the new union, and proclaimed a
multinational Soviet literature through its diverse speakers.
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All of these modes are didactic, but they have different relations to the utterances’
meanings and affect different audiences. The ritual aspect of the Congress projected a self-
contained and authoritative audience, while the communicative aspect was aimed at a broad
external audience. Speeches were reprinted and reported in the mass press. Speakers wove
together messages aimed at higher levels of the hierarchy (at the organizing committee, the
Party, and Stalin himself), at their present peers, at their readership, at the world (as represented
by the international delegates) and occasionally at specific individuals. Their speeches projected
an assumed audience, once which all too often subtly excluded the national writers and readers
the Congress ostensibly represented. The friendly “we” which speakers used to include their
audience frequently invoked a Russian collective, as it did in Gorky’s opening speech. The
shared experience was presumed to be Russian. National speeches addressed a more complex
audience, because the collective was fragmented. Most national speeches explicitly addressed a
somewhat indifferent Russian audience, a multinational Soviet audience sympathetic to their
goals but unfamiliar with their national specificity, and a national audience eager to see
themselves represented on the all-Union stage. The first needed convincing, the second
information, and the third created a sense of responsibility and expectation.

Trouble occasionally resulted from messages intended for cross audiences. The national
writers were particularly prone to this, as for some reason they refused to accept that Russian
writers were speaking to a Russian audience, instead of the Soviet one in which they were
properly included. This conflict, of course, vastly predated the Congress. Between national
reports on the first full day of the Congress, a guest brought the Congress greetings from the
Lapp reindeer herders on the Kol’skii Peninsula. He praised Russian writers for tackling
Lapland as a subject, but warned, “Ilucarenu 3a mocnenHee BpeMsi MHOTO NMULIYT O caamax, 00
WX XO3sICTBE U OBITE. [...] O4eHBb XOPOIIIO, YTO MUIITYT, HO HEXOPOIIIO TO, YTO MHUIITYT OYEHb
MOBEPXHOCTHO, U3-3a YEro MHOT/a MoJryyaercs Henenocts.” [Writers recently are writing a lot
about the Lapps and their subsistence lifestyle. It’s good, that they are writing, but not so good
that they are writing very superficially, with sometimes absurd results.] These results were too
often tainted by outmoded stereotypes. The speaker Gerasimov provided a recent example, by
an explorer named Lebedev, who described his first day in a Lapp camp, “TyT s yBumen, 41o ¢
JIoTIapsIMU HY)KHO TOBOPHUTH OY€Hb MEJICHHO, OHH JKUBYT C OJICHSIMH W COOaKaMH U COBCEM
MHaue IBUXKYTCS U TOBOPST, YeM MBI, kxuBymue B ropose.” [Here I learned, that you must speak
very slowly with the Lapps, they live with reindeer and dogs and move and speak totally
differently than we do, living in the city.] Chided Gerasimov, “He Tak Hy>KHO nucars, T.
Jle6enes!”" [That’s not how you should write, comrade Lebedev!] Lebedev’s depiction, he
concluded, erred in treating the Lapps as the backward background for Soviet progress, rather
than as a progressive force in their own right. While this message was considered unexceptional
to the Russian audience, the Lapps justifiably bristled at its implications.

Saken Seifullin, a Kazakh poet, went still further: “Te ke pycckue mucaTenu v mod3THI,
KTO U 3aHUMAIOTCS MTOKa30M ObITa HAIIMOHAJTLHOCTEH, BUAHO OHU HE U3y4aroT BCEPhE3 KU3Hb
HaponoB CCCP. He uzyuyas u He 3Hag Hapo10B CCCP, OHM BBIIAIOT BBIIYMaHHOE UMU 3a
pealbHOE, BBLIYMAHHbIC, JIOKHBIC THITbI BBLIAIOT 33 PealbHBIX Jojeil Hameil smoxu.”* [The
very same Russian writers and poets who engage in showing national byt, evidently don’t study
the life of Soviet peoples seriously. Neither studying nor knowing the peoples of the USSR, they
present their inventions as if they were real, present false stereotypes as if they were real people

3 pyssp, 73.
14 pysSsP, 606.



of our era.] Seifullin gave several examples of works that misrepresented Central Asian cultures,
including works by Vsevolod Ivanov, Viktor Shklovksii, and Aleksandr Afinogenov. Both
Ivanov and Shklovskii, he charged, knew so little of geography that they confused Kazakhs and
Kyrgyz in their works, while Afinogenov’s Kazakh student character was ridiculous.”> “Bce 310
JIOKa3bIBAET, YTO MUCATEIN U TIOITHI, HE 3HAIOIINE S3bIKa HAIIMX HALMOHATBHOCTEH,
0€30TBETCTBEHHO MUIIYT O HUX. V 3TH CBOM MUCAHUS MPEMOTHOCAT PYCCKOMY YHTATEIIO KaK
MOJTMHHOE, XYI0KECTBEHHO-PEATHUCTHUECKOE H300paKEHNE xusan.” ¢ [All of this shows that
writers and poets who don’t know the language of our nationalities, irresponsibly write about
them. And they offer their writings to the Russian reader as an authentic, artistically realistic
reflection of life.]

Even those supporting national writers could fall into the trap of treating them as
somehow slower than the Russian standard. The following day, the Iranian revolutionary poet
Lahuti gave the report on Tajik literature. Although he shared Gerasimov’s viewpoint that
literature on the nationalities needed to show the wonderful progress of Sovietization, his
depiction of Tajik life echoed Lebedev’s portrait of the Lapps. In Tajikistan, Lahuti reported,
“JIto11, KOTOpBIE MPUBBIKIN MEUIEHHO XOANUTh, MEIJIEHHO TOBOPUTH, MEIJICHHO TyMaTh, TEIIEPh
HE MOTYT He OBITh 3aXBaueHbl OOIIMM MOT'YYUM OTOKOM CTPOUTENBCTBA; OHU OBICTpEEe 3aKUIIH,
GBICTpEe 3aBUTAIIICH, OBICTPEe CTAIH opHeHTHpoBaThes.” | [People, who were accustomed to
walking slowly, speaking slowly, thinking slowly, now can’t help but be caught up by the
powerful flood of construction; they’ve started living faster, moving faster, and getting oriented
faster.] The faster someone spoke, by implication, the more modern and Soviet he was. Since
national delegates understandably had more difficulties with their speeches at the Congress,
frequently using slower and heavily accented Russian, Lahuti’s equation between slow-speaking
and thus slow-thinking nationals was particularly painful. Lahuti, who had been living in
Moscow off and on since 1922, represented a major world literature. Although he spoke on
behalf of the Tajiks as a self-confessed admirer, his unintentional bias aptly reveals the too
common opinion of his fellow Muscovites. Zhdanov sent Stalin an update during the Congress
in which he lauded the writers’ progress after a rocky start: “B mepBbie 2 nHst ObUTH cepbe3HBIC
OIaceHMs 3a Che3/1. DTO OBLIO KOTJa UK J0KIaIbl IO IepBOMY Borpocy. Ilockonbky oHM
myTanmch, Hapox opoaut o kopugopam.”® [For the first two days there were serious concerns
for the congress. This was when the reports were being delivered on the first item. As long as
they were being read, people wandered through the corridors.] The first two days which failed to
capture the people’s interest were, of course, those devoted to national reports.

These days similarly failed to capture Western scholars’ interest when they studied the
Congress. Most studies of socialist realism have ignored the national literatures entirely. Régine
Robin is a notable exception to this trend. Her Socialist Realism: An Impossible Aesthetic
analyzes the national question at the Congress, especially with respect to literary language. She
sees the national and Soviet in opposition, represented by the periphery and the center
respectively. I would suggest that Soviet identity is produced through the national dialogues
with the center, rather than produced in Moscow and shipped out to the republics. In taking the
latter view, Robin ultimately sides with Moscow's perspective.' In his otherwise commendable

15 PVSSP, 606-7.

1 pYSsSP, 607.

7 PVSSP, 142.

"8 RGAPSI f. 77, op. 3, d. 112, 1. 2. Translated in Soviet Culture and Power, 166.
19 Robin, Socialist Realism.: An Impossible Aesthetic, 31-36.



article “Socialist Realism in Pravda: Read All about It!,” Brooks treats the national literatures as
a distraction from Soviet literature proper, claiming “Journalists also undercut literature as an
autonomous occupation by depicting obsequious non-Russian writers at the congress.” He
complains that “Pravda gave non-Russians 20 percent of the articles and 12 percent of the space,
and /Izvestiia also featured them prominently,” although he acknowledges in a footnote that this
was roughly proportionate to their time at the podium and far less than their percentage of
delegates. In Brooks’ reading, Pravda’s abridged editions of the national reports portrayed the
national writers “as artists who incorporated their national identities in themselves rather than in
their works or literary resonance with any audience.”®® Brooks quotes Suleiman Stal’skii, Oraz
Tash-Nazarov, and Mikhail Klimkovich praising Stalin in order to conclude, “Pravda’s portrayal
of such figures served to diminish all the arts.”'

Aesthetic evaluations are notoriously subjective and thus especially vulnerable to
confirmation bias. As discussed in chapter 1, scholars have found productive and insightful
ways to approach socialist realism without denying its less appealing aspects. While the national
reports are not inherently scintillating throughout, nor are they noticeably worse than other,
heavily studied parts of the Congress. The writers in the Hall of Columns had no equivalent
problem remaining focused on Radek’s report on “Contemporary World Literature and the Tasks
of Proletarian Art” (which likewise escaped Brooks’ scorn), nor in politely welcoming the
workers from the Moscow metro. If Pravda’s portrayal of national writers “served to diminish
all the arts,” the rest of the Congress served them little better. Zhdanov’s letter suggests that
most of the Russians in the audience were prepared to tolerate the national literatures, not to
listen to them. Accordingly, they found little of value in the national reports. But this does not
mean that there was little to value in these reports, merely that they had — and have long since
continued to have — an indifferent audience.

To find the interesting moments in the national reports, we must begin from the premise
that the reports are interesting. This section will summarize material readily available to Russian
and Western scholars, because unfortunately few of them have taken advantage of that
availability. Scholars made the major Russian speeches part of the English-language record
decades ago, but this project needs to synthesize the approaches of multiple generations of
scholarship to insert the national reports into the same canon. I believe the results will prove
worth the attention.

The Tractor and the Nightingale
Unlike Soviet Russian literature, Soviet national literatures had to prove both elements of their
identity. The national reports, which took up most of those first two full days, elaborated the
difficulties of this task. Lahuti related an anecdote in his report on Tajik literature that illustrates
what happened when Tajik writers tried adapting their familiar literary traditions to Soviet
discourse:
Br1 3HaeTe, uTo comoBeil Ha BocToke ecTh cuMBOII Herd, JeHU. CoJIOBbS TaMm
CIIyIIAIOT, HAEBUIKCH IJIOBA U PACTSIHYBLINCH Ha KOBPaX B TEHU JEPEBbEB, MTOKA
He ycHyT. TpakTop, Kak BaM H3BECTHO, €CTh HEUTO COBEPIICHHO MPOTHUBO-
moyioykHOe. MeXy TeM OJMH M3 HamuX nucareneid numet: «Codupast XJIO0MOoK, s
CIIyIIaJ 3BYKH TPAKTOPA, HAIIETO IOPOTOT0 TPAKTOPA, COBETCKOTO OPYIHS

20 Brooks, “Socialist Realism in Pravda: Read All about It!,” 984.
! Ibid, 985.
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MMPOU3BOJACTA; OH 3By4aJl B MOUX YIlIaX KaK rojJoC COJIOBbA, U MHC GBIJIO TakK
MPUATHO, TaK CIAAKO, YTO 5 320BLJICSI CHOM.

B03M0HO 1111, 4TOOBI COBETCKHE XJIOMKOPOOBI CHIANU MO COTIOBHHHBIH
3BYK TpakTopa? Jlymaro, 4To HeT.

WTak, TaIyKUKCKUM MHCATENSIM HY)KHA y4e0a; yropHas yqe6a.22

You know that in the East, the nightingale is a symbol of ease and laziness. After
sating themselves with pilaf, they stretch out on carpets in the trees’ shade and
listen to nightingales until they fall asleep. The tractor, as you well know, is
something completely opposite. And yet, one of our writers writes: “Gathering
cotton, I heard the sound of a tractor, our dear tractor, the Soviet weapon of
production; it sounded in my ears like the voice of the nightingale, and it was so
pleasant, so sweet, that I lost myself in sleep.”

It is possible that Soviet cotton workers sleep under the nightingale sound
of the tractor? I think not.

And so, Tajik writers need training, persistent training.

If the Russian production novel can be summarized as “boy meets tractor,” the Tajik kolkhoz
lyric thus becomes “tractor meets nightingale.”* Like many socialist realist attempts, the
collision frequently destroyed one or the other (and when in doubt, bet on the tractor). However,
occasionally the music they produced together was enchanting. The national reports presented
an array of variations on this theme (border guard meets tractor, boy meets oil derrick, the tractor
unveiled) within a canonical teleology.

The national presence at the Congress was extensive. Sixty-five percent of the delegates
were recognized as members of Soviet nationalities. Of the 591 delegates counted in the
delegations: Moscow sent 175 (30%), Leningrad sent 45 (7.6%), 200 came from the rest of the
RSFSR (34%), and 171 came from the other republics (30%). Since the regional RSFSR
delegates included 69 Russians (11.7%) and 131 national representatives (22%), this meant that
there were four roughly equivalent groups: Moscow writers, Russian writers from outside
Moscow, RSFSR national writers, and writers from the republics.

Those proportions were established quite late in the process. Less than a month before
the Congress, Stetskii reported to Zhdanov that the organizing committee had just doubled the
republics’ quotas, bringing, for example, Georgia from six to twelve delegates. This increased
the overall ranks to 500 delegates.”* Most of the subsequent increase went to the republics, with
Georgia now bringing 30 delegates, of which 22 voted. Ukraine sent 42, Belorussia sent 27,
Armenia — 18, Azerbaijan — 17, Uzbekistan — 16, Turkmenistan — 7, and Tajikistan — 14. Not all
of those delegates were national writers, of course, but the vast majority were. Ten Russian
delegates came from the republics, as compared to 31 members of the Moscow delegation who
wrote in languages other than Russian. (These are not precisely equal categories, but this
imbalance accommodates the substantial number of Russian-language writers in Moscow who
were identified as Jewish nationals.)

2 PVSSP, 144.

3 Clark, ““Boy Gets Tractor’ and All That: The Parable Structure of the Soviet Novel,” in Russian and Slavic
Literature (Edited by Richard Freeborn, R.R. Milner Gulland, and Charles Ward. Columbus, OH: Slavica
Publishers, 1977), 359-75. Later used in The Soviet Novel, 183.
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The national reports advanced individual and national specificity through a discourse that
used rhetorical sleight-of-hand to replace logical connections, fit an astonishing variety of
histories into a standardized narrative, and cited Lenin and Stalin to justify their right to be
speaking at all. The reports’ praise for Soviet brotherhood and Leninist-Stalinist nationalities
policy, as well as frequent use of the slogan “national in form, socialist in content,” was more
than ritualistic; national writers had good reason to believe in these concepts. The education and
production statistics they cited are common to the Stalinist speech as a genre, but they also
reflected meaningful gains for the republics in question. Their enthusiasm for the accepted logic
of their new literary histories was less convincing, particularly for those nationalities with
literary antiquities. The basic narrative to which national literary histories needed to conform
was Russian-based, but whereas the Russian version included pre-Revolutionary revolutionary
writers, the national versions tended to highlight Russian intervention and salvation.

Most reports shared an underlying circular logic. They used the nation’s status and
development to justify the importance of its literature, then used that literature to justify national
status. The acceptable history moved from colonial oppression to Revolutionary revelation, with
new socialist fervor complicated by various mis-APPs, all corrected and redirected by the April
23, 1932 resolution to bring about the current flowering of national culture, which needs only
better critics and more topically-oriented works to fulfill the Union’s plan. To fit diverse literary
traditions to this model, the national reports tended to rely heavily on juxtaposition to imply
causation. Almost any work published after April 23, 1932 could be directly attributed to the
resolution’s influence. While it obviously affected writers’ lives and material conditions, the
resolution’s direct effect on literary works was, at best, tenuous. But since the Congress’
audiences could be relied upon not to question the relationship, most of the speeches merely
juxtaposed the date with a statement about the improved quality, quantity, or mere existence of
new works.

Literary quotation, not surprisingly, focused on poetic excerpts. Less predictably, the
reports spent almost as much time quoting unacceptable writers as acceptable ones. The
Ukrainian poet Ivan Kulik only quoted enemy writers in his report on Ukrainian literature, while
others balanced their citations more. “Bad” quotation gave a speaker someone to argue against,
thus structuring his rhetoric for an audience that loudly agreed with his defense of Soviet
achievement. Quoting positive examples, on the other hand, risked underwhelming the audience
and weakening that argument. Only one of the national reports, Malakiia Toroshelidze’s survey
of Georgian literature, engaged in what could properly be called literary analysis. The rest gave
the critical verdicts with little evidence supporting those positions.

National Specificity

The national reports functioned as introductory lectures on the major Soviet literatures other than
Russian, with shorter speeches throughout the rest of the Congress providing similar information
for an array of smaller literatures. What determined the literature's status as major or minor, of
course, was the nationality’s status within the Soviet Union. The republic-level nationalities
were joined in their reports by the RSFSR Tatars, who had “earned” this privilege via the Order
of Lenin. The report order was predictable, as it followed the Soviet discursive convention of
moving from West to East. The reports began with Ukraine and Belorussia, then Tatarstan, the
Transcaucasian republics, and finally Central Asia. Grouping the reports regionally avoided
explicitly ranking them by importance, although it still implied a hierarchy, and it emphasized
territorial identity over common literary tasks. Azerbaijan and Tajikistan, for example, faced

96



similar issues with a literary canon in non-national languages, while Belorussia might have been
more productively paired with the other more recent literatures. Because most Soviet
discussions of the nationalities followed the same geographic order, however, this choice felt
neutral, while any other arrangement would have been marked.

Ukraine

Like most of those delivering the national reports, Kulik was a member of the All-Union
Organizing Committee and had thus spent two years delivering various aspects of this report to a
Moscow audience. Kulik began his report, however, by responding to an immediate concern:
Gorky’s comment that Soviet literature was all-Union literature. Although he skipped the
sentence about literature being measured by quality, not quantity, his quote was fairly accurate.
Kulik repeated Gorky’s line that the Armenians, Georgians, Tatars, and Ukrainians could also
produce masters, but omitted the phrase “u npoune riemena” [and other tribes], suggesting that
he disagreed with that characterization.”> Once finished with Gorky’s magnanimous
proclamation, however, Kulik responded on behalf of all the national literatures: “[[]]axxe 1o
OKTSIOpBCKOM PEBOJTIONINH, B YCIIOBHSX YKACAIONIETO HAITMOHAIBHOTO THETA, TH HAPOIBI
CyMEJIH BCEe-TaKH BBIABUHYTH Psii KPYITHEUIITUX UMEH, KPYITHEHIIINX TBOPIIOB, MACTEPOB
XYI0)KECTBEHHOH JINTEPATYPhI, MPOU3BEICHHS KOTOPHIX BOILIH B COKPOBHUIIHUILY JINTEPATYPHI
BcemupHoit.”?® [Even before the October revolution, under the conditions of the terrible national
yoke, these peoples still managed to bring forth a host of powerful names, powerful creators,
masters of literature, whose works entered the treasury of world literature.] In other words,
Gorky's predictions of the glorious future for the national literatures had, for at least some of
them, already come true. Georgian literature had obviously reached this level, Kulik explained,
while Ukrainian was following the same path. In fact, the bourgeois nationalists were trying to
co-opt the national literatures precisely because these masters of literature were so influential.
Literature matters more when society has few other venues for self-expression. As the Ukrainian
poet Malaniuk, admittedly a “nost-¢dammcr, smurpanr,” said, “Korna y Hanmuu Het Boxei, ee
BOXKISIMU cTaHOBsiTCst mo3TeL.”> [The Ukrainian poet-fascist emigrant Malaniuk, says..., ‘When
a nation has no leaders, poets become her leaders.”] These two positions sum up the national
reports: national literatures deserved world recognition, and frequently already had it, and they
were uniquely positioned to represent their nations.

Although every nation develops along a similar path, Kulik maintained, it does so in its
own way. For Ukraine, that way was paved with enemies. The Ukrainian report spent far more
time attacking bourgeois nationalist writers outside Soviet Ukraine and counter-revolutionary
writers within, than it did describing acceptable Soviet Ukrainian literature. These enemies,
explained Kulik, insisted on defining Ukraine in opposition to Russia, rather than in harmony

> PVSSP, 39.
6 pySSP, 39. The Armenian writer Bakunts later added another layer to this defense, returning yet again to Gorky’s
image: “MHOTrHe BHICTYIIABIINE TPUBOIWIA UMEHA THTAHTOB MIPOIUION HAIMOHAIBLHOM KyabTyphl. Ho s X0uy
CKa3aTb 110 MOBOJIBI ATOTO Clieiyloliee: B ObIBILICH TIOpbMe HapoOJIOB, B CTapoii Ifapckoit Poccun, nepedncieHHble
BBIIIIC HAPOJBI HE AlK ¥ HE MOTJIM JaTh TAKUX TUraHTOB, Kak [lymkuH. B roapl pacusera [lyiiknHa Ha OKpanHax
MMIIEPUH €llIe IPOXOTaH ITyLIKH YCMUPHUTENIBHBIX oKcnienuimu.” [Many speakers have brought forth the names of
giants of the national cultural past. But I want to say the following on this matter: in the former prison of people, in
old tsarist Russia, the peoples enumerated earlier did not produce and could not produce giants like Pushkin. During
the years Pushkin flourished, the guns of pacification expeditions were still thundering on the empire’s borders.]
;l;hose peoples weren’t just behind, Bakunts suggested, they were delayed — by the Russian Empire. (PVSSP, 213.)
PVSSP, 39.
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with Russian support. They appropriated apparently literary positions as fronts for insidious
political positions: “Ha Ykpaune popmannzm 0ocOOCHHO 4acTO SBISECTCS IMUPMOM IS
POTACKMBAHMS BPaX(eOHON HAM HALMOHAMICTHYecKON uaeonornn.”™ [In the Ukraine,
formalism especially often turns out to be a cover for dragging in enemy nationalist ideology.]
Even the April 23 resolution, Kulik reported, didn’t fix Ukrainian literature. “Ilouemy? la
MOTOMY, YTO HaM Melllajia BpeIuTelIbCcKasi padoTa KOHTPPAIBOIIOIIMOHEPOB, HAITHOHATUCTOB,
JIBYPYIIHHKOB, TIETIOpoBIeB...”> [Why? Because of interference from the wrecking of
counter-revolutionaries, nationalists, double-dealers, Petliurovists...] The main fields for this
battle, however, were Ukraine’s literary legacy and literary language. Kulik described Taras
Shevchenko as the Ukrainian equivalent of Nikolai Chernyshevskii or Nikolai Dobroliubov — a
progressive thinker with considerable literary talent and influence over Russian and Belorussian
literature. The nationalists had attempted to misrepresent him as an enemy of the revolution
because he was not a committed Marxist.”® They used this unfair standard to appropriate
Shevchenko’s legacy away from Soviet Ukrainian literature with the hope that contemporary
writers and readers would follow. Second, the nationalists worked to pervert the Ukrainian
language, distancing it from Russian and from the Ukrainian workers in order to seize control.
Shevchenko was key to this battle, too, as he codified literary Ukrainian. “S cumraro, 9yTo
[1IeB4eHKO ChIrpal B CO3JaHUN YKPAHHCKOTO JINTEPATYPHOTO SI3bIKa HE MEHBIIIYIO POJIb, YEM
[IymkuH B CO31aHUM PYCCKOTO JIMTEPATYPHOIO A3bIKA, @ BO3MOXKHO, YTO U 60J11>my10.”31 (I
believe that Shevchenko played no smaller a role in the creation of the Ukrainian literary
language, than Pushkin in the creation of a Russian literary language, and perhaps a greater one.]
Yet despite this serious opposition, Soviet Ukrainian literature was triumphing. Kulik cited a
cluster of successful poetic works, the conversion of older writers after the April 23 resolution,
and progress among the Russian and Yiddish writers within Ukraine. He concluded his speech
with Lenin’s call for unity between the Great Russians and Ukrainians.

Belorussia
Although many of the issues facing Belorussia were similar to those in Ukraine, the Belorussian
report focused more on the republic’s general cultural development. After introducing and
quoting Yanka Kupala on pre-Revolutionary poverty, Klimkovich reviewed Belorussia’s
progress: from 80% illiteracy to nineteen institutions of higher education, 81 technical schools,
and 37 scientific institutes; from a tiny proletariat oppressed by landowners to a tenfold increase
in production. Literature grew apace, from barely ten writers before the Revolution, all of whom
were corrupted by nationalist tendencies, to 69 members and 26 candidates for the new union.*
Like Ukraine, Belorussia needed to replace its Western focus with an orientation “na
nposerapckyo Mocksy” [on proletarian Moscow].”> Where Kulik defined Ukrainian through its
struggle to overcome anti-Moscow nationalism and class enemies, however, Klimkovich instead
emphasized the parallels with other Soviet nationalities. Belorussian literature was “gactb
COIO3HOM MUTEpaTyphl, OO OHA CO3aBANIACh, POCIIA U KPEIUIa B TECHOM €MHEHUHU C
nuTepaTypamu 6parckux pecryoink”? [a part of Union literature, for it was created, grew, and

2 PVSSP, 47.
¥ PVSSP, 42.
30 PYSSP, 43.
31 PVSSP, 49.
32 pVSSP, 51, 56.
33 PVSSP, 54.
3% PVSSP, 50.
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grew strong in close unity with the literatures of brother republics]. BelAPP’s missteps “Obuin
00IIMMH I BCEX BOAIIICKUX opraHmauHﬁ”3 5 [were common for all of the VOAPP
organizations], while the work of the new writers union members “Z0MKHO CTaTh Ha yPOBHE
BCell Beecoro3Hoit uTepatypsl.”° [needs to be on the level of all the all-Union literature] If
Ukrainian literature aimed to join Georgian at the level of world literature, Belorussian literature
would settle for meeting it at the all-Union level. Klimkovich closed his report with a poem by
Aleksandrovich expressing this goal:

3a00TIMBO CMOTPUT CaJOBHUK 32 CaJIOM.

Taxk Hama cTpaHa B CBOIO SICHYIO paHb

[Tonnepkkoro Kpersia, BHUMaHUEM OOraTbiM

Bcex OpaTckux Hapos0B, BceX OpaTCKUX CTpaH.

W nuins noTomMy Ha BEpIIUHBI MbI BCTaJIH,

Yro cepaieM eMHBIM MBI MOIIHO POCIIH,

A cepJilie Morydee Halen 3eMiu —

Pomnoii Ham, JTIF0OMMBII HaIll Cramun.’’
The gardener carefully watches over the garden.
Thus our country in its clear, early hour
Is strong with the support and full attention
Of all fraternal peoples, of all fraternal countries.
And we have only risen to the heights,
Because we have grown mightily with a united heart
And the powerful heart of our land —
Is our native, our beloved Stalin.

Tatarstan
The Order of Lenin earned the Tatars their place at the Congress as the only RSFSR nationality
to give a national report. Kavi Najmi’s report celebrated Tatarstan’s achievements while hewing
closely to the prescribed narrative for Soviet nationalities. The Tatar report told a story of
suffering under the double yoke of national/religious backwardness and tsarist oppression,
followed by Soviet liberation, glorious industrialization, and latinization. In a twist on the
familiar description of Russian as the language of the Revolution, Najmi praised Tatar’s
“JIaTHHH3MPOBAHHEIN a(haBUT, KOTOPHII H3BECTEH HaM Kak andyaBut OkTs6ps.”" [the Latinized
alphabet, which is known to us as the October alphabet.] Pre-Revolutionary writers suffered
from repressive publishing conditions and bourgeois nationalist tendencies. Unlike the
Ukrainian and Belorussian examples, however, Tatar bourgeois nationalist writers apparently
relied heavily on religious identity, which the old alphabet only exacerbated. Instead of the
opposition “Russian-national,” Tatar writers used the opposition “Russian-Muslim.”
Educational progress, Najmi explained, was essential to overcoming this problem. When
the village Kutlishkino, for example, was ruled by Gaiaz Iskhakov, “Obut 01uH TpaMOTHBII
4eJI0BEK — MYJLIA, Tenepsb ke 70% KOIXO03HUKOB CTaJld TpaMOTHBIMU... Bo BpeMeHa ["as13a
HcxaxoBa B KyTauikuHe TOJIbKO MyJljia YUTa Ta3€eThl, TENEph e KOJXO3HUKH BBIITUCUBAIOT

35 PVSSP, 52.
% pyssp, 57.
37 pPVSSP, 57.
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112 razer.” [there was one literate person — the mullah, but now 70% of the kolkhoz workers are
literate.... In the time of Gaiaz Iskhakov, in Kutlishkino only the mullah read newspapers, but
now the kolkhoz workers subscribe to 112 newspapers.] These strides created a readership for
Soviet literature: “Bo Bpemena ["asi3a McxakoBa TaTapckue TPYASAIIHMECS MACChl HMENH JIUIIThH
OJIHY «JIUTEPATYPY» — MOJIUTBEHHUKH, TETIEPh KE Ha MOJKAX KOJIXO3HIUKOB MBI BUIANM YKE
KJIaCCUKOB, mpou3BeaeHuss A.M. ['opbKOro, mpou3BeIeHUsI KPYITHBIX MTPEACTABUTEIEH COBETCKOM
murepatypsl.”™ [In the time of Gaiaz Iskhakov the Tatar working masses had only one
‘literature’ — prayer books, but now on the kolkhoz workers’ shelves we can see classics, the
works of Gorky, and works by the great representatives of Soviet literature.] This education
extended across Tataria in the form of universities and technical schools, schools for factory and
kolkhoz workers, and over 300 libraries. Although there were still nationalist holdouts, Soviet
Tatar writers were making great strides in genres from drama to the construction novel to
children’s literature.

Georgia
Toroshelidze’s report on Georgian literature stood out in several respects, not least of which is its
length. Toroshelidze gave the longest talk of any at the Congress, speaking over twice as long as
any of the other national reports.*® This granted him the time to engage in actual literary analysis
of selected works, most of them pre-Revolutionary by centuries. Without denying the dominant
narrative for nationalities, Toroshelidze forestalled it with Georgian literature’s antiquity:

JIpEBHIOIO TPY3UHCKYIO JIUTEPATYPy HU B KOEM CIIydae Hellb3si OTHECTH K YHCITY

MaJIbIX JINTEPATYp MPOBUHIIUAILHOTO, Y3KO MECTHOTO MacmTada, oHa ¢ IPaBOM

JOJDKHA OBITh IPUYMCIICHA K PaHTy OONbIIKX JuTeparyp. [...] Maino toro.

JIpeBHETpY3UHCKAs INTepaTypa MPECTABISET B U3BECTHON Mepe YHHUKAIBHOE

SBJICHHE U CYACTIIMBOE UCKIIFOUCHHE U3 IIMKJIa OCHOBHBIX JIUTEPATYP

CPEIHEBEKOBOT'O XPUCTHSIHCKOTO MHpa B TOM OTHOIIEHHH, 4TO B [ py3un

TOJTy4HIIa GIIeCTsIIee Pa3BUTHE YHCTO CBETCKAS M3SIIHAS THTepaTypa.”™ !

Classical Georgian literature cannot under any circumstances be consigned to the
number of minor literatures on a provincial, narrow, local scale; it must rightfully
be counted among the rank of major literatures. [...] But that’s not all. Classical
Georgian literature is, to some extent, a unique phenomenon and happy exception
to the cycle of the main medieval Christian literatures in the sense that a refined,
purely secular literature developed brilliantly in Georgia.

Georgian literature is thus not only older than Russian literature by centuries, it prevailed
through conditions that withered Greek literature on the vine.

In one of the few instances of prolonged literary analysis at the Congress, Toroshelidze
introduced as evidence Shota Rustaveli’s twelfth or thirteenth century masterpiece, “The Knight
in Panther Skin.” Toroshelidze presented the poem’s complex meter, its sound patterns, and its
thematics to argue that it built upon both Eastern and Western influences. “Tax mosma
Pycrasenu, cBsi3aHHast TITyOOKUME KOPHSIMH ¢ BOCTOKOM, O/THOBPEMEHHO BBISBIISICT

* PVSSP, 67.
0 Karl Radek spoke longer in total, but it was divided into two speeches.
*' PVSSP, 74.
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TOpasUTeIbHBIC MAPAIUIEIN3MbI ¢ TUTepaTypoii amaga.”* [Rustaveli’s poem, connected

through deep roots to the East, at the same time displays striking parallels with the literature of
the West.] By situating Rustaveli’s work at the intersection between East and West and thus
appropriating the hitherto Russian center, Toroshelidze subtly challenged Russian claims to
universality. “The Knight in Panther Skin,” Toroshelidze asserted, is a world classic. “[/]axe
TBOpPEHHE BEJIMKOTO MpeecTBeHHNKa Bo3poxkaenus — JlaHTe He MOKET BBIICPIKATh CPAaBHCHUS
C IIO3MOM PYCTaBeJII/I.”43 [Even the work of that great forefather of the Renaissance, Dante,
cannot withstand comparison with Rustaveli’s poem.] This comparison implicitly rejected the
Russian standard of comparison. Although Toroshelidze later used Russian literature as a model,
calling the nineteenth-century writer and public intellectual Ilia Chavchavzade “omHoBpeMeHnHO 1
MO3T U KPUTHK-ITYOIUITUCT — U ['0roIb 1 Benunckuit™** [simultaneously both poet and critic —
both Gogol and Belinskii], this comparison likewise suggested that Georgian literature surpassed
Russian, on the grounds that it takes two Russian writers to equal one Georgian. Translation
furthers Georgian culture’s position. Not only did Georgian literature unite Eastern and Western
influences while thriving under difficult circumstances that often limited both realms, it
assimilated both literatures through translation. “IToutn Ha Ka)1a0M MTEpEBOIE C MEPCUICKOTO
JISKUT B TOW WIM MHOU CTENEHH crierrduyeckas ne4ats Ipy3MHCKOT0 ObITa, KaXKABIH MepeBoa
3aMETHO OKpALIIeH B KPACKH HAIIMOHAIBHOTO Komoputa.™ [Almost every translation from the
Persian contains to some degree the specific stamp of Georgian life, each translation is
noticeably tinted by national color.] Ivane Machabeli’s Shakespeare translations were
considered “Of[HIM M3 TyYIIMX CPEIM IEPEBOIOB €ro Ha Apyrue s3bikn”™ [one of his best
translations in any language], although Toroshelidze refrained from indicating whose
consideration this was. Not only were Georgian writers masters on the world stage, he implied,
they mastered world literature.

Toroshelidze further decentered Russian by presenting a Georgian-specific vision of
Russian literature that was essentially Pushkin-less. Not only had Russian literature influenced
Georgian writers only intermittently, but the Russian works available in Georgian translation
presented a vastly different canon. “TlepeBonunu Takux aBTOpOB, Kak ['pexoB, OpkeBu4 u
Ko3710B, KOTOpBIE BPsi/ I U3BECTHBI 1a)Ke PYCCKOMY YUTATENI0, U OYEHb MAJIO TIEPEBOAMITI
xraccukoB.”™’ [We translated such authors as Grekov, Yurkevich and Kozlov, who are probably
not known even to Russian readers, and we translated very few classics.] Pushkin’s poor opinion
of Thilisi justified his absence in Georgian translation, with Evgeny Onegin still waiting to be
published. Lermontov was more widely available, albeit slightly revised, as were Krylov and
Chekhov. The Georgians translated only limited works from most of the Russian greats:
Turgenev’s prose poems; Gogol’s “Inspector-General,” but not Dead Souls and Taras Bulba
only in 1930; and Tolstoy’s Childhood “mst nerckoii mureparypsr”* [for children’s literature]
and some short works, but not War and Peace or Anna Karenina. On the other, very strategic
hand, “kaxxgoe npoussenenue ['OpbKOTO MEPEBOIAT OYKBAILHO Ha APYTOH KE ICHD MOCTIE €T0
TosiBIIeHHs B pycckoii meuatn.”’ [Each of Gorky’s works is translated the very next day after
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they appear in Russian.] Thus, Soviet influence remained, while Russian influence became
something the Russians themselves might not recognize.

Toroshelidze’s talk ran far longer than the totality of any of the other national reports
before he reached the ostensible subject of his report: Soviet Georgian literature. He
acknowledged the normally momentous April 23 resolution only minutes before he concluded
his talk with a brief nod to the minority literatures within Georgia and a verbal bow to the
“MyIpBIif, TIOGUMBII BOX/Ib TPY/IAIIMXCS BCEro MUpa, Bemukuit Cramuu.”’ [...wise, beloved
leader of the workers of the world, the great Stalin.]

Armenia
Drastamat Simonian’s report on Armenian literature followed Toroshelidze’s lead in
emphasizing its literary antiquity, but did so within a narrative frame that hewed more closely to
the discursive standard. For one thing, although Armenian literature had a thriving classical
period, its progress was interrupted and thus more recent stages could fit the Russian-based
model. Its position within the East-West dynamic was also interesting. Whereas Toroshelidze
aligned Georgian literature at the intersection of these worlds of influence, Simonian proclaimed
that “ApMsiHCKast KyabTypa MPUHAUICKUT K YUCITY IPEBHEUIINX KYIbTYP Bocroka.”"!
[Armenian culture belongs to the ranks of Eastern cultures of antiquity.] He cited its fifth-
century alphabet, early legends and songs, the epic “David of Sasun,” and classical poetry.
However, the seventeenth century division of Armenia had caused a cultural collapse that
undermined all literary production save folklore. When writers began writing in Armenian
again, they did so in a divided culture: Western Armenia, under Ottoman control, used French
models; while Eastern Armenia, within the Russian Empire, followed Russian influence and
bourgeois, nationalist models that focused on the need to resurrect “Greater Armenia.”
Simonian restricted himself to one example of each canonical category for this part of his
report, unlike Toroshelidze’s surfeit of Georgian writers. Only when he reached the Soviet
period, which he praised as a literary return to the country after three centuries, did Simonian
start listing figures.”® Diasporic writers, like Aleksandr Shirvanzade, returned to Soviet Armenia
to participate in this renaissance, while a flood of new writers proved the success of Soviet
literacy, education, and cultural programs. “B coro3e nucareneit Apmerun — 10 70
nucaterneit.”” [The Armenian writers union has up to 70 members.] Although prose and drama
were still lagging, the flowing of Armenian literature was a Soviet triumph.

Azerbaijan

The Azerbaijani report completed the Transcaucasian triangle of venerable literatures, but it was
also the strangest case.”® As a Turkic culture administratively grouped with Georgia and
Armenia, Azerbaijan straddled the conceptual territory between the Caucasus and Central Asia.
Azerbaijan claimed a strong canon of historical figures writing in the three classical imperial
languages of the broader region: Persian, Arabic, and Turkic. This made national attribution a
delicate question. Whereas the Georgian report presented classical Georgian writers and argued
that they were major, the Azerbaijani report presented major classical writers and argued that

0 PVSSP, 103.
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they were Azerbaijani. In particular, Mamed Alekberli defended Azerbaijani claims on the
Persian-language poets Fuzuli and Nizami. In contrast to sharply denied Arabic, Persian, and
even German claims to Azerbaijani writers, claims from competing Soviet nationalities were not
so much as mentioned. Alekberli claimed the tenth-century dastan epic Book of Dede Korkut as
clearly Azerbaijani.”> Composed in Turkic and passed down for centuries, Dede Korkut’s stories
lay at the heart of not only Azerbaijani, but also several Central Asian Turkic national folklores.
The Soviet conception of discrete nations that long preceded national consciousness, meant that
only one of these nationalities could claim the epic. Instead of defending Azerbaijan’s claim,
Alekberli presented Dede Korkut’s Azerbaijani status as though no competing claims could
possibly exist. And indeed, within the restricted discourse of the Congress, none did.

Further complicating Alekberli’s report, he eschewed chronological order to treat the
classical period as one broad literary school. He described (in order) writers from the eighth
century, tenth century, thirteenth, twelfth, thirteenth, sixteenth, tenth, eighth, then eighteenth.
Nor did Alekberli group writers by influence or language of composition. Indeed, his report
reads as if it was designed to confuse his audience, leaving only a general impression of classical
poetry determined more by a retroactively defined Azerbaijani-ness than by the immediate
historical pressures. Alekberli’s version united writers living in different empires with different
literary traditions into a canon that was ethnically, geographically, or linguistically identifiable as
Azerbaijani — but rarely all three at once.

Alekberli’s history finally turned from Eastern models of greatness to Russian ones in the
nineteenth century, with Mirza Akhundov, in particular, fulfilling the role of Russian-styled
master. “Ero ramiepest TUIIOB Tak e KpacO4Ha, pa3HOOOpa3Ha, XapaKTepHa, KaK rajiepest
tunos ['puGoenosa, [oromst u Ocrposekoro.”™® [His gallery of types is as vivid, as varied, as
characteristic as those of Griboedov, Gogol, and Ostrovskii.] This model continued into the pre-
Revolutionary and Soviet periods, with the current writers union containing both fellow travelers
and dedicated young Communists. In Azerbaijan, Alekberli proclaimed, there were now around
sixty writers.”” Although there was obvious work to do, especially on critical questions, the
recent national congress of writers showed Azerbaijan's progress on the literary front.

Uzbekistan

Like Klimkovich and Najmi, Rahmat Majidi used educational and economic progress to presage
his nation's literary developments. According to his report, Uzbekistan had suffered under the
double yoke of imperial rule, which ensured cultural backwardness and the rise of bourgeois
forms of opposition. Uzbek national culture was long trapped in Turkestan’s morass of jadidism,
pan-Islamism, pan-Turkism, pan-Turanism and, of course, nationalism. The jadids, in particular,
had a pernicious influence. They coopted the possibility of genuine reform in support of
retrograde feudal and clerical elements, delaying cultural progress. Ignorant writers, both
Uzbeks and well-meaning foreigners like the Ukrainian novelist Ivan Le, idealized the jadids as
positive characters and even portrayed them as Bolsheviks. This meant, Majidi explained, that
Uzbek literature had to continually struggle against nationalist and pan-Turkic ideas. Further
exacerbating this battle were questions of literary heritage and language. Counter-revolutionary
writers kept promoting Chagatai in place of Uzbek and claiming a diverse array of writers as
Turkic, Chagatai, or Uzbek. Acknowledging that early Turkic culture had perhaps more
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commonalities than national divisions in Central Asia and Azerbaijan was, of course, a clear
marker of pan-Turkism and thus unacceptable.

Majidi produced a suitable Soviet genealogy for the Uzbek writers’ union, tracing the
Red Pen and UzAPP movements through the battle to implement the 1932 resolution. None of
these movements, however, had solved the problem of a literary Uzbek language that would
reconcile their heritage with the language used by the masses. This was a contemporary problem
for Uzbek writers: “PasHiia Mex Ty S35IKOM MHOTHX ITHCATENCH ¥ S36IKOM MACCHI BETHKA.” "
[The difference between the language of many writers and the language of the masses is great.]
Uzbek writers attempted to follow Russian models, but this had the peculiar effect of over-
Sovietizing Uzbek culture, so that in some works, even “1opeBOIOIIMOHHBIN JEXaHIUH
VY30eKucTana MBICIUT, TOBOPUT KaK CaMbIii KyJIbTypHBIH, IEPEIOBOI UEIOBEK HBIHEIIHEH 3MOXH,
Kkax GombureBuk.”™’ [the pre-Revolutionary peasant of Uzbekistan thinks and speaks like the
most cultured, advanced person of our contemporary era, like a Bolshevik.] Uzbek literature still
needed to find a balance.

Turkmenia
Turkmen literature’s relatively blank slate made it an excellent candidate for the
developmentalist narrative, but it also left the narrative somewhat hollow. Tash-Nazarov cited a
brief poetic flowering in the second part of the eighteenth century, a movement soon crushed by
Russian and British imperialism. Five tyrants — the tsar, the shah, the emir of Bukhara, the
Afghan emir, and the Khivan khan — divided the nation, so that not a single Turkmen writer
emerged until Soviet liberation. Contemporary readers, Tash-Nazarov complained, too often
focused on the period of oppression to claim that Turkmenia had no pre-Revolutionary literature:

(C)oBceM HeraBHO MHBIE «yUYCHBIE» BOBCE OTPHILIAIN CYIIECTBOBAHHUE

TYPKMEHCKOU JINTEpPaTypsl B MPOILIOM. Bennkoep:kaBHbIC NIOBUHUCTHI

HEJJaBHO Ha 3TOM OCHOBaHMHU YTBEPKIAJIH, YTO, IIOCKOIBKY TYPKMEHCKas

auTeparypa BooOIIe He CYIIECTBOBAjA, TO HENIb3sI U MEUYTATh O CO3/1aHUU HOBOU

TYPKMEHCKO#1 TUTEpaTyphl, IOTOMY 4TO HA ITCTOM MECTE HUYEro He co3/amb.”

Quite recently other “scholars” completely denied the prior existence of Turkmen
literature. On this basis, great-power chauvinists recently confirmed that, since
Turkmen literature didn't really exist, it was impossible even to dream about
creating a new Turkmen literature, because you can't create anything in such an
empty space.

This conflict gave Turkmen bourgeois nationalists the opportunity to claim that literary heritage
for their purposes. Because only elites were literate, even the post-Revolutionary literature was
their domain: “TlockoJsibKy B MPOILIOM TPaMOTHOCTh SBJISIACH TOCTOSTHUEM TOPTOBBIX,
YHHOBHUYBUX U BHOBH HAPACTABIIMX OYPiKya3HBIX AJIEMEHTOB, IMTEPATYPHBIN PPOHT OKa3ascs
IIOYTH LIEIMKOM B pyKax HanpoHamuctoB.”®' [Since in the past literacy was the achievement of
commercial, bureaucratic, and newly resurfacing bourgeois elements, the literary front was

almost entirely in the hands of the nationalists.] Other nationalities had multiple movements to
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fold into the writers union, Tash-Nazarov stated, but the organizing committee was the first real
literary organization for new Turkmen writers. Young poets were rising to the needs of their
increasingly literate audience, although Turkmen prose was still essentially non-existent. They
needed more translation to provide literary models. The organizing committee had started this
process, overseeing the first translations of Soviet Russian classics into Turkmen, including
Gorky’s oeuvre. Despite the imbalance, Tash-Nazarov called for increased translation in both
directions between Turkmen and its fraternal literatures.

Tajikistan

The Tajik delegate scheduled to give the national report failed to arrive, so the Iranian poet
Lahuti stepped into the breach. Lahuti had been heavily involved with the All-Union organizing
committee, advocating on behalf of the national literatures in general and Tajik literature in
particular, so this substitution surprised few. The confusion between Tajik and Persian cultural
identity gave Lahuti’s representation greater credence, but the underlying question remains: why
not have another Tajik speak on behalf of Tajik literature? It is probable that none of the
remaining Tajik delegates were as rhetorically comfortable in Russian, and they may have felt
that a recognizable figure like Lahuti was more appropriate than a stumbling unknown, but the
situation was still strange.

Lahuti’s introduction did nothing to minimize the strangeness. He began with a
childhood anecdote about finding the term “Tajik in a poem, looking it up in a dictionary, and
learning that the Tajiks were an extinct tribe whose appelation the Turks sometimes used to refer
to the Persians. Imagine, he related, his wonderment when he met Tajik Party officials in
Moscow: “S Bcmomuunin Caanu, cinoBapb U ¢pasy: «TamKuku — HEKOT1a CyIeCTBOBABIIHIA
Hapoa». TpymHO BEIpa3uTh CIOBAMU PAJOCTh, KOTOPAs KUIIEIa BO MHE IPH Pa3roBOPE ¢ ITUMHU
MPEACTaBUIISIMU COBETCKOTro Ta/PKMKUCTaHA U €T0 KOMHapTHH.”62 [I remembered (the poem by)
Saadi, the dictionary, and the phrase, “Tajiks — a once existing people.” It is hard to put into
words the joy that bubbled up in me during the conversation with these representatives of Soviet
Tajikistan and its Communist Party.] Tajikistan had worked to raise its literacy rate from 0.5%
to 60%, Lahuti reported, and its budget for cultural enlightenment alone was greater than the
entire budget of Afghanistan. Tajik writers were matching these great strides, with everything
from letters and postcards (19 million sent in 1933) to works of poetry. “B Tamxukucrane
HacuHuThIBaeTcs Bcero okoiio 100 mucareneil, neyaTaroninX CBOU HpOI/ISBezerm{.”63 [In
Tajikistan altogether there are around 100 writers, publishing their works.]

Lahuti’s introductory anecdote established an opposition between educated Persian
culture and the purportedly vanished tribe of Tajiks. Yet Tajik culture belied that clear
distinction. In Soviet practice, Tajik and Persian were divided along class lines, with most of the
rulers identified as Persian and the lower classes assumed to be Tajik, albeit sometimes Persian-
assimilated Tajiks. Classical Persian poetry, Lahuti acknowledged, thus also belonged to the
Tajiks. “IToatsr IX, X, XI BeKoB... mucaiu Ha POJHOM SI3bIKE TAXKUKOB, Ha SI3bIKE, KOTOPBIHA 710
CETOHSIITHETO JTHS MOHATEH U OJIM30K IMMPOKUM Maccam TaI[}I(I/IKI/ICTaHa.”64 [Poets of the ninth,
tenth, eleventh centuries... wrote in the native language of the Tajiks, in the language which has
remained understandable and dear to the broad masses of Tajikistan to this day.] These poets
included world famous figures like Firdousi and Omar Khayyam. Lahuti carefully avoided
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saying whether they wrote in Tajik or Persian, as opposed to “the native language of the Tajiks.”
The former meant relinquishing his own culture’s claim to these works, while the later
represented a Persian claim over the Tajiks that amounted to great-power chauvinism. Lahuti’s
circumlocution left Tajik identity intact while recognizing the substantial overlap between the
two nations he represented at the lectern. Soviet Tajik writers were struggling to accommodate
this classical heritage to the needs of their newly modern readership, but under the leadership of
the Communist Party, they would fulfill the trust given them by their great leader, Comrade
Stalin.

National Speeches

Several of the smaller — or at least non-republican — nationalities gave shorter versions of the
national reports during speeches ostensibly responding to the issues raised in the reports on
Soviet literatures, poetry, drama, or young authors. Whereas a Russian speaker could begin with
his opinion or argument about Soviet literature (discursively restrained as those arguments might
be), most national speakers began by establishing their literature’s credentials. A shortened
developmentalist narrative governed these credentials: colonial repression, followed by Soviet
flowering. Illiteracy illustrated the limitations of pre-Soviet culture. Afzal Tagirov reported that,
“KononunanbHelil rpadex, 95% HerpaMOTHBIX CpeAu HAaCcelIeHUsI, OTCYTCTBUE MUCbMEHHOCTH,
JUTEPATypPHOTO S3bIKA M JTUTEPATYPHI, TOCTIOACTBO CYEBEPHii, 3HaXapCTBa, IIENTYHCTBA U
BBIMHUPaHHE HApOJla — TAKOBBI OBLIH PE3YyJIbTAThI «KYJIbTYPBI», HaCAXKIABIICHCs B bamkupuu
JIyXOBHBIME OTIaMH «iHOpouesy».”> [Colonial robbery, 95% illiteracy, lack of a writing
system, a literary language, or literature; the dominance of superstition, quackery, and whispered
incantations; and the people’s slow demise — such were the results of the “culture,” spread in
Bashkiria by the spiritual fathers of us “natives”] Those escaping the trap of religion and
superstition faced explicit censorship, as II’ias Jansugurov indicated: “ILlapckas nen3ypa He
JlaBaJila HUKAKOM BO3MOKHOCTH Pa3BUTHIO Ka3aKCKOW PEBOJIIOIMOHHON JII/ITepaTypr.”66 [The
tsarist censor gave no opportunity for the development of Kazakh revolutionary literature.]
Russian literature stood in colonial relation to the national literatures, suppressing the inherent
need for local culture. Fedor Chesnokov depicted the trap this created for Mordvinian literature.
“DTa MHTEJUIUTEeHIMS TOBOpUIIA, 4TO MOpBe HE3aUueM UMETh CBOIO JIUTEPATYpPy, UTO C HEE
JOCTaTOYHO U PYCCKOM JINTEPATyphl. A KTO KpOME KYJaKOB U MX CBIHOB YHTAaJ TOTJA PYCCKYIO
JIUTEpaTypy, KoJra rpaMOTHOCTb He focTuraina u 15%, a cpenu keHIuH 5%27°" [This
intelligentsia said that there was no reason for Mordvia to have its own literature, that Russian
literature was sufficient for it. And who other than kulaks and their sons read Russian literature,
when literacy was under 15%, and 5% among women?] What pre-Revolutionary national
literature emerged, did so through bourgeois nationalist movements. Soviet national literatures
were thus defined through their opposition to nationalism: “MopaoBckas 1uTepaTypa, TaK xe
KaK 1 MHOTHE OPATCKHE JTHTEPaTyphl, POcia B GOSX ¢ MECTHBIM HAIHOHAIN3MOM... "
[Mordvinian literature, just like many of the fraternal literatures, grew up in the battles with local
nationalism.] The Soviets inevitably triumphed, of course, and each national literature had a
generation of promising new writers. Aaly Tokombaev explained that pre-Revolutionary
Kyrgyzia had two writers, one writing in Kazakh and one in Tatar: “Hamra nutepaTtypa poxaeHa
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OxTs6pem.”69 [Our literature was born with the October Revolution.] Arkadii Zolotov heralded
this process in Chuvashia, “ Ho 3a roas1 peBostonnu B COBeTCKO# UyBammu BEIPOCITH T€CITKH
MOJIOJBIX aBTOPOB, BBIIEAMIAX M3 TPYIOBEIX Macc...”  [But in the years of revolution, dozens
of young authors grew up in Soviet Chuvashia, emerging from the working masses.] For this
generation, Russian literature was no longer a colonial oppressor any more than Moscow was a
colonial power: “Hara pycckas coBeTckas JIuTepaTypa Tak ke OJIM3Ka ¥ pojJHa dyBaliam,
TaTapam, yKpauHIlaM, CIIOBOM — BCEM TPYISAIIMMCS BCEX HAIMOHATBLHOCTEH, KaK U CBOS
JUTEpaTypa, 1 HAOOOPOT — JIYUIINE JOCTHKEHHS HAITMOHAIBHBIX OTPSIOB JTUTEPATYPHI
0GOraIaioT BCIO COBETCKYIO JIUTEPTYPY B memom.” | [Our Soviet Russian literature is as close
and native to the Chuvash, Tatars, Ukrainians — in a word, to all of the workers of all
nationalities — as our own literature, and the reverse is also true: the best achievements of the
national branches of literature enrich all Soviet literature as a whole.] The close relationship to
Soviet Russian literature was an essential step for the developmentalist narrative, as otherwise
the complaints about tsarist oppression could be heard as anti-Moscow sentiment, and thus a
nationalist attack on Soviet unity. This relationship was demonstrated through the translation of
Soviet classics, especially Gorky, the use of those classics as models for national literature, the
brigades’ fraternal work, and the ecstatic national presence at the Congress.

Few of the national speakers addressed Soviet literature from an independent viewpoint,
instead of explicitly speaking as national representatives. Their speeches thus served to broaden
the definition of Soviet literature through national diversity more than through diversity of
opinion. Combined with the national reports, they gave a dynamic portrait of the issues facing
the national literatures. Foremost among these was the need to distinguish between national and
nationalist tendencies.

What Is National?

National literatures defined themselves in strict opposition to nationalism. Except for one
reference to “[r]py3uHckas paca” [the Georgian race], the Congress did not depict nationalism as
racialized.”” Indeed, nationalism’s premises were rarely defined, so that it functioned as a
general pejorative term for a wide array of political and aesthetic sins. Nevertheless, some
characteristics were repeated often enough to create a predictive template of those writers,
historic and contemporary, most likely to be condemned as nationalist.

Nationalist Politics

Nationalist writers had an unhealthy focus on the national and literary past, instead of the Soviet
present and future. Majidi warned that “Hcnonb30Banue nurepaTypHOro HacleACTBa,
HCTOPH3M» — OCHOBBIC Macky HanpoHamctoB.” - [Using the literary legacy, “historicism,” —
these are the nationalists’ basic masks.] For the Tatar nationalists, the past was religiously
determined, with Najmi attacking, “[p]enriuo3Ho-HaMOHATHCTHYECKIE MOTHBBL” + [religious-
nationalist motifs.] Kulik proclaimed the dominant nationalist genre to be the memoir, which by

definition focused on the past. This foreshadowed the Ukrainian bourgeois nationalists’ ultimate
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failure, as “SIcHo, 4TO KOrJa JIOASIM HHUYETO HE OCTAETCS B HACTOSAIIEM, HET HUKAKUX HAHEXK] HA
GyLyLee, IPUXOLUTCS JKUTh TOJIBKO IPOLLIBIM, BocioMuHarusiMu.” - [It is clear that when
nothing is left for people in the present and there is no hope for the future, they are left to live
only through the past, through their memories.] In contrast, Soviet Ukrainian writers wrote
about their bright national future under communism.

The past was especially dangerous for national literatures. Unlike their Russian
counterparts, national writers could not assume a commonly accepted literary past. Canonization
and the demand for a literary language replete with allusions and intertexts meant that national
writers were constantly addressing their history while trying to avoid accusations of nationalism.
Historical topics were generally safe for national writers so long as they used Marxist categories
and adhered to a teleological model of historical development. A properly Soviet national past
was essentially socialist realist, in that each moment was shown to contain the seeds of the
Soviet future. This created Aesopian possibilities, since writers could subtly parallel the colonial
past and the Soviet present, but it was a necessary danger to create an official Soviet history for
each nationality. However, the nationalists were also fighting for control of the canon. Majidi
warned that “bops6a HarmoHaMKCTOB MO (hJIarOM HUCITOIB30BAHUS JIUTEPATYPHOTO HACIIECIUS HE
TpeKpaTHIach i B HacTosiee Bpems.” C [The nationalists’ battle under the flag of using the
literary legacy has not ceased even in the present.]

National literatures ideally represented the national culture as set within the USSR as a
whole, capturing the middle ground between too narrow a focus on local life, absent its political
context, and a broad orientation that looked beyond Soviet borders. Because “nationalist” was
the primary term for condemning national writers, it included groups that could be more
productively read through other lenses. Simonian described how Armenian bourgeois
nationalism grew through Western European ideology, filtered through the Russian empire and
French literary influence. Trying to insert themselves into the European imagination was framed
as a nationalist project, albeit not one intrinsically opposed to Sovietization. A contemporary
Western orientation was more dangerous, as it was necessarily anti-Soviet.

The Eastern counterparts had several philosophical branches, including pan-Turkism,
jadidism, and pan-Islamism. Although these were, strictly speaking, internationalist or
supranationalist movements, they were identified as nationalist because, like some westernizing
currents, they rejected Soviet socialism. National delegates who may have had more nuanced
views understood that “nationalist” was the pejorative of choice, so that defending any of these
movements as non-nationalist missed the real point. Alekberli condemned an Azerbaijani
nationalist literature that “cTaHOBUTCS Ha TyTh MAHTIOPKU3MA, PEAKIIUU, TTAHUCIIAMHU3MA,
MPOMNOBEIYEeT HAlMOHANBHYIO 3aMKHYTOCTh.” [follows a path of pan-Turkism, reaction, pan-
Islamism, and preaches national seclusion.] Ignoring the evident contradiction between national
seclusion and pan-Islamism, Alekberli described this literature as bearing the slogan, “Tropkusm,
HCIIaMU3M U Mo/:[epHI/BM.”77 [Turkism, Islamism, and modernism.] The odd word out,
“modernism” was clear to those listeners familiar with jadidism, a religious reform movement
devoted to education and modernization. Lahuti conflated these movements, first defining
jadidism in national and class terms, “/[xaguaucrckas (pepopmucTckas) tureparypa,
BBIpaKaBIIIasi HHTEPECHl HalMoHaNbHOM Oyprkyasun” [Jadidist (reformist) literature, representing
the interests of the national bourgeoisie], and then equating it with pan-Turkism and pan-
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Islamism: “mxanuan3m, Kak MaHTIOPKCKOE, MaHUCIAMHUCTCKOE JBIKEHUE, ocie OKTA0pbCKoi
DPEBOJIIOLIMH OKA3aJICs BO BpaxkieGHOM HaM narepe.” © [jadidism, like the pan-Turkic, pan-
Islamic movement, after the October revolution found itself in the enemy camp.] Implicitly
recognizing a distinction between the reformers and nationalists per se, Majidi argued that
jadidist writers worked against the dictatorship of the proletariat. Furthermore, “[B] Teuenue
BEChMa JI0JITOT0 BPEMEHH HAIIHOHATMCTHYECKHIE DJIEMEHTHI HICATU3UPOBAIH U MPOIOIDKAIOT
UJIeaTN3UpPOBAThH mramammsM.” [The nationalist elements idealized jadidism for a very long
time and continue to idealize it.] Although by this standard, almost all national literature was off
limits, the equation justified condemning jadidist writers.

The Western and Eastern deviations shared a fundamental mistake: they replaced or
opposed Moscow. Klimkovich explained this phenomenon: “JIureparypa BCCP
MPOTHBOIOCTABUIIA HAIIJIEMOBCKOM OpUEHTAIINY Ha 3amajl MPaBHIBHBIN TIOKa3 Oyp:Kya3HOTO
3araja ¥ OPHUEHTAIHIO, OTKPHITYIO I MONHYIO, Ha mposeTapckyio Mocksy.™® [The literature of
the Belorussian SSR opposed the national-democratic orientation toward the West with a correct
depiction of the bourgeois West and an orientation, open and complete, toward proletarian
Moscow.] Kulik criticized nationalist writers for defining Ukrainian identity in opposition to
Russian. In Yurchenko’s novel Red Smoke, this division plays out between the local Ukrainians
and an invasive group. “[XK]uByT Ha YKpauHe, necKaTh, «yKpaUHIIB», HO Ty/la IPUE3KAIOT U3
MOCKBBI «MOCKaIN», KOTOPBIE CTAPAIOTC Y KPaUHY «IIPEeBpaTUTh B MOCKOBIIMHY». BOT 1 BCs
yboras «ueonorus» npousseerns.” [There live in the Ukraine, he says, “Ukrainians,” but
from Moscow come some “Moscowers,” who try to turn Ukraine to “Moscow-ism.” That’s the
work’s entire wretched ‘ideology.’] Stalin himself, Kulik continued, identified the Ukrainian
battle against Moscow as “mpoTHUB pYCCKHX BOOOIIE, TPOTHB PYCCKOM KYJIBTYPHI U €€ BBICILIETO
JOCTHIKEHNS — IIPOTHB JICHHHM3Ma.” > [against the Russians in general, against Russian culture
and its highest accomplishment — against Leninism.] Tash-Nazarov gave a purported pro-Soviet
example of this opposition, Burunov’s poem “Eighteen Drowned Turkmen,” which “npoBoaut
SIBHO HALIMOHATHCTHYECKYIO Hero.” [carries an explicitly nationalist idea] This poem narrates
a historical event, an expedition of Turkmen workers heading to the Caucasus in search of grain.
The expedition was captured by a White Army ship and sunk. However, by making all the
White officers Russian and ignoring the Russian workers on the ship who sympathized with the
Turkmen brothers, Tash-Nazarov charged, Burunov turned this Revolutionary episode into a
national attack. The result implies that “Tpyasimmecs: TypkMeHbI ObLTH MTOTOTLICHBI
OenorBapaeiiaMy IOTOMY, YTO OHH OBUIM TYPKMEHAMH, IIOTOMY, YTO Y HUX BBICOKHE IIAIKH.
[The Turkmen workers were sunk by the Whites because they were Turkmen, because they had
tall hats.] Azerbaijan was a rare case in that its nationalism was defined through attacks on other
brotherly nations like the Armenians, especially during its brief period of bourgeois
independence.®> Most nationalism was anti-Russian, and thus anti-Soviet, or vice versa.
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National Languages

Most of the national literatures faced significant practical and theoretical issues around the
question of national language. Georgia and Armenia were the only republics that could
modernize and thus Sovietize their languages without risking linguistic identity. Belorussia and
Ukraine needed to maintain or increase linguistic differentiation with Russian and each other,
while Azerbaijan and the Central Asian languages needed to purge Arabic and Persian influences
without reaching results too similar to those in other territories, including the Republic of
Turkey. Azerbaijan and Tajikistan also wanted to remain intelligible to national populations
across the border in the hopes of later Soviet expansion. Latinization in the 1920s helped this
process, since minor differences in pronunciation could now be codified into separate spellings,
but it made national canons less accessible.

Of course, the biggest problem with the Turkic national languages was not openly
discussable: Were they separate languages? Since Leninist-Stalinist nationalities policy defined
nationalities largely (although not exclusively) by language, dividing pre-Revolutionary Turkic
into national languages was essential to justify national and territorial divisions. However, while
there were three primary literary languages in Turkic (Ottoman, Chagatai, and what was post
factum identified as Azerbaijani Turkic), these did not divide neatly along ethnic or national
lines.*® The choice of literary language largely reflected the court language where a writer lived.
Writers using any of these languages were familiar with literature in all three — as well as Arabic
and Persian — and could change register if appropriate. All of these languages changed over
time, as well, further complicating divisions between them. The national divisions were made
roughly as follows: Chagatai writers were/became Uzbek, Turkic writers were/became
Azerbaijani, and Ottoman writers were/became either Turkish or were claimed by any culture
that could produce an ethnic lineage for a given writer. Family trumped language, unless that
family was “foreign” and the writer used Turkic or Chagatai.

Drawing direct lines from Turkic literature to Azerbaijani, and from Chagatai to Uzbek
left Turkmen, Kyrgyz, Kazakh, and Kara-Kalpak with little or no pre-Revolutionary literary
traditions. Alekberli successfully claimed the Book of Dede Korkut (or Dada Qorqud, or Gorkut-
ata), a collection of epic tales common across Turkic cultures, for Azerbaijan. In a rare moment
of miscoordination, Majidi condemned an Uzbek scholar, Alimuhamedov, for working to
idealize the Uzbek past and create a nationalist literature: “Panu 3TOoro oH He OTKa3bIBaeTCS
Jake OT HETOJHOT0, HU3KOTO TIpUeMa — JIOKHO BBIIATh MEPCUACKUX M apaOCKUX MOITOB U
YUYEHBIX 3a y30€KOB, 3a TIOpKOB.”87 [For this he is even willing to stoop to the inappropriate, base
devise of falsely giving Persian and Arabic poets and scholars as Uzbeks, as Tiurks.] Majidi
included Fuzuli in the list of writers Alimukhamedov used. This example of dangerous
bourgeois nationalism, unfortunately, essentially repeated Alekberli’s claim about Fuzuli from
the previous day. By correcting Alimuhamedov’s apparent misappropriation, Majidi also
contradicted Alekberli’s purportedly accurate appropriation. Since the Soviet Turkic
nationalities could all reasonably lay claim to elements of early Turkic culture, however, it was
safer for Majidi to deny that Fuzuli was Turkic at all than to try to explain how he was proto-
Azerbaijani rather than, as Alimuhamedov suggested, proto-Uzbek.

The Turkic nationalities were hindered by a model of national development that treated
national identity as innate, extending backward almost infinitely into the past. Only national
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consciousness was historically determined. Thus, ethnically Turkic writers who wrote in
Persian, Arabic, or a Turkic language were intrinsically proto-Uzbek, or proto-Azeri, or (rarely)
proto-Turkmen. If Fuzuli was an Azerbaijani Tiurk, then he could not be an Uzbek Tiurk and it
was safer not to acknowledge him as Turkic at all. A different model of national development
might have acknowledged the late growth of national existence, not just national consciousness,
and granted all of the Turkic nationalities access to pre-national Turkic literature. This would
have impoverished select national canons, but enriched the region’s literature as a whole and
eased cultural progress in the comparatively backward Turkic nations. In effect, the Soviet view
of nations prevented them from collectivizing the nationalities’ private cultural capital.

The main danger of this collectivization was pan-Turkism. If the Turkic nationalities
were united in any form, even literary, they might be tempted to take that union still further. The
policy of linguistic differentiation allowed the Soviets to divide and conquer. Once the new
national languages were proclaimed, it became anti-Soviet to continue using one of the
established literary languages. Azerbaijani writers were severely criticized for writing in
Ottoman Turkish (whether they intended to or not), while Uzbekistan officially replaced the
living Chagatai literature with Uzbek. Any connection to Turkey was especially threatening.
Majidi condemned the Bukharan poet Abdal Rauf Fitrat for labeling the Uzbek language Turkish
and insisting Chagatai was part of Turkish, not Turkic, literature: “®utpat numer: «CambIii
OoraTelii U3 S3BIKOB MUPA — Halll, TYPELKUH, A3bIK... B Typeukoi iutepaType 3aHUMaeT nepBoe
MeCTO yarataiickuii s3pik.»” " [Fitrat writes, “The richest of the world’s languages is our,
Turkish language.... In Turkish literature, the Chagatai language occupies first place.”] Turkish
had no place in the Soviet canons, even in service of national goals.*® Like the Turkic cases,
Tajik’s national and linguistic discreteness was more important than its shared cultural heritage.
However, pan-Turkism posed a greater threat to Soviet control than Persian identity, and so
Lahuti’s formulation was able to acknowledge Tajik culture’s access to the classical Persian
canon.

Although Moscow and local officials introduced borrowed Russian terms into the
Caucasian and Central Asian languages, this process didn’t directly threaten the national identity
of those languages, any more than previous Persian and Arabic terms had corrupted them. For
Belorussian and Ukrainian, however, this process was more difficult. Accepting Russian terms,
even if those terms were themselves European in origin, reduced the gaps between the Slavic
languages. Since the Russian empire had long minimized or denied those gaps, a distinct
national language was a major point of pride for Belorussia and Ukraine, as well as a political
strategy. But insisting on local terms for Soviet concepts led dangerously towards anti-Russian
nationalism. While there were certainly sensible vocabulary alternatives in circulation, the
Belorussian and Ukrainian delegates tended to give the most ridiculous examples possible to
demonstrate their commitment to friendly relations with Moscow. Klimkovich’s examples of
Belorussian linguistic chauvinism undermined the gravity of the linguistic debates, since three of
his examples were borrowings in Russian and the fourth had at least as much legitimacy in
Belorussian as in Russian:

Jlo "ero 10XoaWiIM HalieMbl B HeHaBUCTH K CoBeTaM, IOKa3bIBAET UX MEPEBO HA

OeJIOpPYCCKUHL SI3BIK TAKUX MOHATHH, KaK MpojieTapruaT (IepeBOIUIOCH CIOBOM «TajoTay),

OapuKaibl (IEpPEeBOIUIIOCH CJIOBOM «3aropoJiKay), AMaJeKTHKa (IepeBOIUIOCH CIIOBOM
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«ITYCTOCJTIOBHEY), JAXKe CIOBO «OeIopycey» U3-3a KOPHS «pyc» (PYCCKUI) 3aMEHSIIOCH
CIIOBOM «KPHBHY».

To what lengths the national-democrats went in their hatred of the Soviets is shown by
their Belorussian translation of such concepts, as proletariat (translated with the word
“the poor”), barricades (translated with the word “fence”), dialectic (translated with the
word “rant,” [or by morphemes, “empty.wordness’]), and even the word “Belorussian”
because of its root “Rus” (Russian) was replaced by the word “Krivich” [a mythic tribe,
literally meaning “crooked one”].

These examples alleviated the need to discuss how, precisely, Belorussian differed from Russian.
As a national language, Belorussian needed defense against nationalists, but not against its
Soviet brothers.

National Populations

Linguistic consistency was only part of the struggle with the nationalists. The nationalists’
supposed desire for a national territory entirely populated by members of that nationality
conflicted with the realities of the Soviet map. To demonstrate their appropriate brotherly
relation to other Soviet nationalities — and by extension, their satisfaction with the territorial
redistribution as a whole — national representatives stressed the progress made by minorities
within their national territories. Just as the Congress grouped the national reports together, the
national reports grouped minority national writers together, rather than interspersing them among
writers of the dominant nationality according to genre or subject matter. Klimkovich’s mention
of the Belorussian Yiddish poet Izi Kharik was a rare exception to this.”!

Generally speaking, extraterritorial national literatures had healthy sections in the
republics where they were a minority — Russian writers in Ukraine, Russian and Polish writers in
Belorussia, Russian and Armenians in Azerbaijan. Yiddish also did well, with exemplary writers
in Ukraine and Belorussia. The position of smaller nationalities was more difficult. They were
frequently less literate, and thus in need of more resources than the primary nationality, while the
Russian section alone fulfilled the demand to be seen as non-nationalist and required fewer
resources. Simonian reported the creation of a Kurdish alphabet and textbooks, with a folklore-
based Kurdish literature now emerging. This literature was a triumph for the former shepherds
and peasants and it had “orpomHoe 3HaueHUE HE TOIBKO AJIS KYPJACKHUX MAacC 3aKaBKa3CKUX
PECITYJINK, HO ¥ Ul HAXOMsImuXcs 3a npegenamu CoeTckoro corosa.”™” [...great significance
not only for the Kurdish masses of the Transcaucasian republics, but also for those beyond the
borders of the Soviet Union.] No specific authors, however, bore mention. Toroshelidze
acknowledged that the Georgian organizing committee had made little progress with Abkhazia,
Ajaristan, and Southern Ossetia.”> Majidi named a list of Russian comrades who were
publishing new works in Uzbekistan, whereas the Uighurs and local Jews were only developing
national writers.”® Although the national minorities were essential to show the thriving state of
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Soviet literary production, they were not included in the historical narrative: they were part of the
cadres, but not part of the canon.

National Form
Although the slogan “national in form, socialist in content” would seem to indicate the opposite,
the Congress focused more on national topics than national forms. National forms, such as the
Turkic dastan or Kumyk yir, were treated as folk structures. Folk culture was important, but as
Lelevich explained with regard to Dagestani literature, it was an insufficient base:
Pa3permmte mosicHUTH 3Ty CIOXKHOCTh aHANOTHEH. BooOpasuTte, 4To B pycckoit
JUTEpaType UMEIOTCs TOIbKO ObUTHHBI U «Cl10BO 0 moJiky Mropese», HO HET HU
[TIymkuna, Hu Jlepmonrosa, uu Toscroro, uu TypreneBa, Hu ['orons, Hu
Hekpacosa, nu Yepneimesckoro, Hu lllenpuna. M BoT OT 3THX OBUIMH U OT
«Crnoa o monky Mropese» HaJi0 HEMOCPEACTBEHHO MEPEXOTUTH KO BCEMY
OoraTCTBY JIUTEpPATyPhI cormammsma.”>

Allow me to clarify this complexity with an analogy. Imagine that Russian
literature had only bylinas and “The Lay of Igor’s Campaign,” but no Pushkin, no
Lermontov, no Tolstoy, no Turgenev, no Gogol, no Nekrasov, no Chernyshevskii,
no Shchedrin. And from these bylinas and “The Tale of Igor’s Campaign,” we
had to immediately pass over to the full richness of socialist literature.

These folk works were historically important and part of the canon, but the forms were outmoded
for a Soviet audience. Thus the contemporary national forms were the same as in Russian, with
the production or collectivization novel at the apex. National representatives reported their
literatures’ development towards the novel, or for advanced literatures, the national novel’s
development towards Gorky’s model. This suggested that national forms were lower stages of
literature, ones which had to be embraced in order to move through them to the international
forms Moscow championed. Akper Aliev described this process in Turkmen literature, charging
that established writers insisted on traditional forms of poetry. When I1-Ogly, a national
minority writer writing in Turkmen, tried to follow Vladimir Mayakovsky’s model, critics
attacked his poems, “kak OyaT0 3TO HE «pOJHBIEY» (HOPMBI, KaK OYATO 3TO (HOPMBI TOIBKO
pycckoit iutepatypbl.” [...as if these weren’t “native” forms, as if these forms were only those
of Russian literature.] These attacks on II-Ogly and other progressive writers were
fundamentally wrong, because they assumed that national writers were restricted in method or
form. Instead, Aliev stated, “HoBoe cosiepiaHie Hy)XHO YKIaabBaTh B HOBbIE hopMbL™® [New
content must be put into new forms. ]

National identity, called form, was primarily expressed through national language,
references to the canon, and nationally specified topics. For example, the Belorussian critic
Khaizekil” Dunets explained how Andrei Aleksandrovich’s Soviet drama was superior to
nationalist works: “I'me »e Tyt HanmoHansHas Gpopma? OHa U B MEJIOJUKE MHChMA, U B
TpaHc(hOpMUPOBaHHUHU OerI0pyccKoro (oIbKIOpa, U B 00pa3ax (mepeienkax cblporo
YeII0BEYeCKOro MaTeprana u3 orcraioii gepesrn).”” [Where here is national form? It is in the
writing’s melody, in the transformation of Belorussian folklore, and in the images (the
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reformation of raw human material from backward villages.] Aleksandrovich gave national
color to a form adapted from the Moscow stage through the musicality of his language, folkloric
motifs, and subject matter.

One way to show progress was to cite the new range of literary topics. Klimkovich listed
the standard elements: industrialization, the Red Army, and collectivization.”® Najmi praised
Tatar literature’s breadth, citing works on the revolutionary youth of Mongolia, re-education of
the petty bourgeoisie, border guards, the unveiling campaign, and transport.” Alekberli sadly
reported that Azerbaijani literature had yet to properly portray the specificity of its industrial
cultural life: “B TeueHue qByX €T HAMCAHO JIUILb JABA HE3HAUYNUTEIIBHBIX POU3BEICHHUS,
OTpaXaroLIX 60ps6Y 3a HeTh. A GOpHOA 3a XIIOMOK [OYTH COBCEM He mokasana.” 0 [Over the
course of two years, only two insignificant works were written portraying the battle for oil. And
the battle for cotton is almost entirely unshown.] Every sector of the national economy needed
its own literary representation, especially if that sector lacked a Russian parallel. Complaining
that Uzbek writers needed to better develop their themes, Majidi explained the difference
between a nationalist and Soviet national approach to a topic like cotton:

B npon3BeieHUsAX 0 XJIONKE TAaKXKe MapUT Ype3MepHas IOBEPXHOCTHOCTD.

Nmeercs menkoOypKya3HOe, TOBEPXHOCTHOE, OTBICYCHHOE PAaCXBAIMBAHUE

XJIOTIKA KaK pPacTEHUSs; XJIOMOK ITOCTOSTHHO HAa3bIBACTCS «OCIIBIM 30JI0TOM,

«UBETKOMY, «PaJOCThIO», «BOCTOPTOM» U T. II. CIOBAMH, MPEBPAIIAIONIUMH €TI0 B

Kakoi-To erumr. Ho X0mok Kak KyinbpTypa, HeOOX0IuMast HaleMy

COLMAIMCTHYECKOMY XO35IIICTBY, 3a/1aua MOBBIICHHS €r0 YPOKalHOCTH, BOIIPOC

OBJIQJICHHS] TEXHUKOW 00pabOTKH HaXOASAT OUeHB C1ab0e BhIPAKEHUE B

mureparype.'”!

An excessive superficiality likewise reigns in works about cotton. There is a
petty bourgeois, superficial, abstract fawning over cotton as a plant; cotton is
constantly called “white gold,” a “little flower,” “joy,” “rapture” and other such
words, transforming it into some sort of fetish. But cotton as a culture essential to
our socialist agriculture, the task of increasing its harvest output, the question of
mastering the production technology — these find a very weak reflection in

literature.

The superficial portrait of cotton came too close to “tractor meets nightingale” — a symbol that
functioned independently from the labor process surrounding it. The nationalist literature was
thus too lyrical or romantic.

Literary categories served as another way to label nationalist tendencies. The tension
between works glorifying the past and the present was encoded as romanticism versus realism,
with romanticism — unless explicitly revolutionary romanticism — smuggling nationalism under
its decorative cloak. Conflating romanticism and nationalism gave national writers a method for
applying the Russian model to their national literary histories. Both terms stretched to
encompass works and writers that were suspicious to Soviet readers, although not necessarily
because they were either romantic or nationalist. Romanticism encompassed past-oriented
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literature, but could also apply to poetry seemingly devoid of national or political content — and
therefore obviously nationalist. Visions of national identity influenced by Western romanticism
were especially dangerous, since they suggested a revival of the golden age, a period when the
nation invariably had larger borders than in its Soviet incarnation. Simonian described how
writers “KyJIbTHUBHPOBAIIM HAIIMOHATMCTUYECKUE UICH U B POMAHTHYECKHX KpacKaxX pUCOBAIU
GyLyLIyIO «BenHKy0 ApMenuion.” > [cultivated nationalist ideas and painted the future
“Greater Armenia” in romantic colors.] Soviet national writers needed a national identity
derived from romantic concepts of national spirit, but stripped of romantic political sentiments
like national independence.

Gender and National Relations
National identity was frequently illustrated through feminine tropes. Klimkovich identified the
outdated nationalist image of Belorussia: “Harmonanuctiuueckomy obpa3y «marepu
benopyccuny» B Hamiel tuteparype NpoOTHBONIOCTABICH 00pa3 COBETCKON MWHIYyCTPHUATIBLHO-
KOJIX03HOH benopycckoii connanuctuueckoil pecryOianku, He oTbemieMoil yactu COBETCKOTro
coro3a.”'”® [Opposing the nationalist image of “Mother Belorussia” in our literature is the image
of the Soviet Belorussian socialist republic of industry and collective farms, an inalienable part
of the Soviet Union.] Klimkovich’s list of works that fulfill the republic’s Soviet image provides
an alternative to the maternal image of Belorussia through Petrus Brovka’s poem, “Hamie
otreuectBO — CCCP” [Our fatherland is the USSR], and Chornii’s novel and play, “OrteuecTBo”
[Fatherland]. The national motherland thus stands in implicit opposition to the Soviet fatherland.
Romanticism, the past, and the feminized homeland similarly combined in Toroshelidze’s
analysis of the Georgian poet Akaki Tsereteli. Tsereteli’s poems revolved around a
mythologized past for Georgia, destroyed by the Russians. In his works, Toroshelidze explained,
“Poauna ObUTa €IMHCTBEHHON Heei, KoTopoii xwuia crapas ['pysus...” [Homeland was the only
idea, by which old Georgia lived...] This commitment took on religious forms, but was
fundamentally a way to escape the imperial present. Romantic imagery connected the mythic
past to Tsereteli’s lyrical poetry, such that “Poza, conmoreit, maiickast HOub, JiyHa, Kprianucckoe
nojie, MTallMuHACKast rOpa — BCE 3TO HAIOMUHAET €My 00 OJJHOM, BCE 3TO BJIOXHOBIISICT €r0 Ha
6e33aBETHYIO JIIOOOBB K POJIMHE, KOTOpas SBISeTCs yaenoM 6oxbeii Marepn...” " [The rose,
nightingale, May night, moon, the field of Krtsanisi, Mount Mtatsminda — all of this reminds him
of one thing, all of this inspires in him unconditional love for the homeland, which is the realm
of the Holy Mother...] This description linked poetic tropes with the late eighteenth-century
battle of Krtsanisi and the cultural and religious landmark of Mount Mtatsminda, which in 1929
had become an official cemetery housing Griboedov, his Georgian wife, and a pantheon of
Georgian cultural figures. Toroshelidze’s account reduces Tsereteli’s national liberation poetry
to its romantic (in both senses of the word) imagery, suggesting an Oedipal devotion towards the
motherland. Directed towards the Soviet fatherland, such unconditional love would be
productive and transformative, but directed towards a maternal homeland, this love essentially
kept Tsereteli in a childlike state. To move forward, by implication, the national literatures
needed to grow up.

Engendering the Soviet as masculine and the national as feminine built upon widespread
imagery from before and after the Revolution. Imperial discourse, reinforced by Western models
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of Orientalism applied to the Caucasus and Central Asia, represented the center as masculine, the
periphery as feminine. From the 1920s, Soviet visual artists symbolized the intersection of
industry and agriculture, proletariat and peasant through male-female couples. Since Ukraine
and Belorussia were major agricultural regions, with industry centered in Russian-populated
cities, the feminized peasant was frequently national. Stalin’s epithet as the Father of the Soviet
peoples asserted a generational divide, not just a gendered one, but this divide was visually
represented by surrounding Stalin with groups of children or women from the various
nationalities.

The gendered categories also reflected the sociological realities of nineteenth-century
imperial practice. In colonially governed regions, the Russian men sent there to enforce and
administer state control vastly outnumbered the Russian women they brought with them.
Russian romanticism presented a host of national women dying for the love of Russian men.

The romantic image of local woman passionately in love with a Russian helped to justify and
hide the violence implicit in that encounter, displacing it onto “savage” nationals. In fact, many
of these encounters were non-consensual. The gender imbalance was exacerbated by the unequal
opportunities and consequences for mixed Russian-local relationships. Russian men paid little
social price for relationships with locals, whereas Russian women paid a very high price. Due to
the unequal power dynamic, the cultural forces on the local end were less important. National
enforcement of unacceptable relationships heavily punished local women for their
transgressions, but this only fueled the Russian imagination.

When alluded to in Soviet national literature, however, this power and gender imbalance
was offensive. Najmi denounced the nationalist depiction of a Tatar woman in this situation:
“Tax ucrepuunas reponns VMcxakosa — 3yneiixa — IPOKIMHAET CBOETO POJIHOTO ChIHA TOJIBKO
nmotomy, 4to oter] ero 661 pycckum.” [ Thus Iskhakov’s hysterical heroine, Zuleiha, curses her
own son just because his father was Russian.] He quoted Gaiaz Iskhaki’s heroine bewailing her
son, crying, “OT MycCyJIbMaHKH POAHIICs Bpar MycyiisMman...” "> [From a Muslim woman was
born the enemy of the Muslims.] Rather than reading this as a sad legacy of colonialism and
thus criticizing tsarist policy, Najmi interpreted it as national antagonism towards the Russians as
a whole.

Correct representations of women as a national topic — and women were always an
appropriate national topic — focused on women’s lives as a symbol of progress. Kulik cites the
Ukrainian writer Aleksandr Kopylenko’s A City is Born as correctly showing “nmporiecc
0CBOGOY/ICHHS COBETCKOIT JKEHIIMHEI OT MEIAHCKOr0, MENKOOypKay3Horo osrra” ¢ [the
process of liberating the Soviet woman from philistine, petty bourgeois life]. Like children and
poor peasants, women were an oppressed category. Successful literature on women showed
them overthrowing religious and/or national mores that bound them to the home and entering the
public sphere. For already backward nationalities, women’s liberation — from the veil, from
religion, from the home — was a way to prove the speed with which they were achieving the
Soviet standard. As Douglas Northrop clearly tracks in his work Veiled Empire, unveiling
became an especially powerful symbolic substitute for more difficult processes of
Sovietization.'"’

The Congress presented women primarily as national literary topics and symbolic
representatives of Soviet nationalities, and only rarely as national writers. National delegates
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reported on the development of female writers, but in the same way they reported on factory
writing circles and minor national minorities. In fact, national delegates included female writers
much the same way Russian delegates included the national writers — in their own section, after
covering the speech’s primary topic. Vladimir Stavskii’s report “On the Literary Youth of Our
Country” analyzed different types of Soviet Russian literature by young writers, categorizing
them by genre and subject, before briefly turning to the nationalities. These were grouped by
nationality, with considerably less attention to subject. His description of Azerbaijani young
writers typifies this process, but with the addition of female writers. He first lists a string of
authors, then singles out two to describe their work. Finally, he adds: “IlosiBisitorcs B
JUTEpaType U MOJIOIbIE TTOATeCChI-TIopYaHku. TakoBbl M. ['miw6a3u u P. Hursp, BocnieBarorue
B CBOMX MPOU3BEICHHSX MMOOETy IPOJIETAPCKOM PEBOITIOIMH U 0OCBOOOKICHNE )KEHIIIMH BocToka.
C6opuuk cruxos Hursip n Tnis6asu Beixoaut B Asruse.”'” [Young (Azerbaijani) Tiurkic
poetesses are also appearing in literature. Such are M. Gulbazi and R. Nigiar, who celebrate the
victory of the proletarian revolution and the liberation of women of the East. Azgiz is publishing
a collection of poems by Nigiar and Gulbazi.] The rare national female writers, who apparently
deserved mention precisely because they were rare, were both subordinate to the question of
national literature as a whole and, like national writers, read primarily as representatives of their
category. While this is hardly unusual, it placed an additional burden on female writers.

The delegations themselves were overwhelmingly male. Much of this points to the
restrictions women still faced; the female writers mentioned tended to be young. But many of
the national delegations included several young writers, just not female ones. More importantly,
delegations made an effort to represent the multiple nationalities from each territory, so it wasn’t
a question of insularity. The lack of female national writers also suggests that Soviet discourse
lacked ways to communicate multiple modes of marginal identity — delegates could be national,
or female, but not both. Identities were nested, not overlapping. If this is true, then it may be
precisely the celebration of Soviet literature as multinational and the resulting focus on national
literatures that limited female representation at the Congress. Over half the delegates were non-
Russian; less than four percent were female. National diversity meant that the Congress included
only the most dominant figures from each national community, and those figures were male.'”

From this perspective, Marietta Shaginian is especially interesting. Shaginian was one of
the few Russian speakers to focus on the Soviet national literatures in their speech and one of the
only female writers to speak at all. Despite her multi-ethnic (Russian and Armenian) heritage
and writings on Soviet Armenia, Shaginian positioned herself as Russian writer at the Congress.
Like the other Russian speakers, she used the pronoun “us” in ways that implicitly excluded
national writers. She announced that the Congress was “coBepIlIeHHO HEOKUIAHHO IS HAaC
OTKpBIBACT HaM aGCOIOTHO HOBBIHA myTh...” '* [completely unexpectedly opening an absolutely
new path for us...] This path was that of the national literatures, which was hardly new or
unexpected to national writers. Continuing, Shaginian explained, “Cbe31 mocTaBui1 HaC JTUIIOM K
JUITy C HAIIMMHU TOBAPHUIIIAMH 10 TEPY, TUITYIIUMH Ha ASCITKAaX S3BIKOB, OTITUYHBIX OT
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pycckoro.”'!! [The Congress has placed us face to face with our comrades by the pen, who write

in dozens of languages other than Russian.] Establishing her rhetorical claims to the Russian
center allowed Shaginian to lobby for the importance of the national literatures from a
purportedly unbiased position. She argued that Soviet literature needed the national literatures:
“Korma-To Bparu u nmpeaaTeny Hallero Jeia yTBep KIaiu, YTO HEBO3MOKHO MMOCTPOUTh
COITMAJIM3M B OJTHOHM cTpaHe. Ho mommumo Bcero mpodero oHu 3a0bUTH TOT (aKT, 4TO HaIla
CTpaHa cama, 6Hympu cebs1, pacrolaraeT CPaBHUTEIbHBIMH €IMHULIAMH KYJIbTYp, COCTOUT U3
1enoro psiga HapoxHocteit...” > [Enemies and traitors of our project once insisted that it’s
impossible to build socialism in one country. But apart from everything else, they forgot the fact
that our country itself, in itself, has at its disposal comparative instances of culture, consists of an
entire array of nationalities...] National diversity was key to Soviet literature’s strength and
Russian writers ignored it at their peril. The pressing question of national languages meant that
national writers, like Pavlo Tychina, had developed sophisticated strategies for modernizing and
popularizing their literary language, while maintaining its beauty. Studying these works could
only improve Russian. Second, Shaginian argued, even the less successful aspects of national
literature had something to contribute to the center. Because national writers were following
central models, their failures revealed problems with critical directives. She cited the Georgian
writer Niko Lordkipanidze’s intention to write a sequel to his novel Down with the Corn
Republic! as an example of Soviet writers’ attempt to fit all of Soviet history into one work.
“MBI BUIIUM H TYT, YTO JIATEPATypa HAIMOHAJIOB, ITOJXBATHB U OOHAKUB HAIll IIPHUEM, TIOMOTJIa
HaM OCO3HaTh U YBUJAETh €T0 HeHaI[OGHOCTB.”l 13 [We see here that national literature, having
taken and laid bare our literary device, has helped us to recognize and perceive its uselessness. |
Healthy theory should produce healthy literature even at the margins. Finally, she argued that
the national literatures better tackled the question of international brotherhood. Fascist Germany,
Shaginian explained, was writing works that illustrated its national ideals “Ha nneane 068U B
IIpejielIax YHCTOl packl, Ha Hieane JT0BH GEI0KypOro HeMmra k 6enokypoii Hemke.” '* [in the
ideal of love within the bounds of the pure race, in the ideal love of German blonds and blondes.]
Soviet literature was still having trouble conceptualizing and representing properly socialist love,
but the answer lay in relations between Soviet nationalities. Children at Pioneer camp, she
explained, formed tender relationships across national boundaries. “Korma namm getu BeIpacTyT
U CTaHYT CO3HATEIbHBIMU, OHH ATy PACIIUPEHHYIO HE)KHOCTh, 3Ty MHCTUHKTUBHYIO JTFOOOBb
CHEIAIOT HOBOI (hopmoli 2ymanuzma, HOBOH Gopmoii spoca.”' > [When our children grow up and
become conscious members of society, they will make this broadened affection, this instinctive
love the new form of humanism, the new form of eros.] National literature would awaken this
humanism in the reader and help all Soviet writers represent it. Shaginian concluded her speech
by calling for a permanent commission “0is cooupanus u CpasHUMENbHO2O U3VUEHUS
Mamepuanoe cex HaYUOHAIbHLIX aumepamyp Hauwezo Coro3a ¢ npusieuenuem 8 Hee
KpYNHetuux puioio2os, UCHopuKos, TUHSGUCHO8 U IYHUUX HAUWUX KPUMUKOG U

aumepamyposedos.”''® [...to collect and compare materials from all the national literatures of
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our Union with the participation of major philologists, historians, linguists, and the best of our
critics and literary critics.]

Shaginian’s pragmatic defense sidestepped questions of comparative development to
argue that national literatures were valuable regardless of their aesthetic merit, not because they
represented the nationalities, but because they advanced Soviet literature as a whole. She herself
spoke not as a national representative, but as a reader, writer, and critic — and thus instantiated
the very argument she was making. However, the success of that argument relied on her
authoritative relation to Russian literature.

Children’s Language

Although most of the first two full days of the Congress were filled with national reports, one
ostensibly multinational report began those two days. Samuil Marshak, a poet and children’s
writer from Leningrad, gave a report on the state of children’s literature. Situating this report
between Gorky’s opening speech on Soviet literature and the reports on specific Soviet national
literatures furthered the developmentalist narrative in which national literatures needed to grow
up and attain adult status. Since Marshak was Jewish, it also provided a way to acknowledge
one of the largest “national” presences at the Congress without giving them a national report that
would need to engage with question of Jewish assimilation into Russian and the national
literatures. Marshak’s Jewish identity was subsumed by his position as a Russian writer, but he
began his pre-Revolutionary career as an explicitly Jewish writer and was an active participant in
post-Revolutionary Jewish causes. His Jewishness may well have escaped notice by most of the
audience, but those concerned with Jewish representation would have noted it.""”” Marshak
acknowledged children’s writers, including Yiddish writers, from several republics before
focusing his report on Russian children’s literature.

Marshak’s report had another, more intriguing relationship to the national reports. When
describing the ideal form of Soviet children’s literature, Marshak introduced a curious phrase.
Children, he said, want books in children’s language:

Ecnu B kHHTE ecTh YeTKas i 3aKoH4YeHHas Galyia, eclii aBTOp HE PaBHOYITHBIH

peructpaTop coOBITHH, a CTOPOHHHK OJHUX CBOMX I'€POEB U Bpar JPYyrux, €CIu B

KHUT€ €CTh PUTMUYECKOE JIBIKCHHE, a HE CyXasl pacCyqouHast

MOCJIeI0BATEIbHOCTb, €CITU BBIXOJ] U3 KHUTH HE OeCIIaTHOE MPUIIOKEHHE, a

€CTECTBEHHOE CJICICTBUE BCETO X0/1a (haKTOB, Ja €IIe €CITU KO BCEMY ITOMY KHHUTY

MO>KHO Pa3bIrpaTh KakK MMbeCy WM MPEeBPATUTh B OECKOHEUHYIO 3IIOTIEI0,

MIPUIYMBIBAS 1151 HEE BCE HOBBIC U HOBBIC TIPEJIOKEHHS, TO 3TO 3HAYUT, YTO

KHUTA HalMCaHa Ha Hacmosaujem 0emckom azvike. [1oUCKH 3TOTO sI3bIKA —

TPYAHBIHA MyTh A5 catenss. Hu coOupaHue OTASTHBIX TETCKUX CIIOBEUCK U

BBIPQ)XEHUI, HU KPOIIOTJIMBAs 3aITUCh OCOOCHHOCTEH MOBEACHUS pedsIT, HA

KOJJICKITHOHUPOBAHHUE aHEKIOTOB M3 )KU3HU OYara M IMIKOJIBI €Ile HE MOTYT

HAYYHUTb MUCATEINS 2080PUMb HA «OEMCKOM A3bIKEY.

Bo BcsikoM citydae 3To OyAeT He TOT SI3bIK, KOTOPBI UMEIOT B BUILY
pebsTa, Koria MpocAT: «JaiTe HaM KHUTY PO I'Pa)XIaHCKYIO BOMHY HITU IPO
3BEJI3BI — HA OCMCKOM S3bIKED.

"7 Kornei Chukovskii spoke later at the Congress, so Marshak was obviously not the only delegate who could have
been chosen for this report. However Kornei Chukovskii’s mixed heritage was considerably less marked to a
Russian audience than Samuil Yakovlevich Marshak’s.
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If a book has a clear and completed fabula; if the author is not an indifferent
recorder of events, but a supporter of one of his characters and an enemy of
others; if a book has rhythmic movement, not a dry, logical sequence; if the
book’s conclusion isn’t a free rider, but the facts’ natural consequence; and
further, if you can act out this book like a play or turn it into an endless epic,
imagining more and more new propositions; it means that the book was written in
real children’s language. Finding this language is a difficult path for a writer.
No collection of random children’s words and expressions, no painstaking
recording of the specificities of children’s behavior, no collecting anecdotes from
the life of the hearth and the school will teach the writer fo speak children’s
language.

In any case, it won’t be the language the kids mean, when they ask: “Give
us a book about the Civil War or the stars — in children’s language.”

His repetition of “nerckmii si361k” [children’s language] in the context of the national reports
suggested that children’s language could be seen as somehow equivalent at the Congress to the
Ukrainian language, Georgian language, Uzbek language and so on. The developmentalist
narrative for national literatures, in which they were seen as Russia’s younger siblings, furthers
this connection. While Marshak may have been primarily interested in reaching his multination
audience through this image, his definition of children’s language parallels the usage of “national
in form” as linguistically marked and didactic in purpose.

The Role of Russian

The assumed centrality of Russian literature ran through the entire Congress. This assumption
began with Gorky’s opening speech. Gorky quoted a letter from an unnamed Tatar writer on the
importance, not of national literatures, but precisely of Soviet Russian literature. First, the Tatar
wrote, “COBETCKYIO JUTEpaTypy Ha PyCCKOM SI3bIKE UNTAIOT TEIEPh HE TOJIBKO PYCCKHE MACCHI,
HO U TpyJsIIuecs Bcex HapooB Hamero CoBerckoro coros3a...” [Not only the Russian masses
are reading Soviet literature in Russian, but also the workers of all the people of our Soviet
Union.] Because it was so widely received, Russophone Soviet literature was becoming truly
international. “Takum 00pa3oM COBETCKO-TIposIeTapcKas XyJI0KeCTBEHHAs JTUTEpaTypa Ha
PYCCKOM SI3BIKE YK€ MepecTaeT ObITh TUTePaTypOil HCKIIOYUTEIBHO JII0JIeH, TOBOPSILUX HA
PYCCKOM M UMEIOIINX PYCCKOE MMPOUCXOXKICHHE, a TIOCTENICHHO MpHoopeTaeT
MHTEpHALMOHATBHBIH XapakTep i 1o cBoeii popme.” " [In this manner, Soviet proletarian
literature in Russian has already ceased to be the literature exclusively of those people speaking
in Russian and of Russian origin, and is gradually acquiring an international character even in its
form.] Yet Soviet publishers and writers, he continued, were resisting this international
transformation. They insisted on treating national writers writing in Russian as second-class
members of the collective, to be incorporated only because the government’s nationalities policy
dictated their inclusion: “ITosToMy Tak Ha3zpIBaeMas anpoOMPOBAHHAS JIUTEPATYpHAS
OOIIECTBEHHOCTH B IIEHTPE MPOIODKACT CMOTPETh Ha HAC KaK Ha «3THOTpaduaeckuit
sxcronar».” 2 [Thus the so-called approved literary society in the center continues to look at us
as an “ethnographic exhibit.”] The unnamed writer’s letter thus upheld Russian literature as the
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model, while criticizing its practitioners for failing its multinational promise. Russian literature
could only fulfill its universal position by being Russian in language only, not in national
identity.

Although Soviet literature was all-Union, Gorky named no national writers. His pre-
Revolutionary history included only Europeans and Russians. Since Gorky emphasized the
importance of national literatures but gave only one national writer to personify them, the
unnamed Tatar provided an implicit model for Soviet national literatures. Gorky validated this
equivalence, saying “BeposTHO 101 5TUM MTUCEMOM TOTOBBI TIOITUCATHCS MPEICTABUTEITN
JIATEPaTyPHI BCEX COIO3HBIX PeCIyOINK i aBTOHOMHBIX obmacteii.”'?! [The representatives from
the literatures of all the union republics and autonomous regions are probably willing to sign that
letter.] In this context, the gaps in the unnamed Tatar’s letter are significant. He asserts his right
to respect, publishing opportunities, and critical attention equal to his Russian counterparts, but
doesn’t indicate how his work is national, as opposed to Russian. It is tempting to conclude, as
many did, that national literatures’ national identity lay exclusively in their writers’ passports.
Gorky’s unnamed correspondent supports this analysis because he writes in Russian, not Tatar.
In fact, he claims, “Hac, mucaTeneii-HanimoHaaoB, MeYaTAIOIMUXCS Ha PYCCKOM SI3BIKE, KaK BaM
M3BECTHO, y’KE IECATKH U gaxe coTHi.” 2> [There are already tens or even hundreds of us
national writers publishing in Russian, as you are well aware.] This grand population was
considerably smaller than the number of national writers publishing in their native languages. In
fact, of the nineteen Tatar delegates at the Congress, only two wrote in Russian. But by citing a
national writer publishing in Russian, Gorky glosses over one of the Congress’ greatest sleights-
of-hand: Except for one prominent and deliberate exception, all of the national writers
presenting at the Congress speak Russian. Gorky’s Tatar personifies the tension between the
celebration of national literatures and demands for increased attention, on the one hand, and the
pervasiveness of the Russian language on the other.

Of the 582 delegates, under 35% were Russian, but over 55% wrote in Russian.'” Much
of the difference comes from the delegates with Jewish nationality (113 delegates, or almost
20%), since few of them wrote in their ‘national’ language (24, or 4%). 75% of national
delegates wrote in their national language, with the vast majority of the rest writing in Russian.
Forty-six delegates (8%) registered as bilingual (or trilingual/quadrilingual) writers, of which the
vast majority again wrote in Russian in addition to their native language. These statistics aren’t
surprising, given Russian’s central status in education before and during the Soviet period. Still,
the 45% of delegates who didn’t write in Russian were expected to speak in Russian for their
voices to be heard at the lectern. For all of the discussion about national languages, there was
surprisingly little in national languages.

One notable exception was Suleiman Stal’skii, an illiterate, ashug poet from Dagestan
who performed a work about the Congress in Lezgian, followed by a Russian translation.
Stal’skii was a vivid illustration of national literature, standing at the lectern in his national
costume and intoning in a language few in the hall could hope to understand. He physically
embodied the Soviet other through an appearance that could have come out of Lermontov or

! PVSSP, 16.

12 PVSSP, 15.

12 These statistics are based on information collected at the Congress and printed in PVSSP, 696-708. (See note 2 in
this chapter on the number of delegates.) The variation in the exact number of delegates is small enough that the
indeterminacy doesn’t undermine these statistics (24/570 = 4.21%; 24/597 = 4.02%) unless all of the unidentified
delegates wrote in Yiddish, which I doubt.
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Tolstoy, while the translation of his song/poem revealed the modern Soviet content within the
national form. Stal’skii repeated the image of the delegates coming to Moscow to see or address,
in order, Lenin, Stalin, Gorky, and the working class. He then evoked Soviet history in vague
symbolic terms: the storm of war, the clean garden of today, approaching the century of youth in
purple robes, and his great country awakening from slavery. In the final two quatrains, Stal’skii
returned to the image of the writers gathering to conclude with himself at the podium singing in
greeting. Bezymenskii read a translation of his poem previously prepared by a translator, then
another interpreter summarized Stal’skii’s speech.

While the ashug performance addressed the delegates as fellow writers, Stal’skii’s speech
followed the pattern of the various non-delegate greetings throughout the Congress. He praised
Soviet achievements in Dagestan: education, the tractor, and liberation from khan-feudalism.
The closest thing to a mention of literature was the sentence: “Y Hac ecTh IIKOJIbI, €CTh CBOS
IMCHMEHHOCTB — ITHIIIEM Ha POIHOM sI3bIKe, y HAC €CTh JOPOTH, ecTh aBToOych.” >t [We have
schools, have our own writing — we write in our native language, we have roads, have buses. |
More than any other speaker, Stal’skii was meant to be seen and appreciated aesthetically, not
critically. He evoked the figure of the mountaineer from Russian literature, deeply infused with
the Orientalist and primitivist myth of the noble savage, and that of the folk artist, the naive
genius who produces art without a critical framework. Lelevich gave his biography later in the
Congress, including an almost stereotypical anecdote about Stal’skii proving himself to a better
educated and mistrustful audience: “Korma HECKOJIIBKO IECSITKOB JIET Ha3ad dTOT O€qHIK U3
JIE3TUHCKOTO ayJia COYMHUI CBOIO MEPBYIO MECHI0, Ooraun, 3arpaBuiibl ayjia, He XOTeIH
MOBEPHUTH, YTO TOJIOPAHEI] CTOCOOEH TBOPUTh. EMY NpUIIIOCH HAMKMCATh CIICUATEHYIO TIECHIO
Ha 33JJaHHYI0 MECTHYIO TeMY, YTOOBI JOKa3aTh, 9YTO OH BOOOIIE CIIOCOOCH 3aHUMAThCS
nostruecknM TBopuectBoM.” > [A few decades ago, when this poor man from a Lezgian village
composed his first song, the rich who ran the village didn’t want to believe that this pauper could
compose. He had to write a special song on a given local theme to prove that he was capable of
engaging in poetic creation.] Stal’skii’s image combined the oral tradition with a frequently
praised level of aesthetics. In Gorky’s concluding speech, he singled out Stal’skii to illustrate
the potential of national literatures. “Ha meHs, 1 — 51 3Ha10 — HE TOJBKO Ha MEHS, IPOU3BEI
notpscaroniee BnevaryieHue amyr Cyneitman Ctanbckuid. S BUIEN, KaK 3TOT cTapell,
0e3rpaMOTHBII, HO MYAPHIH, CUS B IPE3UANYME, IISTITAll, CO3/IaBasi CBOM CTUXH, 3aTEM OH,
Tomep XX Beka, u3ymutensHo npoden ux.” >° [The ashug Suleiman Stal’skii made an amazing
impression on me, and I know, not just on me. I saw how this elder, illiterate but wise, sat at the
presidium and whispers, composing his verses, and then he, the Homer of the twentieth century,
brilliantly recited them.] The illiterate elder, both precocious and venerable, collapsed centuries
of development, bringing Homer into the age of collectivization. Gorky thus bypassed the
problems of modernizing national literatures. Stal’skii’s performance was also one of the few
moments in the Congress that fully suited the slogan: “national in form, socialist in content.”
Both Stal’skii’s performance and Gorky’s praise met with enthusiastic applause.

Apart from Stal’skii’s performance, the only Congress speeches in languages other than
Russian were in languages perceived as non-Soviet: French, Danish, German, English, Czech,
Japanese, Swedish, Slovak, and Spanish. Only three Soviet delegates gave non-Russian
speeches: Stal’skii, an Armenian delegate who gave her speech in French, and a Volga German
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delegate. Since the Armenian delegate spoke on behalf of the Armenian diaspora and the Volga
German spoke about the suffering of writers in Fascist Germany, only Stal’skii gave an entire
speech as a Soviet national writer in a national language.

Even within their Russian speeches, national delegates only reverted to their native
language in isolated phrases that were clearly defined by context. National languages were used
for local color, with words that frequently appeared in Russian well before the Revolution, like
aul and kishlak for local villages. Cultural terms with no Russian equivalent were also
acceptable, like literary forms and the Kumyk “#sip,” glossed as a bylina, which was performed
“I10J1 aKKOMITAHEMEHT HAIMOHANFHOr0 HHCTPYMEHTa axaukoMysa.” > [to the accompaniment of
the national instrument agach kumuz (a three-stringed wooden instrument)] Literary groups kept
their local names, like the Azerbaijani K3pin kamsim [Red Pen] and Uzbek “K3but tonayc” [Red
Star].'”® Newspaper and journal titles similarly remained in the original languages, as did
international publications like the “Jleitnn yopkep™'® [Daily Worker]. Occasionally, speakers
also mentioned the titles of literary works in the original language.

Ukrainian and Belorussian appeared in slightly broader usage, presumably because they
were the easiest languages for the Russophone audience to assimilate. Kolas concluded his short
speech on Belorussian literature with the cry, “Hexaif »uBe npy:x6a HapoJ0B U IIYbUTEHAS
KyJIbTYypHas CyBsi3b Bcero CoBeTckoro coto3a! Hexali kuBe BelrKas COBETCKAst Jn/ITepaTypa!”13 0
[Long live the friendship of peoples and the close cultural connections of the entire Soviet
Union! Long live the great Soviet literature!| Arkadii Liubcheko quoted the enemy poet
Malaniuk in Ukrainian without translation."*' This verse, which Liubchenko condemned as a
reactionary defense of a bloodthirsty philosophy, reached the Russian ear through the religious
language Ukrainian and Russian shared. The quote thus rang not as specifically Ukrainian, but
rather as the voice of a common enemy: their religious past.

Although many delegates discussed the quality of translation and the need for more
translators, this issue was never connected to the specific literature quoted in the speeches. Most
national speakers quoted their literatures in Russian translation without openly mentioning that
fact. Valerii Briusov’s translation of the Armenian poet Naapet Kuchak and Gorky’s translation
of Kupala from the Belorussian were rare instances when the translator was cited, and in each
cases, the translator’s celebrity served to reinforce the work’s importance and was thus the
probably reason for citing him."*? While it may seem pedantic to cite unknown translators, the
Congress delegates went to the other extreme. They elided the specific acts of translation
necessary for the Congress while calling translation necessary in general. This elision rendered
the quotations transparent in Russian, as though the translations gave perfect access to the
original work.

Soviet translation had to balance national specificity with the assumption that any
concept could be equally translated into all languages. After all, if the foundational texts of
Marxism-Leninism were more accurate or truer in Russian (or worse, German!) than in the
national languages, then either their universal claims were suspect or Soviet claims to
internationalism were. The demand for linguistic equivalency collided with the argument for
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linguistic and cultural specificity. Maintaining the national languages assumed a relationship
between language and culture: national literatures are important to the extent that they are non-
equivalent, and thus cannot be replaced by translations of Russian-language Soviet classics or
widespread literacy in Russian itself. The Congress kept this balance by ignoring most specific
instances of translation in favor of equivalency, while calling for general translation on the
grounds of specificity. While it was acceptable to bemoan the quality of a translation, it was
unacceptable to describe a concept or a literary work as untranslatable. Soviet discourse made
this approach almost as invisible as the order of speakers or interweaving of ideological praise,
but it may leave the Congress as one of the largest comparative literature conferences to ever go
without the phrase: “better in the original.” The closest anyone came was a Northern Ossetian
delegate, Sarmat Koserati, who described his problems editing the Ossetian translation of
Stalin’s report at the Seventeenth Party Congress. He found sixteen different words translating
the word “gectp” or “gectnbrii” [honor, honest]. “3To HE OTTOT0, YTO y HAC HET YECTHBIX
monei,” Koserati assured his audience, “a 1emo B TOM, 94TO B CJIOBO «4YE€CTh» B SI3bIKaX TOPIICB
BKJIQ/IBIBAIOTCS COBEPIIEHHO APYryue OTTEHKU MOHATHS, U 3TO ObI HE COOTBETCTBOBAJIO CJIOBY,
ckasanHomy T. Cramuasiv.”'>® [This isn’t because we have no honest people, but the problem is
that the word “honor” carries completely different shades of meaning in the languages of the
mountain peoples, and this wouldn’t correspond with the word uttered by Comrade Stalin. ]
Koserati described Stalin’s speech as more straightforward and stronger than the options
available in Ossetian, which made his anecdote acceptable. Leonid Pervomaiskii quoted some
excerpts from Shevchenko, Petefi, and his own translation of Heine into Ukrainian to discuss
poetic rhythm and musicality, but he avoided qualitative comparisons.'**

Toroshelidze’s report on Georgian literature was another noteworthy exception to the
general invisibility of translation. When presenting Rustaveli’s “The Knight in Panther Skin,”
Toroshelidze first gave the title in Georgian, introduced Georgian terms for the meter, and
illustrated Rustaveli’s use of alliteration with two untranslated quotes from the Georgian.">> This
was possible because he emphasized the sound of the lines, not the meaning, but this focus
suggested the linguistic specificity of Rustaveli’s work. Even three lines of Georgian stood out
from the Congress’ flow of Russian. Toroshelidze’s subsequent discussion of how the Georgians
read Russian literature went still further. He talked seriously about the quality of specific
translations, retranslating multiple translations of a passage from Lermontov’s “Demon” back
into Russian to show how the translators corrected Lermontov’s portrait of Georgia. Although
he carefully selected an example from pre-Revolutionary literature that obviously denigrated
Georgians, this discussion as a whole implied that, just as the Georgian view of Russian
literature was skewed by translation, so too might the Russian view of national literatures be
limited or even completely redefined through translation.

Gorky’s speech, with its unnamed Russophone Tatar, thus serves to both encompass and
obscure the true breadth of Soviet national literatures at the Congress. The reports on national
literatures, which took up most of the next two full days, acknowledged their linguistic
complexity. Except for Toroshelidze’s brief quotation of Rustaveli, however, they did so in
Russian. National writers spoke about Bashkir drama, Kazakh poetry, Yiddish children’s
literature, Tajik criticism... in Russian. The speeches by foreign guests were translated, of
course, into Russian. The three levels at the Congress — international, Russian, national —
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thereby enacted the same Russian universality that Gorky’s speech proclaimed. By correlating
the development of international (predominantly Western) and Russian-language literature,
Gorky’s speech subtly connected the international representatives to the Russian narrative, while
excluding the national literatures.

Between the National and International

Throughout the Congress, delegates referred or deferred to the international guests, especially
those from Western Europe and North America, as though they were there to judge Soviet
literature’s merit. The international writers confirmed the world importance of Soviet literature
through their speeches and their very presence. Although they purportedly helped carry the
Congress’ message to an international audience, they were more important as a way to
communicate to the Soviet audience. Not surprisingly, the organizing committee invited more
international writers than came, including literary luminaries like Bertolt Brecht, Theodore
Dreiser, John Dos Passos, Langston Hughes, Upton Sinclair, Stefan Zweig, and Bernard Shaw."
André Malraux was probably the best-known of the foreign writers who accepted the invitation.
Most of the others were known primarily as socialist writers, a sub-category that bore a similar
relation to international literature as a whole, as that of a national literature to Soviet literature as
a whole. The American poet Robert Gessner, for example, has left little mark on world
literature. The international speeches focused on two things: Soviet (Russian) literature’s
international prestige and the growth of socialist writers within their national cultures. The
Turkish representative Yakub Karaosmanoglu’s speech stood out because he used the national
development narrative to introduce Turkish literature to the Congress, instead of assuming that
they were already familiar with his national tradition."*” (To be fair, many of the delegates were
more familiar with Western European literatures than with the national or Eastern literatures at
the Congress, just as they were more likely to know French, English, or German than a — or
another — national language. For example, when Willi Bredel gave his speech in German,
scattered audience members applauded at appropriate points during the speech, showing their
comprehension.'**) Karaosmanoglu’s speech implicitly affiliated Turkey with the Soviet
national cultures, instead of with international authority. The other international speeches took
their literature’s status as a given.

Soviet national delegates acknowledged this when they used international readership as
evidence for their literatures’ status. Speakers regularly vaunted their readers beyond Soviet
borders. Regional influence had some credibility, but recognition from writers the Russians
themselves couldn’t recognize was a poor second to the Western European and North American
audience. Thus, for example, when Alekberli was explaining that the classical writers Nizami
and Fuzuli were in fact Azerbaijani, he used their European and Russian readers to establish their
value.”*” Nobody reversed this pattern to boast about a Russian or Asian public reading Western
literature; they didn’t need to. The status international readership conferred could trump political
concerns. Multiple speakers boasted about the broad international audience for Soviet Yiddish
writers, without bothering to acknowledge the Jewish diaspora as the primary reason Yiddish
writers found such a welcome reception abroad. For example, Klimkovich proclaimed that ...
CTHXH HaIIETO €BPEHCKOTO MPOJIETAPCKOT0 M03Ta XapuKa, epeBeIcHbl Ha JECITKH S3bIKOB H
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TIeYaTaloTCs He TOBKO y Hac, HO H 3a rpannmamu Coserckoro coroza.”'* [The poems of our

Yiddish proletarian poet Kharik, are translated into dozens of languages and published not only
at home, but also beyond the borders of the Soviet Union.] Fefer repeated this formula when
discussing Yiddish drama, proclaiming: “ToBapwutiy, Hamry JUTEPTYPY YATAIOT U JIFOOST HE
TOJIBKO B IIpejienax, Ho 1 3a npexenamu Coserckoro corosa.”' ! [Comrades, our literature is
read and loved not only within the boundaries, but also beyond the boundaries of the Soviet
Union.] Soviet Yiddish plays were popular in world capitals like New York, Paris, and Buenos
Aires, showing the status Yiddish had in world literature, and thus, implicitly, should have in
Soviet literature.

The projected hierarchy, with Western European writers at the top and newly emerging
national literatures at the bottom, reinforced Russian’s centrality. Although the individual
national literatures gave international claims when possible, Russian language was the mode of
cross-cultural communication at the Congress and Soviet (Russian) literature mediated between
the national and international levels. National delegates had to acknowledge Russian, whereas
the other national literatures were frequently invoked only through a vague slogan. Ukrainian
delegates were especially prone to illustrating their talks with only Ukrainian and Russian
writers, as though the brotherhood of nations were a Russian-Ukrainian duality.'** Although the
Central Asian literatures could have local influence across their borders, Moscow was the Soviet
periphery’s window onto Europe. Russian was almost never considered as a national language
in its own right, any more than French was invoked as the language of the French nation rather
than that of European modernity. One scholar, Ivan Luppol, did raise the possibility of Russian
national character, but a character that developed towards Marxism: “PannoB, HpIHE TOKOHHBII
UCTOpUK (prunmocoduu, mucai, 9To HAIMOHATBLHOW YePTOM PYCCKHX SIBISIETCS HAKIIOHHOCTH B
CTOPOHY 3THUKO-PEJIUTHO3HBIX BOITPOCOB U MECTUYECKOTO UX pelIeHus. ... bennHckuii n
UepHbIIEBCKHI HACTAMBAJIM Ha peaau3Me pycckoi meiciau. Ilucapes rosopui, 4yTo
MaTepHaIN3M SBISICTCS XapaKTepHOH deproii pycckux.” * [Radlov, the late historian of
philosophy, wrote that the Russians’ national characteristic is their tendency toward ethical-
religious questions and their mystical solutions... Belinskii and Chernyshevskii insisted on the
realism of Russian thought. Pisarev said that materialism is the characteristic trait of the
Russians.] By defining Russian national character through Soviet values — realism and
materialism — Luppol justified Russian’s culture’s pervasive status. The Russian national
character was Soviet: materialist, realist, and ultimately multinational. The equivalency between
Russian and Soviet did not negate Soviet national literatures; the Congress incorporated them
into one Soviet multinational and multilinguistic literature that could be presented to the
international audience through a solely Russian performance.

Looking to the Future

The representation of national literatures reveals a fundamental tension prevalent not only at the
Congress, but throughout Soviet culture. The Soviet Union was a bold experiment which
allowed for only one set of results: since Marxism was axiomatically correct, socialism had to
prove more advantageous for the masses than capitalism. The new Soviet state must, therefore,
inevitably better conditions for the proletariat and, as other classes were assimilated, for the
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country as a whole. If not, then Marxism was fallible, which contradicted the foundation of the
state. Simply put, the Soviet Union needed success to confirm the Revolution’s rightness.
However, the Soviets inherited a low economic baseline, which was soon compounded by a
devastating civil war, an inefficiently centralized economy, and the violently destructive process
of collectivization. The promised plenty fell far short. Scarce resources could either be directed
to the bottom, in accordance with egalitarian principles, or to the top, producing a limited model
for what Soviet daily life should look like. This meant bureaucrats were continually faced with
the difficult decision of whether to improve conditions minimally for the greatest number or
maximally for the smallest number. Provide limited access to electricity across the countryside
or produce a model mechanized collective farm? Build more barracks to solve the housing crisis
or build modern apartments for the lucky few? Improve working conditions for everyone or
reward shock workers? Concentrating resources created more effective propaganda, but if the
gap between image and reality grew too vast, that propaganda lost impact. Moreover,
concentrating resources on those already fortunate contravened the egalitarian principles on
which the Party was based. Ideally, of course, there was no tension between focusing on the
masses and focusing on the best. In practice, Soviet culture focused on the best within a
discursive paradigm that conflated the two, making the best representative of the masses. But
since the best was also marked as such, this created a gap in the discourse which could be used to
demand resources for both sides.

The Congress can consequently be read as an ongoing debate between established and
beginning writers, Russian and national literatures, and advanced and backward cultures within
the national literatures over who properly deserves the attention and resources of Soviet
literature. As the opening argument in this debate, Gorky’s speech suggested that national
literatures should get attention, but not necessarily because they had earned it. Literatures that
could claim attention through international acknowledgment and/or classical canons did so,
while other national literatures fell back on the demands of Soviet political practice to justify
their presence. Whatever the position within the Soviet hierarchies, however, national literatures
agreed on the need for more attention and resources from the Soviet center. They acknowledged
the help of the organizing committee’s brigades, but argued that this limited attention was
insufficient to fulfill Soviet literature’s multinational promise. Moscow needed to promote
national literary development; it could do so by becoming an attentive audience.

Throughout the Congress, national writers (and the occasional Russian writer like
Shaginian) called for a national section within the central Writers’ Union to focus on issues
affecting the national literatures and to produce a theoretical framework to help them develop.
As Majidi pointed out, “B Coro3e umeercs 6osee 50 HAIMOHATBHOCTEH, Y KOTOPBIX TOJIBKO
MOCJIC PEBOJFOIMH MOSIBUIIACH MUCHMEHHOCTh. TOJBKO MOCIIE PEBOJIOIUN OHH HAYaJIH
MMOHUMATh, YTO TaKoe JutepaTypa! Pa3Be uMm He Hy)KHA TTOMOIIIH 110 MPUHITUTTHATBHBIM
Borpocam smreparypsi?”** [There are over fifty nationalities in the Union that gained a written
language only after the Revolution. Only after the Revolution did they begin to understand what
literature is! Don’t they need help with the principal questions of literature?] He was far from
alone in suggesting that central Soviet criticism needed to turn towards the periphery. Yakov
Bronshtein complained that “[H]ama pykoBosias, nmeHTpaabHas KpUTHKA ONPEICICHHO
Cy’KaeT JIMana3oH CBOETO aHallM3a, CHUKAET YPOBEHb CBOCH KPUTUKHU, UTHOPUPYS Oorareiimmit
ombIT tuTeparyproro gemkerus CCCP.' [...our leading, central critics definitely narrow the

4 pyssp, 136.
45 pyssp, 219.
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range of their analysis and lower the level of their criticism, ignoring the rich experience of
literary movement in the USSR.] As he aptly explained, the Soviet (Russian) critics wanted the
nationalities to bear the responsibility for making Soviet literature multinational:

Bcecoro3Hble Mpon3BOCTBEHHBIEC COBEIIAHMUS, KOTOPBIC TIPEANIECTBOBAIN

HaIlleMy ChE3/1y, TOYTH COBEPIICHHO HE YYUTHIBAJIM MHOTOOOPA3HOTO

OoraTeHIero onpiTa JUTEPATYPHOU MPAKTHKHU B pecnyOaukax. OOBIYHO B TAKUX

CIIy4asiX YTO-TO JIETIEYyT HEBHATHOE PO HALMOHAIBHYIO ()OPMY, IPH 3TOM

KHBAIOT Ha HAC, KHAIIMOHAJIOBY», — JIECKATh 3TUM JIEJIOM JTOJDKHBI 3aHUMAThCS

MBL. A TIOYEMY, CMEIO CIIPOCUTH, PYKOBOISIIYIO MOCKOBCKYIO KPUTHKY, TIOYEMY

3THM JEJIOM UMEHHO MBI TOJDKHBI 3aHUMAThCSI?

BenuHckuii TOBOPMII, UTO YEM JINTEPATypPHOE MPOU3BEICHHUE BHIIIIE B
XYI0)KECTBEHHOM OTHOIIICHHH, TEM OHO «HAllMOHaJIbHee». Ho craBuia mu Kornia-
HUOY/Ib Hallla pYKOBOASIIAS KPUTHKA MPOOIEMbl HAIIMOHAIBHOW ()OPMBI B CBETE
npobiemMe XynoxkecTBeHHOCTH? Het, ToBapuim, He craBma. '

The All-Union production meetings, which preceded our Congress, almost
completely ignored the diverse and rich experience of literary practice in the
republics. Usually in such cases they babble something jumbled about national
form, with a nod at us, “the nationals,” as if to say that we should deal with this.
And why, may I be so bold as to ask the leading Moscow critics, why should we
specifically be the ones to deal with this issue?

Belinsky said that the better a literary work is artistically, the more
“national” it is. But have our leading critics ever considered the problem of
national form in the realm of the problem of artistic merit? No, comrades, they
have not.

Questions of national literature, Bronshtein argued, were too important to be relegated to national
writers. Criticism was Moscow’s responsibility and it needed to rise to meet it. Bruno Yasenskii
furthered the question of how critics should approach the national literatures, explaining that
although the center needed to work on this topic, viewing it from the center was inadequate.
Writers, he explained, accepted as axiomatic the need to do local research before writing about
the Far East or Far North. “B oTiauume ot 3TOro MHe HU pa3y He CIy4ajaoch BCTPETUTh KPUTHKA,
KOTOPBIH, COOMPAsACh 1aTh KPUTHUECKYIO OIICHKY IPOM3BEACHUIO, ckaxkeM o JlanbHem Cesepe,
rmoexai Obl Ty/Ia CBEpUTh Ha MECTE CUCTEMY 00pa30B XYI0KHHUKA C neiicrBurensroctio.” Y [In
contrast, I have never met a critic who, when preparing to critically assess a work about, say, the
Far North, went there to compare the artist’s imagery with reality on site.] To properly respond
to literature by and about the periphery, critics needed to travel.

Even local experience was no substitute for language. Throughout the Congress, writers
called for greater language study to facilitate translation and critical engagement with fraternal
literatures. Sergei Tretiakov’s call for education was typical and structured like an ideological
slogan. “[X]o4y caenaTh KOHKPETHOE MPEIOKECHUE: KAHCOOMY NUCAMETIO — BMOPOU A3bIK.
Hazo 65110 10 cy1iecTBy NpeioKUTh KaKOMY MUCATENI0 TPHU A3bIKA: OJUH — KPOME POJHOTO
— BHYTPHCOIO3HBII 1 o1uH 3apyOexusiit s3eik.” * [...I want to make a concrete proposal: a

146 pySsp, 219.
47 pyssp, 277.
198 pysSsSP, 345.
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second language for every writer. In principle, every writer should have three languages: in
addition to the native one, one intra-union and one foreign language.] This would create a
population capable of appreciating and responding to works in the original, as well as translating
them for the broader (Russian-speaking) public. Although there were calls for translation routes
bypassing the center, particularly among the Caucasian languages, the primary focus on
translation was still into and out of Russian.

In his closing speech, Gorky called for three new additions to Moscow’s literary scene.
One, a theater that would perform classical dramas, expressed the international status the
Congress hoped to achieve. The other two responded to the needs of the national writers: /s
Havajia Hy)KHO Obl OpraHnu3oBaTh B MockBe «Bcecoro3Hblil TeaTpy», KOTOPHIH Mmoka3ai Obl Ha
CIICHE, B [paMe M KOMEINH KU3Hb U ObIT HAIIMOHAJBHBIX PECIYOINK B UX HCTOPUUIECKOM
IIPOLLIOM U repordeckoM Hactosmum.”  [First of all we need to organize in Moscow an All-
Union Theater, which would show on the stage, in drama and comedy, the life and byt of the
national republics in their historical past and heroic present.] This would help national literatures
continue their education of the public through performance. “/lanee: Heo6xomumo U3gaBaTh Ha
PYCCKOM s13bIKe COOPHUKH TEKYIIIEH TPO3bI U MO33UH HAITMOHAIBHBIX PECITYOJIUK U 00JacTel, B
xopourx nepesoxax.” > [Further: it is essential to publish in Russian collections of current
prose and poetry from the national republics and regions, in good translations.] Both proposals
were met with applause. When concluding his speech, Gorky returned to these proposals,
specifying that the anthologies should be published “He MeHee yeTpIpex KHUT B TOJ, U 1aTh
anpMaHaxaM TUTya «Coro3» nim «bparcTBoy» ¢ moa3aronoBkom: «COOPHUKHM COBPEMEHHOM
XYI0’KE€CTBEHHOU JTUTepatyphl Cor03a CONMAITUCTUYECKUX COBETCKUX pecny6n1/11<».”15 ! [no less
than four books a year, and give the almanacs the title “Union” or “Brotherhood” with the
subtitle “Collections of contemporary literature of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.]
These anthologies, like the theater, had the benefit of both increasing the audience for national
literatures, and increasing their funding through royalties and Russian-publication stipends.
Ultimately, Gorky’s vision of the new union incorporated national writers into the Moscow
center via Russian.

The First All-Union Congress of Soviet Writers was a celebration of ideological and
theoretical discourse, actual literary production, and the symbolic codification of the many
literatures comprising Soviet literature as a whole. Focusing on its homogenizing proclamations
of socialist realism as a literary method obscures the variety of ways in which writers adapted,
negotiated, and even ignored the official categories to represent their national traditions and
cohorts. Gorky and, by extension, Moscow saw the Congress as ritualizing the performance and
expression of national identity through literature and endorsing national specificity while
retaining Russian as the paradigmatic center. The span of Soviet national literatures replaced
creative diversity to prove the health and progress of Soviet literature as a whole. This goal
never wholly coincided with those of the national writers, who sought greater attention and
justification of their national literary projects, not just acknowledgment and validation. The
negotiation between these forces created a polyvalent performance, and left space for multiple
voices within an apparently seamless discourse. The Congress’ duration further enabled the
complex polyphony of individual literatures within the presentation of Soviet multinational

49 pysSsP, 676.
150 pyssp, 676-7.
151 pyssP, 681.
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literature, as different speakers aimed their messages at a diverse and frequently conflicting set
of audiences.

In his speech to the Congress, the Georgian poet Mitsishvili proclaimed that national
writers had a great responsibility: “B Ham repondeckuii BeK TUCATENb U MOAT KaK CIIYKUTEIH
CBOETO0 Kj1acca ObITh MOXET 00s13aHbI 3aBOEBATh CBOE MECTO HE TOJIBKO B UCTOPHH JIUTEPATYPHI
CBOETO HapoJa, HO U B KICTOPUH 3TOTO HApO/a BOOOIIE; OBITH MOXKET JIUTEPATOP CTAHET U
Axunnom u 'omepom o;[HOBpeMeHHo...”152 [In our heroic century the writer and poet, as
servants of their class, may be required to win their place not only in the literary history of their
people, but in the general history of that people; perhaps the writer will become simultaneously
Achilles and Homer...] This dual role was essential for most national writers. For many of them,
becoming part of Soviet literary history was earning a place in their nation’s history. The First
All-Union Congress of Soviet Writers provided a historic stage for presenting both their national
literatures and themselves as writers.

152 pyssP, 156.
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THE AZERBAIJANI DELEGATION

Cox kegmisom bu daglardan,

Durna gozlii bulaglardan;
Esitmisom uzaglardan
Sakit axan arazlari;
Sinamisam dostu, yart...

El bilir ki, son maonimsan,

Yurdum, yuvam, maskanimsan!

Anam, dogma votonimson!
Ayrilarmi koniil candan?
Azorbaycan, Azarbaycan!

[...]

Daglarinin basi gardir,

Ag 6rpayin buludlardir.
Boyiik bir kegmisin vardir;
Bilinmayir yasin sonin,
Noalar ¢okmis basin sonin.

Diisdiin ugursuz dillaro,
Nos aylara, nas illora.
Nosillordon nasillara
Kegon bir sohratin vardir;
Oglun, qizin boxtiyardir...

Hey baxiram bu diizlors,
Ala gozlii glindiizlors;
Qara xall1 ag tizlora.
Konil ister ser yaza;
Gonclogirom yaza-yaza...

I have often traversed these hills

And passed these springs with crane-blue eyes
From a distance I can make out

The Aras river’s quiet surge;

My calling friend and lover is...

The people know that you are mine,
You are my home, my nest, my hearth!
You are my mother, my homeland!
Can the heart be split from its soul?
Azerbaijan, Azerbaijan!

[..]

There is snow capping the mountains,
The clouds wrap them in a white veil.
You have a mighty history;

Nobody knows what you have lived,
Or what has befallen your head.

Ugly tongues have fallen on you,
How many months, how many years.
From generations to the next

There is a glory handed down;

Your son, daughter are fortunate...

So, with daylight’s hazel eyes

I watch over the steppes and plains,
The white faces speckled with black.
The heart wants to write poetry;

I will grow youthful by writing...

— Samed Vurghun'
from “Azorbaycan,” 1935

"'Vurgun, Somad. Secilmis asarlori: bes ¢ildds (Baki: Sorq-Qorb, 2005), 1:176-77.
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The First All-Union Congress of Soviet Writers presented a vast array of nationalities. Within
the overwhelmingly repeated common narrative, each delegation had its own history, just as each
individual delegate had his or her own personal trajectory. In fact, it is difficult to limit each
delegation and delegate to one narrative. Individuals and institutions craft narratives to explain
and define themselves and each other. The resulting explanations borrow from cultural and
literary models, obscure or emphasize certain aspects, compete, and overlap. The delegations
expanded substantially in the summer before the Congress because individuals were jockeying
for position, but one of the main ways to claim a seat was by offering a competing narrative of
national literature to represent. The history of one delegation can by no means represent the full
breadth of experiences at the Congress, let alone within Soviet literature as a whole. But it is
precisely the failure to represent that breadth which allows a case study to inform our reading of
the Congress as a polyphonic event where the common narrative fails to subsume the national
and individual voices. The subset of issues offered within one national delegation confirms the
complexity of the larger event, without reducing it to that subset.

For this purpose, Azerbaijan is an excellent case study. Much of the work done on Soviet
national literatures focuses on Ukraine, for several reasons: it was the largest nationality after
Russian; partly because of this, it led the campaign to include the national literatures; it is
relatively accessible for Slavists, coinciding with traditional academic field divisions; its literary
history conforms to the Russian model in a way convenient for Soviet-era scholarship; and its
primary identity narratives conflict with Russian ones, making it an excellent example of
marginal discourse for post-Soviet scholars. There is also some interesting recent scholarship on
Jewish identity, but the tensions between Russian and Soviet discourse of Jewish national and
religious identity, Yiddish culture, varying degrees of assimilation, and antisemitism make it an
unusual case and one which, in any event, did not have an independent delegation at the
Congress. Georgia and Armenia offer relatively discrete identities, with clear national histories
and literary canons stretching back to antiquity, and a crossroads position between European and
Middle Eastern modes of thought. However, precisely their clarity and antiquity make them
exceptional in the Soviet spectrum of nationalities. Azerbaijan occupies a more intermediate
position. Although it could and did claim writers from its territory working through the
centuries, its national and literary identity were substantially less developed and less discrete
than its Transcaucasian counterparts. At the same time, Azerbaijan had a literate and literary
history to incorporate into its Soviet identity, unlike the fledgling nationalities whose
representatives could only point to folklore and post-Revolutionary literacy.

From a cultural perspective, Azerbaijan was a crossroads — a substantially multiethnic
and multiconfessional population, set in the Caucasus, but Turkic and thus linguistically and
culturally aligned with Central Asia. Azerbaijan was economically valuable to the Soviet Union
for its agricultural zone for cotton production and, of course, its oil fields. The region’s very
name refers to its oil deposits and the flare-ups resulting from occasional vents: the land of fire.
The literary creation of Soviet Azerbaijan was the process of refining raw historical material,
only some of which fit the national story, into Soviet fuel without losing its power or specificity.

This chapter will read the Azerbaijani delegation as the product of this process: a full,
national literature with an official literary community and acceptable literary past. By 1934,
Soviet Azerbaijani literature had established its canons and its cadres, and was therefore capable
of representing itself in ways that reinforced the all-Union and local power structures, allowed
complex position-takings, and enabled writers (although, of course, not all of them) to produce
works that intersected multiple discourses. This does not mean the literary establishment had
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resolved any of the tensions underlying Azerbaijani literature, merely that it had resolved how to
present or mask those tensions so that it could fulfill its mandate of cultural production and
national representation. On the contrary, the delegation to the All-Union Congress personified
many of the tensions animating Azerbaijani literature.

It is misleading to read the works from the 1930s as either Azerbaijani literature during
its Soviet period or as Soviet literature in its Azerbaijani iteration, without considering the
continual interplay between these two modes. Most scholarship, however, focuses on one or the
other paradigm. Azerbaijani and Turkish scholars tend, understandably, towards the former:
reading the 1930s as a stage in Azerbaijani literature that preceded and survived Soviet control.
This is the problem with the only English-language monograph on Soviet Azerbaijani literature,
Maliheh Tyrrell’s highly informative Aesopian Literary Dimensions of Azerbaijani Literature of
the Soviet Period, 1920-1990.> Tyrrell provides a politically-oriented survey of Soviet
Azerbaijani literature, consistently identifying two modes of interpreting Azerbaijani texts and
presenting the pro-Soviet interpretation as the surface level and the anti-Soviet interpretation as
the deep level. This position is a familiar one to contemporary Azerbaijanis, who would prefer
to include their Soviet era writers into Azerbaijani literature as heroic oppositional figures. It
assumes a continuous Azerbaijani literary identity that was masked with Soviet characteristics
designed to fool Moscow, but not Baku. But this position ignores the extent to which writers
used Soviet discourse to take positions relative to each other and to incorporate an attractive
view of literary history, one which made them the pinnacle of Azerbaijani cultural achievement.
By treating one discourse as deeper, and thus presumably more central to the works’ meaning,
Tyrrell presumes that Soviet Azerbaijani literature was Azerbaijani first, Soviet second.

Soviet scholars, and — to the limited extent they have acknowledged it at all — post-Soviet
Western scholars incline towards an opposing framework: viewing Azerbaijani literature as
derivative of Soviet (Russian) literature, or tacitly including Azerbaijan in the list of nations
forged on the Soviet anvil and thus a Soviet product. Most common of all, of course, is for
scholars of Soviet literature to ignore national cases entirely, especially those like Azerbaijan
which didn’t produce a writer embraced on an All-Union level.” Yet Soviet literature needs to
acknowledge the complexity of its national literatures. Soviet Azerbaijani literature was
Azerbaijani Soviet literature — both fully Soviet and fully Azerbaijani. These modes do not form
concentric or even overlapping symbolic networks within individual works; they coincide to
create a new mode of signification.

The best-known of Soviet Azerbaijani writers — as measured by his status in Moscow,
which granted him the first Russian-language academic edition of collected works for any
Azerbaijani writer — Samed Vurghun gained his prominence by mastering this new mode.*

? Maliheh Tyrrell, Aesopian Literary Dimensions of Azerbaijani Literature of the Soviet Period, 1920-1990 (Oxford:
Lexington Books, 2000). There are several English-language books about Azerbaijani literature published in Baku,
but they are not academic monographs. Instead, they follow a textbook format, anthologize translated works, or
translate monographs originally published in Azerbaijani.

3 Most national writers famous on the all-Union level were, in fact, part a group of national writers writing in
Russian in the late Soviet period. This group included the Azerbaijani writer Chingiz Huseinov, but the only real
scholarship on his role in this movement is his own and the entire phenomenon deserves more attention than I can
grant here. Erika Haber’s The Myth of the Non-Russian: Iskander and Aitmatov’s Magical Universe (Oxford:
Lexington Books, 2003) delves into this phenomenon. Although I disagree with some of her conclusions, her book
gives an excellent framework for national literary adaptation in the 1970s and later.

* In Azerbaijani, Somad Vurgun. Where possible, I have conformed to established English names, like Jafar
Jabbarly (Cafor Cabbarl1). Other writers discussed in this chapter include: Zibeydo xanim, Xaqgani Sirvani, Nizami
Goncoavi, Mohommad Fiizuli, Mirzo Sofi Vazeh, ©li Nazim, Mehdi Hiiseyn, Siileyman Riistom, Mommaod 9lokbarli,
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Vurghun’s poetry built upon earlier efforts to fuse Soviet and Azerbaijani elements, working
within the newly possible unified framework of Soviet Azerbaijani identity. In his 1935 poem
“Azerbaijan,” the “tractor and nightingale” of Abu al-Qasim Lahuti’s complaint at the Congress
work in harmony. This twenty-two stanza poem, which Vurghun originally envisioned as the
prologue to a longer work, is widely considered one of Vurghun’s masterpieces and was one of
the main works representing Azerbaijani literature at the all-Union level. “Azerbaijan” combines
Vurghun’s three main themes: the land, his love, and his role as a poet. The landscape it depicts
is both idyllic and dynamic, one that produces cotton and young writers:

Hey baxiram bu diizlors,

Ala gozlii glindiizloro;

Qara xall1 ag tizlora.

Koniil istor ser yaza;

Gonclosirom yaza-yaza...’

So, with daylight’s hazel eyes

I watch over the steppes and plains,
The white faces speckled with black.
The heart wants to write poetry;

I will grow youthful by writing...

The poem moves around the country, but primarily juxtaposes the mountains (including
Karabagh) with Baku. Baku’s power and electricity flow out into the nature surrounding it,
flooding it with light and productivity:

Bir don bizim Bakiya bax,

Sahillori ¢iraq-¢iraq,

Buruglarin hayqiraraq

Noro salir boz ¢dllors,

[siglanir hor dag, dors.°

Now turn and look towards Baku

Its coasts illuminated bright,

The oil derricks crying out,
Carpeting the dull, empty steppe,
Lighting each mountain, each valley.

The bucolic landscape of heavy industry is, of course, a Soviet literary trope, as is the poet’s
sublime position as he surveys the entwined processes of industrialization and collectivization.
But Vurghun maintains an Azerbaijani voice within the Soviet discourse, using the glories of the
Caucasus and, especially, classical literary figures to ground the poem in Azerbaijani soil:

Salman Miimtaz, ©hmad Trinig, Oli Sobri Qasimov, Mikayil Rafili, Qantomir (Qafur Ofondiyev), Abdiilbaki Yusuf,
Simurg (Tag1 Sahbazi), Mikayil Miisfiq, and Seid Ordubadi. The Turkish poet’s real name is Nazim Hikmet.

> Vurgun, Segilmis asarlori, 1:178. My poor translations are intended only to make the works discussable for a non-
Azerbaijani reading audience, not to properly convey the imagery, musicality, or structure of the original. The
published English translations of “Azerbaijan” all change some of the images I would like to discuss and are thus
unsuitable for my primary task.

®Ibid, 1:179.

134



Olmoz koniil, 6lmaz osar,
Nizamilar, Fiizulilor!

Olin golom, sinon doftar,
De golsin hor noyin vardir,
Deyilon s6z yadigardir.”

Immortal heart, immortal works,

The Nizamis, the Fuzulis!

Your hand a pen, your breast notebook
To receive everything there is,

The spoken word is a memorial.

“Azerbaijan” resolves the tension between native love that Azerbaijan inspires and the
progressive narrative that Sovietization inspires. This is the gaze Vurghun turns on Baku — one
informed by all of Azerbaijan’s literary heritage. Deliberately taking up the mantle of past
generations and employing their forms, their symbols, and their references helps Vurghun
present himself as not just Soviet, and not just Azerbaijani, but explicitly both. Literature,
Vurghun suggests, will solve the problem of Soviet national identities.

This chapter will examine the cultural forces shaping Soviet Azerbaijani literary identity,
look at some of the ways the delegation to the 1934 Congress in Moscow expressed the tensions
and syntheses animating that identity, and finally return to read “Azerbaijan” within Samed
Vurghun’s oeuvre as a model for Soviet Azerbaijani literature after the Congress. Although a
comprehensive review of Soviet Azerbaijani literature would require another dissertation, I hope
that this survey will nevertheless illustrate my call for reading Soviet national literatures
specifically, not just as part of the broader Soviet project.

Azerbaijani Culture

For most of its history, Azerbaijan was best understood as a region, not a nation or nationality.
Divided and united through various empires, the region’s people were shaped both by migration
and by cultural transmission into a mix of Turkic and local ethnicities. Control of the region
volleyed between the Islamic caliphate, Iran, the Mongolian khans, Turkic and Ottoman empires,
the Russian empire, and brief periods of divided local self-governance. Russia’s late eighteenth
and early nineteenth century expansion into the region met with fierce resistance, so that even
outside the official periods of outright war, colonial governance was little different from battle.
Russia ruled what became Soviet Azerbaijan (as opposed to Iranian Azerbaijan) under martial
law until the 1840s, and continued strict policies until the Revolution.

The 1870s saw an oil rush in the Baku oil-fields, bringing Russian and foreign businesses
to the region. These businesses were not limited to drilling and refineries; the oil boom fueled an
explosion of construction, banks, and shipping firms. These industries needed both skilled and
unskilled labor, drawing a small but potentially powerful international proletariat from
surrounding areas. By the end of the nineteenth century, there was a clear cultural divide
between Baku and the rest of Azerbaijan, which remained largely agricultural. The Russian
vision for Baku transformed certain realms of culture, while restricting others. At the same time,
a small Turkic intelligentsia was exploring nationalist, pan-Turkic, and jadidist theories with the
hope that Azerbaijan could eventually shape its own future. This group shared Turkic cultural

"1bid, 1:178.
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values, an aesthetic derived from Persian and Ottoman models, and a politics informed by the
Russian colonial experience.

When the Russian Revolution hit, Azerbaijan’s government went through several
iterations. The Russian Provisional Government named a Transcaucasian administrative unit in
March, 1917. After the Bolsheviks seized control in October (or November, depending on the
calendar), the Transcaucasian Commissariat was in control of the region, with the Baku City
Council governing cosmopolitan Baku.® Various factions armed themselves, with tensions
increasing until March, 1918, when a violent battle (Azerbaijan currently refers to these events as
genocide) established the pro-Soviet Baku Commune. Numerous local political and ethnic
groups were fighting for control of the area, including the Bolsheviks, Mensheviks, Socialist
Revolutionaries, Armenian Dashnak revolutionaries, liberal Muslim parties (Musavat, Ahrar),
conservative Muslims (Ittihad), and Muslim communists. Larger powers were also interested in
acquiring the Baku oilfields, including the Ottomans, Germans, and British, and they used both
direct military force and strategic support of local movements to advance their claims.
Azerbaijan declared independence in May, 1918, regaining control of Baku later that year. The
Azerbaijan People’s Republic, more commonly translated as the Azerbaijan Democratic
Republic to distinguish it from various Communist “people’s republics,” was constantly under
military threat from all sides. The liberal Musavat Party, named for equality (miisavat) won a
majority in parliament, leading later Soviets to refer to the brief period of Azerbaijani
independence as Musavatism. The Musavat Party was founded on pan-Turkic and pan-Islamic
principles, with the former seen as a necessary step towards the latter, but by 1918, it emphasized
national and cultural autonomy and liberal modernization. The Musavat government was
officially secular. It worked to build a modern state, granted women the vote, and focused on
education as the path to a strong independent Azerbaijan.

Independent Azerbaijan’s fledgling army was no match for violent territorial battles with
Armenia (and Armenians, who weren’t always the same force or working for the same goals as
“Armenia”), the Caucasian front of the broader war between the Red and White Armies, and
international interest in Baku’s resources. The Red Army invaded Azerbaijan in April, 1920,
under the guise of protecting the interests of the international proletariat working in the oil fields.
Once Soviet control stabilized, new concepts of national identity flooded Azerbaijan.

Defining Azerbaijani National Identity

Azerbaijani national identity was complicated by overlapping forms of affiliation that often took
priority. Under the Russian empire, anti-imperial sentiment largely manifested within broader
social movements committed, at least in theory, to modernizing the region beyond Azerbaijan’s
borders. The jadidist movement, named after the Arabic word for “new” because they advocated
new teaching methods, was devoted to modernizing Islamic education and, by extension, culture
as a whole. Originating in Volgan and Crimean Tatar regions, it quickly spread throughout the
Russian Empire as both a pan-Turkic or pan-Islamic movement, and as series of national
movements.” There was, in fact, rarely a clear distinction between pan-Turkic, pan-Turanist and

SAudrey Altstadt, The Azerbaijani Turks: Power and Identity under Russian Rule (Stanford, CA: Hoover Institution
Press, 1992), 82-3. Altstadt provides a much more detailed account of Azerbaijan’s complicated history.

? Adeeb Khalid’s The Politics of Muslim Cultural Reform: Jadidism in Central Asia (Berkeley, CA: University of
California Press, 1998) makes a more sophisticated analysis of this movement’s intersection with nationality in his
chapter “Imagining the Nation,” 184-215. Although this work focuses (as the title suggests) on Uzbekistan, much of
Khalid’s analysis fits the Azerbaijani case.
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pan-Islamist efforts. The terms have different connotations: pan-Islamism emphasizes religion,
pan-Turanism includes the non-Turkic peoples of Central Asia, and pan-Turkism ostensibly
supports an ethnic or linguistic identity. In practice, however, reformist intellectuals throughout
the region pursued similar programs: cultural modernization, education, moderate religious
reform, and increased autonomy from Russian rule. The question of what form their modern,
independent state would take was secondary to the immediate problems of a predominantly
illiterate and rural society. None of these movements engaged a large base, but they were
conceptually influential and many of the individuals involved in pre-Soviet Azerbaijani reform
were by necessity included in the early process of Soviet modernization."

For the proverbial masses, as opposed to the thin swath of educated Azerbaijanis who
drove the reform movements, religious and rural/urban identities were more important. There
was a vast cultural gulf between the peasant majority of Azerbaijan and multicultural, trade and
industry-fueled Baku, despite the regular influx of rural Azerbaijanis as unskilled labor.
Whether the Turkic, Muslim Azerbaijani population viewed itself as through ethnic, national,
religious, cultural, economic, or geographic lenses rarely impacted the ongoing tensions between
the various cultural groups in the region, especially under Russian rule. Although the tsarist
government promoted Russification, this was rarely successful in the Caucasus. Russia
exacerbated the conflicts between religious groups, and thus ethnic ones, by treating them
unequally and imposing additional restrictions on Muslims. In 1857, Russian regulations
allowed Georgians and Armenians to oversee censorship in their languages, but not the Muslim
population. Apart from the official preference for Orthodox Christians, the possibility of enemy
influence also dictated a stricter approach to Turkic language materials. Texts published in the
Ottoman empire had to go through Odessa for censorship, substantially reducing the works
available."" Under Alexander II, only half the seats in the newly instituted local parliament
(Duma) could be held by non-Christians although Muslims comprised over 80% of the
population. Their allotment was subsequently reduced to one third of the seats.'> Turkic-
language press was banned until 1905."° Azerbaijani-Armenian conflicts, which frequently
provoked bloodshed, were religious, socio-economic, national, and occasionally the result of
Russian pressure. As Audrey Altstadt explains it, “Both communities wished to alter the status
quo but in different ways. The Azerbaijanis wished to alter it at the Russians’ expense; the
Armenians, at the Azerbaijanis’.”'* This wasn’t because of an intrinsic alliance between the
Russians and Armenians. Rather, the Azerbaijanis stood to gain from independence in an
Muslim region, while the Armenians needed Russian support against the Ottomans and Iranians.
During the war period (1917-1920), Armenians also held Azerbaijanis responsible for Turkish
atrocities against Armenians in the Ottoman Empire, which was one of the forces fueling brutal
attacks against Azerbaijani Muslims. When Azerbaijanis took revenge for these attacks by
targeting Armenians, it further fueled ethnic tensions between these two groups.

The Bolsheviks exacerbated this divide. Industrial Baku was their regional power base.
By the 1913 census, there were more Russians registered in Baku than any other ethnic group,
but they comprised only around 35% of the population. There were almost as many Muslims in

' Once Soviet control solidified and newly educated cadres were available, of course, a jadidist or Musavat
background was cause for suspicion and persecution.

" Ibid, 19.

2 Ibid, 25.

" Ibid, 34.

" Ibid, 43.

137



the city as Russians, although the census tried to distinguish between Tiurks and Iranians. Many
of those counted as Iranians were Turkic speakers from the region in Iran named Azerbaijan,
making this a difficult and misleading distinction. Armenians made up the next largest group, at
just under 20%, with Jews, Georgians, Germans, and other nationalities filling out the rest.””
Since the Muslim workers were mostly unskilled, and thus easily replaced, the pre-Revolutionary
politicized proletariat was primarily Russian, Armenian, or Georgian. Muslim workers tended to
be more conservative. During the civil war and early Soviet years, the Communist Party and the
Red Army contained proportionally few Muslims (or their atheist descendants). The Soviet
vision of internationalism conflicted with the version of Islamic cultural modernity that
independent Azerbaijan promoted; what the Soviets saw as a political division, Azerbaijanis
experienced as an ethnic one.

The Muslim Azerbaijani population thus refined its national identity in opposition to
ethnically, religiously, linguistically, and now nationally identified others: the Russians,
Armenians, and Iranians. Defining Azerbaijani identity in relation to other Turkic peoples was
more complex, which undoubtedly added to pan-Turkism’s appeal. Azerbaijanis could
distinguish themselves from Iranians linguistically, and from Turkey’s Turks religiously. As
ethnically and linguistically defined, however, the Azerbaijani nation had more members living
in Iran than in Soviet Azerbaijan. Turkey was predominantly Sunni, while Azerbaijan adopted
Shi’ism under Iranian shahs several centuries earlier. But since both Soviet Azerbaijan and the
newly-founded Republic of Turkey were building modernist, secular states, this wasn’t that
important a basis for Azerbaijani difference. Indeed, Azerbaijan’s colonial oppression under the
Russians meant that Azerbaijanis saw themselves as Muslims in contrast to Orthodox Christians,
not as Shi’ites in contrast to Sunni Muslims. The atheist Soviet government, meanwhile, could
hardly attempt to resurrect this religious division as a source of national identity.

Baku retained a different symbolic register from that of Azerbaijan as a whole. It was an
inescapably multicultural city, one that the Soviets claimed as their own conceptually. The Baku
Commune entered Russian revolutionary mythology in the form of the twenty-six Baku
commissars, only a few of whom were actually commissars. When the Bolsheviks lost control
of Baku in July, 1918, this group fled and were ultimately executed by the Whites. Their death
was memorialized in Soviet culture as an example of revolutionary martyrdom. They were
ceremonially reburied in a Baku monument in 1920, and popularized in Soviet Russian culture
through, among other works, a poem by Sergei Esenin and Vladimir Kirshon’s 1928 play “City
of Winds.” However, the commissars were not useful for building Soviet Azerbaijani identity,
because only two of them could be claimed as Azerbaijani nationals. Soviet historiography
generally overstated the role of the Ottomans in ending the Baku Commune, as a substitute for
acknowledging the local, primarily Azerbaijani opposition to Soviet power. This allowed the
Soviets to project an image of the Baku Commune potentially allied with Azerbaijani identity,
but it couldn’t merge these elements.

The Soviet project of nation-building in Azerbaijan was an attempt to create a national
identity that would be greater than the sum of regional (Caucasian), ethnic (Turkic), and religious
(Muslim) allegiances. Since the Soviets were dedicated to eliminating the latter allegiance,
Soviet Azerbaijani national identity had two main elements: the physical land and the symbolic
nexus of overlapping larger Caucasian and Turkic identities, each of which was shared with a
broader community. Both elements represented Azerbaijan as a crossroads — yet another identity
it shared with many regional nationalities. The geographic aspect incorporated economic

15 Altstadt, The Azerbaijani Turks, 32.
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aspects, since by land, Soviet discourse primarily meant the subjugation of nature and territorial
distinctness. Azerbaijan fulfilled this trope by incorporating oil and cotton as emblems of the
national marriage of worker and peasant, industry and agriculture — a national adaptation of the
hammer and sickle.

Soviet Azerbaijani Literature
Throughout the process of building Soviet Azerbaijan, political and literary elites overlapped.
Conceptually distinct forces like “the Soviets,” “the Russians,” “pro-Soviet Azerbaijanis,” and
“Musavatists” were in fact positions that agents could take within the cultural field, but
definitions shifted according to perspective. I use the term “the Soviets” to refer to the collective
working towards a strong Soviet identity for Azerbaijan, figures who would all come to define
themselves as Soviet by the 1930s, although individual members of that group frequently had
other primary goals and allegiances along the way. “Soviet” is thus a discursive position here,
not a discreet element of Azerbaijani or all-Union culture. Azerbaijani writers could not ignore
the relationships between ethnicity, religion, and political affiliation even if they wanted to, and
few wanted to. The liberal intelligentsia that supported independent Azerbaijan from 1918 to
1920 was politically suspect under Soviet rule, but eliminating everyone active during
independence would have meant decimating already struggling cultural movements. To
encourage Azerbaijani national development as the Marxist-Leninist nationalities policy
required, the Soviets had to accommodate those willing to work with the new regime, at least
until a generation of purely Soviet writers could replace them. The first writers’ organization
essentially continued the Musavat-era organizations and focused on literary production in
general, as opposed to explicitly Soviet literature. In 1924, the Kommunist newspaper organized
a proletarian writers group, Red Pen, named partly in opposition to the Green Pen, a Musavat-era
organization that used green as a symbol of Islam. Red Pen subsequently merged with the liberal
writers organization, creating a general Association of Azerbaijani Writers, but the two branches
failed to reconcile. As RAPP/VOAPP gained power in Moscow in the late 1920s, the proletarian
faction of what was now AzAPP increased its attacks. It attacked both obvious targets who were
active before Sovietization, like Jjafar Jabbarly, and leftist proletarian writers like Mikail
Mushfik. After the April 23, 1932 resolution, the Azerbaijani organizing committee for the new
writers’ union was tasked with ending these disputes, but it was only feasible insofar as the
committee had something to offer both sides: publishing opportunities, funding, benefits, critical
attention. Not surprisingly, political maneuvering, critical disagreements, and personality
conflicts continued under the Union of Soviet Writers of Azerbaijan.'®

Like writers throughout the Soviet Union, Azerbaijani writers had to reconcile their
cultural education, with its shared map of literary and historical references; their personal
creative desires; a rapidly and painfully evolving society; authority’s demands for useful literary
output; and fundamental questions about Azerbaijani literature as a whole. Tyrrell argues that
while Russian writers viewed the Soviet project as modernizing and collectivizing, and thus
tackled those questions in literature, most Azerbaijani writers experienced Soviet domination as
a continuation of Russian imperialism. Their main goal was thus “to preserve and protect their
collective culture against Soviet control.”!” Russian oppositional literature, she suggests,
focused on the individual’s relation to the state, while the need to create and represent a clear

29 ¢c

" RGALIf. 631, op. 6, d. 38, 11. 1-3. Alekberli’s September, 1935 report on Soviet Azerbaijani literature to the All-
Unions Section on Nationalities.
" Tyrrell, Aesopian Literary Dimensions of Azerbaijani Literature, 32.
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national identity superseded the luxury of individualized self-representation for Azerbaijani
writers. This is a compelling argument, but Tyrrell consequently underestimates the importance
of individual identity within Soviet Azerbaijani literature. The peripheral relation to Moscow
didn’t replace the question of the individual’s position in a mass world; writers still asserted
their individual creativity and place within the literary field. However, that field was
complicated by national issues. The Azerbaijani field combined many of the issues confronting
Soviet national literatures: the need to define a literary language, changing alphabets, confusion
over national identity, questions about literary form, and the need to create a cohesive canon
integrating multiple languages and multilingual writers and sharing canonical figures with
competing nationalities on both sides of the Soviet border. Writers’ answers to these issues had
to be acceptably Soviet.

What Language Is Azerbaijani?

The Soviets put substantial effort into completing (or, in some places, beginning) the division of
Turkic speech into discrete, internally homogenous languages that coincided with national
identity. But this process of national linguistic differentiation took time. While Russian had
different terms for Turk (Turkish speaker, from Ottoman lands) and Tiurk (Turkic speaker, from
Azerbaijan or Central Asia), Azerbaijani did not. Instead, the term “tlirk” referred generically to
both populations and “tiirk dili” described the language, with the modifier “osmanli” [Ottoman]
making the distinction explicit as needed. The republic took the regional name, Azerbaijan, but
its language was more difficult to identify, let alone standardize. The name of the nation (and
thus its correlated language) was indistinct and took decades to settle, with some distinguishing
between Azerbaijani and Azeri/Tiurk, which ostensibly included the population living in Iran.
(Even after the breakup of the Soviet Union, Azerbaijan first declared its language Turkic, then
Azerbaijani, so this is by no means settled.) Speakers distinguished the historic language of the
Azerbaijani population from Ottoman Turkish because the latter was a formal register that
incorporated more Arabic and Persian vocabulary.'® Language reformers tried to expand this
difference by purging Arabic and Persian influences from Azerbaijani Turkic. At the same time
as the Soviet language reforms, however, the new Republic of Turkey was also purifying Turkish
by replacing Arabic and Persian roots with Turkic ones. Azerbaijani linguists formally rejected
unification with Turkish because the Soviet government saw pan-Turkism as a major threat to
Soviet authority in Central Asia, but the parallels made the process of modernizing Azerbaijani
Turkic more complicated. Further, too strong a shift risked abandoning hopes of persuading the
Azeri population across the border to join the revolution. The balance between the proselytizing
and centralizing impulses shifted according to the demands of Soviet power in the region.

One of the main debates around Azerbaijani was over the alphabet. Nineteenth century
cultural modernizers had pushed for Latinization, but this movement gained steam under the
Soviet government. Supporters claimed the Latin alphabet was easier to teach than the Arabic
alphabet then in use, could better represent Turkic phonetic distinctions like vowel harmony,
would simplify and thus increase publishing, and was a scientific, forward-thinking system.
Detractors argued that changing the alphabet would cost a substantial amount of time and money

" RGALI f. 631, op. 6, d. 38, 1. 8. “...3bIK TOralIHEil HHTEIMICHIINN OBLT TYPELIKIM A3BIKOM. Be3yCI0BHO OH
Ooraue, 4eM TIOPCKHH A3bIK, KOTOPBIH Hadan oopmisTecs nocie 20 roga. TIOPKCKHIA S3BIK 3TO KPECThSIHCKUH
SI3BIK. Y TIOPKOB HE OBUIO MMCEMEHHOCTH, HUUero. Typeukui ke s3blk cunTaics guteparypusiM.” [The language
of that era’s intelligentsia was Turkish. It is unarguably richer than Turkic, which began to take shape after 1920.
Turkic is a peasant language. The Tiurks didn’t have a written culture at all. Turkish was considered literary.]
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to implement, and would invalidate existing educational and cultural materials, thus impeding
literacy at all levels. Both sides used Soviet internationalism to back their claims: the Latin
alphabet was truly international, and would give Azerbaijan greater access to world culture;
while the Arabic alphabet increased communication with (and thus conversion of) other Turkic
peoples, including the Azeri population in Iran. However, newly literate populations were
adopting the Latin alphabet in the 1920s, lessening this justification.'” Detractors asserted that
Latinization would divorce Azerbaijani culture from its cultural heritage. Latinizers argued that
the resulting increases in book production would quickly surpass the small libraries of works to
which few Azerbaijanis had access, anyway.

Altstadt suggests that the primary reason Bolsheviks supported Latinization was to
further separate Azerbaijan from the new Republic of Turkey rising out of the Ottoman
Empire.”’ Ayca Ergun shows that the Azerbaijanis promoting this policy assumed that Cyrillic
was the eventual goal. However, an immediate transition to the Cyrillic alphabet would have
triggered too much national resistance, whereas the Latin alphabet could fulfill many of the goals
of alphabet reform without looking like Russian chauvinism.*' This pragmatic approach
matched the overarching pattern of Soviet nationalities policy, but that doesn’t mean those
pushing Latinization were united in their purpose. Many supporters were genuinely advocating a
progressive, not strategic, decision. The political position may have been nominally the same,
but the positions within the cultural field were vastly different. In 1923, Azerbaijan made the
Latin and Arabic alphabets officially equal, to give people time to adapt before the state made
Latin the official alphabet in June, 1924. Just under a year later, the Arabic alphabet was banned
for newspapers and government correspondence. In 1929, however, the Republic of Turkey
followed suit, undermining the distance that Latinizing Azerbaijani provided.

The alphabet reform gave the Soviets an excellent opportunity to further linguistic and
cultural reforms as well. Many Arabic or Persian words were dropped in favor of “international”
or vernacular terms. Every word under debate was a new opportunity to advocate cultural
values, so this process rarely went smoothly. For example, one side defended the borrowing
“aeroplan” as an international word, while others argued for translating it into Arabic, claiming it
was a richer language, and nativists produced “u¢-kug¢” from Turkic roots.” The argument for
“aeroplan” gave the Russian usage of that term as evidence, which was unfortunately
undermined when the Soviet Russians produced the calque “camoner.” The term for
Transcaucasia followed a similar route, except that Azerbaijanis were choosing between a
transliteration from the Russian (Zaqafqaziya) and an Azerbaijani translation. (Adopting a name
that decentered Russia, as opposed to describing Transcaucasia in its peripheral relation, was not
an option.) Again, similar processes in multiple republics and countries meant that available
positions were constantly shifting — a wide array of scholars, writers, and bureaucrats were trying
to solve the same problems, but each solution nudged the others out of alignment.

' Martin, Affirmative Action Empire, 186.

20 Altstadt, The Azerbaijani Turks, 124.

*! Ayca Ergun, “Politics of Romanisation in Azerbaijan (1921-1992)” (Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, Series 3,
20:1,2010), 38-9.

2 RGALL f. 631, op. 6, d. 38, 1. 9.
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Azerbaijani in Form

Until the late nineteenth century, in Azerbaijan, literature meant poetry. Turkic poetry primarily
adapted forms from the intersecting Arabic, Persian, and Ottoman Divan traditions.” These
categories combined specific metrical and rhyme patterns with subject matter, so that the ghazal
focused on love, for example, and the gasida on praise. The formal range tended to be narrower
than that for Western odes or lyric poetry, continuing the classical association of form and
content, but there was some variation in rhyme scheme and line length. One of the major clashes
among Soviet Azerbaijani writers was over whether to adapt these forms to new content or use
revolutionary new forms, which in practice meant adapting Russian forms. Since both positions
were defensible, this debate was a vehicle for personal antagonisms and other issues, but the
question was still a valid one. Across Soviet literature, the relationship between socialist realism
and poetry was more loosely defined than it was for prose and drama. Since most national
literatures boasted well-established poetic traditions that long predated the Revolution, it was a
field where national writers could exploit the slippage between traditional and Stalinist
discourses to carve out a small piece of their own territory. Because Azerbaijani prose and
drama were newer genres, developing only in the second half of the nineteenth century, their
forms carried less cultural significance, but consequently also had less opportunity for national
expression. Instead, the questions shifted to manner of representation and choice of topic.

Soviet critics applied familiar terms from Russian literary criticism to these questions. In
general, these terms only incidentally referred to aesthetic qualities, instead of political ones.
Romanticism encoded the Musavat-era liberal writers as having nationalist politics and a
romantic literary style. The favored term of attack on proletarian writers was revolutionary
romanticism, implying an idealized mode of representation partially redeemed by its correct
political orientation. Some critics used accusations of revolutionary romanticism to try to rein in
young writers, such as Mikael Rafili, whom they saw as overly enthusiastic in their assimilation
of Soviet Russian models like Mayakovsky. Linguistic choices were marked as pan-Turkic, pan-
Islamic, or nationalist, depending on whether they strayed too close to Ottoman influences,
Arabic and Persian vocabulary, or the non-Sovietized vernacular. Most of these categories are
only marginally useful to post-Soviet scholarship, with romanticism in particular obscuring a
fundamental question about literary allusions.

Pre-Revolutionary Azerbaijani writers (however the Soviets defined that camp) used a
system of symbols common to Arabic, Persian, and Divan poetry. Images were saturated with
established meanings, so that, for example, the nightingale evoked a lover’s devotion and the
rose garden functioned as an escape from the imperfect world into the divine. These symbols
operated as essential markers of a text’s poetic status, literary allusions, and religious-
philosophical concepts. Without them, Azerbaijani poetry looked neither poetic nor Azerbaijani,
but using them reinforced regional discourses that the Soviets opposed. Writers who rejected
this symbolic vocabulary had to find other ways to culturally mark their texts, either by referring
to canonized writers by name or history instead of their literary tropes, or by providing
geographic detail.

Across Soviet literature, the relationship between socialist realism and poetry was more
loosely defined than it was for prose and drama. Since poetry also had the strongest pre-
Revolutionary movements in many national literatures, it was a field where national writers
could exploit the slippage between traditional and Stalinist discourses to carve out a small piece
of their own territory.

% Divan poetry was the dominant, Persian and Arabic-influenced court poetry of the Ottoman Empire.
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The Azerbaijani Canon

As mentioned in chapter 3, Azerbaijani writers constructed their national canon by sifting
through a millennium of poets, philosophers, and historians for biographic and linguistic clues
that could support classifying them as Azerbaijani. There were clear regional variations in
Turkic long before the twentieth century, but it is almost impossible to trace specific
contemporary languages back to discrete cultures in antiquity. Nevertheless, this was an
essential component of the Soviet project in Central Asia, and thus a central component of
Azerbaijan’s campaign to be recognized as a major Soviet literature. Mamed Alekberli’s speech
at the 1934 Congress is an excellent example of this process, as he named classical writer after
writer, claiming each in turn for Azerbaijan.

First among these figures was Zibeyda, an eighth-century poet who appears as a character
in Thousand and One Nights. After acknowledging that she wrote in Persian, Arabic, and
Turkic, Alekberli announced, “3ubeiina Xaryn — azepOaiikanka, OHa TTUCaIa
TPEHMYIIECTBEHHO CTHXH Ha TIOPCKOM si3bike.”" [Zibeyda Hatun was an Azerbaijani, she wrote
predominantly poems in Turkic.] Language also connected the tenth-century poet Fuzuli, who
lived in Baghdad under the Safavid and Ottoman empires. “®@uzynau — ropaocTb
asepOaiixanckoit mureparypsl.”> [Fuzuli is the pride of Azerbaijani literature.] Not only was
he highly respected in the Persian tradition, he “npuxoBbiBaeT k cebe BHUMaHUE €BPONEHCKUX, B
TOM YHCIIE H PYyCCKHX BOCTOKOBeoB. > [attracts the attention of European orientalists,
including Russian ones.] And in one respect, at least, Fuzuli was a proto-Soviet: “®uzynu
BIIEpBBIC B UCTOpHH A3epOaiikaHa MoCTaBUII BOIIPOC O HETOAHOCTH apadckoro andasuta. Ero
CTHXH SIBIISUTHCH arMTaIHei 3a HOBBIN TIOpKcKuil andasut.”’ [Fuzuli first in the history of
Azerbaijan raised the question of the Arabic alphabet’s unsuitability. His poems agitated for a
new Turkic alphabet.] Although Fuzuli was hardly a Latinizer, this reference suggests an
alienation from Arabic influence that supports the vision of a proto-Azerbaijani nation waiting
for Soviet liberation and the glories of alphabet reform. Fuzuli was from Karbala, but his family
was Turkic and he wrote much of his work under the Turkic Safavid empire. His best-known
Turkic work is Leyla and Mejnun, based on the poet Nizami’s Persian version of the tale.
Fuzuli’s ethnic heritage justified the Soviet claim that Turkic was his “true” literary language,
whereas in Arabic he was following spiritual custom, and Persian was just the dominant literary
language of his era. Since Fuzuli’s Turkic writings were produced for Shah Ismail’s court — and
Shah Ismail was himself a Turkic poet — this claim is slippery. Soviet scholars also argued that
Fuzuli’s works were in Turkic, not Ottoman, despite their insistence elsewhere that later
Azerbaijani writers wrote in Ottoman only because Turkic was a peasant language without a
literary tradition.

Alekberli’s speech explicitly invoked the process of identifying figures for the national
canon by citing recent Azerbaijani scholarship. He used this work to “prove” the Persian-
language poet Nizami was, in fact, Azerbaijani: “V3 MmaTepuanoB, HaXOAAIMXCS B HAILIEM
pacnopsKeHUH, JOCTaTOYHO SICHO BUHO, yTo Huzamu — Tropok u3 ["aHxku, Ul 1 TBOPUI B
TaHoke U TaM xe ymep. Ero rpobmuma obHapyxkena tam xe.”> [From materials at our
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disposal, it is sufficiently clear to see that Nizami is a Tiurk from Ganja. He lived and created in
Ganja and died there as well. His grave has also been located there.] Before this material was
discovered (and for those who doubted these sources), Nizami had been considered Persian or
Iranian. The Azerbaijani claim to Nizami was more tenuous, since he wrote only in Persian.
Perhaps predictably, scholarship on him compensates by increasing the rhetorical claims. as
shown by the heavy use of the phrase “our Nizami.” By comparison, the phrase “our Fuzuli”
occurs, but at perhaps a tenth the rate.

Those who doubted these sources or were unaware of them — which covered most of
Nizami's readership — continued to identify Nizami as Persian instead of properly recognizing
him as Azerbaijani: “B gopeBomonnoHHbIi iepuo rankuana Unbssca Huzamu cunranu
upanuemM. Jlaxe MHOTHE eBpPONEHCKIE U PyCCKHE CIEIMATNCTBI, TIPOI0JIKas 3a01yKaaThes,
cunraiot ero mepcom.” [In the pre-Revolutionary period Ilyas Nizami from Ganja was
considered Iranian. Even many European and Russian specialists, still confused, consider him
Persian.] More important than the national identity they assigned him, however, was that these
specialists studied Nizami at all. Even misguided attention was better than none. Translations
were another way to measure Nizami’s significance. Although his poems were not translated
into Russian, Alekberli reported, Russians did have access to them: “IlpousBenenust Huzamu
MepeBEACHBI OYTH Ha BCE €BpOIECKHE A3bIKU... MHTEepecHo, uTo «Xamcon» Huzamu
nepeBe/ieH Ha GpaHIy3CKuif 361K i m3man B [lerepGypre B 1845 1.°° [Nizami’s works were
translated into almost all European languages... It is interesting that Nizami’s “Hamson” was
translated into French and published in Petersburg in 1845.] Their European reception was more
useful for determining international status than Russian, in any event.

Alekberli presented the more recent Persian-language writer Mirza Shafi Vazeh with
similar status via European reception, although this posed a somewhat different threat to his
Azerbaijani affiliation. After proclaiming, “Mupsa Illadu Basex — asep6aiimkaner’™ ' [Mirza
Shafi Vazeh is an Azerbaijani], Alekberli defended this position at length from scholars who
claimed that Mirza Shafi was in fact a pseudonym for his German translator. As with Nizami,
recent Azerbaijani scholarship proved Azerbaijan's national claims to this established writer.
International recognition was especially important for Alekberli’s strategy; successfully arguing
that major writers were Azerbaijani was predicted on their status. Since most of the Congress
audience was poorly versed in Arabic and Persian poetry, European scholarship and translations
justified Alekberli’s claims that these writers were major and thus that Azerbaijani literature was,
too. Despite the importance of writers like Nizami and Fuzuli in classical culture, Alekberli’s
speech failed to establish Azerbaijani as a major literature. The very need for this rhetorical trick
undermined the speech’s main argument. It is difficult, after all, to imagine a Russian speaker
giving an equivalent speech: “You’ve heard of Pushkin; he was Russian.”

Not all writers that could be thus incorporated into the canon were, of course. Ideology
still played a role, so that the twelfth-century court poet Abul-ula-Ganjavi was acknowedged,
then dismissed with the condemnation that: “3ToT MoaT Bcemu pubpamu 1ymiu ObLT CBA3aH C
JBOPIIOM, CBOE JAPOBAHKE OH TIOCBSATHII ABOPIIOBO 3HATH, U HCIIOJIL30BATh €r0 MBI HE MOYKEM.
OH — He HaIll ¥ HaM POBHBIM CYETOM HH4ero He octamn.” > [This poet was connected to the
court with all the fibers of his soul, he dedicated his gift to the court elite, and we cannot use
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him. He isn't ours and in our honest assessment left us nothing.] Although Alekberli introduced
Abul-ula-Ganjavi as a central figure of Azerbaijani literature, the deliberate confusion of the
possessive “ours,” referring to both Azerbaijani-national and Soviet-political affiliation,
ultimately redeposited Abul-ula-Ganjavi outside the national canon. His importance lay in his
influence on other Azerbaijani writers, although he remained worthy of Alekberli’s mention
because it implied a rich, conflicted history for pre-Soviet Azerbaijani literature as a whole.

Translating Azerbaijani Writers

Incorporating figures like Nizami into the national canon required more effort than just
identifying their connection to Azerbaijan. A canon only exists if it is read, which for the
Azerbaijani canon meant it had to be read in Azerbaijani, and that required translation. Nazarli’s
report at the all-Union organizing committee’s third plenum session neatly balanced the three
operative categories: “PegakiusMu HOpy4eHO CHEIMATUCTaM IIEPEBECTH Ha TIOPCKUH SA3BIK
n30paHHbIe CTUXH a3epOalxaHckux nmucaresneit 12 u 13 BekoB — Xaransl 1 Huzamu,
HATIMCABIIE CBOM IIPOM3BEICHNS Ha IepCHacKoM s3bike.” [The editorial board has tasked
specialists with translating into Turkic selected poems by Azerbaijani writers of the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries — Khagani Shirvani and Nizami, who wrote their works in Persian.] Almost
immediately after, he mentions translating the classics of Azerbaijani literature into Russian, this
time without having to tackle the Turkic-Persian divide.**

Canonical writers outside the national language challenged the balance between the
beliefs that translations are equivalent and that national literature had value in the Soviet system
precisely because it was national. Translating them was thus a delicate process and one that,
whether acknowledged or not, differed from other modes of translation. Translating national
writers into the national language splits linguistic and cultural translation. Most translations
engage both paradigms simultaneously, but claiming a work as part of the target language’s
national culture theoretically makes the act of translation a purely linguistic exercise. In practice,
however, Persian and Arabic provided dense cultural connotations and, more importantly, writers
like Fuzuli and Nizami were intentionally participating in those cultural fields when they wrote.

The inherent Azerbaijani-ness of their works relied on the premise that had their choices
been made freely, they would have chosen to write in Azerbaijani. Through this reading, their
choice to write in another language becomes itself a translation of a nonexistent Azerbaijani
original into the source language. Returning that imagined text to its national language is thus
the process of locating and realizing a latent national potentiality in the original text. When that
potentiality is realized and national identity develops, at least some of the cultural meanings of
the text shift into alignment with the target culture, simplifying the problem of cultural
translation and asymptotically approaching the fiction that these translations can be purely
linguistic. While textual potentialities may be infinite, they are not indiscriminate. The
academic evidence — geographic for Nizami, ethnic for Fuzuli — validates their national
potentialities.

On the practical level, translation provided another opportunity to reshape the pre-Soviet
canon to predict and promote Soviet values and aesthetics. Not only were some works translated
more readily than others, translators often shifted the text’s orientation to align properly. Even
contemporary Azerbaijani writers underwent this process when translated into Russian,
becoming more explicitly ideological in translation. This may have played into Russian

3 RGALI f. 631, op. 6, d. 34, 1. 100b
¥ RGALIf. 631, op. 6, d. 34,1. 11
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misconceptions about the national literatures as a whole, but some national writers (like
Vurghun) encouraged this process, viewing it as another way of realizing potentialities in their
texts. It was, perhaps, the equivalent of wearing their best clothes when they visited Moscow.

To the Congress

The Azerbaijani delegation to the First All-Union Congress of Soviet Writers represented the
breadth of new Soviet Azerbaijan. It combined writers from various earlier factions: AzAPP, the
proletarian poets whom AzAPP had attacked, and Jabbarly, who represented both the fellow
travelers and had been a member of almost every literary organization along the way.” Jabbarly
stood out as the oldest of the Turkic writers on the delegation, at a decrepit thirty-five years old.
Except for those figures who were on the delegation as non-literary members, the Turkic-writing
delegates from Azerbaijan were under thirty. The summer of the Congress was spent reviewing
membership applications for the Azerbaijani writers union and determining the governing body,
which in turn decided who would go to Moscow.”® The all-Union organizing committee
allocated ten seats to Azerbaijan, eight with voting privileges and two non-voting seats. The
voting seats went to Ali Nazim, Mikhail Kamskii, Mehdi Hussein, Suleiman Rustam, Ahmed
Trinich, Egishe Chubar, Vurghun, and Alekberli. Abdiilbaki Yusuf and Arshavir Darbni
rounded out the initial list in the non-voting slots. As the Congress drew nearer and other issues
arose that could best be addressed by expanding the delegation, three more members joined with
voting rights — Jabbarly, Abdul Hasan, and Salman Mumtaz — and four without — Ali Sabri
Kasimov, Mikael Rafili, Kantemir (Kafur Effendiev), and Georgii Stroganov. Ethnically, this
meant the seventeen-member delegation had two Armenians, two Russians, one Turk, and
twelve Azerbaijani Tiurks.

Looked at from another perspective, the delegation split somewhere around age thirty.
Writers below that age were teenagers during independence and developed their literary
identities under Soviet power. Except for Salman Mumtaz, the older figures were either
experienced at literary organization or esteemed fellow travellers. Trinich grew up in the
Ottoman Empire and ended up in Baku almost by accident during the chaos of Revolution. A
Party functionary, he edited Kommunist, which sponsored the Red Pen association in the 1920s,
and managed a theater, among other assignments related to literature. Kamskii was a Russian
prose writer who worked in the Siberian mines before the Revolution, then moved to Baku in
1922. From 1934 on, he was the editor-in-chief of Literarturnyi Azerbaidzhan. Egishe Chubar,
an Armenian poet and Bolshevik since 1918, was a member of the Armenian organizing
committee, but attended the Congress as a delegate from Azerbaijan. Jabbarly and Ali Sabri
Kasimov represented the new union’s embrace of fellow travelers. Both were liberal writers
who reforged their identities after the Revolution with moderate success. Jabbarly was a
newspaper literary correspondent during the Musavat era and part of a resistance organization in
the 1920s. While he wrote pro-Soviet works, they were routinely accused of revolutionary
romanticism.

Mumtaz was the odd man out on the delegation. A pre-Revolutionary merchant, Mumtaz
was a scholar and collector, but not a writer. Nor was he politically reliable. Instead, Mumtaz’s
primary credential was his personal library filled with irreplacable manuscripts, the best in
Azerbaijan. He had devoted years and large amounts of money to tracking down obscure

¥ RGALI f. 631, op. 1, d. 9, 11. 39-40.
36 «Kto priniat v soiuz pisatelei.” Vyshka. June 12, 1934. “Pravlenie Azerbaidzhanskogo soiuza sovetskikh
pisatelei.” Bakiinskii rabochii. June 27, 1934.

146



antiquities that could establish Azerbaijan’s literary presence in the classical period. Mumtaz
was the one who proved that Fuzuli was Azerbaijani, based partly on manuscripts in his
possession. Nationalizing Mumtaz’s library wasn’t attractive, because much of the information
about his holdings lay in his head, making it difficult to navigate the material without him as a
guide. Thus, building the Soviet Azerbaijani canon necessitated placating Mumtaz by
prominently including him on the delegation. In a frank and critical report to the Moscow
Writers Union, Alekberli explained: “MsI cienanu ero 4wieHOM COI03a HE TOTOMY, YTO OH
SIBJISIETCS] NOCTOMHBIM ujieHOM Co103a, a TOTOMY, UYTO €ro HY>KHO rcronbs3oBath.” [We made
him a member not because he is a worthy member of the Union, but because we need to use
him.] And use him they did. Alekberli made sure that Gorky spent some time with Mumtaz
during the Congress, to flatter him into cooperating more fully.

We can read the rest of the delegation as a group of young Tiurks, even though not all of
them were Turkic.*® The majority of the writers in their twenties shared a common narrative:
after showing early literary potential, they went to Moscow to study literature and ideology, then
returned to Baku to take up the dual task of literature and literary organization. Although they
obviously went to Moscow to study Soviet (Russian) models, their academics focused on
national literatures. This implied that national writers had to go to Moscow to learn how to write
nationally, then return to Azerbaijan as full-fledged national representatives. In essence, the
Congress brought these writers back to Moscow to represent the culture that they initially went
to Moscow to learn how to produce. Nazim, Rafili, Vurghun, Rustam, Hasan, and Kantemir all
followed this model, as did the Armenian writer Darbni, whose stint in Baku as a playwright and
organizer authorized postponing his military service.*” Rafili, who studied in Moscow with the
Turkish revolutionary poet Nazim Hikmet, wrote avant-garde poetry. He consistently clashed
with Vurghun and the critic Nazim, who defended classical form. Rustam, who had chaired Red
Pen, was a poet and dramatist tackling issues like village class warfare, while Hasan was best
known for his novels on collectivization and the civil war. Kantemir was working on a novel on
collectivization, which was published in 1935 as Kolkhozostan.** The Russian poet Georgii
Stroganov, who worked for Bakiinskii rabochii, attempted to follow this pattern, but was caught
overstating his Azerbaijani authority when demanding entrance to the Moscow drama schools.*'
Two young delegates broke this model: Mehdi Hussein and Abdulbaki Yusuf. Hussein only
studied in Moscow after the Congress, while Yusuf’s literary career faded away. Mammedkazim
Alekberli was also an exception, but only because he was working in Moscow as a Red professor
during the Congress and so did not need to travel o Moscow.

Who wasn’t included in the delegation? The most prominent omission was Nazarli, who
headed the Azerbaijani organizing committee for most of the process. Nazarli’s domineering
leadership offended most of the committee’s members. His feud with the poet Mushfik
ultimately divided the committee to the point that Mir Jafar Baghirov, the Azerbaijani Central
Committee Secretary, intervened to remove him from his duties.*” Neither Nazarli nor Mushfik

TRGALI f. 631, op. 6, d. 38, 1. 21.

* From a historical perspective, of course, the jadidists were probably the closest corollary to the Young Turk
movement in the Ottoman Empire.

* RGASPI f. 74, op. 1, d. 298, 1L 6-7. Letter dated November 7, 1934.

* Kantemir did not register at the Congress under his pen name, and was thus untraceable to the editors of the team
of Russian scholars, led by S.S. Lenevskii, who compiled the appendix to the reprinted Congress transcripts. He
appears in the list of unidentified authors under his birth name, K.S. Effendiev. PVSSP, Appendix, 9.

“'RGALIf. 631, op. 6, d. 38, 1. 39.

2 RGALIf. 631, op. 6, d. 38, 1. 22.
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were part of the delegation. Seid Ordubady was another notable omission. A Party member
since 1918 (before Soviet control of Azerbaijan), Ordubady had published ten books of poetry,
plays, and pro-Soviet novels. He ran into conflict with the organizing committee over financial
issues, however, leading Alekberli to characterize Ordubady in his 1935 report, “B o6mem on
BeZeT cebsl He KaK MIcaTeb KOMMYHKCT, a kak Topram.” " [In general, he doesn’t act like a
writer and a communist, but like a petty trader.] Other potential candidates included the poet
Rasul Rza, satirist Sabit Rahman, and Tatul Gurian, an Armenian poet who was active part of the
Azerbaijani Writers Union Secretariat.**

As a whole, the Azerbaijani delegation to the Congress marks 1934 as the tipping point
between two eras of Azerbaijani literature. Comparing the pre-Revolutionary and post-
Revolutionary generations reveals the continuities and disconnects in the representation of Soviet
Azerbaijani identity. Although this oversimplifies their cultural roles, the crossing trajectories of
Vurghun and Jabbarly illustrate thus relationship. Both writers lost a parent as children, started
writing poetry in their teens, and then added dramatic works to their repertoires as they matured
artistically. Only seven years separated Jabbarly and Vurghun in age, but this small gap meant
Vurghun’s formative literary years were guided by Soviet power. The still controversial
Jabbarly died shortly after the Congress, in December 1934, just after Vurghun became the first
Secretary of the Union of Soviet Writers of Azerbaijan.

Jafar Jabbarly: the Women of Azerbaijan
Although he wrote poetry and short stories, many of them satires, Jabbarly’s main contribution to
Soviet literature was a series of plays focusing on the destruction of old Azerbaijan and heralding
the coming Soviet world. Like most writers of this period, he was more comfortable depicting
the moment of revolutionary conflict than tackling the new society which this conflict had
supposedly produced. Jabbarly adapted well to the communal processes of writing for the stage,
collaborating closely with Azerbaijani and Russian directors.” Although never fully trusted as a
pro-Soviet writer, he served in the Azerbaijani organizing committee drama section and spoke on
Azerbaijani drama at the Congress in Moscow.*°

Tyrrell presents a detailed analysis of Jabbarly’s 1924 play Od galini [Bride of Fire],
reading it as a parable of the choices facing Azerbajanis in the Soviet Union.*’ The play depicts
a skewed triangle between a brave rebel, a beauty, and the local official who wants to send her to
the ruling Arab caliph’s harem to secure his own position. It debates whether open resistance or
self-sacrifice is more effective, ending with the rebel’s tragic martyrdom. Tyrrell identifies
Jabbarly’s Sufi influence for this play, from the characters’ symbolic names to the philosophical
debates to the question of masked rebellion, to argue that the beauty everyone desires represents
Azerbaijan. This approach is far more productive than trying to shoehorn Jabbarly’s characters
into realist, let alone socialist realist categories.” However it is worth remembering that

® RGALL f. 631, op. 6, d. 38, 1. 16.

4 «Oktiabr’ v literature Azerbaidzhana.” Bakinskii rabochii. November 7,1933. RGALI f. 631, op. 6, d. 38, 1. 41.
* E.Dzh. Gezalova discusses these relationships at length in “Dzh. Dzhabarly i ideino-khudozhestvennye iskaniia
sovetskoi dramaturgii 20 — 30-kh godov,” in Azerbaidzhansko-russkie literaturnye vzaimosviazi: voprosy teorii,
istorii, sovremennoi praktiki (Edited by A.A. Gadzhiev. Baku: Izdatel’stvo “Elm,” 1988), 188-204.

* Bakiinskii rabochii. February 6, 1934.

" Tyrrell, Aesopian Literary Dimensions of Azerbaijani Literature, 34-40.

* See, for example, Mamed Arif, Literatura Azerbaidzhanskogo naroda (Baku: Azerbaidzhanskoe gosudarstvennoe
izdatel’stvo, 1958), 50; or Yasar Qarayev’s chapter on Jabbarly in Belli Basli Donemleri ve Zirve Sahsiyetleriyle:
Azerbaycan Edebiyati (Istanbul Otiiken Nesriyat, 1999), 327-343.
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martyrdom had its pro-Soviet face, as well. The twenty-six Baku commissars were evidence of
that.

Jabbarly continues representing Azerbaijan through an embattled female character in
Sevil. Written in 1927, it was turned into a film in 1929 and an opera in 1953. Set during
Azerbaijan’s brief period of independence, Sevil follows its eponymous heroine, who gets
divorced when her banker husband falls in love with another woman. Under sharia law, she
loses her son and position in society. Her husband’s sister, Gulush (giliis means “laughter”),
teaches her about emancipation and when the Soviets come to power, Sevil is one of the first
women in Baku to support the new government. Although Gulush presents the arguments for
and prospects of liberation, the play focuses on Sevil’s suffering, which condemns the supposed
liberalism of the Musavat government and justifies the Soviet takeover. Gulush shares her name,
which connotes joy, with the Komsomol figure in Jabbarly’s 1929 play Almaz, Gulverdi (giil
verdi). Gulverdi’s name, which uses a common family name pattern, means “rose given.” The
rose was a common symbol in Islamic poetry connoting fleeting love, as opposed to the
nightingale’s eternal devotion. Jabbarly uses it here as a marker for materialism, as opposed to
misleading spirituality. He uses the same productive suffix for negative religious characters, like
Imamverdi and Allahverdi in /n 1905, which also features the positive character Gulsun.

Like Sevil, Almaz focuses on women’s liberation as articulated by a strong female
character. Eighteen-year-old Almaz, whose name means “diamond,” takes pride in her
assignment to the backward village of her childhood. When offered an opportunity to return to
the city where she was educated, Almaz refuses to leave the village, explaining “Bilirsiniz, bu
saat bura bir vurus meydanidir. Siz indi meydandan gagan bir fararisiniz.”* [Understand, at this
hour, this place is a battlefield. You are now running from the field as a deserter.] She is busy
organizing a kolkhoz to help women escape their backward subjugation, dispensing pragmatic
advice, and explaining atheism to suspicious villagers. Almaz enrolls a woman in the “New
Road” kolkhoz against her family’s wishes, provoking the counter-revolutionary powers of the
village, who try various tricks to limit Almaz’s influence, including buying her off and
denouncing her. The married secretary of the village soviet cooperates with the conservative
elements in the village to pressure her into an affair. Supported by her schoolchildren and
comrades, Almaz protects the woman and her illegitimate child, ultimately claiming the child as
her own. When Almaz’s fiancé returns to the village, he is appalled that Almaz apparently has a
newborn child and demands to know who the father is. Almaz refuses and breaks the
engagement. At her trial, the beleaguered kolkhoz woman comes forward and admits that the
child is hers, naming the mullah as the father. Although Almaz is vindicated, she confesses that
she is still guilty:

Bali, 6ziimii togsirli bilirom, ¢linki man bu invalid ¢uxas1 geymis qolgomaq haci

ohmadlors, soriflora, mirze somandarlara qarst miibarizoys ancaq Kommunist

Partiyasinin rohborliyi ilo vo yoxsul kondlilori togkil etmok yolu ilo is goriilo

bilocoyini yaxsi diisginmomisdim. Maon tokbagima miibarizo aparmisdim. Mon

basa dliismomisdim ki, bu miibarizon1 ancaq mon aparmiram, fohlo sinfi partiyanin

rohbarliyi altinda aparir. Mon sshvlorimi boynuma aliram. Ancaq bu sshvlorim

dﬁsman}grimi sevindirmosin. Miibarizo davam edir! Sohvlor mona ¢ox sey

Oyratdi.

4 Cofor Cabbarl, Secilmis asarlori: dord ¢ildds (Baki: Sarg-Qarb, 2005), 3:62.
>0 Ibid, 3:140.
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Yes, I admit that I am guilty, because I did not properly realize that I could
organize this path only with the poor villagers and the Communist Party’s
leadership, and instead I wore this invalid clothing to do battle against the kulak
Haji Ahmeds, Sherifs, and Mirza Semenders. I entered into battle as an
individual. I failed to understand that I can only enter this battle with the working
class under the leadership of the Party. I accept my mistakes. But let these
mistakes of mine not gladden my enemies. The battle will continue! I will learn
a great deal from my mistakes.

Almaz’s confession ensures that the play, despite depicting village Party corruption, maintains its
Party-mindedness. Her self assessment follows a well-established Party ritual of self-abasement
that internalizes the collective lens to view and correct individual behavior. Erdogan Uygur
reads Almaz as Jabbarly’s attempt to move into socialist realism, which the play’s conclusion
fully supports.”’ But it is also telling that Almaz’s confession does not mention the gender
politics that trapped her into this position. A/maz moves the Sevil plot into the Soviet era,
showing how women can fulfill the promise of liberation. However, it does nothing to resolve
the tension between feminine symbolism and female agency.

Jabbarly’s works represent Azerbaijan as feminine, suggesting that unveiling campaigns
not only work to liberate individual women, but the entire symbolic nation. Azerbaijan is
encoded as the object of desire for waves of male invaders, who can control her body, but not
touch her soul. Although he has an uneasy relationship with Soviet power, the woman question
allows Jabbarly to position himself at the intersection of pre-Revolutionary liberal and Soviet
ideals. From the former perspective, as Tyrrell reads him, the Soviets are another invasion that
will ultimately fail. From the latter, Soviet liberation allows characters like Gulush and Almaz to
fulfill their own destinies, under the benevolent eye of the Party.

Samed Vurghun as National Writer in “Azerbaijan”
Like Jabbarly, Vurghun starts with a feminine Azerbaijan. His depiction of the motherland is
correlated with his artist presentation of the mother figure as a whole. Vurghun’s own mother
died when he was six, a loss he portrays in one of his early poems, “Mother” [Ana]. The first
stanza makes the connection explicit:

Pok ¢ocugdum, yers gomdiilor soni,

Hoyata qanadsiz atdilar mani.

Bax, neco pozulub 6émriim giilsoni,

Hoyat sonsiz mono zindandur, ana!

When I was a child, you were buried somewhere,
And thus to life they carried me out wingless.
Look, how my life is a ruined rose garden,

Life without you is prison to me, mother!

The early burial ties the poet’s biography to the traditional symbols of Azerbaijan’s literary
canon. Vurghun opposes life to the heavenly rose garden and compares himself to the

> Erdogan Uygur, “Azerbaycanh Sair ve Yazar Cafer Cabbarli” (Tiirkiye Sosyal Arastirmalar Dergisi 8:1, 2004),
11.
52 Vurgun, Segilmis asarlori, 1:34.
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nightingale. However, he redirects the bird’s classical devotion from a romantic love object
towards the maternal. This is a first step towards his ultimate love, the motherland. In
“Azerbaijan,” the key apostrophe echoes Vurghun’s depiction in “Mother.” The second verse,
which repeats to form the poem’s triumphant conclusion, returns to the maternal nest:

El bilir ki, son manimsan,

Yurdum, yuvam, moskonimson!

Anam, dogma vatonimson!

Ayrilarmi koniil candan?

Azorbaycan, Azarbaycan!

The people know that you are mine,
You are my home, my nest, my hearth!
You are my mother, my homeland!
Can the heart be split from its soul?
Azerbaijan, Azerbaijan!

Scholars have interpreted the indivisible heart and soul as Vurghun and Azerbaijan.” The rest of
the stanza represents Vurghun’s love through the same symbols as his young love for the absent
— and thus perfect — human mother, on the one hand, and as the traditional poet’s devotion to his
beloved. He furthers this link in a later poem, “Nightingale” [Biilbiil], calling the nightingale
forth to sing a new song: “Gel, seyda biilbiiliim, verak sas-saso, / Qardasliq adina min séhbat
acaq.”* [Come, my love-struck nightingale, to give sound to sound, / to start a thousand
conversations in the name of brotherhood.] This 1937 poem completes Vurghun’s redirection of
traditional symbols to create a Soviet Azerbaijani poetic language, but its journey is far more
complex than Lahuti’s failed example of the nightingale-turned-tractor. Vurghun’s nightingale is
a Soviet poet.

Vurghun continually returns to the role of the poet, generally proclaiming himself in that
role. For example, in his 1931 poem “Thorny words” [Tikanli s6zlar], he announces, “Man /
giinesi yarisa agiran / boyiik giinler sairiyom...”>> [I/ challenging the sun / am the poet of great
days...] Both within and beyond his poetry, Vurghun expressed his willingness to step into
Soviet literature as the Azerbaijani Pushkin. Alekberli complained that Vurghun’s confidence
antagonized the other writers: “OH roOBOpHT, YTO SIBISETCS €AMHCTBEHHBIM TTO3TOM
Azepbaiikana. — J[o MeHs He OBUTO U TOcie MEeHs HUKOro He Oyner’. OH TallaHTIMBBIN TOAT,
XOTsI 51 HUKOT/Ia He CKa3aJl eMy JJMYHO 00 9TOM, a TOJIbKO pyrai ero. IToxBaisl ero nopTﬂT.”5 6
[He says that he is the only poet of Azerbaijan. “There was no one before me and there will be
none after.” He is a talented poet, but I’ve never admitted that to him personally, but only
scolded him. Praise is spoiling him.] Vurghun began translating Pushkin’s Evgeny Onegin
around the same time as the Congress, further connecting himself to the role of great national
poet.

Vurghun does not merely write himself into the heart of Azerbaijan, however. He claims
authority as the poet of the Caucasus, concluding his 1934 “Caucasus” [Qafqaz]:

Bir zaman g6z yas1 igmis doralor,

> Yasar Qarayev, “Azorbaycan adobiyyatinin Vurgun dovrii.” In Vurghun, Segilmis asarlori, 1:5-6.
> Vurgun, Se¢ilmis asorlori, 1:243.

> Ibid, 1:122.

S RGALL f. 631, op. 6, d. 38, 1. 24.
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Qayalar, silsilalor, moagcoralor
Indi ii¢ qardasin olmus votoni...
Ucii bir yerds diisiindiikca, moni
Anacagqlar, sevocoklor, bilirom;
O zaman dagda kiiloklor, bilirom,
Otacak bir golocak sairini,

Bu giiniin, balko do, tok sairinil..”’

Where at one time the valleys and the rock faces,
the mountain ridges and the copses drank tears
Now this is the native land of three brothers...
Thinking of those three united in one place,

I know they will celebrate, they will love me;

[ know at that time the winds in the mountains
Will bring hither a poet who perhaps still
Surpasses today’s solitary poet!...

The three brothers obviously represent the Georgians, Armenians, and Azerbaijanis. Although
Vurghun prophesies a greater poet yet to come, depicting himself as the solitary poet of the
Caucasus undermines that modesty.

The relationship between the poet, the mountains, and the winds recalls an earlier, 1929
poem, “Movement” [Horokot], in which Vurghun tackles the question of artistic inspiration and
inheritance. To a Soviet audience, this poem clearly shows the influence of the Russian avant-
garde from its opening lines:

Horakat!
Horakat!
Bu giin damalarimi dolasan
bu gan

Heg do diinankino bonzomir, inan!®

Movement!
Movement!

This blood wandering through my veins
today

No longer resembles yesterday’s, believe me!

Both the energetic exclamations and the step-ladder structure (which Russian translations
exaggerate) echo Mayakovsky’s revolutionary poetry, suggesting a straight conduit from
Moscow to Baku. However, Vurghun’s dedication complicates this relationship. The poem is
dedicated to Hikmet, the Turkish Communist poet who spent much of the 1920s in Moscow.
Hikmet, whom many Turks consider the greatest Turkish poet of the twentieth century, was
familiar with Mayakovsky’s forms, but adapted them to his own purposes. In 1929, Hikmet was

T Vurgun, Se¢ilmis asorlori, 1:163.

¥ Ibid, 1:73. Like Russian, Azerbaijani has no articles, so there is no difference between “movement” and “the
movement.” This poem suggests both dynamism and the spread of Communist ideology, so “harokot” should be
interpreted in both senses.
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back in Turkey and out of prison there. By dedicating his poem to Hikmet, Vurghun triangulates
the question of literary influence, suggesting a route between Moscow and Baku by way of

Istanbul or Ankara.

The poem itself depicts a poet seeking inspiration. He wanders through the thorny fields,
another classical symbol of the real world, as opposed to the divine rose garden without thorns:

Fagot man yono

enarak gocanin derinliyina,

Hor giin dolagdigim ucsuz-bucaqsiz,
odsuz, ozagsiz,

Tikanl ¢6llerin bir yolgusuyam.
Esit, ey!
aradigim sey

Artiq na esqdir vo na do hicran.

Bu hiss, hoyacan

galbimdan galmadi, fikrimdon dogdu:
Horakat!
Horokot! ™

However I again
Having descended into night’s depths,

Having wandered every day without end or angle,*
without fire, without hearth,

Am a traveler of thorny fields.
Equal, hey!
the thing I seek
Is no longer love, nor separation.
This emotion did not come from

my throbbing heart, it was born from my thought:

Movement!
Movement!

Motivated by cultural demands, not by injustice or personal emotion, the poet’s wandering must
be directed towards international liberation. Personal movement is insufficient, as opposed to
that of all humanity and, especially, the East. The imagery moves from the poet alone with his

rushing pen, to collective forces:
Incilin, quranin yarpagqlarini
Sovurur gdylors simal yellori.
Sorqin ellori
yazin yazin
Bu giindon sohratli vo sanl boklor.®!

The northern winds will blow away

the leaves of the Gospel and the Koran.

* Tbid, 1:73.
5 An idiom expressing infinity.
o1 Vurgun, Segilmis asarlori, 1:74.
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The eastern peoples,
writing and writing,
Wait for the day of fame and glory.

“Movement” subtly enacts one of the central Soviet plots, directing desperate personal
aimlessness into joyful collective action. By referring to “simal yellori” [the northern winds],
Vurghun evokes Moscow as the movement’s source. The rhymed “simal yellori” and “Sorqin
ellori” [the eastern peoples], reinforced by the grammatical parallelism and structural
anadiplosis, suggests an opposition between the winds and peoples. While the northern wind
sweeps away the leaves of the Koran, however, the peoples of the East are not waiting for word
from Moscow, but from themselves. The repeated image of the wind also connects the animate
energy to Baku itself, the city of winds.

Buludlar goynunda himalaylar,
Sossiz gecolordos ulduzlar, aylar,
Tonha bir sairin uzaq xoyali,

sairlik halz,
Qiiruba yaxin hozin bir monzora

susuz bir dara,
Daglarla qucaglasan olvan buludlar,

yam-yasil otlar
Ucurar fikrimi dumanlar kimi.

The Himalayas in the clouds’ lap,
The stars, moons in the soundless evenings,
One lonely poet’s distant reverie,
the poetic mood,
Approaching sunset, a hazy outlook
a dry ravine,
Colored clouds embracing the mountains,
the bright green grasses
Fly through my mind like vapors.

The poet’s reverie spans the Himalayas and the Taj Mahal, charging the romantic Caucasian
landscape with international influence. Vurghun thus evades a simple dyad depicting Moscow’s
influence over Baku, instead projecting Baku’s influence eastward. He sites poetic inspiration in
the romantic landscape, but instead of individual genius, here proclaims a creative dialogue. The
poem concludes with an projected “you,” which the dedication suggests is Hikmet:

Bunlar,

bu saydiqglarim,

Son

Vo man,

Hor ikimizdon toroyon,

Hop bu harokatdondir,

Bu sonsuz suratdendir.
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These,

these I have counted,
You
and me,
Everything comes from the two of us,
All is from this movement,
From this endless impression.

The concluding “surot” means both the image and its copy, so that the endless “surat” refers to
the landscape, the poetic tropes it evokes, and the process of poetic representation itself.

“Movement” remaps the available literary geographies to position the Soviet Azerbaijani
poet at the center. The resulting vision fuses Islamic and Turkic cultural identities, Azerbaijan
(and particularly Baku) as a crossroads, the Soviet political trajectory, and a dynamic movement
which will change the Eastern world, not just Azerbaijan. Yet Vurghun does so with a light and
lightly melancholic touch, one suited to the spring images he uses.

By 1935, Vurghun is no longer as concerned with declaring his independence from
Moscow’s influence. The international gesture in “Azerbaijan” is somewhat heavier, but this
reinforces the passage’s message:

Keg bu dagdan, bu arandan,

Astaradan, Lonkorandan.

Afrikadan, Hindistandan

Qonagq golir bizo quslar,

Ziilm olindon qurtulmuslar. ..
Leap over this mountain, this vale,
From Astara, from Lankaran.

From Africa, from India,
The birds coming to visit us
Have escaped the oppressor’s fist...

Split across sentences, the first three lines provide a caesuraed list of grammatically identical and
internally rhyming locations: the mountain and valley, then two towns in Azerbaijan, and finally
two foreign lands, each home to a large mix of peoples under colonial rule. The international
here is represented by the South and East, suggesting that Azerbaijan’s influence will move in
the same directions that Moscow’s has. The apostrophized motherland of “Azerbaijan” connects
Vurghun’s image of the nation to Jabbarly’s struggling women of Azerbaijan. In Vurghun’s
poetic universe, however, the motherland is important precisely as a mother. Vurghun’s
feminine landscape is fertile; it nourishes its people and sends out its poet-sons to change the
world.

Although Vurghun consistently employs and reinforces an all-Union Soviet discourse, he
does not subsume his poetic vision to it. The Soviet center in Vurghun’s vision is Baku. I
believe this explains his 1934 drama in verse “Oliim kiirsiisii” [Death Chair], which depicts the
fascist trial and exile of a Bulgarian Communist. Tyrrell reads this as an Aesopian text which
artfully twists an approved subject to launch “a subtle but pointed attack against the Stalinist

2 1bid, 1:177.
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purges.”® Although the representation of power is not always a parable for contemporary
authority, it was difficult to write about a show trial in the 1930s without considering the
political subtexts. However, Vurghun’s choice of subject reveals a more complicated position
with respect to the full cultural field of Soviet literature. By tackling the theme of international
Communism in its European manifestation, as opposed to limiting himself to the oppression that
Eastern or Turkish figures such as Hikmet faced, Vurghun claims the right to write as a world
literary figure on par with his Moscow comrades.”* The Soviet center in Vurghun’s vision is not
Moscow; he lays claim to literary authority without geographic centrality.

Vurghun shows how Soviet Azerbaijani literature ultimately defined itself through the
negotiation of demands from local, “Asiatic,” and Moscow-based forces. He strategically
positioned himself in role Moscow as eager to see filled, that of the national poet. But in order to
claim that position, Vurghun had to rewrite the definition away from Russian literary influences
and Moscow’s idea of the periphery. Vurghun claimed Soviet Azerbaijan as a literary
motherland, foregrounding himself as a son of his nourishing native soils who was nonetheless
able, imaginatively speaking, to stride freely across the globe. Vurghun’s success shows what
Azerbaijani writers were able to take away from the Congress: a vision of Soviet literature that
accommodated problematic aspects of their historical and linguistic specificity, like the
relationship to Turkish, through a narrative of triumph over those concerns. This made the
Azerbaijani case more complicated than Moscow’s, but did not prevent Azerbaijan from
producing a full-fledged literary culture with a variety of voices. The delegation’s presentation
of Azerbaijani literature, both in their speeches and through their presence, established a portrait
of the nation which has lasted into the present day.

% Tyrrell, Aesopian Literary Dimensions of Azerbaijani Literature, 65.
% Bulgaria is a particularly interesting choice in this regard because of its earlier position within the Ottoman
empire.
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AFTERWORD

Throughout this dissertation, I have argued that Soviet literature must be read as a multinational,
multiethnic, multilingual literature. This is important not only for scholars of the Soviet period,
but for those seeking to understand other supranational or international literary movements.
Ultimately, we can only evaluate ideas through their expression, and a national identity is one
such idea. Soviet literature provides an intriguing expression of a myriad of national identities,
each negotiating a position within a totalizing — but never total — discourse. The cultural field of
Soviet literature is thus both broader and richer than it might appear.

The First All-Union Congress of Soviet Writers inaugurated Soviet literature and was a
celebration of its power. Although it closed many doors, and the writers’ union it introduced
went on to close many more, the Congress presented a multifaceted literary culture that did not
always conform its ideological and discursive constraints. Moscow had many enforcement
mechanisms, but they were never anywhere near perfect. While even Russian works reveal the
gap between the doctrine of socialist realism and Soviet literary practice, the full scope and
cultural ambition of Soviet literature are most evident in the national literatures of the non-
Russian republics. Writers defined national literatures in ways that preserved some of their
cultural treasures and creative autonomy, exploiting the gaps in Soviet discourse and the distance
between the center and the periphery. Given the relative scarcity of Russians fluent in a national
language, Moscow could only evaluate national literatures in two ways: through translations and
through local assessments. Both of these forms required the national writers to participate, as
even translation depended on someone’s assessment of what work should be translated. Texts,
writers, and discourse traversed the distance between Moscow and Baku, accumulating
complexity as they went.

Soviet materials are frequently painful to read, especially those of the 1930s, a period
which saw great violence inflicted upon writers as well as their languages. Nevertheless, I have
attempted to preserve the variety of voices involved in the preparations for and performance of
the 1934 Congress. The archival materials reveal the ad hoc nature of Soviet practice, the
importance of national literatures to the definition of Soviet literature, the extent to which
Moscow misread the periphery, and the reduced but crucial discursive and institutional spaces
through which national writers were able to invent themselves as Soviet. Like many researchers,
I have come to feel great affection for the individuals hiding in brief sentences on a dusty page in
a rarely accessed corner of the archives. To read Soviet literature as a handful of canonical or
subversive texts misses a point those writers fought so hard to make: this Soviet discourse was
theirs, too, not just Stalin’s or Gorky’s. They spoke Soviet in their native languages and in a
Russian varying from fractured to eloquent. Even as they repeated official slogans ad nauseum,
they also used Soviet discourse as a vehicle to claim some agency over the narratives of their
lives and their imaginations, to insist upon the specificity of their experiences and their literary
voices, to write literatures in which national cultures could read their changing identities. Soviet
literature embraced all of these voices, at least for a moment.
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APPENDIX A. SPEAKERS AT THE 1934 CONGRESS OF SOVIET WRITERS

Full names are given for delegates and well-known figures. Non-delegates are italicized.

Unfortunately, many of the guests delivering greetings are identified only by their last name and
affiliation. Where possible, I have tried to transliterate names from their national languages,

rather than from the Russian version.

Session Speaker ‘ Delegation ‘ Identity | Topic ‘ Lang.
August 17, 1934 — Friday evening
Chaired by Ivan Kondrat'evich Mikitenko (Ukraine)
Maxim Gorky Moscow Russian writer opening words Russian
Andrei
Alexandrovich Party Central speech on Soviet
1 Zhdanov Committee member | (Russian) literature Russian
report on Soviet
Maxim Gorky Moscow literature Russian
greetings from the
Izotov shock worker Donbas miners Russian
(Gorky, presiding) | Moscow greetings to Stalin Russian
August 19, 1934 — Sunday morning
Chaired by Yanka Kupala (Belorussia)
Russian poet, report on children's
Samuil Marshak Leningrad children's writer literature Russian
2 greetings from a young
pioneer camp in the Far
Kanshina young pioneer East Russian
Ivan Tulianovich report on Ukrainian
Kulik Ukraine Ukrainian poet literature Russian
August 19, 1934 — Sunday evening
Chaired by Vladimir Petrovich Stavskii (Moscow)
Mikhail
Nikolaevich Belorussian writer, |report on Belorussian
Klimkovich Belorussia critic literature Russian
head of polar speech on the
steamship importance of literature
Otto Schmidt expedition to readers Russian
greetings from the
workers of the Moscow
3 Nekrasov worker Stalin auto factory Russian
greetings from the
worker, fabric female workers of
Gurova manufacturing plant | Moscow, fabric industry | Russian
greetings from the
Moscow engineers and
Arkhangel ’skii engineer TsAGI Russian
thanks to the Moscow
Demian Bednyi Moscow Russian poet workers Russian
Najmi Tataria Tatar writer report on Tatar literature | Russian
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Session Speaker Delegation Identity Topic Lang.
Tatar political greetings from the first
organizer at a “kolkhoz university,”
collective farm through Kazan
Kozhevnikov tractor station University Russian
village
correspondent for
3 Peasants’ Paper of | greetings from a
cont. |Kryndina Ukraine Kharkov fishing artel Russian
greetings from the Lapp
people of Kol skii
Gerasimov Peninsula Russian
dairy farm director,
Kashir region (near | greetings from the Spark
Lazareva Moscow) kolkhoz Russian
August 20, 1934 — Monday morning
Malakiia report on Georgian
Toroshelidze Georgia Georgian critic literature Russian
4 . th
greetings from the 5
plenum of the Moscow
Sukhanov military inventor Soc. of linventors Russian
Drastamat report on Armenian
Simonian Armenia Armenian journalist | literature Russian
August 20, 1934 — Monday evening
report on Azerbaijani
Mamed Alekberli | Azerbaijan Azerbaijani writer | literature Russian
member of a greetings from Moscow
Kobiakov workers’ lit circle | workers’ literary circles | Russian
report on Uzbek
Rahmat Majidi Uzbekistan Uzbek critic literature Russian
5 report on Turkmen
Oraz Tash-Nazarov | Turkmenia Turkmen poet, critic | literature Russian
greetings from the
conference of school
workers from the
Proletarian region of
Abramenko school director Moscow Russian
Abolhasem Lahuti | Moscow Iranian poet report on Tajik literature | Russian
August 21, 1934 — Tuesday morning
Chaired by Petr Andreevich Pavlenko (Moscow)
speech on Soviet style,
national literatures,
Mikhail Javashvili | Georgia Georgian writer Georgian literature Russian
6 speech on Soviet
Fedor Vasil’evich literature, building on
Gladkov Moscow Russian writer Gorky's points Russian
Leonid speech on world
Maksimovich literature, form and
Leonov Moscow Russian writer purpose Russian
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Session Speaker Delegation Identity Topic Lang.
Armenian writer,
Aleksandr national writer of | speech on non-literary
Minasovich Armenia & achievements of Red
Shirvan-Zade Armenia Azerbaijan Armenia Russian
Viktor Borisovich | Moscow Russian scholar, speech on Russian
Shklovskii (non-voting) | writer literature Russian
speech on task of
Nikoloz Iosifovich national writers,
Mitsishvili Georgia Georgian poet Georgian literature Russian
greetings from the
teachers from the Stalin
Parodian region of Moscow Russian
6 speech on German German, then
Czech and German |reception of Soviet broken
cont. |prang Weiskopf foreign guest | writer literature Russian
speech on Belorussian
Yakub Kolas Belorussia Belorussian poet literature Russian
Ivan Kondrat’evich Ukrainian writer, speech on Congress and
Mikitenko Ukraine dramatist Gorky's talk Russian
Vladimir
Vladimirovich speech on Soviet tasks
Ermilov Moscow Russian poet (brigade to Uzbekistan) | Russian
speech on Ukrainian
Itsik Fefer Ukraine Yiddish poet literature Russian
Mikhail Fedorovich Russian writer, speech on Soviet
Chumandrin Leningrad dramatist (Russian) criticism Russian
August 21, 1934 — Tuesday evening
Chaired by Boris Pasternak (Moscow)
speech on children’s
Lev Abvramovich literature, tasks facing
Kassil’ Moscow Russian writer young writers Russian
Moscow Russian scholar, speech on Soviet
I. Lezhnev (non-voting) | publicist (Russian) literary groups | Russian
Moscow young
7 pioneers song on the Congress Russian
speech on children's
Kornei Ivanovich Russian critic, literature in English and
Chukovskii Leningrad children's writer Russian Russian
II’ia Grigor’evich Russian poet, speech on Western and
Erenburg Moscow journalist, writer Soviet literature Russian
greetings from the
1l’ichev Moscow garrison Russian
Vsevolod
Vital evich greetings to Defense
Vishnevskii Moscow Russian dramatist | Commissar Voroshilov | Russian
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Session Speaker Delegation Identity Topic Lang.
greetings from
Defense, Aviation, | Osoaviakhim, report on
and Chemical the battleship M.Gorky,
7 Construction call for defense
cont. delegates (Osoaviakhim) literature Russian
speech on French French,
Jean-Richard literature and Soviet Erenburg:
Bloch foreign guest | French writer theory Russian
August 22, 1934 — Wednesday morning
Chaired by Aleksandr Georgievich Malyshkin (Moscow)
Vladimir speech on Soviet
Matveevich literature (brigade to
Bakhmet’ev Moscow Russian writer Belorussia) Russian
Feoktist speech on Western,
Nikolaevich Russian, and Soviet
Berezovskii Moscow Russian writer literature Russian
speech on Soviet
(Russian and
Petro Panch Ukraine Ukrainian writer Ukrainian) literature Russian
speech on Russian and
Ali Nazim Azerbaijan Azerbaijani critic Azerbaijani literaure Russian
Anna speech on Soviet
Aleksandrovna (Russian) literature,
Karavaeva Moscow Russian writer writers as workers Russian
speech on Soviet
Leonid Sergeevich (Russian) literature,
8 Sobolev Leningrad Russian writer role of emotion Russian
Marietta speech on Soviet
Sergeevna Russian poet, literature as
Shaginian Moscow writer multinational Russian
greetings from female
workers, village
Novikova- correspondents, and
Vashentsova beginning writers Russian
Aleksandr speech on Party and
Serafimovich Moscow Russian writer literature Russian
Afzal greetings from
Mukhutdinovich Bashkir writer, Bashkiria, speech on
Tag