Margaret Ziolkowski, "Imagining Stalin in Literature and Art"

By now everyone has read Rybakov's Children of the Arbat. The novel's publicaionin
the Soviet Unionin the late 198Gs attraded much attention, bu from aliterary-historicd
perspedive, it isonly onein along series of works that seek to deglamorize Stalin and, in arder
to doso, make use of similar physicd, verbal, and psychologicad charaderization. Theresult is
often a series of commongaces. Examined in context, Children of the Arbat emerges as atypicd
product of atradition d stereotyping.

An appredation d theimage of Stalin presented in criticd literary compasitions requires
an awarenessof two major, generally antithetica bodes of cultural material. One of these isthe
massve arpus of officia literary, artistic, and aher propaganda dating from the Stali n era that
surrounds the person and personality of the dictator and serves as a mnstant tadt objed of
literary polemics. The other is the negative historicd and memoiristic works devoted to Stalin
and Stalinism. The interadion d these very diff erent bodes of material has had a remarkably
consistent impad on the feaures of literary Stalins of recent decades, contributing abowve dl to
the development of a stereotyped persona, a demonic enbodment of socialist evil.

The genesis of Stalin's official personain literature and art of the Stalin era can be tracel
in large part to the dictator himself. As ealy asthe 1920 Stalin singled out for praisein Lenin
qualities which he later sought deli berately to have ascribed to hmself. Hisdesireto be almired
for the same qualiti es attributed to the nea-deity Lenin was realily apparent to the Soviet
intelli gentsia. The virtues of modesty, simpli city, intelledual aauity, devotionto the people, and
commitment to Leninist ideology rapidly becane canoric in contemporary appraisals of Stalin.

Wise, cdm, unassuming, in touch with the people--such is the Stali n represented by mainstream



Soviet literature of the mid-twentieth century. His gatic iconic quality is often enhanced by
referenceto physicd constants, like his pipe, bods, mustache, shining eyes, and penetrating
glance

Soviet artists also played an important role in fostering the national adulation d Stalin.
Artistic representations emphasize the same qualiti es purveyed by literature--modesty, devotion
to the people, wisdom, and commitment to Lenin's legacy, which is underscored by the frequent
presencein the badkground d busts and aher representations of the dead leader. Stalin's godlike
status is emphasized by hisisolation. Even in the midst of groups of people heis clealy set apart
(slide examples).

Recent literary and artistic portrayals of Stalin appea to have been composed in dred
oppdaitionto the image of the leader propagandized duing hislifetime and still subscribed to
among some Russans. These works sngle out for debunking and satire the canonic paositive
qualiti es and traits Stalin suppcsedly possessed and engage in an impli cit dialogue with
conventional notions abou his greaness To achieve the subversion d what was oncethe
dictator's nea divine status, writers often make use of the historicd and memoiristic works
pubished sincethe deah of Stalin that seek to demolish his received image. The Stalin who
emerges from the pages of many revisionist literary works represents a ampelli ng example of
the dualism that may result when traditional motifs are turned ontheir heals. In fad, the new
Stalin dften appeas to constitute asynthesis of traits that are the antitheses of those described in
orthodo literature and art of the Stalin era and d detail s, many unflattering, culled from
historicd and memoairistic literature. Such syntheses are generally remarkably consistent with ore

ancther, so consistent that they result in the production o no lessmarked a stereotype than their



predecessors.

The simil arities in the various depictions of Stalin in literature begin with the delinedion
of his physica charaderistics, apputenances, and mannerisms. The differenceis that, whereas
formerly such detail s were mentioned in aneutral or positive mntext, now they may aaquire a
negative or ironic cast. For example, adramatic reversal of a positive motif in the physica
description o Stalin often occursin discusson d his eyes. This negative asessment can be
traced at least as far bad as Trotsky, who talks about the “glint of animosity” in Stalin's “"yellow
eyes." Novels like Children of the Arbat and Solzhenitsyn's The First Circle reiterate this notion
asasignpast of an evil persondlity.

Recent works also take issue with tradition by highlighting physicd fedures deli berately
ignored by ealier literary and artistic representations of Stalin, for example, his dort stature, low
forehead, and pakmarked skin. These motifs may nat al appea simultaneously, but often
several occur in theinitial description d Stalin in agiven work. In Children of the Arbat a visitor
observes: "Stalin seamed shorter than average height, thick-set, somewhat pockmarked, with
dightly Mongolian eyes. In the thick hair over alow forehead grey hairs were showing." A
moment later, " Stalin's eyes suddenly becane yell owish, heavy, tiger-like, maliceflashed in
them.” The acumulation d such detailsimparts aremarkably formulaic quality to Stalin's
literary portrayals.

A similar, if lessmedianicd, consistency, informs criticd lit erary representations of
Stalin's verbal manner and intelledual ability. Criticd portraits of the dictator also dften share
additional assumptions abou his psychology, abou, for example, his suspiciousness even

paranoia, his cgpriciousness false modesty, sadism, crudeness anti-Semitism, and hastility



toward Lenin. Aswith many of his physicd and verbal charaderistics, where some of Stalin's
purely psychdogicd traits are cncerned, the reversal of receved athodo assertions occurs,
thus contributing to the aedion d atotally antithetica image.

What we ae onfronted by hereis a mherent processof stylized disparagement, an
exaggerated processof negative dharaderization that refleds broad cultural developments
initi ated soonafter Stalin's deah. Rusgan literature repededly exhibits literary Stalinswho are
the mirror images of their 1930 and 194G predecessors and carbon copies of their
contemporaries. In this context, it beaomes difficult to spe& of redism. Abowe dl, criticd
literary portraits of Stalin seek to delineae the amntours of contemptible but pernicious evil . In so
doing, they often resort to evocaive ommongdaces, commongaces that may represent
themselves asredistic detail, bu are esentially stock motifs. At least for the present, Stalinin
literature remains, as before, a predominantly abstrad, symbadlic figure. In Russan art aswell, it

is gill tooealy to talk about redism in the representation d Stalin (slide examples).



