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PREFACE

I FIRST became interested in Soviet literature when at Cambridge
in the late twenties, though I did not read Russian at the Uni-
versity. I had, however, a smattering of the language, acquired as a
result of a sojourn of some years (1912-18) in Russia as a child, and I
proceeded to revive my knowledge of it, rusty and half-forgotten as
it was, at first through the megium of the poets I then discovered.
The world of Blok, Khlebnikov, Mayakovsky, Pasternak* and Essenin,
which was then revealed to me, proved an exciting adventure, and
both coincided with and complemented that of the modern French
poets and, of course, that of our poets of the era, Hopkins, Yeats,
Eliot, Joyce and Lawrence. There was much in common in that early
phase (1912-27) between Russia and European poets in their general
asthetic trend and both schools shared a common background of
Symbolism, Imagism and Futurism. It was also true that traditionally
the function of Russian literature was to deal more directly with the
problems of life in their social setting and the peculiar nature of the
immense Russian revolutionary experiment was to stress still further
social factors and a belief in the possibility of “transforming the
world ” in practical ways at the expense of a more purely asthetic
attitude towards life. The poets I had discovered really belonged to
an earlier phase of the Revolution which was dominated by a battle
of ideas : the break between this world and that other one to come of
a more stabilized and organized revolutionary society was already on
the eve of occurring and was soon apparent in the mobilization of
writers to record the achievements of the First Five Year Plan (1929).
In an Anthology, which I edited and which was published in 1933,}
this transition was already clearly indicated. By that time, the
modernist movement was on the wane in Europe generally or was
assuming new forms, but in the Soviet Union it was brought to a
formal and more drastic end by an official and exclusive acceptance
of the canons of Socialist Realism from 1932 onwards. ‘

*First Essay Towards Pasternak, published in Experiment, No. 6, Cambridge,

1930. P
t+Soviet Literature (ed. Reavey and Slonim): Wishart, London ; Covici Friede,

N.Y.; N.R.F., Paris; Mondadori, Milan.
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Soviet Literature To-day

I confess that for a time I lost some of my interest in Soviet lite ‘a-
ture and was more attracted by the French scene.* This was doubt-
lessly due to the fact that, since the death of Mayakovsky and apart
from the continued but to me familiar mode of Pasternak, who also
published very rarely at this time, there appeared no new poetic
genius to excite me sufficiently, with the exception, perhaps, in a
minor key, of Bagritzky and the momentary but lively fancy of
Zabolotsky (1933), a poet who has since mysteriously vanished from
the scene of Soviet letters. Gone were the fire and the drama associa-
ted with the names of Blok, Essenin and Mayakovsky, and the whole
of the debate of their time. Instead, Soviet literature was in the throes
of internal reforms which, essential or useful as they have been in the
light of the fundamental, indusfrial and national developments of the
period, had far less colour and literary genius to symbolize them. New
foundations were being laid and the great achievements lay rather in
the sphere of industry, agriculture dnd social reorganization, rather
than in that of literary talent or brilliance: the country was being
radically transformed from a backward and primitive agricultural
land to one of great potential industrial power. And, as a corollary,
the links with the past, with literary and political traditions that had
at first been ruthlessly severed, were now being reforged again in a
careful and deliberate manner.

But, in 1941, I again turned to the land where by then terrific
battles were raging against the invading German armies, and I wrote
several feature programmes broadcast by the B.B.C. and somewhat
optimistic in tone considering the situation at the time. By April,
1942, on board an Arctic convoy bound for Murmansk on the way to
join the British Embassy in Kuibyshev on the Volga in an official
capacity, I felt more like an ancient traveller into the unknown than
a potential Embassy Secretary. Having reached my destination,
though not without adventure, I remained in the Soviet Union for
over three years, until the summer of 1945, and had some share in
starting and directing that novel venture, the Britansky Soyuznik or
British Ally, the first British and foreign paper to be published in
the U.S.S.R.

To have spent the war years in the Soviet Union and to have
observed the Russian people in their distress and resolution is an un-
forgettable experience as is, indeed, the discovery that in their homes
and behind the barrier of dogma and officialdom they are still a most
human people, hospitable and full of kindness when their peculiar
shyness of the foreigner is in abeyance. Their society, too, is far
more fluid than one would suppose from the outside staring at a
facade of rigid pronouncements and acts. But the importance of

*Thorns of Thunder. Selected Poems of Paul Eluard (ed. George Reavey):
Europa Press, London, 1936.
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Preface

these latter must not be underestimated either, for they set the tone
and underline the purpose of the whole experiment.

Russia has always been a land notoriously difficult for a foreigner
to assess, and since thc Revolution the Soviet Union has been con-
stantly the subject of controversial debate and partisan passion.
Three years is a none too long period for a first hand acquaintance—
one just begins to arrive at scratching the surface by that time. On
the other hand, a longer stay without re-emerging into the outer world
would also be fraught with peril—that of losing one’s sense of pro-
portion. This peculiar world has a pressure all its own and life in it
may be compared to that of a deep sea fish that is in danger of
bursting when it emerges to the surface. I almost felt like that myself
when I was whisked off in an aeroplane and landed back in a strange
enough post-war Western world of another density. After a few
months of readjustment, I decided to write this book analysing the
trend of Soviet literature over the past decade and in its post-war
mood, and also in so far as it reflects the march of Soviet life. In
stressing the background of the literary scene, in contrasting the goal
with the achievement, in elaborating on the relation between writer
and critic, and in touching upon the Soviet dialectical attitude to the
West, I have tried to make the book a little more than a narrow
“literary history.” If it also helps to throw some light on the pro-
cesses at work, their direction, and the general movement of Soviet
Society—that “ unprecedented and unbelievable State, rushing head-
long into the ages,” as Pasternak called it in his Safe Conduct (1931)
—then my purpose will be doubly served. And I have done my best
to give a balanced account based on my observations and on the
reading of Russian texts which, on the whole, are not enough known
or studied abroad with the result that critical comment is often ten
or fiftcen years out of date. If, herc and there, a note of friction has
to be recorded instead of one of co-operation after the war, that is a
situation that has to be squarcly faced. It is no wse shirking differ-
ences when they are emphasized just as it is foolish to magnify them
when they are not. The problem of the present and the future is how
to resolve these differences in a reasonable and human way.

My thanks are duc to Mr. Michacl Apletin, Vice-President of the
Foreign Commission of the Union of Soviet Writers in Moscow, for
answering a number of queries and supplying me with some books
which it would have been impossible otherwise to get, to Madame
Alexei Tolstoy, Madame Afinogenova, and those Soviet writers whose
hospitality I enjoyed; and to the Librarian of the School of Slavonic
Studies at the University of London for the use of the Library.

GEORGE REAVEY.
15t Fuly, 1946.
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‘The Traditions, History and Character of Soviet Literature of To-day

CHAPTER I

‘THE TRADITIONS, HISTORY AND CHARACTER
OF SOVIET LITERATURE OF TO-DAY

1

Traditions in the Making

HE background, achievements, and aspirations of Soviet
literature are not easy to assess for a number of reasons. In
no literature are theory and practice more closely related or at least
nowhere is there such insistence on their identity. This both simpli-
fies and complicates the task : while there may be a certain number
of constants to guide one, there is also a perpetual interplay of
theory and reality on an evolving foundation and every now and
again a slight or more emphatic modulation of line. In approaching
this literature, two ways are open to the critic. One is to consider
only those Soviet works that have been translated into English and
to pronounce critical judgment upon them; and here no doubt the
standard of comparison would ‘be our knowledge of the Russian
classics. Another would be to study Soviet literature in its native
environment and in the process of development—in the background
of a whole complex of factors making up the society of which that
literature is the product and reflection. Here we shall attempt the
latter approach and we shall try to situate the literature of the war
period and the first year of peace in their appropriate background.
It is to be hoped that as a result a clearer picture will emerge of the
problems and tasks, the directives and trends, of this literature, and
of the life and work of the writers who compose it.

An added reason for insisting so much on the background is that
the eclectic method has not yet done full justice to the Russian
literature of the 1g9th century. While writers like Gogol and
Turgeniev, Dostoievsky and Tolstoy, have been given all the limelight,
other writers of quality and importance like Lieskov and Saltykov-
Schedrin, for example, have long been ignored. Writing in 1914,
Maurice Baring said : “ There is no translation of Saltykov-Schedrin,
the greatest of Russian satirists; there is no complete translation of

11



Soviet Literature To-day

Lieskov, one of her greatest novelists. . . > Thirty years later, we

find these writers still comparatively unknown. The same is true of
the critic-philosophers, Herzen and Bielinsky, Chernyshevsky and
Dobroliubov, who are now regarded as the founders and p.ecursors
of the realist attitudes of to-day. .

We must warn the reader in advance that this will not be a bo k
about great literary geniuses. The Soviet literature of to-day reveals
no such outstanding figures as had graced Russian literature in the
past. But we do not wish to imply that this literature is without its
talent, variety and interest, or that it may not have its geniuses in the
offing. The period we are dealing with was a particularly difficult
one and had very special problems of its own; but whatever might be
said about its total contribution, it was full of developments and
trends that are significant for the future. In any case, the lack of
great literary geniuses at present doer. not appear to be an exclusively
Soviet phenomenon if we are to judge by the rest of the world in the
past ten years. There may be good social reasons for this mniversal
state of affairs, but it is outside our province to embark upon a dis-
cussion of them here. The dearth of great literary genius is as
apparent in the Soviet Union as it is elsewhere. Another reason we
have for insisting on background and atmosphere is that Soviet
literature in its development has exhibited certain organizational and
other characteristics which distinguish it sharply from other literatures;
and it would be difficult or impossible otherwise to understand it as a
whole or the relative importance attached to some of its works.

It might be argued that a great deal of Russian 1g9th century
literature was concerned with a potential or imminent Revolution; a
great deal of it was certainly critical of society or the Tsarist govern-
ment in one form or apother. But its impact on the rest of the world
through fiction mainly was due to the boldly drawn and essentially
human characters it portrayed, and the spiritual issues it raised. By
way of contrast, the Russian literature of to-day finds itself in a state
of society where the Revolution is a premise of life. The initial
revolutionary act did not just involve a change of system, it also
stimulated all sorts of social processes; and moreover, it has as its
basis a dynamic theory in the principles of “dialectic and historical
materialism.” And these principles are instrumental in their turn in
stimulating further changes. Anyhow, their relation to literature and
their influence on its development cannot be ignored.

There has been another and no less important change since the
Revolution of 1917, and that is the industrial and agricultural revo-
lution of 1929-32. If, by the theory of historical materialism, the
prevailing system of means of production in any given social order is
the key to social forms, it is then clear that this industrial and
agricultural revolution of the 1930’s had an enormous determining

12



The Traditions, History and Character of Soviet Literature of To-day

efiect on the social life of the Soviet Union from then onward, and
in fact it has transformed this society and is still transforming it in a
degree no less than that in which it was altered in 1917-21. We shall
not dweil on the details of this transformation except in so far as they
affect literature, and that will emerge in due course. If we generalize,
v.e might say that the trend has been from an “experimental ”
society to a more settled social order, which is working out its own
traditions and social forms based on a blend of old and new.

The question of traditions looms very large in Russian life to-day
and is by no means confined to literature or the arts; it is closely
bound up with the re-discovery of history as a source of experience
and example and the rich store of “national heritage.” This trend
became marked in the middle 1930’s but during the war it was even
more strongly in evidence; and it no doubt reflected the need felt, in
the light of present success, for more solid national foundations. Thus,
the note of to-day is “ the moral greatness of the Soviet people and its
uninterrupted ties with the glorious past, the heroic present and the
great future.”” To the Sovict citizen are now attributed all the
finest traditional qualities of the Russian character and the ‘ moral
superiority ”” and positive outlook that are claimed to be the products
of the new Socialist order. Significantly, too, “spiritual values” are
now often quoted as the essential part of both the revived human
personality and of artistic works; and the personality of the artist is
assuming a new validity in relation to the work of art, whereas some
twenty years ago the work of art was regarded as a purely “social
phenomenon ” and the réle of the artist’s personality was denied.

The last decade has becn spent largely in building up national
traditions in the army and in statecraft as well as in the arts. The
army and navy now have their Suvorov-Kutuzov and Ushakov-
Nahimov ancestry; and the problem of the * traditions of the Soviet
officer ” is a typical one. The ballet has gone back to a solid classical
repertoire, and the outstanding new productions of recent years, such
as The Fountain of Bakshisaray, Romeo and Fuliet, Crimson Sails, and
Cinderella, are all interpretations of literary legends or fairy tales.
Similarly, historical subjects in drama and fiction are being treated
more and more; there is a tendency to emphasize historical detail and
make it ceremonious at every opportunity whether in classical Opera
or in period plays; and court scenes are especially popular.

At the same time, national differences in style and traditions are
being given added emphasis. By this we mean the distinction, which
was smothered in the early days of the Revolution, between the Great
Russian and the other Soviet nationalities. In architecture, for
example, it was recently decided not to apply a wniversal style in
rebuilding all over the Union but to take into account national and
local traditions of style and material. This coincides with the granting

13



Soviet Literature To-day

of a greater measure of formal autonomy to the Republics such as
their diplomatic services and national armies (1944). These processes.
are only in their initial stages; but it is as well to remember that there
are now sixteen constituent Republics and over a hundred other
smaller nationalities within the orbit of the U.S.S.R. This already
has some effect, and no doubt will have even greater influence, on th.z
development of Soviet literature as a whole; these national literatures
are being encouraged and a complicated network of inter-translation
has been set up. The level of development among them is naturally
most varied, but about forty of these literatures are considered to be
“established” and they are in the process of rapid development.
Each one of them, too, on the principle of the central Russian litera-
ture, is sifting its past and building up a tradition of its own. In this
connection, it is interesting to note V. Shklovsky’s statement made in
his book Meetings, that “ Khlebnikov (the poet) in 1912 wrote that
Russian literature must make a further advance after having learnt
anew the old Slavonic and the Eastern literatures. . . . Khlebnikov
said that it was now necessary to study the songs of the Adriatic Slavs
and the Mongolian epics.” These possibilities open up new and
strange vistas for the future. In the meantime, as we shall see in a
later chapter, a lot of spadework is already being done.

But to return to Great Russian traditions which are our leading
theme. We last mentioned the ballet and the insistence on historical
detail. But history does not stop there; it is beginning to excavate
deeper into the past, and the Slavonic origins are much to the fore
as well as earlier Slav connections with the outside world, the Balkans
and Byzantium. The traces of Greek colonization and civilization on
the shores of the Black Sea and elsewhere are receiving renewed
attention. During the war something was made of the Slav origins
in anti-German pamphlets, and the Slav theme has gained added
importance as a result of the new connections established with other
Slav nations. In literature, this theme has been barely touched but
it is bound to be given more prominence.

In music it is Chaikovsky who holds the place of honour as the most
national of composers; there may be some debate about his priority
among intellectuals but there can be no doubt as to his general
popularity. His Swan Lake is the most attended of ballets and his
Eugene Onyegin, the most popular of operas. The image of Tatyana
both in Pushkin’s poem and in this opera is the ideal of the younger
generation of Soviet women, who are sentimental and unsophisticated,
and believe in romantic love rather than in any notion of sexual
freedom. It is not surprising then that the love theme has made its
reappearance in Soviet poetry, in that of Simonov, who, as Shklovsky
said, was the first “ to open the secret of his heart.” The same young
Russians, when you ask them who is their favourite author, will almost

14




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































