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Abstract

The paper is focused around two biographical themes. Theme one is history of demolishing
Leningrad school of dramatic theory developed in the State Institute of History of Art (GIII) in
the 1920s. In 1931, the GIII was closed by a Sovnarkom resolution and transformed into Len-
ingrad division of the State Academy of Art Studies (LOGALIS) established by the same resolu-
tion. Theme two is description of the ‘academic traumatism’, traumatic behavior and its bio-
graphical effects caused by destruction of a whole scientific trend during the anti-formalism
campaign of the early 1930s. Based on archival documents (from the Russian State Archive of
Literature and Art), shorthand notes and reports on discussions of the 1930s, we analyze behav-
ioral tactics of initiators, participants and victims of the longstanding stigmatization and catalog
absolutory, denunciative and repentant narratives. In particular, this paper analyzes the un-
published letter to the editors of Rabochiy i Teatr journal written by Alexander Slonimsky, one of
the key players in development and obliteration of dramatic theory associated primarily with
Alexei Gvozdev’s group and with transformation and dissolution of the leading humanities in-
stitutes. The text of the letter appears to be engrained in the complicated mosaic of measures
aimed to discredit Meyerhold’s theater practice and Gvozdev as the leader of the scientific
school. Deliberate misinterpretation and corruption of self-descriptions along with reconstruc-
tion of biographies are some of the most crucial factors that affected reception of cultural pro-
jects and their creators in the 1930s and later.
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«Kak vse novatorskie dvizheniya, formalizm byl zhiv predvzyatost'yu i neterpimost'yu...»
«Shklovskij govoril kogda-to, chto formalizm, idealizm 1 proch. — ehto vrode zhestyanki,
kotoruyu privyazali kotu na khvost. Kot mechetsya, a zhestyanka gromykhaet po ego
sledam. “I tak vsyu zhizn”...»

«Iks, sobirayas' 15-go vystupit' v IRKe s dokladom o “sotsial'nykh kornyakh formaliz-
ma”, govorit: “Nado imet' muzhestvo priznavat'sya v svoikh oshibkakh”. B. skazal po
ehtomu povodu: — YA perestayu ponimat', chem, sobstvenno, muzhestvo otlichaetsya ot
trusosti. Chto zhe — zhalet' o formalizme? Net. Budem zhalet' o napryazhenii sil, so-
provozhdavshem formalizm.»

(Ginzburg, Zapisnye knizhki 2002, 38; 96;101; 119)

! The study was implemented in the framework of the Basic Research Program at the National Re-
search University Higher School of Economics (HSE) in 2014.



The cultural and political destruction of formalism was unprecedented in its scope. Cen-
tral and peripheral sources of such destruction are hard to identify and systematize
(Plotnikov 2014). The epidemic unfolded in waves, ebbing and flowing, invading the
domains of science, literature and the arts. Given the wide scope of the anti-formalism
campaign, we can talk, indeed, of an extraordinarily destructive ‘concentration of efforts’.
These destructions progressed along different coordinates at the same time—breaking
up of close friendships in the private sphere paralleled by indictments in the public
space—and underwent several phases: from the ‘rehearsals’ of the second half of the
1920s to the devastating pre-war climaxes of 1936-1939, only to resurface, after a short
pause, in 1947-1953.

What did the “Thirty Years’ War” leave behind? What role did it play? It appears that
an essential part of political, career, ideological expectations coincided with the uncon-
trolled rampancy of irrational power pervading each and every sphere of Soviet life.
These expectations resonated with the energy and impulse of destruction, provoking an
inner anxiety of reconsiderations and an endless psychosis of theoretically justified polar-
izations. Multi-volume proceedings and shorthand notes, whether published or buried
under tons of other records, are physical evidence of treachery, apostasy, squealing and
denunciations, of the mass-scale stigmatization that lasted for decades.

Analysis of the documents revealed the following: 1) Soviet repression mechanisms
combined rational, ‘engineered’ procedures with unpredicted, spontaneous elements; 2)
such organization obviously caused an extremely nervous response of society akin to
clinical forms of severe mental disorders; 3) stigmatization-focused party conferences of
the 1930s produced a rigid genre system. Similarity of genres consisted in uniformity of
the mechanisms and methods applied: a group of members infecting each other would
excruciate a selected object of destruction on behalf of the mythic ‘majority’.

In these processes, it is very difficult to go back to the very sources, to identify the
reference point and the original drivers, to observe climaxes, peaks and valleys, to define
precisely the impact zones and their boundaries, to see how cold, elaborate premedita-
tion moved to the phase of zero control.

It is clear that anti-formalist events triggered by resolutions or materials published by
the national party press unfolded according to a schedule, and falling behind this sched-
ule was as dangerous as the slightest deviation from the general line. The documents dis-
close the ‘fanlike’ nature of expansion of such events, which penetrated every corner of
the sociocultural sphere, the controlled timetable, the ‘rotation system’ in this annihila-
tion campaign, the way meetings and discussions turned into multi-day marathons, the
‘relay baton’ handed off from one professional association to another. Special im-
portance should be given to the cumulative nature of uniform scenarios: the major story-
lines divided into independent peripheral branches. For instance, a report could provoke
debate. The debate, in turn, would be focused around another speech, involving either
individual participants or a consolidated group. In the end, grounds for stigmatization
would multiply creating a burst effect: all vectors of the campaign, coming apart and
huddling back up, came together to form a meta-story of total destruction. Thousands of
pages of shorthand notes and proceedings represent an enormous memorial to the ‘dev-
astation’ genre.




Long years of devastation gave birth to a devastation narrative and provided for per-
manent sites where anti-formalist roles were distributed and consolidated. ‘Admission of
mistakes’, ‘correction of mistakes’, ‘repentance’, ‘amendment’, ‘apostasy’, ‘turning from
the disciple, follower and adherent of yesterday’ into a whistle-blower —these are the
roles that mass-scale destruction psychosis rests upon. At the turn of the 1920s and
1930s, the discussion climate changed dramatically: in the new political system, the ob-
ject of persecution was meant to be physically destructed, instead of the original idea of
keeping the opponent alive. Alexander Slonimsky, philologist, Pushkinist and one of the
eye-witnesses of the era, wrote in his diary, “Ne stoit predpolagat', chto ehvolyutsiya pro-
izoshla vnezapno. Perekhod ot odnikh metodov raspravy k drugim zalozhen byl v samoj
prirode veshhej” (Slonimsky 1962).

Further, Slonimsky recalls the fervor of the furious debate of the 1920s on the ‘for-
malist method” and makes perceptive conclusions about the rise of the special military
rhetoric and verbal clichés that would later inundate the language of the time. He cites
one of Viktor Shklovsky’s catchy phrases frequently quoted by his contemporaries. At
one of the disputes, Shklovsky addressed his Marxist opponents, saying, “U vas armiya i
flot, a nas chetyre cheloveka. Tak chego zhe vy bespokoites’”(Ginzburg 1991, 146).

Slonimsky comments: Perhaps, talking about “army and fleet”, Shklovsky wasn’t re-
ferring to the Soviet state as such, which had recently launched a mass-scale campaign
against the formalist school, but was making a transparent hint to Lev Trotsky, one of
the Bolshevist leaders of the epoch, whose name would soon be included in the most
dreadful blacklists. It is obvious that Trotsky’s article Formal'naya shkola poezii i marksizmn
[Formal School of Poetry and Marxism| published in 1923 in Pravda (No. 166 of July 26)
had virtually declared war on formalism on behalf of the official Soviet ideology. The
same year, the article was republished in Trotsky’s collection of essays Lieratura i revoly-
utstya [Literature and Revolution] (pp. 130-145) issued in 1924 in an expanded edition.

The war against formalism yielded some ‘byproducts’, too, having created a ‘fac-
tory of biographies’, ‘biographical legends’, myths and anti-myths. Participants and on-
lookers on both sides of the fence ‘earned their capital’ of reputation, biography and in-
terpretation, while attacking, defending or waving the white flag at the war. This gave rise
to one of the most propagated themes, the theme of ‘corrupted biography’ (similar to
corrupted files that cannot be opened with any converter software), when huge pieces of
life and work would be taken out of biographies, forming gaps that couldn’t be filled. In
such situations, many facts about professional activities were simply thrown away.
‘Forced’ gaps were especially pervasive in academic biographies. The mechanisms of ‘re-
dressing’, as well as repeal of important events and time periods, can be clearly seen if we
explore biographies of the generation whose artistic maturity fell on the pre-war era. Slo-
nimsky is a typical representative of that generation.

Slonimsky was first of all a Pushkinist, a belletrist, and an educator. His Pushkin-
oriented journey in science and literature was consolidated in the obituary (Alekseyev
1963-1966, 108-111]. Up until now, researchers have been mostly referring to Slonim-
sky’s Pushkinist and circum-Pushkinist studies.

However, interest in Pushkin, which revealed itself as early as his university years,
went along with other concerns until the mid-1930s. Beginning from 1916, Slonimsky
developed friendly and strong collaborative relationships with OPOJAZ members, such
as Viktor Shklovsky, Boris Eikhenbaum, Viktor Zhirmunsky, Boris Tomashevsky, and
Osip Brik. Slonimsky’s name would always be mentioned together with Sergei Bondi,
Mikhail Kleman, Lev Yakubinsky, Lev Lunts, Roman Jakobson, and would often be




printed in magazines of that time, like Kniga i revolyutsiya, Rabochiy i teatr, etc. It is no coin-
cidence that Tekbnika komicheskogo n Gogolya [Gogol’s Technique of the Comic] written in
1923, five years after Eikhenbaum’s article on Gogol’s Shine/ [The Overcoat] was pub-
lished, continued the formalist method of analysis. Slonimsky would focus on theory of
literature and contemporary art criticism at the confluence of literature and theatre. In
the 1920s—1930s, he was one of the key players in development and obliteration of thea-
tre studies associated primarily with the group led by Alexei Gvozdev and with trans-
formation and dissolution of the leading Humanities institutes. The latter included the
State Institute of History of Arts (GIII), which was closed in 1931 by a Sovnarkom reso-
lution and transformed into Leningrad division of the State Academy of Art Studies
(LOGAIS) established by the same resolution (Kumpan 2011). Quite illustrative was an
episode of the total liquidation of Gvozdev’s group and the dramatic redesign of theatre
and historical projects managed by employees of the Leningrad sector.

Meanwhile, the ‘Slonimsky’s experience’, his simultaneous presence in academic and
literary, theatrical milieus of the 1920s—1930s, was in many ways not just typical. It was
archetypal and indicative, as individual episodes of his biography allow for a comprehen-
sive reconstruction of the destruction practices that killed the scientific school. However,
the nature of these practices was extremely sophisticated and nonlinear, making us real-
ize that we are dealing with matrix-like, network-based processes. Their ‘mycelium’ is
sometimes hard to reconstruct, because it is not always easy to find the points of refer-
ence, the ways of expansion and mating, and the releases of ‘products’ of destruction
from the internal, bureaucratic academic or theatrical backstage into the public, open
space of newspapers and journals. Involvement of mass media mechanisms in the devas-
tation campaign appears important and is yet to be studied.

We will start describing stages of reconstruction of destruction contexts from analyz-
ing Pis'mo v redaktsiyn [A Letter to the Editor’s Office] written by Slonimsky on April 27,
1931 (Slonimsky 1931, 1-7).

Although there is nothing special in writing such letters (the heated discussions of the
1920s—1930s on the one hand, and the exceptional reinforcement of the national repres-
sion machine on the other, provoked an outburst of epistolary enthusiasm in diverse so-
cial groups), the very text of Slonimsky’s epistle, its explicatory and ‘repentant’ narrative,
allows to describe and visualize the overall devastation scenario. Implementation of that
scenario, together with double recording (in internal shorthand notes and reports pub-
lished in Rabochiy i teatr in 1931), makes it possible to restore the logics (and alogism, too)
behind the efforts of all participants.

Slonimsky’s Pismo v redaktsiyn is a historical document, some structural and stylistic
layers of which require particular commenting, so we are citing the whole letter below:

Awuckycenst o tearposeacann B AOI'ANCe caoxuAachk kpaiiHe HEYAAYHO. 3aITyTaHHBIH
AOKAaA A.A. I'BO3ACBA HAIIPABHA IIPCHUSA ITO AOKHOMY IIyTH, U IICHTPAABHBIC BOIIPOCHI
OCTAAHCH HEOCBCIIEHHBIMHU. J3aHABIINCH KPHTHKOH AOKAAAd, OIIIOHEHTEI HE KMEAU
AOCTATOYHO BPEMEHH AAfl TOTO, YTOOBI IIOAPOOHO apIyMEHTHPOBATH COOCTBCHHEIC
IIOAOKCHISA, 4 IIOIyTHEIC NX BBICKASBIBAHWA CBOMX TOYEK 3pCHMA, OAaroaaps
HEAOCTATOYHOI aPIyMEHTAIHH, YaCTO IIPUBOAHMAM K HEIIPABUABHOMY TOAKOBaHHIO. B
YACTHOCTH, HEIIPABUABHO OBIAO IIOHATO M MOE BBICTYIACHHE. UTO M BEIHYKAACT MEHSA
OOBACHUTHCH.

AuMCKyccus TaK M He BBUCHHAQ, II0YEMy HMEHHO B obaactu Tearpa (a
CAEAOBATEABHO, H TEATPOBEACHHUS, TAK KAK TEOPUA HEPA3PBIBHO CBA3aHA C IIPAKTHKOILL)
OyprKyasHBIE TPAAHIIMH M BAWAHUA OKA3aAUCh CTOAb CHABHBIMU W KUBYYHMH. A OT




peIIeHNA 3TOr0 BOIPOCA 3aBUCEAA U OLICHKA IO3HIIUI TEATPOBEACHHA B IIPOIIAOM H
HACTOSITIEM.

Tearp, Kak CAOKHBIM MEXaHH3M, HY)KAAIOIIHMICA B COAMAHON MaTEPHAABHOH Oa3e,
BCEIAA OTAHMYAACSH MEHBIINEH IIOABHKHOCTBIO, U€M, HAIIPHUMEP, AHTEPATypa, KOTOpas
ABAACTCH ITPOAYKTOM HMHAHMBHAYAABHOIO TBOPYECTBA M OCYIICCTBAACTCH IIPH IIOMOIIIH
CTOAB AETKOIO CHAPMKEHHA, KAK YEPHHAA, Iepo u Oymara. ECAM OTAGABHBIE aKTEpPHI
(Mouanos, Illenxun, KommccapixeBckags H Ap.) M OBIAH HHOIAA BBIPA3UTEASMU
IIEPEAOBOI OOIIECTBEHHOI MBICAH, TO TEaTP B IIEAOM B OOABIIHHCTBE CAYYACB
HAXOAUACA BO BAACTH KOHCEPBATHUBHBIX HAM IIPAMO PEAKIIMOHHBIX TEHACHIMI (3TO
KacaeTcsi OCODEHHO ©O. «uMIepaTtopckux» TeaTpoB). CTOHT TOABKO COIOCTABUTH
HAECOAOTHYECKHE YPOBEHb TeaTpa M AHTEpaTyphl. Yixke ¢ 90-x ToAOB mpormraoro sexa
MAPKCHCTCKAst MEICAb PA3HOOOPA3HBIMU IIyTAME IIPOHHKAAZ B AHTEPATyPy («MysKukmm»
UYexosa, ['oppkuit, Bca rpymma GeAAeTpHCTOB «3HAHHA» U IIp.). TOraa yie BOSHHKACT
MapKCHCTCKAS KPUTHKA U 3aKAQABIBAIOTCS OCHOBBI MAPKCHCTCKOIO AHTECPATYPOBEACHHA.
TakuM 0Opa3soM, U IMPOAETAPCKOI AHUTEPATYPE, X MAPKCUCTCKOMY AUTEPATYPOBEACHIUIO
OBIAO Ha UTO OITEPETHCH.

A TIpoAeTapcKnil TeaTp, PaBHO KAK W MAPKCHCTCKOC TCATPOBCACHHC, ITPHXOAHTCA
CcTponuTh OYKBAABHO HA IIyCTOM MECTE, TOYHEEC HA IIPEOAOACHUN PEAKIIHOHHOIO
OyprkyasHOro HacaeAnA. AO CHX IIOp HET €Ile IMOAAMHHOIO IpoAeTapckoro Tearpa (He
«Kperra» xe TPAMal), Her u Mapkcuctckon teopuu Teatpa. Heaapom u pesoaronms
6puraasr actmpantos AOI'AMCa orMedaer, 9To MOAOABIC TOBAPHUIIH, CBOOOAHEIC OT
«TBO3AEBINUHEBD),  «HE  CYMEAH  IIPOTHBOIIOCTABHTH  MAPKCHUCTCKO-ACHHHCKHE
TEATPOBEAYECKHE BO33PEHUA I'OCIIOACTBOBABIIICH B AUCKYCCHH 3KAcKTHKe». [Touemy me
cymean? [ToToMy 9ITO HET €Irle MAPKCHCTCKO-ACHUHCKOH IIPAKTHKY TeaTpa, a TeOpH Oe3
IIPAKTHKNA HEBO3MOKHA. OTBICKATH 3APOABIIIN 3TOW IPAKTHKA (TaK, KAK 3TO CAEAAAQ
AUTEPATYPHAA AHUCKYCCHA), OIIPEACAHUTD METOA TEATPA M TEATPOBEACHUA — BOT 3aAa4a,
KOTOpas CTOSIAA IIEPEA AUCKYCCHEH M KOTOPYIO OHA HH B MaAOH MEpE HE BBIIOAHHUAR,
VBACKIIIHCh AHYHOMN OAEMUKOH ¢ I'BO3AEBBIM.

CkasaHHOE OOBACHACT, IIOYEMY U TEATP H TEATPOBEACHHE AO CHX IIOpP HE MOTAH CIIe
OCBOOOAHUTECA OT OYPKYa3HBIX BAHAHUIA, 3aCHABE KOTOPBIX HAET TOPA3A0 AAABIIE, YEM
9TO KAKETCA C IIEPBOTO B3rAAAA. TPAAUIIIH PEAKITMOHHOMN OYpPiKya3HOM APAMBI, TIOMHMO
CO3HAHMA APAMATYPIa, CKa3bIBAIOTCA B TAKHX IIbECAX, KOTOPHIC IIPOBO3TAAIIAIOTCA YyTh
AH He ODPasIOM IIPOACTAPCKOH ApaMaTyprum. A 9TO OIIACHEE BCETO, TAK KAK BEACT K
AAABHEHIIIEMY YKPEIIACHHIO BPEAHBIX OVP:KYa3HBIX BAMAHHI H B ApAMATYPIHH, U B
teatpe. TpesBoe Npu3HAHNE HHUINETE TOPA3A0 IIOAE3HEE, YEM MEITATEABHOE OOTATCTBO.

B cBA3sn ¢ atuM IpHXOAUTCA paccMATPHUBATH M BOIPOC O OYPKYa3HBIX TEUCHHAX B
TearpoBeAcHuH. Bee TeaTpoBeAeHHE ITOKA YTO B TOM MAM MHOM CTEIICHU HAXOAUTCA IIOA
BAHUAHHEM OypiKyasHbIX TeOpHH. BHyTpu sTOro OypiKyasHOIO TEATPOBEACHHSA MOXKHO
PA3AMYHTL TOABKO ABA OCHOBHBEIX HAIIPABACHUSA: IOIYTHHYECKOE M peakiumonnoe. C
9TOM TOYKH 3PEHHUSA H CAEAOBAAO ITOAXOAHTH K OIIEHKE BUEPAIIHETO AHA, AAA TOIO
9TOOBI HA OCHOBE IIOAHOIO IIOHHMAHHS 5TOLO BUECPAIIHEIO AHf, OIPEACAHTDH HAIIIC
cecon7s W CTPOUTDb HAIE 3a6/pa. be3 BCECTOPOHHEIO ydera BCEH OOCTAHOBK,
HEIPEPHIBHO MEHABIIIEHCA HA IPOTAKEHIHI PEBOAIOIIMOHHEIX A€T, HE ITOMOMKET HUKAKASL
«CAMOKPHUTHKa», OCOOCHHO €CAN OHA IIPUHUMACT CACITOH, ITAHMYICCKUI XapaKTep.

Mensi OOBHHAIOT B «BOHHCTBYIOIIEM (DOPMAAHM3ME» 32 ITOIBITKY OOBACHHTD
HCTOPUYECKYIO POAb MefiepxoAabAoBcKoro «Pesusopa». Ho Te, k10 kaefimaAT ceiivuac, B
1931 r., MetiepxOABAOBCKOrO «PeBH30pa» M €ro 3aIlUTHUKOB, 3a0BIBAIOT 0O OAHOM: O
PACCTAHOBKE KAACCOBBIX CHA Ha TearpaabHOM ¢pomnte B 1926 r. Hukro me cramer
BBIAABATh «PeBHU30Opa» 3a IPOAETAPCKUIL CIIEKTAKAD. B 9TOM CIIeKTakAe APKO BHIPA3HUAUCDH
HACTPOCHHA MeAKOOypikyasHo muTeAarmreHimu. Ho xaxoii? Toii camoi, koTopas
ceiuac BBIABUIACT 166X nonymuukos. Kro perures ocmapusath 11paBo MeriepxoAbaa, ¢
KOTOPBIM HEAAPOM AO IIOCACAHHX CBOHX AHEH COAHMAAPU3HPOBAAcH MasKoBCKui, Ha
TUTYA 166020 0NYMYUUKA, CCATL HE COFO3HHIKA?




Orpumarorue 3a MelepXOABAOM 9TO IIPABO AOAKHBI OBIAH OBI IIPAMO YKa3aTbh, ITO
K€ MMEHHO IIPOTHBOCTOAAO «/\ecy» U «PeBH30pY» KaK IIPOAECTAPCKOE MCKYCCTBO (HMAM
Kak 3apoasiu ero). Ho aroro Hm pasy He CACAAAM CETOAHAIIHUE KPUTHKHI
MetiepxoAbAa B €TI0 OBIBIIHX «COpaTHHUKOBY». He cAeAaAn, IOTOMYy 9TO MM IIPHIIIAOCH
OBbI OTKPOBEHHO cchiAaTheA Ha «Konerr KpuBopeiabckay.

Wcropudeckad orenka 0oeB BOkpyr Mefiepxoabaa AOAKHA OBIAA OBI  CTATh
IIPEAMETOM OCODOIO HCCACAOBAHHSA, M TAABHBIH VIIPEK, KOTOPBIM HYMHO aAPECOBATH
A.A. I'BO3AEBY, B TOM H 3aKAFOYAETCSH, YTO OH HEIIPOCTHTEABHO CMA3aA 3HAYCHHE STHX
60¢eB, BIIEPBBIE PA3MEKEBABIIINX PA3AHYHBIC TEATPOBEAUECKUE TedeHuA. TOYHO Tak ke
HEAB3A Pa3PEIHTh BCIO MEHEPXOABAOBCKYIO IIPOOAEMY CIIACYA I OPOCUTh OOBUHEHHSA B
«BOHHCTBYIOIIEM (POPMAAU3ME» TEM TEATPOBEAAM, KOTOPBIE KEAAIOT AOOPOCOBECTHO B
Hel pasobpatbest. M xakas HemocaeaoBateapHOCTs! B Ne 10 «Pabowero m Tearpa» B
peuensun B. I'oayooBa «Ilocaeanuii, permmreApHBIN» B IIOCTaHOBKE MeriepxoAbaa
Ha3bBaeTCA (IIPU BCEX OTOBOPKAX) «KPYIHOM IIOOEAOH COBETCKOro Ttearpay. Uro ik,
cruparmmmBaercs, pasBe «[locAeAHHII, PEIHTEABHBII» HE HAXOAHTCA B HCTOPHYECKON
ceasu ¢ «PeBusopom»? A ecAM Tak, TO OOBHHECHHE B «BOMHCTBYIOIEM (POPMAAH3ME»
MOKET AOKUTBCA U HA TOB. '0AyOOBa U HA PEAAKIIUIO, IOMECTUBIITYEO €10 PELIEH3UIO?

I'AaBHBIEC TPEXH «TBO3AEBINUHBD (M3 KOTOPOH A CeOA HE HCKAFOYAIO) 3aKAFOYAIOTCA
coBceM He B 3amquTe MeHepxoAbaa, a B 3AOYIIOTPEOACHHH «AEBOI (bpasoi» u B
IIPOBO3TAAIIECHUH CAMOAOBACIOITIEIO TEATPAABHOIO HCKYCCTBA, HE3ABHCHMOIO OT
anreparypel.  TeaTpaApHBI — CemapaTH3M  HEU30EKHO  TOAKAA — ACHHUHIPAACKHX
TEATPOBEAOB B (DOPMAAM3M, 2 TO U B IPAMYIO PEAKIIHIO, TEM DOAEE OIIACHYIO, YTO OHA
IIPUKPEIBAAACH KpaliHe 3aHOCYMBOHM «AeBOI pasoi». Bor B sTOM Ipexe A paa
[IOKASTHCS, TAK KAK AABHO €I'0 OCO3HAA.

B 3akarouenme AOAMKEH €O BCEH PEIMUTEABHOCTBIO OTBEPIHYTH IIOIIABINEE B OTUET
yIBepiKACHHE ['BO3ACBA OTHOCHTEABHO MOCTO OYATO OBl «HCKCAQHWA YYNUTHCA Y
MAPKCHCTOB». YTBEPKACHHE 3TO IPOCTO Heaermo. Hurdero moA0OHOTO 5 He BBICKA3bIBAA,
YTO MOYKHO YCTAHOBHUTD IIO CTEHOIPAMME.»>

2 The debate on dramatic theory in LOGAIS was far from successful. Gvozdev’s confusing report
took the discussion the wrong way, while the central issues remained uncovered. Having plunged into
criticizing, the opponents had no time to argue substantially their own points, while the opinions they
dropped in-between were often misinterpreted due to insufficient argumentation. Specifically, my
speech was misinterpreted, too, which makes me feel necessary to explain myself.

The debate never found out why it was in theater (and, hence, in theatrology, as theory is insepa-
rably associated with practice) that bourgeois traditions and influence turned out to be so persistent
and strong. Meanwhile, answering this question would have determined assessment of dramatic theory
principles in the past and at present.

As a complex mechanism that constantly requires a solid material base, the theater has always been
less flexible than literature, for instance, which is born through individual creative work with a help of
paper and a simple ink and quill set. While individual actors (Mochalov, Shchepkin, Komis-
sarzhevskaya, etc.) have sometimes served a mouthpiece for progressive social thinking, the theater
itself has been mostly and largely dominated by conservative or blatantly retrograde trends (this is es-
pecially true for former ‘imperial’ theaters). One has only to compare the ideological level of theater
and literature. Marxist philosophy has been pervading literature in many ways since as eatly as the
1890s (Chekhov’s Muzghiki [Peasants], Gorky, all Zuaniye belletrists). It was then that criticisms of
Marxism were born and the foundation for Marxist literary studies was laid. Therefore, both proletari-
an literature and Marxist literary studies had a solid base to rest upon.

Contrariwise, proletarian theater, just as Marxist dramatic theory, has to be built literally from
scratch, or rather from suppressing the retrograde bourgeois heritage. So far we don’t have a true pro-
letarian theater (TRAM’s Krysha [The Roof] is definitely not an example! (Author’s note: This is about
a comedy written by A.N. Gorbenko, a young Komsomol playwright. The play was first performed on
November 21, 1925 in the Gleron House of Communist Youth Education, stage director




M.V. Sokolovsky, designer A.F.Zonov. The team of young communist playwrights, including
A. Gorbenko, N. Lvov, 1. Skorinko, P. Marinchik and others, produced plays specifically for TRAM,
touching upon the pressing issues of everyday and cultural life of youth workers. TRAM is an abbrevi-
ation for Workers’ Youth Theatres (Teatr Rabochey Molodyozhi), which were growing out of ama-
teur-talent groups of workers, beginning from the mid-1920s. The Leningrad TRAM, headed by
Sokolovsky in 1925-1933, was the first professional theater of young workers. In 1936, the TRAM
was merged with the Red Theater to form the Leninsky Komsomol Leningrad State Theater) or Marx-
ist theatrology. It’s no coincidence the team of LOGAIS post-graduate students point in their resolu-
tion that young comrades who are free from «gvozdevshchina» «couldn’t offer the Marxist-Leninist
approach to dramatic theory as an alternative to the eclecticism that predominated in the debate.» (Au-
thor’s note: Slonimsky mentions Rezolyutsiya udarnoy brigady aspirantov 1LOGAILS o burghuaznykh techeni-
yakh v teatrovedenii [Resolution of the Leading Team of LOGAIS Post-Graduate Students on Bourgeois
Trends in Theatrology| published in Rabochiy i teatr on April 21, 1931. This article will be discussed be-
low). Why couldn’t they? Because theory is impossible without practice, and there is still no Marxist-
Leninist theater practice. The goal of the debate was to find the seeds of this practice (just as the liter-
ary debate did) and to define the method of theater and dramatic theory. However, the debate got
embroiled in personal polemic against Gvozdev and never achieved its goal.

From what has been said, it becomes clear why both theater and theatrology still cannot cast off
the bourgeois trends that are much more pervasive than it seems at first glance. Traditions of retro-
grade bourgeois drama penetrate not only playwrights’ minds but also the allegedly model proletarian
plays, which is the most dangerous as it leads to further intensification of poisonous bourgeois effects
in theater and in dramatic theory. Realistic acknowledgement of poverty brings much more positive
results than dreaming about elusive luxury. (Authot’s note: Strikethrough)

Therefore, we also have to deal with bourgeois attitudes in dramatic theory. Now, theatrology is
totally dominated by bourgeois theories to some extent. Inside this bourgeois science, only two major
trends can be distinguished: fellow traveling and reaction. This is the point of view we should measure
achievements of yesterday from and develop a thorough understanding of this yesterday to determine
our foday and build our fomorrow. Without a comprehensive regard to all of the conditions constantly
changing throughout the revolutionary period, no ‘self-criticism’ will help, especially if it is blind and
hectic.

I have been accused of ‘militant formalism’ for my attempt to explain the historic role of Meyer-
hold’s Revizor. Those who stigmatize the play and its advocates now, in 1931, forget about the align-
ment of class forces in the theatrical battlefield of 1926. No one would pass Revigor off as a proletarian
play. Yes, it reflects brightly the attitudes of petit bourgeois intelligentsia. But what kind of intelligent-
sia is that? The one that is promoting left-wing fellow travelers now, probably. Who will dare dispute the
right of Meyerhold, with whom Mayakovski deliberately associated himself until the very last day, to
be called a left-wing fellow traveler, if not an ally?

People denying this right to Meyerhold should specify what exactly can be opposed to Les and Re-
vizor as proletarian art (or seeds of such). Yet, modern-day critics of Meyerhold and his former ‘fellow
soldiers’ have never done that, otherwise they would have had to refer explicitly to Konets Krivoryl'ska.
(Author’s note: Konets Krivoryl’ska [The End to Krivorylsk] is a melodrama created by Boris Romashov
and staged by Meyerhold in the Theater of Revolution in 1926. The play showed everyday life of a
provincial town, its party elite, the Komsomol, local intelligentsia, the Whites hiding under false
names. The play preserved features of crime chronicles. However, in 1931 Romashov was reckoned
detestable even for the way he defined the theme (emergence of a new town) and depicted some of
the characters (Roza Bergman, military commissary Mekhonoshev). Historical evaluation of fights
around Meyerhold should be an object of specific study, and Gvozdev is to be mainly reproached for
inexcusably belittling the significance of the fights that were the first to demarcate different trends in
dramatic theory. Similarly, we cannot resolve the whole Meyerhold issue at one bout and throw accu-
sations of ‘militant formalism’ at those dramatic theorists who are willing to sort everything out scru-
pulously. And what an inconsistency! V. Golubov in his review in issue No. 10 Rabochiy i teatr calls
the play Posledniy, reshite/'ny [The Last, Decisive One] staged by Meyerhold “a major victory of the So-
viet theater” (with all the reservations made). Well, the question now is, wasn’t Posledniy, reshitel’ny




The document requires a number of comments:

1. First of all, the fact of publication was never proved. None of the issues of the
journal included the letter.

2. Itis no coincidence that the letter was addressed to the editors of Rabochiy i teatr.
Rabochiy i teatr was one of the longest-running publications, by standards of its
time, (1924-1937). From the early 1930s, the journal became the instrument of
the Lensovet mass-media department. Its target audience consisted of young
theater makers, working members of amateur-talent groups. The journal was a
guidebook to the theater world, in its own way. Rabochiy i teatr collaborated close-
ly with workers, professors and critics, and by the 1930s it had become one of
LOGAIS testing grounds. Slonimsky and the people he mentioned in his letter
organized seminars and debates together. Shorthand notes of those debates were
published in the journal, which appeared every five days, so its publishing activi-
ty was rather high then. In 1935, however, the activity went down to make Rabo-
chiy i teatr appear biweekly, and in 1937 the very concept was changed, and the
journal became the party’s instrument in the theater world.

3. Content of the letter refers to the myriads of theatrological discussions focused
around the ‘devastation theme’. The spring and the summer of 1931 witnessed
consistent destruction of the Leningrad school of theatrology led by Gvozdev.
The destruction culminated in March—April but didn’t die out afterwards: al-
most every issue of Rabochiy i teatr contained ‘battlefield reports’, repentance let-
ters, and reports on denunciation of idealism and formalism in theatre studies.

4. 'The author’s title O Meyerkholde i “voinstvnyushchem formalizme” [On Meyerhold and
Militant Formalism], and likewise indication of the genre as .4 Letter to the Editor’s
Office, are both conventional. This is a structurally polysynthetic text: the ‘extend-
ed reasoning’ on historical and cultural aspects of natural discrepancy between
theater and literature—a sketch of an article—is interrupted by the Meyerhold
theme and then jumps feverishly, almost panicky, to accusations of Gvozdev, to
attacks, self-defense, self-criticism, and self-justification. The emotional, intona-
tion pattern of the text is no less important than its logical inconsistency.

The Meyerhold theme was pivotal for the theatrical argument of the 1920s—
1930s discussed in the letter. The theme was one of the reference points for de-
structors’ accusations. This moment was especially painful for Slonimsky and
‘Gvozdev’s group’, as these theoreticians and practitioners had developed the
closest collaboration inside their milieus by the mid-1920s. Meyerhold particular-
ly appreciated Slonimsky’s judgments and used his recommendations while
working on Revizor [The Government Inspector|. In March 1926, Slonimsky at-

historically connected with Revigor? And if it actually was, could the accusation of ‘militant formalism’
be also brought against comrade Golubov and the editors who published his review?

The heaviest sin of «gvozdevshchina” (which I'm not dissociating myself from) is not at all de-
fending Meyerhold, but misusing ‘Tleft-wing phrases’ and proclaiming theatrical art as self-sufficient
and independent from literature. Theatrical separatism inevitably pushed dramatic theorists of Lenin-
grad to formalism or even to a blatant retrogression, all the more dangerous because it would always
hide behind the exceptionally presumptuous ‘left-wing phrases’. This is the sin I am happy to repent,
as I realized it long ago.

In conclusion, I should reject flatly Gvozdev’s documented assertion that I am allegedly “unwilling
to learn from Marxists.” This is just absurd. I never said anything like that, and the shorthand notes
can prove it.
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tended rehearsals in Moscow and delivered two lectures on the theater of Gogol
to the Meyerhold Theater company. “f camraro,” Meyerhold would say, “chto iz
vsekh peterburgskikh literatorov on naibolee tochno mog by opredelit' nashu
rabotu i prinesti nam bol'shuyu pol'zu znaniem proshlogo, potomu chto u nego
ochen' zdorovyj podkhod” (Meyerkhold repetiruyet [Meyerhold Rehearses] 1993, 1;
258). Joint efforts of Meyerhold and Slonimsky in preparing the play gave birth
to Slonimsky’s article Novoye istolkovaniye “Revizora” [A New Interpretation of
“The Government Inspector”] published in the Meyerhold Theater’s collection
of articles Revizorin 1927.

As we can see, in his letter Slonimsky refers to the common discussion context,
distancing himself from Meyerhold and renouncing his own five-year-old
speeches and aesthetic preferences. Still, he suggests evaluating the difficulty of
war around Meyerhold from the historical point of view, making some generali-
zations, and only then drawing final conclusions. The Meyerhold ‘point’ was the
axis for accusations of Gvozdev, a launching ground for Slonimsky to prepare
his defense and attacks. “Gvozdev neprostitel'no smazal znachenie — ne samo-
go Mejerkhol'da — a istoricheskikh boev vokrug nego.”

We can also see that Meyerhold was of much less interest to Slonimsky in 1931.
Meyerhold was sent to ‘archives’ and used as an evidence, a reason for accusa-
tions and legal proceedings. Meanwhile, the main accused party was represented
by Alexei Gvozdev, his school and “gvozdevshchina,” the formalist symptom he
had produced. This stigmatic term infests all the materials published in Rabochiy i
teatrin 1930—1931.

Alexei Gvozdev, dramatic theorist, the first historian of European theater, is un-
derstudied in many ways. Gvozdev was six years younger than Slonimsky, born
in an educated merchant family. He entered the faculty of history and philology
at Saint Petersburg University and graduated in 1913. After graduation, he
worked as a teacher in different cities and villages. In 1920 he was invited to
teach at Leningrad Pedagogical University and at the same time became head of
a department at Institute of Art History. He had his first article published in the
spring of 1914, the article being an attack against Vsevolod Meyerhold, who
would later become his idol. In dramatic theory, Gvozdev pioneered the history
of Western European theater, which hadn’t existed in science of the pre-
revolutionary Russia (Gvozdev 1987). His contemporaries would call him the
master of confusion, emphasizing his phenomenal talent of perplexing and jum-
bling everything up (GIII v vospominaniyakh [The State Institute of History of Art
in Memoirs| 2003, 134).

Perhaps, it is no coincidence that Slonimsky was talking about Gvozdev’s incon-
sistent and confusing speech in the first lines of his letter. Five years before that,
Slonimsky and Gvozdev had been speaking the same language. This sharing of
opinions could be seen in Slonimsky’s reviews of Meyerhold’s plays Les [The
Forest] and Revigor, as well as in several newspaper reviews (the Theatrical Octo-
ber program, Zhizn iskusstva). Yet, their relationship entered a totally different
phase in April 1931. Slonimsky found himself stigmatized and ranked among
those who lambasted “gvozdevshchina”, remnants of bourgeoisie, fellow travel-
ing and misoneism along with militant formalism. 1931 was the start of stigmati-
zation that eventually brought Gvozdev down to death in 1939 at the age of 51.




8. Reconstruction of the whole course of the destruction debate allows us to un-
cover every link of the chain and to assume the date when and the place where
Slonimsky’s letter could have been published but hardly ever was. The letter ap-
peared within the remarkable period as a response to the Rezolyutsiya udarnoy
brigady aspirantov LOGALS o burzhuaznykh techeniyakh v teatrovedenii and as a new se-
ries of reports on destruction of Gvozdev and “gvozdevshchina.” April 17-21—
27 were the epicenter and the culmination of ‘attacks’ against Gvozdev’s formal-
ism. The Resolution of young researchers is worth dwelling upon. In fact, analy-
sis of Gvozdev’s report O burghuaznykh techeniyakh v featrovedenii is a sentence
pronounced by disciples to their teacher. The document contains ten paragraphs.
In each of them, the authors analyze every detail, pointing to all of the previous
and current wrongdoings committed by the theatrological sector and its creator
and renouncing just about everything produced by the senior generation. The
narrative becomes ever more hysteric as it comes to the end, which is probably a
reflection of the real situation and a fair representation of the overall state of
mind of the group. “Vystupleniya chlenov teatrovedcheskoj sektsii...nosili be-
sprintsipno-sklochnyj kharakter, dokhodya dazhe do svedeniya lichnykh schetov
i vo vsyakom sluchae imeya osnovnoyu tsel'yu ne obsuzhdenie doklada po
sushhestvu, a samozashhitu i samoopravdanie.” Finally, the last paragraphs (8, 9
and 10) openly call for reprisal and prove that the authors were willing to take
matters into their own hands, to ruin the existing community of dramatic theo-
rists and to bring in fresh faces.

9. Following the Resolution, materials of the report-associated debate were pub-
lished. The debate included Slonimsky, lzvekov, Mochulsky and Piotrovsky.
Each of the speakers cast blame on Gvozdev and their own colleagues. This cas-
cade of self-recriminations, threats and evidence finally turns into a phantasma-
goria put down as a creepy scenario. There were two prosecutors in that trial:
comrades Burlachenko and Suslovich (who had edged away from Gvozdev’s
group just in time). In that play, they were assigned the role of pronouncing the
sentence. Suslovich’s point was that Gvozdev the King had got absolutely naked
and was kicked by other kings who had been left just as naked after the debate.
“Gvozdevshchina” was subject to housecleaning and immediate extermination.
The fundamental result of the debate campaign was charging “gvozdevshchina”
for subversive activities.

All these documents (shorthand notes, letters, and publications) are hard to interpret, as
they reveal a multi-layered context when superimposed. The letter in question is a specif-
ic prism showing several projections that disclose numerous stitches and ruptures in lives
and biographies of devastation contemporaries and in the history of institutions whose
demolition and rebirth on ruins creates the epos of destruction.
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