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The members of the Mosc

practice responding to the d

n December 22, 1921, Varvara Stepantava‘(.l89f—l955)

presented a paper entitled “On Const_rucuvlsm. to he;
colleagues at the Inkhuk—the Moscow -lnStllUlE o

Artistic Culture, a state research institution founded it May 1920
under the auspices of the Department of Fine Arts (1Z0) of the
People’s Commissariat of Enlightenment LNarkDm‘pros). It h‘ad
been almost a year since the first director of the Institute, Wassily
4 Kandinsky, had resigned, his psychology-based program being
rejected -;r: obsolete (if not plain counterrevolutionary) by a

swarming group of newcomers marching behind Aleksandr Rod-
w chenko (1891-1956).

As salaried employees of the state, the avant-garde artists and
theoreticians who made up Stepanova’s audience had to follow
bureaucratic routine and keep a stenographic record of the ani-
mated discussion that followed the talk. From this we can discern
that what was at stake that evening in December 1921 was less the
retrospective account of Constructivism offered by Stepanova than
the anxious question it prompted about the future; how will the
Soviet artist justify his or her existence once he or she has voluntar-
ily abandoned any artistic activity but is yet without the technical
knowledge essential for industrial production? (Note the gender
qualifiers here: there was perhaps no ather artistic movement in the

first half of the century where women exerted such a powerful role.)

The Marxist critic Boris Arvatoy (1896—-1940),

soon to become
one of the

most vocal hard-liners of Productivism, aptly summed
up the historical weight of the moment, The artist wi

ill notbe of any
use to industry until he acqui

res some education in a polytechnic
nstitute, he remarked, but his work neverthe

less has a function at
the ideological level:

It's Utapia, but we have to say

it. And every time we say it we will
be avoiding dog

matism and will not be shading our eyes and
we'll be saying thar this

: ; s real, and necessary, and nobody will
reproach us for it. We have to explain the great thing that this
doctrine [Construg tivism| has brought. Jp's true

like any rvl'r_:hf!mmiry
. siluation of a man on q river

that the situg-

tion is tragic i
e, sttuation. This is the

| o : bank who needs to crass aver fo the
ot tider v e
: tl stde. You have to lay a foundation and build a bridge
Fhen the historical role will be fulfilled %
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emands of a new collective society.
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At the end of 1921, the Construct

acterized by a partial return to a
replacing the centralized planning tha
during the civil war, a system thathad d
the artistic avant-garde as a reward for
support of the Revolution. The Con
of the Inkhuk as they had shaped
freely conduct their “laboratory experin
embraced the changes to come. The bi
(that between “art” and “production”
mind (its necessity had already been
flourish in the pages of Iskusstvo Ko
the official journal of 120 published fr
1919), but one could now feel a ¢
before Stepanova’s talk, following a
4 member of Opoyaz, for them to trar
Narkompros into that of the Ministry
Constructivists had collectivel
and to shift to “production.”
course, from “easel painting” but
autonomous art object, including scu
most radical proponents of the
predicting the end of art altogether:
built to reach the other side, b it it
useless once this heaven had been
remained wishful thinking, and the ¢
during the December 1921 evening
be well founded. But if the glee with
endorsed their resignation as artists
manic denial, it certainly could
at the time. There was a fagic mth
tuted the climax of a whole ye:

“The first monument without a |

The birth of Constructivism came
Tatlin’s model for the Monument to
simply called his Tower (1), Gomy

A 1915



mm\mmveﬂed in Petrograd on November 8, 1920 (the third
anniversary of the October Revolution), before being shipped to
Moscow, where it was re-erected in the building hosting the VIIith
Congress of the Soviets at the very moment when Lenin’s plan for
the electrification of Russia was being debated. From the detailed
pamphlet written by the critic and art historian Nikolai Punin and
published on the occasion of the work's presentation, and from
numerous declarations by the artist himself, we know that, while
the model was a large wooden sculpture of between 18 and 21 feet
high, the finished monument was to have been a huge metal-and-
glass construction some 1,300 feet high—a third taller than the
Eiffel Tower, at the time the tallest building in the world and a feat
of engineering Tatlin had greatly admired during his trip to Paris
hefore World War 1. The most striking element of Tatlin’s cele-
brated design was its tilted structure consisting of two dovetailing
conical spirals and a complex web of oblique and vertical slats th;;l
framed four geometric glass volumes suspended on top of each
other within its slanting core. Each of these volumes was su pposed
to be an independent building housing a different branch of the
Comintern (the Soviet organization in charge of “spreading the
revolution” to other countries), and each would rotate at a specific
pace. The revolution of the lowest and largest volume, a cylinder
destined to house the International’s “legislative assemblies,” was
to take a year; that of the second volume, an oblique pyramid for
the executive branch, would have lasted a month; that of the next

Manument to the Third International in the
,1920. Wood, height o. 548 .6-640 {216-252)

Soviet institutions
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eighteenth century, finding 5

! aname for a new i
fenaming an old one, Sl s

became highly charg,
revolutionary Russia, from |

1, Or
ed political acts in

. : the very first days of the Fel
insurreclmn to Lenin's rise 1o Power in October |
into the Stalinist era that followed his death in 1924, And 1}
baptismal frenzy of the young Soviet state did m-l- nl "' e
official organizations, but P

ruary 1917

917 and well

: ] fect

also the many avant

Bas ANy avant-garde groups that

had multiplied in the teens, during the heyday of Cubo Futurism
!

The absurdist monikers of these prerevolutionary groups (such a

Knave of Diamonds, The Donkey's Tail, Tramuw 1y V)
smacked too much of the Symbolist past they hac

still

l 3 T3 | been intende
0 mock, A new linguistic form had to be devised to signify

that a

radically new era w 5 ]
) era was beginning, and for both the Bolshevik ol

find r‘hal small fringe of the intelligentsia that immediately put
itselfat its service, the acronym became the prime signifier of such
a tabula rasa. It was both economical and “poetic all unfamiliar
The political nature of this linguistic device was established
early with the cainage of Proletkult (for “Proletarian Cultuze” ) iy
1906. Although this organization worried Lenin to the point that
by 1909 he had excluded its leader Aleksandr Bogdanov from the
Bolshevik party, it was only after the “ten days that shook the
world” that it took real stride. But the new government countered

its rise by founding an umbrella department, the Narkompros

(for “People’s Commissariat of Enlightenment”), headed by
liberal Anatoly Lunacharsky, whose domain encompassed
cultural affairs, propaganda, and education, and under which all
artistic groups—including the recently created Komfuts ( for
“Communist Futurists” }—had to be subsumed. In January 1918
IZO, the visual arts section of Narkompros, was created and

placed in Petrograd under the supervision of David Shterenberg, :
well-traveled, francophile, eclectic modernist painter who did his
best to satisfy the diverse tendencies of the Soviet avant-garde as
well a5 rearganize all art museums of the USSR. His deputy in
Moscow was Tatlin.

Among the many new institutions launched by Narkompros
were the Svomas (for “Free State Studios”), founded in 1918 and
replaced in 1920 by the Vkhutemas (“Higher State Artistic and
Technical Workshops”), which can be characterized as the Soviet
equivalents to the Bauhaus, the design school that had recently
opened in Germany; the Inkhuk (for “Institute of Artistic
Culture”), founded in Moscow in 1920 (its first director was
Kandinsky, soon evicted by Rodchenko) and its pendant in
Petrograd, the Ginkhuk, where Malevich took refuge .u'u_-a the
close of his own school in Vitebsk, Unovis (“Affirmers of the New
Art") in 1922, Even after the restoration of private business by the
NEPin 1921, the government’s hold on cultural affairs did not
falter, neither did its penchant for acronyms: in 1922, the Inkhuk

became part of the Rakhn (“Russian Academy of the Sciences of
its edge, and the AKhRR ("Association

Art"), where it quickly lost
Russia”) began its steady ascent, which

of Artists of Revolutionary .
would end up ten years later in the brutal establishment of
“Socialist Realism” as the official line in all the arts.
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ervices, would have takena
a small hemisphere added
e presumably lasted

valume, a cylinder for the propaganda s
day; and that of the uppermost volume,
Jate in the elaboration of the project, would havi
an hour. . ]

Tatlin and his friends (most notably Punin as his official
spokesman) developed three lines of argumem‘ in favor O-f ;he
actual construction of the monument on its proiected. vast scale.
various places to com-
ely be “modern” (the
) “the first

First, as opposed to the eyesores erected in
memorate the Revolution, it would definitiv
poet Vladimir Mayakovsky celebrated the project as : .
seard”), which meant for Tatlin that it wasm

monument ‘-‘-‘it}\tlllldl ‘ 5
“culture of materials” (that

strict obedience to the principle of the
s, of “truth to materials”) he had been developing in his sculptural
areliefs of 1914-17. Second, it was to be an entirely functional,
productivist object (Mayakovsky also called it “the first object
of October”), surpassing, in yet another sense, the Eiffel Tower,
whose principal use was as a radio antenna. Third, like all public
monuments, it was conceived as a symbolic beacon: it spelled out
dynamism” as the ethos of the Revolution.

At the Inkhuk, the formation by Rodchenko and his friends of
the Working Group of Objective Analysis, which precipitated
Kandinsky’s demise as director, had preceded by just a few weeks
the unveiling of Tatlin's monument. Given the enormous atten-
tion that this project received in Moscow at the time, it is not
surprising that the Working Group focused on the issues it raised.
T'he fact that it was an experimental design unlikely ever to be built

(although it was declared technically possible by a team of Soviet

ngineers) did not deter them—on the contrary, the very fact thata
project could have such an impact was an encouragement to
e— < ez~ » = 2 - .

pursue “laboratory work.” Bracketing for the moment the concern
for production and functionality, the members of the Working

2+ Tk

}_ e Obmokhy group exhibition, Moscow May 1921
i Jansar 3y in Balance ¢ 3 SEa) ; =}
I can be seen on thg axtrems laft
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Group concentrated on
materials” (or faktura
which were seen by Rods
tory in Tatlin's project. Tl
contrary to Tatlin’s arg

a spiral and the appeal to an
was a romantic affair, they arg
secrecy of his studio and with
formal organization remained
of “bourgeois individualism
authorial composition.

But those terms were too loose
from January 1, 1921, to the end of

strate, by means of a pair of
these two opposing words. Except
Ladovsky (1881-1941) and Karl Io
proposing as “construction” what
a “deductive structure,” that is, a
that is predicated by the material
dimension) of that very surface—the :
what disappointing. Either the op
change of technique (sfumato for ‘
struction) or by the evocation ofa ¢
painting versus that of a sculpture);
Vladimir Stenberg (1899-1982),

3+ Karl loganson, Stud
Medium and dimension




that accompanied the production of
sthtening. After much Polemicizing,
sus was reached: construction was
ientific” mode or organization in which
lements” were involved. Or (o put it in
ruction was a “motivated” sign, that is,
,its form and meaning being determined
nship between its various materials
borrow iconographical elements, for

s at first a rather meager result for four
and the rhetoric of the debate was
= “waste” = “bourgeois epicure-
ble”), but it is nevertheless from this

—33]—who were joined by Stepanova
uk, the cultural agitator Aleksei Gan

[1889-19401). Gan, who had just been expelled from
for his extremism, was immediately
Structivist program, and
evolved around his obscure terminology,
polemical prose (his book Constructivism appeared in 1922) is of
no great help in assessing the thinking of the ( 1roup, and it is most
unfortunate that this peripheral figure should |
the central position of spokesm
damaging, much later, when Stalin’s commissars were on repres
sive rampage, but it would also long distort the view of hist
of the movement). Much more to the
the other founding me

Narkompros

put in dmrgcnl'wrllmgut on-

a lot of \Iclmlmg among the Group

Gan’s confused and

lave been assigned
an (it would prove particularly

onans
point is the artistic activity of
mbers in the immediate aftermath of the
construction/composition debate,

One farewell to art

A key event is their participation in the second group show of
Obmokhu (Society of Young Artists), in May 1921, which con
sisted mainly of “spatial constructions” [2]. Even though only two
of these sculptures survive, this legendary exhibition is well
documented. Neither the works of the Stenberg brothers, which
resemble metallic bridges, nor the polychrome sculptures of
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and measurable form to the “excess” that every construction

should aim to eradicate: the string was longer than required, but

ting of three rods maintained in space through the

consis

ing string, lng.mwn allcmptud to g_i\-’c‘ a visual

this “excess,” clamped at the end of the tense loop and hanging
imp, also had a demonstrative function (to lower the three
pointed rods and thus transform the sculpture, one had only to
release more of the string’s slack). In other words, in contrast with
the bourgeois artist’s studio secrets, the sculpture’s “logical” mode
ol production and deductive structure were heralded as a means of
opposing the fetishization of artistic inspiration.

The same could be said of the modular sculptures that Rod-
chenko realized soon after the Obmokhu exhibition (each of which
is made of equal-sized woodblocks, the plan sometimes being equal
to the .Jw.mmiw 1,| The formal logic that presides over these works,
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5« Aleksandr Rodchenko, Pure Red Color, Pure Yellow (
Qil on canvas. 62.5 x 52.5 (24", x 20%)

to its logical conclusion and exhibited three canva
vellow,” he later wrote. “I affirmed: It’s all over. Basic colors. Every
plane is a plane, and there is to be no more representation.”
Rodchenko’s iconoclastic gesture quickly became a legendary
landmark (nicknamed “the last picture,” it is described os a
4 turning-point by Nikolai Tarabukin, a former Formalist critic who
had become the most astute ideologue of the Inkhuk group; in his
1923 treatise From the Easel to the Machine): with ita page of
history had been turned, a point of no return had been reached
Analysis was no longer the order of the day: there was nowno other
possible path than to “enter production.” Stepanaya’s December
1921 paper was a memorial service. The elaboration of a Produc-
tivist platform would be the central preoccupation of Radchenko
and his friends during the early months of 1922.

The move to propaganda

But despite their enthusiasm and their willingness to “work in the
factory,” the Constructivists-turned-Productivists were to mee! &
depressing reality: in the New Economic Poﬁcyaf.bﬂﬂﬂwcndd
no longer count on the blanket support of the state. Ta their preit
.chagrln, their services were not welcome: they were: I rseen s an
interfering nuisance by the new cntrepreneﬁri‘&il cast of product””
managers, or derided as intellectual parasites by &&v-vmfkff*'
Sh{?ﬂn(}\m and Liuboy Popova successfully g ‘- 3 oﬂ:x"[t'
designs that were mass produced (these mn&ﬁmﬁmﬁ'lﬁe only
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the field of propaganda. If usefulness was the motto, and even if
industry could not see a way to put artists to use, then they could at
least be enlisted in advertising the Revolution (or even the objects
produced, without their help, in state-owned factories), From the
early twenties on, the creation of posters, theater sets, agitational
stands, exhibition, and book designs became the chosen domain of
the Constructivists, and with continuing success. As Tarabukin
had predicted, their realizations in the ideological realm (that of
imaging the Revolution) became their most importint legacy.
Rather than presiding over the production of objects, they had
shaped the ideology of Production: they had found a niche, at last,
within Soviet Russia's ever-intensifying division of labor.
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the field of propaganda. If usefulness was the motto, and even if
industry could not see a way to put artists to use, then they could at
least be enlisted in advertising the Revolution (or even the objects
produced, without their help, in state-owned factories). From the
early twenties on, the creation of posters, theater sets, agitational
stands, exhibition, and book designs became the chosen domain of
the Constructivists, and with continuing success. As Tarabukin
had predicted, their realizations in the ideological realm (that of
imaging the Revolution) became their most important legacy
Rather than presiding over the production of objects, they had
shaped the ideology of Production: they had found a niche, at last
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