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In January 1957, the Soviet Ministry of Culture, assisted by the Union of
Journalists, resumed publication of the premiere photography journal of the Soviet
Union, Sovetskoe Foto after a sixteen year hiatus. The relative openness of the
Khrushchev period, also known as the cultural Thaw, fostered a climate of enthusiasm for
photojournalists and amateur photographers, who sought to establish photography as an
officially recognized art form. My dissertation argues that between 1957 and 1962, this
project seemed achievable; the relative openness of the period offered photojournalists
the opportunity to discuss their craft and reconceptualize their work in ways that had been
impossible in previous decades. In response to Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalin in
1956, it 1s my assertion that the boundaries of viable visual representation were shifting,
and that a previously outcast artistic movement could be reexamined as a way for
photojournalists and amateur photographers to demonstrate photography’s aesthetic
properties.

My dissertation examines the connections between documentary and aesthetic
arguments made by Soviet photographers and photojournalists, which complicated the
relationship between art photography and photojournalism. In the mid-1950s and early
1960s, professional photographers returned to these discussions in order to elevate their
work, make a case for the creation of a union specifically for photographers. This

occurred at the same time that mass media began to incorporate 1920s and 1930s avant-
vi



garde aesthetics in press and illustrated magazine photographs, making them more
accessible to Soviet citizens. The reorientation of Soviet life, towards more private
contributions to building socialism, as well as the government and Party’s interest in
expanding and galvanizing the press, meant that illustrated magazines were reaching a
wider soviet audience. After 1962, however, professional and amateur photographers
confronted the realization that their designs for a photography union and higher education
were not gaining official support. Photojournalists and theorists at began arguing not for
photography as an art form, but rather something in between art and document. Some
amateurs, who had originally desired close correspondence with official photographers
and photography clubs, began to turn towards unofficial and nonconformist photography,

severing their ties with the official community.
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Introduction

Nikita Khrushchev’s 1956 speech “On the Cult of Personality and its
Consequences,” delivered at the Twentieth Party Congress sent shock waves through the
Soviet intellectual, political, and cultural community. What had been interpreted as
inexorable truth became opinion, what had been considered fact was now fiction: that the
greatest bastion of Soviet power, Stalin himself, was indeed fallible. Not only that, but he
was guilty of betraying one of the ideological tenets upon which the Soviet political
system was based: he propagated a personality cult, in which he was first among equals.

The period that followed, known as Khrushchev’s Thaw, a term drawn from Ilya
Eherenberg’s 1954 novel of the same title, brought sweeping socio-political reform, a
reorganization and reorientation of Soviet life and the relationship between the Soviet
government and its citizens. Pardoned prisoners returned home from Gulag camps, the
government relaxed censorship of literary and cultural material, and economic attention
focused on two issues that had plagued the Soviet system during the Stalin years, access
to housing and consumer goods, particularly in Moscow and Leningrad.

My dissertation addresses the role played by the photography profession during
the cultural Thaw. The relative openness of this period offered a forum in which
photojournalists could discuss their craft and reconceptualize their work in ways that had
been impossible in previous decades. Soviet photographers who worked for illustrated
journals were able to challenge the notion that photography was simply an ideological
tool. They could promote aesthetic interest in photography, and advocate techniques that
drew upon the avant-garde of the 1920s, which had been discredited by Stalin years
earlier. In response to Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalin, I argue that the boundaries of

viable visual representation were shifting, and that a previously outcast artistic movement
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could be reexamined by illustrated journals as a way for photojournalists and amateur
photographers to demonstrate photography’s aesthetic properties. This was particularly
the case in the years between 1957 and 1962.

Shifting binaries connected to the idea of photography, of the camera as an
aesthetic or technological instrument, characterize photography theory throughout the
Soviet period. Photography as art versus document, manipulated (avant-garde) as
opposed to direct realism, professional as opposed to amateur, all shaped the post-
Stalinist attempts to professionalize photojournalism and photography. Each of these
aspects of photography are Soviet forms of classic debates, taking on specifically Soviet
meanings that shifted by decade and regime. The resurrection of the avant-garde in the
1950s and 1960s is only one of these moments. Photojournalists, and to an extent,
amateur photographers between 1957 and 1962, were actively assertive in their desire to
reshape photographic aesthetics in the post-Stalinist epoch and redesign photography as a
medium worthy of appreciation as an art.

The Soviet Photograph as “Art,” the Soviet Photograph as Document

The theoretical debate about photography as “art” or as a technology (the pencil
of nature) is as old as the photograph itself and is central to my argument. A variety of
binaries framed discussions of what photojournalism should or could be, but each of
these discussions revolved around photography and its relation to art and document.
Baudelaire was convinced that photography corrupted art and that it had the possibility to
destroy and replace it in its entirety. Aesthetically, photography was useful for
documentary purposes, and nothing more:

Photography must, therefore, return to its true duty which is that of the

handmaid of the arts and sciences, but their very humble handmaid, like
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printing and shorthand, which have neither created nor supplemented

literature. Let photography quickly enrich the traveller’s album and restore

to his eyes the precision his memory may lack; let it adorn the library of

the naturalist, magnify microscopic insects, even strengthen, with a few

facts, the hypotheses of the astronomer; let it, in short, be the secretary and

record-keeper of whomsoever needs absolute material accuracy for

professional reasons.!
Generally, the Soviet government agreed with this assessment by the mid-1930s with an
added emphasis on news and press circulation. But photographers in the nineteenth
century fell into one of two categories when it came to the relationship between
photography and art. Either they believed that photography was a technical process that
was useful for professional and scientific purposes (or as Baudelaire also mentions, as a
hobby helpful for tourists) or it was something more than a mechanical process. The
former, arguing that photographs operated as visual documents, did not necessarily see
photography’s technical properties as negative, and indeed found them to be strengths of
the medium that reinforced its “truthfulness.” But, as photographic technology advanced,
aesthetic opportunities presented themselves complicating the relationship between
photography as a technology and photography as an artistic pursuit. Portable cameras
further expanded these possibilities, especially as photographers in the early twentieth
century experimented with the alteration of positives and negatives, shooting angles,

filters, and focus.

I Charles Baudelaire, “The Salon on 1859,” in Baudelaire, Selected Writings on Art and Artists, ed. P. E.
Charvet, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 297.
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But photography, despite its potential aesthetic qualities, remains a medium
inextricably linked with documenting and indexing. Susan Sontag has argued that
photography is useful because it traces reality, providing evidence of an event or
experience, providing a document of the past, of actuality. Other theorists, however, have
pointed to the importance of contextualization and the photograph’s ability to
disarticulate and disrupt reality. Max Kozloff has noted the photograph’s potential for
unreliability while maintaining some measure of authenticity, in which “the main
distinction between a painting and a photograph is that the painting alludes to its content,
whereas the photograph summons it, from wherever and whenever, to us.”? Furthermore,
the present reality in which an image is produced, is manufactured, altered and therefore
inherently problematic, according to John Tagg.? The photograph produces and infuses
itself with meaning that may be divorced from, but still connected to, reality.

Photography is also inherently “bound up with the emergence of institutions,
practices and professionalisms bearing directly on the social body in a new fashion,
though novel techniques of surveillance, record, discipline, training and reform” and in
this way could have been utilized by the Soviets who were themselves interested in
censorship and surveillance.# In the Soviet Union especially, the connection between
lived experience, reality, and representation were divorced from each other. Any history
of Soviet photography is complicated by the Communist Party’s troubled relationship
with the photograph. Leah Dickerman’s article “Camera Obscura: Socialist Realism in

the Shadow of Photography” outlines the early history of the Bolshevik Party’s

2 Max Kozloff, The Privleged Eye, (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1987), 236.

3 John Tagg, The Burden of Representation: Essays on Photographies and Histories, (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1993), 3.

4 Ibid, 9.



interaction with the camera. Looking at the egregiously obvious manipulation of press
and propaganda photographs, the public nature of state censorship, as well as the
reproduction of widely proliferated images into popular paintings, Dickerman notes that
photography presented numerous problems for the Soviet government and the
Communist Party.

The reworking of the document rather than its suppression testifies to the

perceived need to offer visual proof of a particular (but false) historical

narrative with the strength of photography’s power of authentification... It

grows out of the documentary demand of the index, that is, an imprint of

the real.’
Dickerman goes on to explain the precarious place of the photograph in the Bolshevik
Party’s propagation of mass media. On the one hand, the Bolsheviks evinced a desire,
even a need, for authentication, and on the other they distrusted the photograph for its
ability to show imprints of the past which may betray the ideological and historical
narrative of the present. As a result, the Party both desired and feared mass media culture,
and photography in particular, because it had the potential to pose a very real threat to
Bolshevik conceptions of history. This relationship between the Communist Party and
photography, manifested in the desire to provide visual documentation of history, but
only in the “correct” narrative, is a paradox that defines the cultural position of
photography in the Soviet Union.

Theorists like Pierre Bourdieu and Benedict Anderson have argued that social

realities are imaginary forms constructed by institutions like mass media outlets.

5 Dickerman, Leah. “Camera Obscura: Socialist Realism in the Shadow of Photography.” October 93, no. 3
(2000): 143.
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Bourdieu’s “collective principle of constructing collective reality” explains that “social
realities are social fictions with no other basis than social construction.”® In the 1920s and
1930s, according to Evgeny Dobrenko, most Soviet art “engaged in intensive production
of the ‘masses of the people’ and of ‘class consciousness,”” essentially creating social
realities out of fictional categories, rendering them real rather than imagined or false.”
These new categories of people, however, “simply did not exist outside of socialist
realism, [and yet]...In creating ‘the people,’ socialist realism simultaneously de-realized
the social field in which real people lived.”® In terms of Soviet photography, socially
constructed identities and the manipulation of historical narratives were coupled with the
task of visualizing these identities as well as promoting viewers to see themselves as a
part of this reality, either imagined or real. For photojournalists, this involved the
incorporation and categorization of identities into images that would help readers and
viewers comprehend their place in Soviet society and history. It is my assertion that this
project was most successful in the Thaw era, due in part to a relaxation of restrictions on
photographic aesthetics but also a shift in how the government and mass media related to
their audience. Of equal importance, however, is an overlap of Khrushchev’s attempted
revitalization of Soviet society, coupled with his active interest in utilizing the press to
achieve that goal. Both the administration and photojournalists desired a more active role
in society. The government wanted to show how the post-Stalinist Soviet Union had
changed for the better, while photographers wanted to reopen debates about aesthetics

and expand their role in the press and creative unions.

6 Pierre Bourdieu, Practical Reason: On the Theory of Action, trans. Randall Johnson (Palo Alto: Stanford
University Press, 1998), 66.

7 Evgeny Dobrenko, Political Economy of Socialist Realism, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007),
183.

8 Ibid, 183.



Foucault’s theory of governmentality is an important theoretical component of my
project. Though he generally applied this idea to de-centralized, liberal societies, it is
applicable to this period when the Soviet press was the most viable and visible apparatus
used to disseminate information about Soviet society in the 1950s and 1960s. Foucault
utilizes “government” as a verb because it describes the variety of ways that state policies
and power are not only political, but also signify self-control, guidance, and
management.® In other words, the process of governing applies to social control and
institutions as well as the production of knowledge. Governmentality can be described as
the manner in which power manifests itself in culture and society and in the Soviet Union
press agencies were the main source of distributing visual information about and
documentation of all aspects of the cultural, political and social terrain. Mitchell Dean
expands on Foucault’s conception of governmentality by incorporating technologies of
power, including institutions like the Soviet press and photojournalism. As an arm of the
Soviet government, the press was responsible for participating in the construction of
particular identities. Dean explains that these forms of identity were fabricated and
propagated, and yet they produced real results.

Forms of identity promoted and presupposed by various practices and

programmes of government should not be confused with a real subject,

subjectivity, or subject position, i.e. with a subject that is the endpoint or
terminal of these practices and constituted through them. Regimes of
government do not determine forms of subjectivity. They elicit, promote,

facilitate, foster, and attribute various capacities, qualities and statuses to

9 Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics Lectures at The College de France 1978-1979, (New York:
Picador, 2010).
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particular agents. They are successful to the extent that these agents come

to experience themselves through such capacities (e.g. of ration decision-

making), qualities (e.g. as having a sexuality), and statuses (e. g. being an

active citizen).1?

As an organ of the government, the press had the ability to promote an image of citizens
as having particular capacities, qualities and statuses despite, or in spite of reality. As de-
Stalinization gained momentum, the press was galvanized to define post-Stalinist Soviet
identities, and photographers possessed the technology with the greatest potential to
visualize these changes.

Between 1960 and 1970, the number of periodicals purchased in the Soviet Union
more than doubled. Because the press and photojournalism were tied to the dominant
political institution in the Soviet Union, the press was subject to periodic reorientations
and redefinitions, and as Party leaders changed, their interpretations of the problems
facing both the Party and the society also changed.!! But in the moment between 1957
and 1962, journalists “would participate in the governing by supplying the texts and
images that would make Soviet readers aware of and a part of the processes through
which their society was realizing socialism. They would envision and project a form of
person whose thoughts and actions would embody the socialist project; journalists would
become technologies of the self,” tasked with discovering who the Soviet person was,

and what society and culture was to look like once socialism was achieved.!2

10 Mitchell Dean, Governmentality: Power and Rule in Modern Societies, (London: Sage, 1995), 32.

1 Thomas C. Wolfe, Governing Soviet Journalism: The Press and the Socialist Person after Stalin,
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2005), 8.
12 Ibid, 18.



In their arguments for photography as a form of art, Soviet photographers (both
amateur and professional), theorists and critics confronted the dominance of socialist
realist aesthetics. Socialist realism itself is a complicated category, as its definition is
more exclusive than inclusive because it was never officially defined. In terms of the
official view on the subject, socialist realist art should be realist in form and socialist in
content (though this second aspect was often fabricated). But this definition is vague and
carried with it a number of specifications and qualifications. In his recent work on the
ways the arts embodied political culture, Boris Groys describes socialist realism as a kind
of photography: “The goal was to give to the image of the future world, where all the
facts would be the facts of Socialist life, a kind of photographic quality, which would
make this image visually credible.”!3 But photography could not have lent itself to both
the propaganda and artistic demands of the regime with ease. The complication remained
photography’s relationship to and reflection of reality, especially in the Stalinist period.
While photography as a medium remained desirable to the government and Party because
of its reproducability, photography’s “content” remained outside the scope of the
government’s ideal of socialist realism in that it was too rooted in reality. Photography
remained necessary for documentation purposes throughout the late 1930s, but socialist
realism as it was defined during the Stalin era excluded photography because as a media
it was suspect precisely because of its documentary functions.

The relationship of the government to photography was further complicated by
the state’s dealings with the Russian avant-garde and its cultural heritage. In many ways,
the “avant-garde” is an umbrella term used to describe various modernist movements that

sprang up in Europe in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Avant-garde

13 Boris Groys, Art Power, (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2008), 143-4.
9



artists wished to discard the cultural heritage of the past. They embraced mass media,
industrial design and poster art, rejecting the exclusivity of artistry. In chapter one, I
discuss the context of the various ideologies associated with the construction of a new
society, and the several styles avant-garde photographers developed. These included
incorporating heavy cropping, unusual points of shooting and a focus on details that
otherwise might have gone unnoticed. Aesthetic and ideological battles between two
loosely associated groups (that had very different ideas about the aesthetic and
documentary purpose of photography) characterized avant-garde discussions about
photography in the 1920s and early 1930s. The first group, Oktiabr, was led by
Aleskandr Rodchenko and Elizar Langman, and supported photography as a versatile
medium that could surpass its documentary processes to produce new ways of seeing and
viewing the world. The second group, the ROPF, instead focused on the documentary
aspects of photography. These arguments set the stage for, and complicated theoretical
debates about, photography for the following fifty years. By the 1950s and 1960s,
photographers, some of whom had participated in avant-garde groups in the 1920s and
1930s, began to reexamine the avant-garde, coming to the consensus that Soviet
photography, whether professional photojournalism, art photography, or amateur prints,
should incorporate aesthetic elements present in avant-garde photographs from the 1920s
and 1930s.

In the 1920s and early 1930s the missions, desires and needs of avant-garde artists
and the state were generally in step with one another, which waned as the state became
increasingly centralized and politically conservative. Contrary to Clement Greenberg’s
assertion in “Avant-garde and Kitsch,” Russian artists in the 1920s were fascinated with

the possibilities of bringing culture to the masses and the technologies associated with it.
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The Soviet state was likewise invested in this project. Though avant-garde artists
“disapproved of only one aspect of commercial mass culture: its pandering to mass taste,”
they were nevertheless fascinated by the possibilities of a mass audience.!* Despite mass
culture’s “pandering” to mass taste, photography appealed to artists like El Lizzitsky,
Gustav Klutsis, and Aleksandr Rodchenko because of its reproducibility and ability to
reach a wider audience.

For photographers and photojournalists in the 1950s and 1960s, the dominance of
socialist realism and the institutional hierarchies set in place during the early 1930s made
it difficult to make their voices heard when it came to determining the aesthetic standards
for photography. Under Stalin, photography was placed at the bottom of the Soviet
Union’s creative hierarchy, a point that was made clear when he removed photographers
from the Artist’s Union in 1932, shut down a number of photography journals, and
arrested prominent photographers like Gustav Klutsis. Once rejected by Stalin the avant-
garde heritage became a difficult topic to discuss. By 1936, socialist realism had become
the predominate mode of representation in most visual media, overshadowing other
artistic movements such as constructivism and productivism which had been dissolved by
law in 1934. Photography’s “truthfulness” was perceived as unreliable and journals
replaced photographs with socialist realist paintings and other forms of representation
until the war years. But, like so many things, the Russian avant-garde was rehabilitated,
though incompletely, during the Thaw. Many photographers chose to emulate Oktiabr
photographs, incorporating the extensive cropping techniques they had employed.

By the 1950s, the Soviet government tended to view photography either as

journalism or an amateur hobby. Photography was officially reestablished in the Union of

14 Tbid, 147.
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Journalists in 1957, and the photo section of the Union dictated most policies about
photography for the remainder of the Soviet Union’s existence. But even here, the
categories remain ill defined. The distinction between art photography and press
photography had been blurred in the 1920s and 1930s by years of debate about what
acceptable photographs should look like. By the 1950s a new generation of
photojournalists were well acquainted with the work of avant-garde photographers of the
1920s and 1930s, as many of the older generation of avant-garde photographers were still
working photographers, albeit for newspapers, press agencies and illustrated journals.
This was not unique to photography, as Soviet intellectuals in the 1950s and 1960s
“...did not belong to a single generation...the oldest of them were born in the 1920.”15

A burgeoning amateur photography movement appeared in the late 1950s. Some
amateur photographers were able to participate in official photography culture by
submitting their work to illustrated magazines and local publications. This further blurred
the lines between professional and amateur, as well as photojournalism and art
photography. This group of pseudo-professionals, by the 1960s, had clear ideas about
what photography meant to them, either as a hobby, a part-time paycheck, or as a way to
participate in the international artistic community though submitting their work to
international exhibitions. The photography club became, in the 1960s, a source of local
cultural production, increasingly in dialogue with the professional movement. The

heyday of amateur photography followed close behind that of professional

15 Vladislav Zubok, Zhivago’s Children: The Last Russian Intelligentsia, (Harvard University Press:
Cambridge, MA, 2009), 20.
12



photojournalism, some clubs boasting membership logs that reached three hundred, four
hundred, or even five hundred members. !¢

Promoting photography as a legitimate art was a phenomenon encountered not
only in the Soviet Union, but in many countries in the post-war period. In the United
States, John Szarkowski, photography curator of the Museum of Modern Art in New
York, was making a similar case for the artistic importance of photography. Unlike the
situation in the United States, however, Soviet photojournalists were not only arguing
that photography could be artistic, they were struggling to find official support from
cultural authorities and institutions that were shaped in the Stalinist political context. As a
result, Soviet political and cultural policies required photojournalists to attempt to
incorporate socialist realist aesthetics if they had serious aspirations for themselves as
artists and their work as art.

The relationship between the photographer-artist and the photographer-journalist
is complicated not only by cultural authorities who neglected to recognize any form of
photography as ‘“high” art, but also by photographers themselves, many of whom
embraced both roles. This continues to the present day, where images of prominent press
photographers such as Georgi Zelma and Yakov Ryumkin are displayed in art galleries
and museum shows, not in their original format (the magazine photograph), but as art
objects. The return then, or rather colloquialization, of avant-garde aesthetics in the 1950s
and early 1960s encourages questions about the nature of the Thaw as it was manifested
in photography. In what ways did the unique political context of the Khrushchev era alter

the landscape of viable visual representation, and what techniques did photographers use

16 v Stigneev, Fototvorchestvo Rossii: Istoriia, razviti i sovremennoe sostoianie fotoliubitel stva,
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to expand or contract the boundaries of this terrain? What political events or contexts
generated these changes? What was the relationship between aesthetics, historical events,
and mass culture as mediated by photography? And finally what was the relationship
between mass culture, official culture and high culture?

In the 1950s and 1960s, eyewitness photography was privileged because it
provided evidence of how the country had changed for the better.!” The photograph’s
authenticity and indexical features once again became desirable for the propagation of
state sponsored industrial, agricultural, and technological advances. Within this context,
photographers were able to provide a more nuanced look at Soviet life, not only in what
they photographed, but how they chose to do so. Photographers played a role in
constructing a new, post-Stalinist Soviet identity, and similarly the Khrushchevite
political context allowed photographers to subvert official culture through official means.
Within the context of the Thaw, the shift away from Stalinism encouraged all Soviet
citizens to question his legacy. Although the avant-garde had been discredited by Stalin,
the fact that it had been forcibly abandoned made it a useful tool for distancing
photojournalists from Stalinist aesthetics and elevating photographic standards. A return
to (an albeit diluted version) of avant-garde aesthetics in photography was a reaction to
the measures of the previous regime, a choice made by contemporary photographers to
actively rebuild and redefine Soviet photography on their own terms.

As early as 1955, Khrushchev began advocating cultural exchange programs
between various countries, including the United States and Western Europe. These
exchanges were open to students and professors, but more importantly journalists, artists,

musicians and writers. As part of this program, the Soviet Union began holding and

17 Susan E. Reid, “Photography in the Thaw,” Art Journal 53, no. 2 (1994): 33.
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participating in numerous cultural exhibitions. For many photographers, it was a period
of opportunity, not only to exhibit their work in their home country outside of
newspapers, magazines and journals, but also to submit their work to international
exhibitions outside the reaches of the iron curtain. Even more notably, Soviet press
photographers became essentially international documentary agents: for the first time
since the 1930s, they were encouraged to travel not as documentary soldiers (as had been
the case during World War II) but as professionals piecing together a picture of the rest of
the world for the Soviet public. By actively encouraging photographers to go forth and
document, the Soviet government aided in the dissemination not only of avant-garde
aesthetics, but of new styles, modes and ideas about photography, particularly Italian
Neorealism which resonated with Soviet photographers. By incorporating these foreign
styles, influences and techniques into their work, Soviet photographers managed, with
official Party and state support, to exhibit photographs that largely subverted official
culture (i.e. socialist realism) without necessarily departing from it.

Avant-garde aesthetics remained incredibly important in the ways that
photographers crafted debates about aesthetics into the 1950s and 1960s. As such, chapter
one addresses avant-garde photography in the 1920s and 1930s as a necessary
background for understanding its normalization in the 1950s and 1960s. It traces the
growth of professional photojournalism and photography clubs from the pre-
revolutionary period to World War II. At the time, arguments about photographic
aesthetics focused on the role of photography in the Soviet paradigm. In the 1920s, critics
and avant-garde photographers questioned if photography was a documentary or aesthetic
media, or somewhere in-between. Mikhail Koltsov’s establishment of the illustrated

photography journal Sovetskoe foto played an integral part in these debates and was a
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battleground between competing avant-garde visionaries. By the 1930s, however, the
Soviet government brought arguments between fractious avant-garde movements into the
fold of the official attitude about photography as a documentary media, though editors at
Sovetskoe foto were still able to publish dissenting voices. By the end of the 1930s into
the 1940s, open debate about the role of photography in art had all but ended, forcibly
muted by a regime that choose to focus on other socialist realist genres for visualizing
contemporary life. Sovetskoe foto ceased publication in 1941, further silencing
photographers and photojournalists. This changed briefly during World War II, when the
regime once again allowed photographers to wrest limited agency due to their necessity
to the war effort.

My second chapter argues that in the years after Stalin’s death, photographers
were able to reexamine their cultural role, drawing heavily on the aesthetics of the avant-
garde. The cultural Thaw and the reestablishment of Sovetskoe foto provided professional
photographers a forum to discuss their work, organize exhibitions, and once again
publicly discuss photography and its place amongst the arts. The photo section of the
Union of Journalists, led by Sovetskoe foto’s editor Marina Bugayeva, as well as the
journal itself, participated in the restructuring and rebuilding of aesthetic guidelines as
they related to photography. The journal also acted as a lobbyist for improved education
for photographers and photojournalists, and in the absence of higher education, offered
amateur photographers advice on how to improve their work. The journal itself
reinforced the idea that photography was an art form, and should be regarded as such.
Furthermore, the debates found in the pages of Sovetskoe foto are reminiscent of the
journal’s publications in the 1920s and 1930s, questioning how photography fit into ideas

about journalism and art. This period, culminating in 1962, was an era of enthusiasm on

16



the part of photographers, who saw themselves as participating in building of uniquely
Soviet identities to correspond with Khrushchev’s reorientation of life in the post-
Stalinist Soviet Union. This moment, however, much like Khrushchev’s political and
economic reforms, was fleeting. Photographers would not become part of the established
Soviet art world, instead occupying a space that was somewhere between “artist” and
“journalist.”

Moving away from the niche journal Sovetskoe foto, chapter three discusses
photography in the mainstream publication Ogonek, and the role of photography in the
Soviet Union at home and abroad in the 1950s and 1960s. More specifically, in this
chapter I investigate the role of photography in a Soviet Union that was opening, for the
first time in decades, its borders to cultural influences from around the world. Of
particular importance was the Union of Soviet Societies for Friendship and Cultural
Relations with Foreign Countries (the SSOD), which maintained control of the influx and
outflow of photographs in the Soviet Union. It was also responsible for the planning and
management of exhibitions in the Soviet Union and providing photographs by Soviet
photographers for exhibitions abroad. Despite the early initiative of dynamic press
leadership, such as Anatolii Sofronov and Dmitri Baltermants at Ogonek, illustrated
magazines in the later 1960s moved away from publishing photographers interested in
aesthetics, instead prioritizing journalists who snapped their own photographs.

Chapter four returns to Sovetskoe foto and examines the journal’s impact on
amateur photographers and their creative choices. Amateur photography was becoming
increasingly popular in the 1950s and 1960s, owing largely to the reestablishment of
Sovetskoe foto and the foundation of a number of photography clubs across the Soviet
Union. The journal, initially a publication for press photojournalists, vamped up its
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efforts to educate the growing number of amateurs, many of whom, requested technical
and artistic guidance. The amateur movement itself testified to the popularity of
photography as a leisure activity, and growing numbers of amateurs began exhibiting
their work in local, national, supra-national, and international exhibitions. In many ways,
amateurs represented a new, truly creative group of photographers who, unburdened by
deadlines and journal requirements, could investigate topics and genres unavailable to
press photographers. By the mid-1960s, particular Republics, as well as clubs, developed
their own unique signatures, probing otherwise taboo topics such as nudity in their work.
1962 represented both the high point and the beginning of the end of experimental
photography for professional and amateur photographers. Khrushchev engaged in a
public and infamous argument at the Menazh exhibition hall with Ernst Neizvestny
regarding the function of art in society, ending in Khrushchev berating Neizvestny as a
homosexual and calling his artwork “dog shit.” Chapter five investigates the significant
impact this had on the art world, and how photographers took note. While their
photographs and debates about photographic aesthetics hardly changed over the coming
years, and though avant-garde-esque aesthetics had become firmly ensconced in press
photography and accepted by photojournalists, creative debates about the medium began
to taper off. For professional photographers, the style established between 1957 and 1962
became the new norm. For amateur photographers, the increasingly hierarchical and
elitist environment of photography clubs became stifling, and though club membership
remained strong, a handful of amateur photographers turned to wunofficial and
nonconformist art as an outlet for creativity. These photographers found little aesthetic
inspiration in Sovetskoe foto, which to them, continued to issue what they viewed as

increasingly hackneyed slogans about the status quo.
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In many ways, the years between 1957 and 1962 became a watershed moment for
Soviet photographers. For a brief six years, the designs of the Soviet government and
enthusiastic photographers overlapped in such a way that benefitted the latter, their
aspirations and their creative designs. It proved to be, however, a pyrrhic victory for
professionals and amateurs alike. Photography and photographic instruction remained
outside of higher education, and the Soviet government never recognized photographers
as worthy of the same prestige awarded to members of official Artist’s Unions. The
debates that had begun in the 1920s, and reemerged in the 1950s and 1960s, resulted not
in the establishment of photography as an art form but eventually alienated creative
amateurs and professionals, and pushed innovative amateurs not into professional careers,
but towards unofficial art.
The Thaw and its Historical Context

Historians have tended to focus on the positive aspects of the late 1950s and
1960s with the benefit of hindsight. While it was true that repression and censorship
became less prevalent, historians such as Stephen Bittner draw attention to the
tumultuous nature of Khrushchev’s far flung reforms.!® Not only were many unsuccessful
or incomplete, but Party and government officials generally went about implementing
changes haphazardly as evidenced by the Virgin Lands campaign and the uprooting of
Party cadres and Gosplan officials from the center to the periphery. Histories of the Thaw
tend to cast it as an era of liberalization in contrast to Stalinism and, later, Brezhnev’s
reversal of Khrushchev’s social and economic reforms. As Bittner states, this is “not an

altogether unwarranted assessment.”!? This tendency, however, ignores the complexities
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(Tthaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2008), 9.
19 Ibid, 9.

19



of the age, which was also characterized by general distrust of Khrushchev’s changes and
policy reversals, especially those relating to artistic genres and cultural reform. Thus, the
“Thaw resists many of the rosy hues that the Soviet intelligentsia [and scholars]
retrospectively applied to it. Yet it is consonant with the meanings that Ilya Ehrenburg
first saw in the metaphor — impermanence, uncertainty, instability.”2? Historian Miriam
Dobson similarly regards the era as unstable and anxiety ridden, rather than a period of
“respite and reprieve.”?! As such, the shock of Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalin
yielded mixed results. 1956 proved to be an especially tense year, marked by the
Hungarian and Polish revolutions in Eastern Europe and rallies within the Soviet Union
to commemorate the third anniversary of Stalin’s death that erupted in mass
demonstrations. International tensions also plagued the Khrushchev era, and Khrushchev
maintained only a tenuous grasp on his post as First Secretary when the Stalinist Old
Guard attempted to remove him from power in 1957. Nevertheless, historians have
argued that despite these various problems, the cultural Thaw marked a step in the right
direction, that it was the rigidity of the massive Soviet state that prevented any real
reform from gaining a foothold.2? These historians argue that had reform continued as
Khrushchev intended, it may have produced more concrete results. Yet intentionality
proves a poor measure of success, and ultimately, the Khrushchev era instead fostered
anxiety about the permanence of reform. Nevertheless, as Katerina Clark has noted,
“even if, then, the initial thaws can be seen as less times of radical change than as

providing a difference of degree, an intensification of ongoing changes, still in a highly
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conventionalized culture, such as one found in the Soviet Union, the slightest degree of
modification can be all-important.”’23 The Thaw era, while less radical than the glasnost’
and perestroika of the Gorbachev years, still prompted major cultural changes as
“demands for greater realism, for an end to purely external, superficial representation of
characters” occurred across media and genre.*

In recent years, many scholars have confronted the cultural Thaw from a variety
of artistic media, including film, literature and architecture. For Soviet intellectuals,
including photographers, “remnants of the romantic revolutionary idealism and optimism
that had powerfully motivated the founders of the Soviet regime lingered on...This
idealism and optimism...still had the vigor to confront conformism and docile passivity”
in the Thaw era.?> Despite the uncertainty of the Khrushchev era, optimism and
enthusiasm for cultural change underscored photographer’s arguments for aesthetic
innovation. As Vladislav Zubok argues, “the search for a fresh style and individual self-
expression” defined post-Stalinist cultural experiments, including photographers
interested in rehabilitating the avant-garde.2¢ Khrushchev’s cultural policies “contributed
to the mood of optimism during the late 1950s...[and the intelligentsia] believed that
their expertise and the forces of enlightenment and knowledge would inevitably prevail
over the ‘uncultured’ and conservative majority in the bureaucracy.”?’ Searching for
individual, fresh and creative styles also led photographers to “other worlds beyond

Soviet Russia [that] would play a crucial role in shaping the self-consciousness of the
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Russian intelligentsia during the 1960s. Inadvertently, Khrushchev’s policies of peaceful
coexistence and cultural competition” led to increased interaction between professional
and amateur photographers and the outside world.2® Photographers participated in this
project because of the documentary nature of photography itself.

For the intelligentsia generally, the Khrushchev era offered a glimmer of hope,
especially for the generation that remembered the 1920s. The forcible muting of
arguments about photography aesthetics was felt throughout the cultural community.
“The unresolved confrontation” according to Zubok, “between the artistic avant-garde
and its antagonists turned into a festering wound afflicting the cultural and intellectual
elites of Moscow.” For photographers, this was represented in the rehabilitation of the
avant-garde. Rather than “antagonism” or “festering wounds,” the forcible silencing of
avant-garde debates led directly to its reinvestigation in the 1950s and 1960s, but without
the regulatory problems confronted by other media.

In Reel Images, Josephine Woll finds that Thaw era cinema “plots and genres
reflected the legitimation of private emotions and lives in an emerging focus on ordinary
people living everyday lives.”?® The hackneyed heroes of Stalinist cinema gave way to

13

more human representations of Soviet citizens and films, “...whether they promoted
officially-sanctioned attitudes, such as criticism of obstructive bureaucrats, anticipated
mandated changes, or defied official strictures, filmmakers used the power of their
medium to shape the attitudes of their fellow Soviets.”3? The focus on familiar aspects of

life in photography, meant that anonymous or “everyman” characters appeared more

frequently, and in more human ways, than they had previously. The Thaw was expressed
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in film and Photography criticism as well. “Slowly, new buzzwords —authenticity
[dostovernost’], unvarnished [neprikrashennaia] reality — began to punctuate the stale
greyness of articles such as ‘Ballet on Screen’ and ‘About Several Painful Issues in
Documentary Film-making.’*’3!

The issue of authenticity played a crucial role in how photographers discussed
their craft, after the “inauthentic” portrayals of the Stalinist era “documentary”
photography. Photographers participated in this project, but from their own perspective,
emphasizing artistry. As in film criticism, in Sovetskoe foto “liberals and conservatives
duelled [sic] on the pages of most periodicals,” over appropriate visual representations in
a period of cultural uncertainty.32 Publications themselves changed. Sovetskii ekran
(Soviet Screen) was revived in 1957 and had the layout of a “Western-style magazine,”
with large color publicity photos of film posters and stars. They also published viewer
reviews of films. When Sovetskoe foto resumed publication, the majority of space in the
journal was devoted to photographs, articles for amateur readers, and submissions by
amateurs themselves. According to film historian Alexander Prokhorov, “this dialogic
model was a major departure from the one-way-street cultural policies of the Stalin
era.”33 Journals looked different as well. By 1960, the Sovetskoe foto was being printed
on glossy paper, as opposed to newspaper stock as it had been for the previous three
years. Ogonek revamped its style, with color images and a renewed focus on
photographs. The emphasis on photography in illustrated journals and magazines also

meant that the Soviet population related to periodicals differently. Photographs had “a
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tremendous impact of the everyday life of Soviet people. They began decorating their
apartments and dorm rooms with photos of film stars” and visually appealing
photographs from magazines.3*

These developments coincided with a new Soviet consumer and leisure culture,
and “internationalism.” As Susan Reid explains, consumerism “was seen as part of a
modern lifestyle, conferring the social status associated with urbanity.”3> In cities,
“modern” Soviet mass housing sprang up offering the possibility of unprecedented and
affordable privacy, but also altered the landscapes of cities, particularly Moscow and
Leningrad.3¢ Polly Jones writes that “increasing numbers of translations bolstered the
regime’s proclaimed commitment to opening up to the West and lent credibility to the
increasing participation of Soviet writing in international creative organizations and
cultural exchanges.”37 Photography and renewed interest in special interest journals was
part of this “modern lifestyle” and the altered layout of Sovetskoe foto and Ogonek
participated in this modern urbanity and apparent internationalism. They “advertised”
leisure, modernity, and the opportunity to purchase a variety of differet types of cameras
and equipment (in the case of Sovetskoe foto) and lifestyle possibilities (if not realities).

Similarly, for the first time in decades, travel as a leisure activity became a

possibility during the Thaw, if only within the confines of the Soviet Union and Eastern
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Bloc countries, and contributed to apparent “internationalism.” As Rachel Applebaum
demonstrates, the Soviet government advocated cultural exchange and travel at an
everyday level: “Soviet cultural exports, the study of the Russian language, and a variety
of institutions and programs promoting cultural exchange, such as friendship societies,
pen pal correspondences and student exchanges, were to foster mutual
understanding...During the ‘revival of Soviet internationalism’ that took place during the
Thaw following Stalin’s death in 1953, mass tourism became a key element.”38

A key component of Soviet internationalism was the House of Friendship founded
by the Union of Soviet Friendship Societies (SSOD), which “epitomized Soviet
international efforts of the mid-1950s” and early 1960s.3° As historian Eleonory Gilbert
demonstrates, the SSOD and the House of Friendship helped promote a “democratization
of privileged knowledge about foreign cultures as ever more and diverse information
became available to ever greater numbers of people.”® The public festivals and
exchanges sponsored by the SSOD created opportunities for “citizen diplomacy and
cultural exchange” but also “a breach in the information hierarchy.”#! Gilbert believes
that this project was most successful in the latter half of the 1950s, but for photographers,
cultural exchange though the SSOD and the House of Friendship remained a lifeline to
the outside world well into the 1960s. The photo section of the SSOD, as I explain in

chapter three, was also responsible for the dissemination and circulation of foreign
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images for exhibition in the Soviet Union and Soviet photographs exhibited outside of the
USSR. In this way, the photo section of the SSOD contributed to internationalism and
Soviet photographer’s exposure to visual styles different from, but not necessarily in
opposition to, socialist realism. Ogonek and Sovetskoe foto contributed to the
“advertisement” of life abroad, even if the average Soviet citizen did not have the option
of travel outside of the Soviet Union and Eastern Bloc. For those who were unable to
leave the Soviet Union, “exhibitions, film festivals, and book fairs” became a part of
Thaw culture, bringing foreign cultures closer to home.*2

The limited openness of the Thaw produced an atmosphere of optimism amongst
cultural elite of which photographers were an integral part. As Polly Jones has shown in
her work about writers Aleksandr Iashin and Evgenii Evtushenko, even those whose work
was subjected to the fits and starts of the Thaw expressed optimism about the future.
lashin wrote that “the ‘revitalization advancing in literature was an irreversible process,’
as was the ‘course of democratization’ started by the Twentieth Congress.”*? He and
Evtushenko “expressed a surprising confidence in the Thaw. It would win out over its
‘dogmatic’ and ‘ill-disposed’ opponents because those opponents were in the minority
and were not on the side of history; liberalization was moving forward, buoyed by the
support of the majority.”+*

In film, literature, architecture, and even cultural exchanges, the overriding trend

of the Thaw (despite anxieties about the future), was optimism, and photographers were
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no exception. Visual and material culture supported this trend. This positive, yet cautious
outlook, encouraged photographers, professional and amateur, to reinvestigate the
arguments made by avant-garde photographers and craft their own assertions about
photography’s place in Soviet cultural institutions.

Yet, unlike other visual media, where “pleas for boldness, innovation and the
elimination of bureaucratism” reigned among liberal cultural icons, lack of official
regulation outside of newspaper and journal publications meant that photographers were
able to depict the privatization of Soviet life, and question the expressed purpose of
photography without much in the way of government intervention.> The absence of
regulatory structures that covered the gamut of photography genres (scientific, artistic,
documentary photojournalism, amateurism), or qualified critics (in the opinion of many
photographers), combined with the general upheaval of Khrushchev’s cultural program,
meant that censorship of photographs that were not widely circulated in the press went
unregulated.

In this way, my study falls in line with contemporary historiographical studies
that question the “liberal” attitude of the Thaw. Photography, like other cultural media,
shows that the Thaw was “not only about the erosion of propaganda. At the heart of the
search for new words was the question of reflecting the emotional and experiential
universe that the press and literature of socialist realism had failed to depict.”#¢ |
demonstrate the ways in which photography enhanced this experience. Yet I also show
how photography represented a break from other official cultural media in the Soviet

Union. Photography, and the freedom afforded to photographers during the Thaw era,
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was an anomaly, even in the limitedly liberalized Khrushchev era even as it was a
medium suited to visualize change. This was partially due to renewed interest in amateur
photography (which was helped by government production of affordable cameras) but
also due to the arbitrariness and contrariness of Soviet censorship of a media that, in their
opinion, “could not lie,” despite previous “false” depictions of Soviet life during the
Stalinist era. Thaw-era efforts to open up photography, through debates about art, the
revival of the avant-garde, efforts at institution building and professionalization,
produced mixed results. Increased censorship (in the form of community of self-
censorship) came from within the photography community, as opposed to the Soviet
government. While photographers and theorists were able to reopen debates about avant-
garde aesthetics, further education and the formation of a union specifically devoted to
photography never materialized. Photographers’ partial success and partial failure is

representative of the fate of many Thaw era reforms that led to disaffection.
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Chapter One: Avant-garde Journalism: Illustrated Journals and the
Beginnings of Professional Photography in the Early Soviet Period

In the early 1920s, professional Soviet photojournalism was in its infancy. During
the Revolution and Civil War years, journals, new newspapers and magazines, as well as
those that remained in circulation from the pre-revolutionary period, rarely published
images due to cost and space.' By 1922, however, the number of illustrated magazines
was growing, not least because the Communist Party viewed the camera as a valuable
ideological weapon. The following year Gosizdat, one of the largest publishing houses in
Moscow, approved the reestablishment of the journal Ogonek under the leadership of
editor Mikhail Koltsov. The journal was to contain “stories, sketches, poems,
photographs, drawings, caricatures of contemporary life, and announcements.”” The first
issue was published on April 1, 1923. The reestablishment and success of Ogonek paved
the way for other illustrated special interest journals such as Sovetskoe foto. This chapter
investigates the role of the avant-garde and its relationship to photojournalism and
illustrated journals. It examines the changes in the leadership and ideological motivation
of various photography groups and their relationship to Sovetskoe foto between the first
years of its publication to its cancellation in 1941. Furthermore, it questions how the
journal was galvanized, co-opted, and altered by various avant-garde factions.

Sovetskoe foto, intended as a guide for photojournalists, engaged in ideological
and aesthetic debates about art photography because of the unique environment in which
photography was coopted by the both avant-garde art movements and the press media.

As a result, the ways photography and photographic aesthetics were discussed in the

I David Shneer, Through Soviet Jewish Eyes, 25.
2 Leonid Maksimenkov, “Mne strogo nakazali,” Ogonek 5000, 24 (June 11-17, 2007), www.ogoniok.com.
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1920s and 1930s held significant weight in subsequent decades as art photography and
press photography had developed simultaneously. Of particular significance is the
general indecision of either movement as to the ultimate “intended” use of the
photograph: as art object or indexical document. The Stalinist regime inserted its
influence on, prematurely truncated, and silenced debates before any real consensus had
been reached about the “correct” categorical placement of photography amongst visual
media. As a result, by the 1950s when photographers once again came to explore the
aesthetic possibilities of photography, the photograph functioned as an artistic object
relegated to press media and journalism.’

During the 1920s and 1930s, photographers in the Soviet Union, for the most part,
fit in to one of three groups with differing theoretical backgrounds. The first, and oldest,
was the Russian Photographic Society (RFO), traditionalists whose main genres were
portraits and landscapes. This group aligned itself with the aesthetics of late nineteenth-
and early twentieth-century European photography. The second group, the Russian
Association of Proletarian Photographers (ROPF) emphasized the importance of the
photograph as document, as a means of capturing reality. The final group was composed
of modernist photographers who identified with the group Oktiabr, and were supporters
of Constructivist aesthetics.

For the sake of brevity, throughout this chapter I refer to art photographers of
Oktiabr and the ROPF as a part of the avant-garde. This is perhaps misleading as multiple

avant-gardes existed simultaneously in the early Soviet era and into the Stalinist period,

3 T say artistic object rather than art object here because even photographers themselves were ambivalent
about the placement of their work within a visual hierarchy. While many made the argument that
photographs could be artistic, these claims were never official recognized and therefore, categorization
remained largely undefined.
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pursing different aesthetic styles and ideological motivations. Most photographers
aligned themselves, or critics associated them, with particular “schools” or “groups,” but
these were loose associations. While members of a given group shared broad aesthetic
goals, they often formed their own subgroups, or further, their own subgenres within the
larger group, as was the case with the Ignatovich Brigade. Though Ignatovich Brigade
photographers identified themselves as part of the Constructivist school, they also had
their own ideas about art and photography, incorporating aspects of both Constructivist
and ROPF documentary aesthetics. Generally, however, despite these differences, Soviet
avant-garde photographers were participating in the creation of a Soviet identity. They
were motivated to design art that prompted action, built communism, and ultimately
created a new Soviet person. For the most part, avant-garde photographers viewed the
Soviet citizen more as a mechanism for building society rather than an individual with
personal agency. Similarly, photographers themselves would sometimes ascribe their
work to the group, rather than themselves, removing their individual agency in its
creation. Avant-garde art was, by its very design, propagandistic; it should provoke
certain thoughts and actions. Initially many factions of the avant-garde at least accepted,
if not supported, the legitimacy of the Bolshevik government and the October Revolution.

The main feature of Bolshevik attitudes towards the arts and artists in the years
1918-1928, was of relative freedom so long as they were ideologically compatible with
the Bolshevik cause. Thus, the Party tacitly supported experimentation with several
different styles in an effort to find a distinctive Soviet form. Though Lenin himself
preferred traditional and classical art, he did not discourage the spread of avant-garde art
movements. His attitude towards aesthetics was broadly informed by Marxist theory, and

his main concern was public accessibility and destroying artistic exclusivity. As a result,
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the Party ostensibly favored artistic forms that were available to the masses that could be
produced, reproduced, shown and published on a mass scale, leveling the difference
between high and low art. Many members of avant-garde circles worked in publishing,
editing, set, journal and industrial design, poster production and, of course, photography;
all mass reproducible media, many artists operating across media and genre. By the early
1930s, Stalin began his assault on Soviet culture. In the 1930s and 1940s, the Soviet
government moved away from using photography as a reliable mode of visual
representation, in favor of easel art. Photography, by its very nature, defied the heavy-
handed utopianism that underpinned the Stalinist vision of the Soviet Union.
The RFO, Early Photography Institutions, and Aesthetics

The RFO was founded in 1894. It was the largest photography organization in
Russia before the 1917 revolutions, growing rapidly in the first decade of its existence,
from 40 members in 1895 to just over 850 in 1900.* The group was maintained by a small
board of elected directors, including a chairman, secretary, and treasurer, and was funded
largely by private donations. The board was responsible for planning exhibitions,
dispensing funds, and maintaining communications between Moscow, St. Petersburg, and
provincial photographers. These figures, however, mask the structure of the RFO, which
operated primarily as an informal club. In the prewar period, the organization reported
that twenty five thousand cameras and seventy million glass plates were imported
annually, though this number accounted for both amateur and professional portrait

photographers.” Furthermore, the RFO collaborated with the two leading photography

4 These numbers can be misleading as members were required only to pay dues and submit a letter

demonstrating their desire to join the organization. This meant that the actual number of members

fluctuated year by year, month by month. The organization lost over 100 members in 1900 alone. Thus, in

the 1900s the RFO operated more as an informal special interst group, rather than a formal organization.

5 V. T. Stigneev, Vek Fotographii: ocherkii istorii otechestvennoi fotografii 1894-1994, (Moskva: Knizhni
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journals of the pre-revolutionary period, The Amateur Photographer (Fotograf-liubitel")
and The Photographic Review (Fotograficheskoe obozrenie); the former discussed the
technical aspects of photography for amateurs, while the latter was geared towards
photojournalists.

It was not until 1906, when the RFO established the journal The Agenda of the
RFO (Povestki RFO) in Moscow, later renamed Bulletin of Photography (Vestnik
fotografii) in 1908, that the organization reached a wider audience. For the first time,
“non-resident members, having almost no connection with the organization, became
closer thanks to the magazine, and the RFO shared information about photography with

them.”®

The Bulletin of Photography came to establish the aesthetic standards of the
following decade. Editor Nikolai Krotkov saw the journal primarily as a means to
“educate photographers and the public in artistic photography.”” In many ways, the
Bulletin provided the basic format followed by Sovetskoe foto in later decades. Featured
articles discussed portrait photography, landscapes, nude photography, and coloring
prints, and the journal held monthly contests in which contributors provided “artistic and
technical support” to readers.® Apart from encouraging amateur artistry, the Bulletin also
participated in the organization of both national and international exhibitions, and
campaigned for photographer’s artistic rights. In 1908, the journal composed an open

note to the State Duma, requesting stricter copyright laws as the editors believed that

photographers, like other artists, should retain the rights to their intellectual property.’

Dom “LIBROKOM,” 2009), 16-17.
6 1bid, 17.
" N. Krotkov, Vestnik fotografii, no.5 (1908): 133.
8 Ibid, 133.
9 V. T. Stigneev, Vek Fotografii, 20.
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In 1911, the RFO invited Nikolai Petrov to take charge of the Bulletin in a
comprehensive effort to revamp the standards of Russian photography. Petrov felt that
many photographers and contributors to the journal misunderstood “the goal of
photography in general, and art in particular.”'® He noted that at the International
Exhibition in Dresden in 1900, of the 800 amateur and professional works exhibited, the
international panel selected only 30 photographs by Russian photographers. In 1910 at an
exhibition in Budapest, the organizing panel selected only 22 Russian photographs out of
nearly 500. As a result, Petrov began publishing the work of foreign photographers
providing his readers with, what he felt, were the best examples of photography of the

age. The journal ceased publication during the upheavals of 1917.

Fig. 1. Aleksandr Grinberg, Untitled, bromoil, private collection (c. 1920s)

10 N. Petrov, Vestnik fotografii, no. 11 (1911): 322.
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Though a small group, the RFO established early the connection between
aesthetics and photography. Furthermore, the Bulletin provided a rubric for other
illustrated journals, particularly avant-garde publications and Sovetskoe foto in the 1920s.
Lifetime members of the RFO included many prominent tsarist photographers, who
avant-garde photographers pejoratively labeled as the “old school.” These photographers,
B. Podluzskii, Yurii Eremin, Aleksandr Grinberg, Moisei Nappelbaum, Nikolai Svishtov-
Paola and Sergei Ivanov-Alliluev, were largely ambivalent to the Bolshevik cause. They
enjoyed the relative freedom of the NEP years, indulging in what later photographers
would label “bourgeois” photography. “Bourgeois” art, as defined by the Soviets,
represented any number of artistic movements separating “culture” and “art” from the
masses.

In 1921, members reorganized the RFO into sub-groups for artistic, educational,
technical, scientific and general photography. It also became officially associated with
the State Academy of Artistic Sciences, or GAKhN (Gosudarstvennaia akademiia
khudozhevennykh nauk), which provided a formal organizational and educational
structure. In 1923, the Academy created a degree program specifically for art
photography students. Students took courses in movement, choreography and portrait
photography. GAKhN, founded in 1921, approached art photography education as it
approached, for example, painting or drawing, studying the human body and its range of
movements and expressions (Fig. 1). The academy also sponsored the exhibition The Art
of Movement (Iskusstvo Dvizhenia), held annually between 1925 and 1928, underscoring
the importance of the human subject in early Soviet photography. The group was
reorganized again and renamed the All-Russian Photographic Society in 1928. Before its

dissolution in 1930, however, the RFO and GAKhN firmly established art photography as
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a category separate from photojournalism, but regrettably, an art form associated with the
bourgeoisie and all its vices, and a genre firmly ensconced in the so called indulgences of
the previous regime.
The Reestablishment of Ogonek and Founding Sovetskoe Foto

The Bolshevik Party tended to favor avant-garde photography and
photojournalism over the work of the RFO, whose photographs represented vestiges of
the tsarist past. This was, in part, due to avant-garde artists’ proclivities towards support
for the Bolshevik cultural program, one of recasting culture as politically versus
aesthetically oriented. In opposition to the purely artistic aspirations of the RFO, the
Union of Journalists established a professional photography section in 1926, the same
year Koltsov founded Sovetskoe foto (Fig. 2). Koltsov was born Mikhail Friedland on 31
May 1898 in Kiev.'' At school in Bialystok, he and his brother Boris, the future artist and
cartoonist Boris Efimov, published their own newspaper. Kolstov began attending the
Neuropsychiatric Institute in Petrograd in 1915 before abandoning his medical studies for
publishing positions. He was an ardent supporter of both the February and October
Revolutions, joining the Bolshevik party in 1918 on the recommendation of Anatoli
Lunacharski who was Commissar of Enlightenment, and joined the Red Army the
following year.'? In 1920 he began working in the printing department of the People’s

Commissariat of Foreign Affairs, and from 1922 to 1938 worked as a correspondent for a

1112 June by Gregorian calendar dates. 1. Kruzhkov, “Mikhail Kolt’sov,” Sovetskaia pechat,’ no. 9 (1956):
4.

12 There is some confusion over Koltsov’s status as a party member. Though he joined the Bolshevik Party
in 1918, he requested to withdraw from the Party in an open letter to Kinogazete, explaining that he did not
agree with many of the decisions made by Soviet commissioners. This highly unusual request was never
formally recognized, for reasons currently unknown, but most likely because Koltsov atoned by joining the
Red Army in 1919. Ibid, 4.
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number of periodicals, including Pravda."® In the 1930s he was promoted to head of the
foreign department of the Writers” Union and in 1938 he became a deputy of the
Supreme Soviet of the RSFSR."*

By the 1930s, Koltsov was one of, if not the most recognizable figure in
publishing and journalism. Over the course of his career, he wrote over 2,000 newspaper
articles on “topical issues of domestic and foreign policy,” reestablished Ogonek,
founded the journals Za rubezhom (Abroad), Za rulem (Behind the Wheel), Sovetskoe foto
and the satirical newspaper Chudak (Oddball)."”” He served on the editorial board of
Pravda, founded his own Journal Newspaper Union and publishing house (Zhurnal ’no-
gazetnogo ob "edineniie) in 1925, wrote for the satirical journal Begemot (Behemoth), and
became the editor-in-chief of the magazine Krokodil.'® Between 1936 and 1938 he
covered the events of the Spanish Civil War for Pravda. Koltsov, however, was unable to
escape the later stages of the Stalinist terror. In 1938 he was recalled from Spain and
arrested in the early hours of 13 December on charges of espionage.'” Some have
suggested that it was his friendship with Evgeniia Yezhova (Feigenberg), editor of
Hlliustrirovannoi gazety (The lllustrated Gazette) and Nikolai Yezhov’s wife, that led to

the arrest.'® Koltsov’s brother Boris, however, speculated that his brother had witnessed

13 Tbid, 5.
14 Tbid, 5.
15 Ibid, 5.
16 Tbid, 6.
17 B. Efimov, Desiat’ Desiatiletii, (Moskva: Vagrius, 2000), 292.

18 Koltsov was said to be witnessed on more than one occasion visiting the Yezhov’s at their dacha. Ibid,
290.
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secret operations of the NKVD in Spain.'” He was sentenced to death on 1 February

1940, and shot the following day.*

Fig. 2. Cover, Sovetskoe foto no. 1 (1926)

It is hard to overestimate the importance of illustrated journals such as Ogonek
and Sovetskoe foto. First, these journals provided Soviet readers with unprecedented
access to visual documentation of their new leaders, their new life, and essentially their
new Soviet identity. Prior to the Civil War, illustrated magazines and journals, such as the
Bulletin, were largely special interest publications and maintained only a small
readership. Second, the popularity of Ogonek spurred the publication of numerous other
illustrated journals and magazines, furthering visual access to changes made by the Party.
Third, “the development of illustrated magazines and newspapers led to the emergence of

9921

a new generation of press photographers.”” Finally Koltsov insisted that Ogonek remain

19 1bid, 292.

20 Some Soviet textbooks in the 1960s and 1970s list Koltsov’s execution as occurring in 1938 or 1942.

Ibid, 292.

21 Erika Wolf, “The Context of Soviet Photojournalism, 1923-1932,” Zimmerli Journal 2, no. 4 (2004):106.
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accessible to the average Soviet reader. As historian David Shneer has noted, however,
this did not mean that the magazine refrained from playing a role in the development and
spread of avant-garde photography.

Koltsov insisted on a popular, easy-to-read periodical, as opposed to the

highbrow journals such as LEF (The Left Front of Art) that were becoming

popular among the avant-garde in the 1920s. The simultaneous emergence

of Ogonek, as a mass-produced magazine dedicated to Soviet

photojournalism, and LEF, which was an outlet for self-defined

constructivist artists, writers, and thinkers, led to conflicts among culture
makers about the place of art and photography in the Soviet Union for

years to come...Although Ogonek promoted itself as a “mass journal,”

geared, not specifically toward the intellectual elite, but toward the general

reader, the images included in Ogonek throughout the 1920s and 1930s

represented some of the most modernist, experimental, and avant-garde

photojournalism anywhere.*
Thus, Koltsov established the basis for the professionalization of photojournalism in the
Soviet Union, but also placed photojournalism in direct dialogue with Soviet avant-garde
photography.

The success of Ogonek allowed Koltsov the opportunity to expand his small but
growing publishing house. In the 1920s, he established just under a dozen journals,
eventually becoming the director of his Soviet Magazine and Newspaper Association, a
precursor to the Union of Journalists. The first edition of the journal Sovetskoe foto, a

monthly journal for photo-amateurs and photojournalists, was published by Ogonek in

22 David Shneer, Through Soviet Jewish Eyes, 2.
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April 1926, edited by Koltsov and Viktor Petrovich Mikylin. The back cover of the first
issue clearly stated the objectives of the editors and the contents of the journal. Sovetskoe
foto would address the problems of Soviet photography, questions about photographic
equipment, the basic composition of pictures, how to photograph for magazines and
newspapers, and would include sections for frequently asked questions, reviews of
reader’s pictures and tips for beginners.” The first article from the editors also clearly
lays out the purpose of Sovetskoe foto. “Artisanal professionals are confined to narrow
circles of fine photo-artists that...are active and lively, but...disorganized” and thus
needed guidance.”* This statement placed the journal in direct opposition to the RFO. The
“magazine’s main strength is the assistance of a wide range of photo enthusiasts and
photo-reporters, who, for a long time, have waited for assistance, and who will take
counsel from and befriend a Soviet photo-journal.”* Photojournalism was not only
historically important, but also allowed citizens the opportunity to “learn the truth about
the changes occurring” under the Bolshevik regime. These changes needed to be
documented because “everyday moments reveal a fuller and deeper meaning in life.”*

At the same time, and especially by the mid-1920s, photography clubs, or
fotokruzhki, grew in popularity. Members of Trade Unions and Worker’s Clubs snapped
pictures of local events, the activities of Unions, and other everyday activities organized
these clubs. One of the largest was associated with the Society of Friends of Soviet
Cinema (Obshchestvo druzei sovetskogo kino, or the ODSK). Photographers of the

ODSK were encouraged to engage in documenting the everyday. The ODSK created

23 Sovetskoe foto, no. 1 (1926): Back Cover.
24 1bid, 1.
25 Ibid, 1.
26 |pid, 18.
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tutorials, focusing on technical aspects of photography, and attempted to supply
photography clubs with photographic equipment and materials (photographic plates,
paper, chemicals etc.).”” By the end of 1926, the ODSK sponsored clubs in Moscow,
which boasted 30 small groups of 10 photographers or more, and Leningrad, but also in
Perm, Pskov, Kazan, Tver, Tula, Vladimir, and Odessa. By the end of the decade, there
were over 1000 clubs with 10 members or more across the Soviet Union. Sovetskoe foto
acted as both the methodological center of club activities, but also as a trade journal and
newsletter, connecting professional, pseudo-professional, and amateur documentary
photographers across the Soviet Union. Sovetskoe foto and the ODSK also published
brochures, albums, and other supplementary materials designed to improve the quality of
press and documentary photographs and educate photography club members.
Photographers who associated themselves with the photo club movement, and more
broadly with Sovetskoe foto and the ODSK, were staunchly opposed to the work of the
old school of Russian photographers. They found nudes, landscapes and portraits
insufficient and inappropriate representations of contemporary life. They believed RFO
photographers lacked ideological motivation, were associated with a dying class of
bourgeois pictorialists, and were, according to the growing group of amateur and
professional photojournalists associated with the ODSK and Sovetskoe foto, producing
photographic “fluff” pieces.

As such, the late 1920s were punctuated by a sharp division between
photographers of the old school, whose work served primarily aesthetic purposes, and

photographers whose work was more closely related to the needs of the Party and the

21'\/. T. Stigneev, Vek Fotografii, 44-5.
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Soviet press.”® Despite its initial message, that Sovetskoe foto was a journal for
photojournalists, amateur documentary photographers, and not “fine photo-artists,” the
journal quickly became a haven for art photographers and photography critics opposed to
the work of the RFO. Though the journal claimed to operate above groups like the RFO,
the ROPF and Oktiabr, contributors frequently wrote about avant-garde photography
exhibitions, and increasingly turned towards analytical criticism of these photographs
rather than discussing the technical aspects of press photography. Furthermore, by the
late 1920s, Sovetskoe foto’s editors were not only publishing avant-garde photographs,
but had effectively reshaped the journal into another print forum discussing avant-garde
art photography.” Generally, the editors of Sovetskoe foto were less than sympathetic
towards the RFO, and felt that exploration of the human form and movement were better
left to motion pictures rather than still photography. The editors were particularly
lukewarm about the third Art of Movement exhibition held in 1927, which they described
as “a lot of jumping dancers, and semi-nude female bodies wrapped in plastic and
intricate ornaments” and accused RFO photographers of living in the past.’® Critic Leonid
(Lazar) Mezhericher singled out a number of RFO members, including well known
portrait photographers Moisei Nappelbaum and Aleksandr Grinberg, of indulging in the
outdated past-time of nudity in art.
Nude pictures, I would strongly argue, belong to the heritage of bourgeois

painting. This motif is very much sought after by just those photographers

28This “old school” of photographers is representative of the RFO, while the ROPF and Oktiabr were more
closely associated with the Bolshevik Party and mass media. Though Oktiabr and the ROPF were divided
about the role of aesthetics in photography, both groups were opposed to the work of the RFO, which they
found excessively bourgeois.
29 This would change after 1928.
30V, T. Stigneev, Vek Fotografii, 76.

42



who continue to move away from the image of all that is modern reality ...

in any picture we cannot find a realistic interpretation of the naked body as

good or wholesome...it leaves an infectious primitive feeling.”!

The “primitive feeling” Mezhericher mentions, alludes to the “feeling” of the previous
regime. For Mezhericher, photography that lacked political or ideological motivation had
no place in the current revolutionary moment. As such, Sovetskoe foto labeled The Art of
Movement an abject failure. Two years later the RFO was dissolved largely because the
content of the group’s photographs was foreign to Marxist-Leninist ideology, and
indulged in “bourgeois subjects.” After the liquidation of the RFO, in order to maintain or
seek employment, photographers had to prove the requisite proletarian background, a
condition that many RFO photographers could not readily meet. The organization
floundered in the last decade of its existence not only because it was not designed to meet
the needs of the press and mass media, but also because its members either refused or
were unable to adjust to the changing political climate.

The differences between the RFO and the Russian avant-garde were especially
apparent at the 1928 Exhibition of Ten Years of Soviet Photography. Critic 1. Sokolov,
writing for the journal Fofograf, used the exhibition as an example of the divisions
between outmoded ‘“art photography” and the new, proletarian Soviet style. His
theoretical article “Photography as Art” divided the images shown at the exhibition into
two categories, document and fiction. Documentary photography, according to Sokolov,

9532

showed life as fact, or what he called “life as it i1s.””°° Art, on the other hand, altered fact,

and was in and of itself a fiction. Facts could and should be shown artistically, but the

31 L. Mezhericher, “Burzhuaznie vliianiia v fotograficheskom zhanre,” Sovetskii fotograficheskii al'manakh
2 (1929): 226.
32 1. Sokolov, “Fotografiia kak iskusstvo,” Fotograf, no. 7 (1928): 201.
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underlying purpose behind photography was documentation, and therefore the method or
style should not undermine the content and meaning of the photograph. According to
Sokolov, the work of RFO photographers did not reflect the modern milieu, stating that
art photographers “must come to grips with the new way of life.”*> At the same time,
Sokolov praised the work of Constructivist photographers. He found that their images
contained “clarity and simplicity of form” and proclaimed Constructivism the “new

4 . .
3 Nevertheless, Sokolov’s commendations are contradictory.

classicism of the era.
Though the work of RFO photographers may not reflect the revolutionary environment
and culture of the day, Constructivism was itself hardly “life as it is” documentarism.
While he disagreed with Sokolov, Mezhericher was likewise unimpressed with
the photographers of the old school who participated in the Exhibition of Ten Years of
Soviet Photography. Unlike Sokolov, he was less keen to compliment the work of
Constructivist photographers, whose attention to style outweighed the ideological content
of their images. He and Sokolov did, however, agree that the photographs of the RFO

b3

were unacceptable and militantly denounced them as “musty,” “parasitic,” and “anti-
social.”®®> Throughout his career, Mezhericher held the view that photography should
perform a social task for the Party, that it was, and above all, a propaganda tool.
Proletarian Photography and Sovetskoe Foto? Oktiabr and the ROPF

Leonid Petrovich Mezhericher was born on 12 October 1899 in St. Petersburg, but

moved with his mother to Moscow as an infant.>® In 1916 he entered the Medical Faculty

of Moscow Imperial University, but left University the following year to join the Red

33 Ibid, 201.
34 1hid, 204.
35 L. Mezhericher, “O ‘pravikh’ vliianiiakh v fotografii,” Sovetskii Fotograficheskii al'manakh -2, (Moskva,
1929): 220.
36 25 October by the Gregorian Calendar.
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Guard. He joined the Bolshevik party in 1918, and from then until 1922 he worked as a
member of the administrative board in the military, supervising reserve regiments of
workers, as a military inspector, and the chief of staff of GUVUZa (Main Directorate of
Military Science Institutions).”” After he was demobilized from the Red Army in 1922,
Mezhericher held a number of different positions in publishing and at various newspapers
and journals. He was a member of the editorial staff of Krokodil, Krasnaia niva (Red
Field), the satirical magazine Krasnyi perets (Red pepper), and the head editor of the
Press Bureau department of the Central Committee.”® In the mid-1920s Mezhericher
formed the Association of Soviet photojournalists, and began publishing about
photography, photographic theory and photography criticism. The Central Committee
appointed him head of the foreign department of the organization Soiuzfoto and he was a
frequent contributor to the journal Sovetskoe foto. Mezhericher was described by his
colleague S. Evgenov (a member of the editorial staff of Sovetskoe foto) as erudite and
intelligent.”” He spoke English, French, and German fluently, and he loved music and
poetry. He, like Koltsov, however, did not survive the purges and terror of the 1930s, and
was convicted of anti-Soviet crimes in 1937 and 1938.

In 1929, Koltsov was removed from his job as the head editor and director of
Sovetskoe foto, and throughout the 1930s the journal shuffled through a number of
different editors and editorial committees, often changing from one issue of the journal to
another.*” At face value, the editorial board substantially altered the appearance of

Sovetskoe foto in subsequent years, as the journal was taken over by the publishing

37 “Mezhericher, Leonid Petrovich,” Genealogicheskaia vaza znanii: persony, familii, khronika, 2 August
2007, <http://baza.vgdru.com/1/21095/>
38 Ibid.
39'S. Evgenov, “Entuziast ‘Chudesnogo iskusstva,’” Sovetskoe foto, n0.2 (1967): 32.
40In the 1930s Koltsov joined the editorial board of Pravda.
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conglomerates Iskusstvo, Goskinoizdat, and Soiuzfoto. The title was changed to Sovetskoe
foto: Massovyi organ sovetskogo foto in 1931, and again that same year the journal
changed its name to Proletarskoe foto (Proletarian Photo).*' In 1929 and between 1934
and 1935, the journal was published biweekly. It resumed monthly circulation before
publication was canceled in June of 1941.*

In practical terms, these changes reflected the desires of the various government
agencies publishing Sovetskoe foto, from Ogonek, which originated in a small apartment,
to increasingly centralized government publishing houses. As such, the government
brought the journals, and Koltsov, closer to the organs of power. Koltsov himself was
close to Stalin and initially benefitted from this relationship. These choices, however,
represented the ideological transition to Stalinism that occurred during the first five year
plan; the end of the power struggle between Stalin and his political opponents and the
ideological sparring between members of avant-garde groups who were fundamentally
aesthetically opposed to one another. Even by the end of the 1920s, amateur
photographers associated with photography clubs were brought further into line with
Party activities, which included further government regulation of cameras, papers, and
film. Photography as a leisurely activity was abolished in 1928, bringing the amateur
movement under the supervision of the Party and government. Only amateurs whose
photographs the Party deemed “socially useful in content and artistic quality” were
allowed to publish their work and participate in exhibitions.* The government and press

regarded these individuals as Brigade Press Photographers. Lack of access to

41The journal becomes Sovetskoe foto again in the first issue of 1934.
42K oltsov was shot in prison in February of the previous year, though no specific charges were issued. This
may partially explain why Sovetskoe foto was closed down. Lack of resources during the war was also a
contributing factor.
43 Proletarskoe foto, no.1 (1931): 2.
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photographic equipment and the abolition of hobby photography effectively quashed the
photography club movement by 1932 when the Central Committee of the CPSU(b)
decreed the restructuring of literary and art organizations. The ROPF blamed these
developments not on the increasing arm of government control in photography and news
publication, but on groups like the RFO.

The proletarian art of amateur photographers has long been essential in

fighting for a creative method of proletarian photography...Bourgeois

photographers who went to fotokruzhki as teachers and mentors, provided

a corrupting influence, challenged fotokruzhok aestheticism, and planted in

them landscapes, portraits and still-life photography, distracting

proletarian photographers from living reality, and the tasks included in the

struggle for socialist construction... We managed to tear fotokruzhki from

the pernicious influence of bourgeois photographers. Slowly we drove out

the teaching staff of the circles, gradually replacing them... and later (in

1929) we completely destroyed the citadel of bourgeois photographers -

the Russian Photographic Society [RFO].*
The author of the piece, photography critic Grigorii Boltianskii, failed to note that
without the help of the RFO, the amateur movement and photography circles (which were
hardly representative of the Soviet working masses to begin with) would not have
existed. Amateur photography activities all but ground to a halt for the next thirty years.

After expunging the “bourgeois” elements from universities, journals and newspapers,

44 G. Boltianskii, “Na putiakh bor’bi za tvorcheskii metod,” Proletarskoe foto, no. 2 (1932): 7-8.
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the number of available photographers was startlingly small compared to those who had
been a part of the photography club movement, numbering approximately 150 in 1934.%

Sovetskoe foto, whose articles had been largely apolitical when it was founded,
became increasingly politicized, especially after it was recast as Proletarskoe foto. The
change to Proletarskoe foto represented the interests of the Union of Russian Proletarian
Photographers (ROPF), who desired a print forum in opposition to the photography
section of the Oktiabr group, led by Aleksander Rodchenko. This betrayed the journal’s
original aim to remain above the arguments between various avant-garde groups. In spite
of these developments, Rodchenko joined the editorial board of Sovetskoe foto in
December of 1935, and continued publishing articles in the journal until its cancellation
in 1941. Rodchenko’s aesthetic nemesis and prominent member of the ROPF, Leonid
Mezhericher, was highly critical of any photographs linked to Oktiabr and yet the two
men worked together on the editorial board of Sovetskoe foto, though their relationship
was antagonistic at best.

The editorial staff of Sovetskoe foto and Proletarskoe foto was torn between these
two competing avant-garde photography groups. The former was led largely by
Aleksandr Rodchenko in matters of photography, but Gustav Klutsis, Elizar Langman,
Dmitri Debabov, and Boris Ignatovich all identified with the group. The ROPF was
spearheaded by Mezhericher, Arkadii Shaikhet, Semyon Friedland (Mikhail Koltsov’s
cousin) and Maks Alpert and favored “straightforward, supposedly unmanipulated
reportage” but also had aesthetic aspirations.*® Though both groups were committed to

documentary representation, they differed in their methodological approach to

45 Sovetskoe foto, no.1 (1934): 3.
46 |eah Bendavid-Val, Propaganda and Dreams; photographing the 1930s in the USSR and the US,
(Zurich; Edition Stemmle, 1999), 37.
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documentary composition. The work of Oktiabr was based “on fragmentation and they
viewed reality as a disconnected and puzzling space” while the ROPF “leaned toward
whole images and saw the world as a concrete and continuous entity.”*’ Rodchenko
developed his style in photo-essays published in the mid to late 1920s in Sovetskoe kino,
Novy LEF, and Sovetskoe foto. His photographs fragmented the subject, and were often
shot from the below or above. They involved heavy cropping and manipulating the depth
and angle of the image. Rodchenko described this as factography.

To the ROPF, members of Oktiabr were more interested in innovation than
documentation. Oktiabr itself was established based on the premise that its members “felt
that the new era required new media and as yet untried processes and they wanted to
apply mass production to art.” Part of this experimention “involved the tearing down of
walls between media, so that one artist could learn from another.”*® Years later, when
asked about Oktiabr, photographer Mark Markov-Grinberg (who identified with the
ROPF) stated that though he admired Rodchenko’s initiative and innovative style, he did
not care for the stylized approach taken by other members of the group: “Usually their
strange angles did not appeal to us realists; how can you walk on a diagonal horizon?
You’d have to be a mountain climber.”” Generally, though, aesthetic differences
between the two groups stemmed from fundamentally different ideas about the purpose
of the camera. Markov-Grinberg’s main objection to Oktiabr was that form and style
overtook content in their photographs. “Chasing after the shot dominated content,” he

said. “We, in the opposite group, photographed for a reason, for a purpose. Art for Art’s

47 Margarita Tupitsyn, The Soviet Photograph, 67.
48 |_eah Bendavid-Val, Propaganda and Dreams, 36-7.
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sake is nothing. But still, initially Rodchenko was our teacher and we were friends.”>

Though Markov-Grinberg does not recall his interaction with Rodchenko as openly
hostile, by the 1930s the relationship between the two groups was extremely volatile,
with much higher stakes.

Discussions about the role of photography as artistic or documentary remained
imperative to discussions both within and between avant-garde groups. Arkadii Shaikhet
proposed a campaign to introduce more documentary images in the press. “Magazines
should make the reader see things from a new, different ‘perspective’” and despite his
connections to the ROPF, he encouraged photographers to find interesting points of
shooting.”’ As the two most prolific photographers for Ogonek, he and Semyon Friedland
believed that in documentary photography, “the presentation of a fact should be simple,
easily reaching the mind of any viewer and at the same time it should be most
impressive.” He specifically chastised the “small group” who forgets “the close
relationship of form and content” and pursued “originality for the sake of originality.”**
Others, however, clearly sided with Oktiabr. Photographer Aleksandr Ivanov-Terent’ev,
who began his career in the 1910s, approved of Rodchenko’s initiative in 1929.

A. Rodchenko is completely original, his new and unique work differs

from all the other artists. He already has a lot of imitators, professing their

faith and who often imitate him blindly. All the works of this interesting

artist awaken one’s thoughts and enhance artistic sensibility. Their main

feature is the search for a different perspective... no critic can deny him the

50 Ibid, 37.
31 A. Shaikhet, Sovetskoe foto, n0.12 (1929): 713. In the year 1929 issues of Soveskoe Foto kept a running
page number from the first publication in January, quotes appear in the original text.
52/, T. Stigneev, Vek Fotografii, 82.
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importance of living through his creative thoughts and continuous

movement forward, away from the stagnant, swampy routine.”

Two years later, in 1931, the photo-section of Oktiabr organized its own exhibition titled
The Five Year Plan in Four Years. All of the prominent members of Oktiabr exhibited
their latest work: Boris Ignatovich, B. Bogdan, Leonid Bach, Aleksandr Shishkin,
Aleksandr Rodchenko, A. Shternberg, Elizar Langman, L. Smirnov, D. Shulkin, Olga
Ignatovitch, Viktor Ivanitskii, Boris Kudoiarov, Dmitri Debabov, G. Nedoshivin, B.
Iablonskii and N. Shtertser. They participated in the exhibition, to largely positive critical
reviews. Despite critical success, The Five Year Plan in Four Years was the last
photography exhibition organized by Oktiabr before the group was dissolved the
following year.

As with so many institutions in the Soviet Union the period between the
revolution and the 1930s, photography organizations saw the progressive
bureaucratization and centralization of the medium. In the early 1920s photography
distribution was managed by three separate agencies: the Bureau-Cliche was responsible
for providing regional press with photographs; the Telegraph Agency of the Soviet Union
(TASS) provided images for national newspapers, magazines and journals; and Russfoto,
a branch of the All Union Society for Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries (VOKS),
controlled the flow of press images into and out of the Soviet Union.”* In 1931 each of
these branches was merged under the umbrella organization Soiuzfoto, which absorbed

photography distribution and commissioning duties from TASS and VOKS, and also

53 A, Ivanov- Terent’ev, “Molodoe iskusstvo,” Fotograf, no.3 (1929):150.

54 The All Union Society for Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries (VOKS), founded in 1925 would
become the Union of Soviet Societies for Friendship and Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries
(SSOD) in 1958. See chapter three.
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controlled publication, replacing the institutional behemoths the Amalgamation of State
Publishing Houses (OGIZ) and the Magazine and Newspaper Amalgamation (ZhurGaz
ob’edinenie). The basic organizational structure of Soiuzfoto consisted of an “editorial
department with internal photo-information sectors for foreign, mass work, special
orders, mass media, as well as a circulation department and production
department...provincial and regional centers opened offices and bureaus were established
abroad.” By the mid-1930s, Soiuzfoto was responsible for all photographic images
published in the Soviet Union, with the exception of scientific and technical photographs,
and manufactured its own paper and chemicals.

As head of the foreign department of Soiuzfoto until 1937, Mezhericher held one
of the most powerful positions within the Soviet photographic industry. Despite his sharp
criticism of Oktiabr members Elizar Langman and Rodchenko, he encouraged editors to
allow photographers the freedom to pursue their own ideas and styles.

Editors must unbind the hands of creative workers and expand their

opportunities to alter their creative thought... It is not, of course, the

editor’s place to tell you how to take pictures in a new style. Only your
creative sense, your understanding of life, can tell you that, and an editor

should not interfere with your search. What can help you in your search is

an editor working more “liberally,” if we may use that word, than he has

acted until now.’¢

55V, T. Stigneev, Vek Fotografii, 92-3.
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This, however, was with the understanding that photographers followed the appropriate
documentary style.

Perhaps more than any other photography critic at the time, Mezhericher was
incredibly vocal and militant in his stance about photography as an ideological weapon in
the struggle against the bourgeoisie. The supposed authentication and authority of the
photograph contained the ability to persuade and could and should be valued as a
propaganda tool, which was the case by the 1930s. But there were limitations, especially
in the genre and style of photographs. For instance, though advertising photography could
be persuasive, it was most certainly bourgeois and identified with the RFO.
Photographers could, more importantly, use photography as a tool to undermine
bourgeois ideals, which Mezhericher saw as part of the class struggle.

We are fighting against the expression of bourgeois ideology by means of

photography: here are “artistic” pictures of naked women; blurred

landscapes imbued with the mood of languor and inactivity or
discouragement, or enigmatic mystery; pictures in which the life and work

of people is dumbed down... and finally, the vulgar desire to perpetuate

themselves, relatives, friends, their pets and even their things.”’

In keeping with the ideas of the ROPF, Proletarskoe foto sought to establish a firmly
proletarian, documentary style. This was in opposition to what they perceived as the
outmoded abstraction of the Oktiabr group (which was interpreted as an artifact of the

previous decade) and the similarly antiquated RFO, who not only did not engage in the

57 L. Mezhericher, Sovetskoe foto, n0.9 (1929): 226.
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process of building socialism, but completely ignored the political and ideological
potential of photography.”®

On April 23, 1932, the Party published the decree on “Restructuring Literary and
Artistic Organizations,” which called for the abolition of the Russian Association of
Proletarian Writers (RAPP), and the creation of a Union of Writers and analogous actions
for the other arts. For photographers, this effectively abolished both Oktiabr and the
ROPF in a government effort to regiment and cement a particular style of press reportage
and documentation. The decree ostensibly favored the work of the ROPF and dissolved
Oktiabr, the apparent loser. The Soviet government tightened its regulations in an attempt
to end cut-throat criticism and factionalism, and create the appearance of a more unified
cultural program. In a way, this is exactly what the ROPF had wanted, to eradicate what
it perceived as overly aestheticized and ideologically “neutral” photography.”
Photographers themselves were trying to fasten their hold over the acceptable blending of
aesthetics and political and ideological content. When Sovetskoe foto changed its name to
Proletarskoe foto in 1931, the first order of business for the revamped journal was a
discussion, led by Leonid Mezhericher and Semyon Friedland, about the failures of
Oktiabr photographers at the exhibition Five Year Plan in Four Years.

By the 1930s, however, many ROPF photographers had adopted, or at least

accepted, Rodchenko’s propensity for cropping and tilting the camera even as the Soviet

58 The ROPF viewed Constructivists and members of the Oktiabr group as artists who engaged in
modernist styles, but who failed to change as the country transitioned from NEP to the First Five Year Plan
and Stalinism. They found these artists’ work objectionable because they did not fit the current focus on
proletarian art, not because they lacked ideological motivation, which was the failing of RFO
photographers. Christina Kaier, “The New Woman of Socialist Realism: Women Artists and Images of
Women Celebrating Vera Mukhina,” (Lecture, Waiting for...(Archeology of an Idea), Kim? Gallery, Riga,
Latvia 12 June 2014).

59 This of course was not the case, Constructivist photographers were likewise ideologically motivated. For
members of the ROPF, however, primacy of form over content was akin to prioritizing aesthetics over
political and ideological content, and therefore unacceptable.
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government attempted to reign in more radical avant-garde styles. Markov-Grinberg
noted that “you could not tell my shots apart from my friends. It came out of the creative
discussions that were constantly had.”® Even as he publicly criticized Oktiabr, Arkadii
Shaikhet sheepishly admitted the group’s influence on his own work. He was “struggling
against the methods of Oktiabr, who while they gave in to formalism, were fashionable”
he wrote.

If we reject all that unhealthy ugliness that accompanied our struggle in

1932, it is still necessary in all honesty to admit that the Oktiabr

photographers gave each of us a lot. I found their works, in and of

themselves, interesting and useful. As a result of this struggle, I

reconsidered and changed my views on a number of things.®’
Mezhericher and Friedland recognized the technical skill of photographers in Oktiabr.
Their concern was that overly stylized and fragmented images distracted and detracted
from the ideological and political messages they were meant to convey. Oktiabr’s
“aesthetic research overshadows the social content of the object,” Friedland claimed, and
“in some cases lead to...counter-revolution!”® As such, Rodchenko was charged with
counterrevolutionary distortion of Soviet reality and Elizar Langman was labeled a fool
who gave into political folly.

The first issue of Proletarskoe foto contained images almost exclusively created
by Oktiabr photographers. In the opening pages of the magazine, there was a signed
declaration titled “To the Service and Operational Function of the Press” signed by the

leading members of the ROPF, including Friedland, Mezhericher, Shaikhet, Alpert,
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Mikhail Ozerski, Viktor Mikylin, and Evgeni Khalip. The declaration denounced
Oktiabr, claiming that the photographs in the current issue were “leftist mistakes” and
should not be imitated or copied. Furthermore, that “along with a ruthless struggle against
the Right deviationists [the RFO], we [the ROPF] must fiercely open fire at the “Left”
[Oktiabr], which is essentially an emerging faction of petty-bourgeois aestheticism.”® In
the following issues of the journal, some Oktiabr photographers apologized for their
aesthetic deviations. F. Kislov’s January 1932 letter to the editor of Proletarskoe foto
exemplifies the atonement expected from former members of Oktiabr.

After completely analyzing the activities of Oktiabr, I was convinced that

the so-called “creative” method embraced by the group is nothing more

than a departure from the nature of Soviet social reality, verging on

aesthetic gamesmanship. With its weak ideological basis, weak ties to the

masses and to press photographers, it represents a closed, guild

organization. A group like Oktiabr does not, in general, meet the overall

objectives of proletarian photography. Using the pages of your magazine

as guidance, I declare that I have left the group and apply for admission to

the ROPF, to which, as a creative organization I fully subscribe.**
A note printed under F. Kislov’s letter, stated that the ROPF had reviewed Kislov’s
application and that the head secretary of the group, Semyon Friedland, had approved his
acceptance.”’ Kislov’s note was not alone. Oktiabr began a restructuring process that

aligned its work more closely with that of the ROPF. Rodchenko, however, refused to

63 «Iz deklaratsii initsiativnoi gruppi ROPF (Rossiiskogo obedineniia proletarskikh fotografov),”
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cooperate. “In light of his systematic refusal to participate in the restructuring practice
and repeated claims of reluctance to engage in this reconstruction,” the new chairman of
Oktiabr, Boris Ignatovich, formally expelled Rodchenko, revoking his membership.®® In
the following months, the ROPF dissolved the extraneous departments of Oktiabr, and
the groups merged, becoming the Creative Union of Press Workers. This publicly
concealed the continued artistic disagreements between the two groups.

Despite the arguments between Oktiabr and the ROPF, photomontage and
particularly works by Rodchenko, El Lissitzky, and Gustav Klutsis were popular and the
definitive photographic style of the early 1930s. It was associated with mass action,
agitation, and propaganda, and overall complimented the government’s focus on
industrialization and collectivization. It was “a symbol of creative grandeur of the
proletariat,” preserving the inherent qualities of documentary photography while
overcoming its “limitations, transforming the abilities of photography.”®” More than a
single photograph, which portrayed only a single event, or a hand-drawn or painted
picture, which lacked the authenticity of reality, montage created a distinct narrative of
Soviet achievements and success.”® Previously, this was done through photographic
series, or sequences of pictures related to a particular story: this created a visual narrative
for the viewer. Montage, however, created a “qualitatively new form which compounded

individual frames.”® For cost purposes, photomontage was highly desirable for

66 «Po tvorcheskim gruppirovkam A. Rodchenko iskliuchen iz gruppa ‘Oktiabr,”” Proletarskoe foto, no.3
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newspapers, magazines and journals. One image could construct the same visual
narrative that previously required multiple images.

In the autumn of 1932, Langman, Debabov, A. Shternberg and Boris Ignatovich
published an article in a Moscow newspaper, calling for the further restructuring of
photographers unions, and the creation of a single Union of Photographers to address
aesthetic, political, and ideological questions related to photography.

Since its inception the magazine Proletarskoe foto conducted a systematic

persecution of individual workers in Soviet photography (Lev Ermin,

Rodchenko, Ignatovich), contrasting their work, without disguise, to the

works of members of the ROPF (Friedland, Alpert). As a result, the

journal broke away from the main mass of workers in Soviet

photography... We, the undersigned employees of Soviet photography, in
keeping with the decisions of the Central Committee, believe it is
necessary to promptly clean up the ROPF, begin radically restructuring the

journal Proletarskoe foto, to reveal all its mistakes, and organize of a

union of Soviet photographers.”

This last gasp of Oktiabr, as an official organization, fell on deaf ears. Members of the
former ROPF had no intention of giving in to the demands of discredited artists, and
furthermore, held powerful enough positions within Soiuzfoto that there was no need for
compromise even as Oktiabr appealed to the Central Committee of the Party. Despite
repeated attempts to organize a union specifically for photographers over the following

decades, the Creative Union of Press Workers firmly established that photography, no

70 «Q fotofronte pismo v redaktsiiu,” Vecherniaia Moskva, (Moscow) Sept. 28, 1932.
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matter what its aesthetic value, was first and foremost documentary, and therefore was
confined to journalists unions for the following sixty years.
Silencing Photographic Debates; The ‘United Front’ in 1930s Photography

Late in 1932 Elizar Langman was publicly sanctioned for his lack of concern for

matters that were of “political significance.””!

The denunciation of other photographers,
including Rodchenko and Klutsis, became increasingly commonplace, and the term
“formalism” stood in for any manner of artistic school or style that the ROPF deemed
aesthetically unacceptable.”” Mezhericher continued to be particularly critical of
Rodchenko and Langman, whose style distracted from the content of their photographs,
even though the three of them worked together at Sovetskoe foto and other illustrated
journals.”” Anyone, Mezhericher wrote, could be a “vulgar philistine with a camera” with
photographs, “enthusiastically pasted into their own little album portraits of ladies and
sleepy editorial sentimental landscapes.””* Real photography was about agitation and the
struggle against the bourgeoisie.

Margarita Tupitsyn has written at length about the shift from 1920s avant-garde to
the totalizing images that have come to represent Stalinist photography of the mid-1930s.
In the end, just as Stalin succeeded with his campaign of the purges
because thousands of informers from the public were willing to cooperate
with him, the avant-garde succumbed to socialist realism because the
masses, for whom dismal living conditions and harsh labor were a daily

reality, were no longer captivated by the ambivalence of the fractured

1 “Obshchestvennoe poritsanie fotozhurnalista Langman,” Proletarskoe foto, no. 5 (1932): 1.
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images of the avant-garde. Instead, the public found comfort in the

“therapeutic” socialist realist representation that successfully neutralized

the pain of their reality by overtly heroizing their life and work.”
Tupitsyn asserts that as a result of this shift, “the representational strategies of the
photographic avant-garde were infected by the virus of overtly politicized iconography
and initially forays into socialist realism did not escape the application of avant-garde
methods.”’® In other words, the avant-garde style was in essence hijacked by the Soviet
political machine, which then used violence and terror to destroy the cultural community
that had created that very photographic style. Numerous scholars, however, including
Boris Groys, have stressed the role of the avant-garde in helping to create the tenets of
socialist realism. Sovetskoe foto was not immune to politicization, especially after the
mid-1920s, as mentioned above. From the very beginning, one of the purposes of the
journal was to educate readers in how to interpret ideologically charged photographs so
that they could be recreated at home with the appropriate subject and in the appropriate
style.”” Tt is important to note that socialist realism, photography, and the avant-garde
were all expressly tied to the Soviet government, and inextricably so. The history of
Soviet photography is not about the hampering or tempering of avant-garde movements,
as Tupitsyn claims, but rather, about the continual and constant negotiations that occurred
between individuals (i.e. photographer-artists and photographer-journalists) and the
Soviet government over what was deemed visually acceptable.

After the completion of the First Five Year Plan, and the 1934 Writer’s Union

declaration of socialist realism as the only official style of Soviet art, artists began
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pursuing more glamorous and whitewashed portrayals of Soviet life, as opposed to the
grit, dirt, steel and construction of proletarian art. These subjects were appropriate for
depicting the galvanization of labor and resources that occurred between 1928 and 1932,
but they were considered outmoded and inappropriate for depicting the Soviet Union by
the mid-1930s. As a result, the heyday of proletarian photography, and Proletarskoe
foto, was short lived. The journal was re-christened Sovetskoe foto in 1934. The Stalinist
government favored “proletarian” photography and art only as a transitional style. Once
Stalin declared the First Five Year Plan a success, a more idyllic (what contemporary
critics called lyrical), socialist realist model was required of artists.

In the art criticism of the time, and later in the 1950s and 1960s, lyricism was
often employed as a term meant to describe the art of being socialist. As the “art of
socialist feeling” or being, lyrical art and photography were meant to help the soviet
viewer “feel” socialism, and were also used as analytic components of successful works:
art should act upon viewers, providing them internal enrichment.”® This language was
also applied to photography and discussions about its role in art. Arguments between
former members of both Oktiabr and the ROPF hinged on this aesthetic distinction.
Where the ROPF claimed that art and documentary could be achieved in a single image,
Oktiabr took the stance that art photography was itself an entirely different entity. In the
September 1934 issue of Sovetskoe foto, V. Griuntal, a supporter of photographers
formerly associated with Oktiabr, wrote that the style that the ROPF advocated “almost
never had anything to do with art” and that at its very best, their work was only “the

product of a more or less skilled artisan.””” Critics who favored the documentary style
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fired back at him in later issues, saying that Griuntal had “put forth baseless charges
against our Soviet press.”™

Thus, the members of the two former groups reached an aesthetic stalemate.
Increasingly, however, these aesthetic arguments were publicly disguised, exemplified by
discussions surrounding the 1935 Exhibition of the Masters of Soviet Photography. A
sharp departure from the 1928 Exhibition of Ten Years of Soviet Photography, in which
the attitude between groups was openly antagonistic and combative, the 1935 exhibition
masked the underlying controversies between photographers who, despite the formal
dissolution of their organizations, remained committed to the principles of their
respective methodologies. Many photographers noted that this falsely conveyed
acceptance of aesthetic pluralism.®’ Nevertheless, at the opening of the exhibition,
Sovetskoe foto published an article which attempted to explain how and why certain
photographers and images were selected by the jury panel.

It has been seven years since the last large All-Union exhibition, and we

wish to demonstrate the achievements of Soviet photography. During this

period ideological battles and creative competition have made significant

progress in Soviet photography. Restructuring the ranks of Soviet photo

artists 1s not entirely complete, but it is undeniable that Soviet

photographers are already on the road to mastering the style of socialist

realism.®
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Four hundred and fifty works were included in the exhibition, mostly organized into
small personal exhibitions of the works of 23 photographers from the ROPF, the RFO
and Oktiabr, though the exhibition coordinators did not identify which photographers
were a part of each group.* Nevertheless, the works of RFO and Oktiabr photographers
that were selected by the exhibition panel were meant as examples of reorientation and
re-education, to showcase the success of the abolition of factionalism in photography. But
the decision to include photographs by Rodchenko, Langman, and photographs by RFO
photographers was highly contradictory. Rodchenko himself wondered why the
exhibition organizers had included works accused of left formalism, as the Party made it
clear it did not want open debate between artistic groups.

Tupitsyn draws two conclusions from Rodchenko’s speculations about formalist
photography and the 1935 exhibition.

First, the general public and most artists (including Rodchenko) believed

that the cultural conflicts of the period were generated by various artistic

factions rather than by Party policies. Second, the surprising willingness of

the Party to tolerate formalist works as late as 1935 indicated that the

struggle - hitherto on the level of aesthetics - had now shifted to a political

project whose aim was to simulate, at any cost, an atmosphere of creative

unanimity. Hence, what was exhibited in 1935 was less important than the

status of the artist in relation to the Party’s political interests.™
While it may be true that the cultural conflicts of the period were the result of debates

between artistic groups, these debates fundamentally shaped the nature of discussions

83 The ROPF was represented by the largest number of participants: Arkadii Shaikhet, Maks Alpert,
Semyon Friedland, Roman Karmen, N. Petrov, M. Petrus, Mikhail Prekhner, I. Skurikhin and Ivan Shagin.
84 Margarita Tupitsyn, The Soviet Photograph, 144-146.
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about art and documentary in photography until the 1970s. Furthermore, the second
conclusion Tuptisyn draws, ignores the nature of the exhibition, which separated
photographs by artist rather than simply presenting the photographs as a collective whole.
Putting an end to debate between groups did not necessarily translate to creative
unanimity. Instead, this is how some, but not all, photographers interpreted the selection
process for the exhibition. For example, as a result of what they regarded as a
disingenuous misrepresentation of aesthetic unity (or lack thereof), Boris Ignatovich and
his brigade of photographers refused to participate in the exhibition.” “How is it”
Ignatovich asked, “that our rich, diverse Soviet photography, which not so long ago
passed through a period of heated creative disputes and fights at exhibitions suddenly lost
face and made both form and subject anemic with little substance?”®® Furthermore, the
Ignatovich Brigade was highly critical of the exhibition panel and organizers who, in
their opinion, were pandering to Party politics, and “disagreed with the selection of
participants, and strongly criticized the artificial atmosphere of unanimity.””’
Ignatovich’s open criticism demonstrates that even as late as 1935, “it was still possible
both to exhibit formalist photography and to express overtly controversial opinions about
it in public.”™

Tupitsyn presupposes that the Party was not concerned with what the exhibition

photographs looked like. If the Party did not approve of the works of certain

photographers, Rodchenko for example, it was under no obligation to allow him

85 The group of photographers the Ignatovich Brigade included Boris Ignatovich's wife, Elizaveta
Ignatovicha, and his sister Olga Ignatovicha, as well as Y. Brodskii and L. Bat’. Langman was also loosely
affiliated with the group.
86 Boris Ignatovich, “Ob odnoi opasnoi tendentsii,” Obsuzhdenie vystavki masterov sovetskogo
fotoiskusstva v 1935 g., (Moskva: 1935): 1.
87 Margarita Tupitsyn, The Soviet Photograph, 146.
88 Thid, 148.
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exhibition space. It would have been far easier to bar him and other members of Oktiabr
and the RFO from showing their work. Ultimately, then, the aesthetic decisions of the
early 1930s, as represented in the 1935 exhibition, were the result of both Party policies
and the desires of photographers themselves. This demonstrates an interaction between
governing politicians, artists, and aesthetics. While the artist’s relationship to the Party
did not create aesthetic differences and animosity, the Party and government did have a
hand in guiding these arguments.

Nevertheless, most photographers were not pleased, or were at very least,
confused by the selections made for the 1935 exhibition participants and jury panel.*’
Mezhericher was openly vocal about his disappointment with the intermingling of true
reportage with right (former members of the RFO) and left (former members of Oktiabr)
formalists. But following the 1935 exhibition, photographers and critics alike grasped at
straws to explain why elements of both right and left formalism had been chosen for the
exhibition, when only years earlier the same decisions would have carried significant
official consequences.”® A confounded Mezhericher wrote in 1935 that socialist realist
photography “represented a unity that bound the world community of artists through a

%! This was a rather self-perpetuating,

variety of creative shapes, styles and personalities.
insoluble argument. Socialist realism, as Mezhericher saw it, was composed of various

“shapes, styles and personalities,” and yet these multifarious elements could only become

89 The jury panel consisted of the following: Mark Markov-Grinberg, secretary of the Union of
Kinofotorabotnikov; Critic and head of the foreign department of Soiuzfoto Leonid Mezhericher;
Photographers Aleksandr Rodchenko, Aleksandr Grinberg, A. Sternburg, and I. Bokhonov (the later three
were all former members of the RFO); Photojournalist Semyon Friedland; Film director Sergei Eisenstein;
Georgii Boltianskii, Chairman of the Fotosektsii Union; And Anatoli Golovnia, a camera operator.
90 Photographers, editors and organizers would most likely have lost their posts at journals, newspapers and
magazines, or offered fewer and smaller assignments.
91 L. Mezhericher, “Tvorcheskie problemi fotografii,” Sovetskoe foto, no.1 (1935): 4.
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a cohesive unit through socialist realism. Thus, the editorial staff of Sovetskoe foto
appears to have accepted the illusion of a “united front” of socialist realist aesthetics in
photography even if they did not agree with this fabricated unity. The journal published a
barrage of articles by prominent critics, demonstrating that the “reductive elements of the
formalist method had become mere ornaments for the embellishment of the new socialist

92 In a featured article about former Oktiabr member Dmitri Debabov,

realist content.
critic V. Sergeiev noted that over the past year his work had improved by leaps and
bounds, conforming to the new regulations about photography, toeing the line between

ROPF and Oktiabr aesthetics.

Fig. 3. Aleksandr Rodchenko, Jump on a Horse, black-and-white photograph, Sovetskoe foto no. 6 (June

1936)

92 Margarita Tupitsyn, The Soviet Photograph, 144-146.
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Debabov was not infected by intolerance and, despite the hostile camps,
did not hesitate to adopt the best practices of the best representatives of the
various groups. He studied his works, which had long lacked
independence...And in the light of the new requirements for photography
publication, it turned out that on top of the situation were people who
know how to do things, not people who limit themselves to a few formal
methods or political slogans. Debabov, we see, is among the former.”

The irony of Sergeiev’s statement was certainly not lost on photographers of the day.
Rather than gaining their independence, photographers were being brought into the fold
of socialist realism.

In “About Formalism and Naturalism in Photo Art” and various other articles
published in Sovetskoe foto following the 1935 exhibition, theoreticians, photographers
and critics grappled with how to characterize formalism, naturalism, and socialist realism
in photography. Critic Sergei Morozov struggled to compliment Rodchenko and
Langman on their submissions to the exhibition. About Rodchenko’s contemporary
photographs, Mezhericher commented that Rodchenko was not yet immune to formalism,
but that his work had improved.

I cannot say that he is fully freed from the formalist remnants. Among the

works that were hung...there are two in which we see Rodchenko’s sharp

and characteristic methods of composing a still photograph; but at the

same time, we cannot really classify these works as formalist. One of them

[Jump on a Horse, (Fig. 3)] shows a jump over a barrier. If we look

closely at the photograph, we can see that it is significantly titled; but this

93V, Sergeiev, “Profili masterov - Dmitri Debabov,” Sovetskoe foto, no.1 (1935): 22.
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is not a trick but a technique brought about by a need to strengthen and to

underline the elasticity of the horse’s movement over the obstacle...in each

case however, Rodchenko’s formalist impulse is subordinate to the content

while raising its impact.”*
Mezhericher’s appraisal of the photograph is itself confusing; though he attempts to
critique the photograph he focuses on the title and elasticity of the horses movement,
underscoring his reticence to praise Rodchenko’s work. His argument is unclear, rhetoric
rather than actual critique. The inclusion of formalist aspects in documentary
photography represented the solution to the aesthetic bickering that occurred between the
ROPF and Oktiabr. Rodchenko in particular was confused by the about-face in
Mezhericher’s criticism.

It was beneficial to involve me in a provocative “discussion” to cover

material that was left formalist. And now when these comrades offer to

print my photos and a creative profile about me in a magazine, I look at

them suspiciously and I can only wonder what they want to do with this

profile...I do not respect them, do not trust them. Is this what the Party

wants, should there be this sort of relationship among critics, editors and

photography workers?”
Rodchenko did not care for the disingenuous deal struck between the advocates of the
two aesthetic schools fundamentally at odds with one another. Rather than looking at his
work for what it was, Rodchenko felt as though his photographs were being paraded as

examples of left formalism, while simultaneously cited as evidence of the (false)

94 L. Mezhericher, “O trekh opasnostiakh,” Sovetskoe foto, no. 6 (1936): 32.
95 Aleksandr Rodchenko, “Master i kritika,” Sovetskoe foto, no. 9 (1935): 4.
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rapprochement between Oktiabr and the ROPF, a conclusion that is in no way
unwarranted.

By selecting and approving of certain aspects of both methods, theoreticians
reinforced and advocated what Tupitsyn called the “staged photo picture,” or socialist
realist photography. This style of staging was “equally hostile” to the ROPF’s emphasis
on documenting reality and the everyday, as well as Oktiabr’s commitment to snapping
stylized photographs of particular fragments of reality.’® Mezhericher threw up his hands
and asked: “Is photo-reportage art or not?” The demand for “a beautiful artistic snapshot
that is pleasant to the eye has grown above all else” in spite of the aesthetic arguments of
the previous decade.”’ Friedland similarly noted that “readers were not satisfied and
demand that they be shown the face of their wonderful country with maximum
expressiveness.””® This style which emphasized simplicity, partiinost’, narodnost’, and
ideinost’, did not discourage staging, and was the mandated aesthetic ideal during the
period between 1936 and 1941. According to Friedland, the new socialist realist style was
based on “maximum expressiveness, overt theatricality, and careful staging and resulted
from strictly defined commissions with specific political aims.”””

Undoing Avant-garde Photography

In 1937, Mezhericher was arrested for alleged saboteur activits. His first

conviction, on 12 June 1937, earned him 5 years forced labor at the mines in the Kolyma

region.'” Mezhericher was accused of being a Trotskyist, spreading anti-Soviet

96 MargaritaTupitsyn, The Soviet Photograph, 144-146.

97 Leonid Mezhericher, “Kak dolzhen byt' fotoreportazh,” Sovetskoe foto, no. 3 (1935): 25.

98 1hid, 25.

99 |bid, 156.

100 Mezhericher was sentences under Articles 58-10, 58-11 of the Criminal Code of the RSFSR.

“Mezhericher, Leonid Petrovich,” Genealogicheskaia vaza znanii: persony, familii, khronika,
<http://baza.vgdru.com/1/21095/>.
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propaganda, contributing to the spread of anti-Soviet photographs abroad, and possessing
illegal weapons. Six months into his sentence, he was again arrested by the NKVD for
alleged participation in a counterrevolutionary Trotskyist group and organizing
counterrevolutionary sabotage.'”" He was sentenced to death and shot on 7 February
1938."2 Some photographers, like Rodchenko, lost their jobs or were demoted to
positions of relative obscurity. Others, like Mezhericher and Gustav Klutsis were
arrested. Former member of the RFO Aleksandr Grinberg, who was arrested on January
15, 1936, was charged with distributing pornography and was declared an enemy of the
people. He was sentenced to five years in a labor camp.'” In 1941 Grinberg wrote to the
Commission for Private Amnesty, a committee of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of
the USSR, asking that his criminal record be redacted because his indictment was
unfounded and that he had been arrested before head the NKVD Yagoda was declared an
enemy of the people himself. According to Grinberg, this meant his conviction should be
overturned. Despite his later attempts to repeal his conviction, after serving his sentence,
the charges remained on his record. Overall, however, the purges and the Terror affected
those who were directly culpable for what material was printed, rather than individual
photographers who were either removed from their posts or retreated from public life of
their own volition, like Rodchenko who turned to set design by the late 1930s. Klutsis’
arrest and execution were seemingly unrelated to his work as a photographer but rather

because he was ethnically Latvian.'™ Ultimately, it appears that editors like Koltsov and

101 Tbid.

102 Tpid. Sentenced to death under Article 58.

103 v/, T. Stigneev, Vek Fotografii, 308-309.

104 K Jutsis was accused of being a Latvian nationalist and was executed in 1938.
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Mezhericher suffered because they were responsible for the publication and circulation of
images.105

Government publishing houses ceased distributing the only two remaining avant-
garde photography journals, SSSR na stroike and Sovetskoe foto, in 1941.% Yet, socialist
realism in photography was not uniform or unchanging. Tupitsyn characterizes the late
1930s as a period of “totalizing” photography. But this does not adequately explain the
transition from avant-garde photography to Stalinist and Soviet wartime photography, or
the reemergence of avant-garde influenced photography in the postwar and Thaw periods.
For photographers, the changes of the following decades offered opportunities, but also
uncertainty. The results of the debates, denunciations and arrests of the 1930s meant that
after around 1932, art photography’s development (as separate from documentary
photography) was stunted. The war only reinforced that photographers were first and
foremost documentary soldiers.
World War II and Documetary Photography

This is not to say that iconography and “overtly heroicized” photography did not
exist, but rather the transition to socialist realism in photography was patchy and
incomplete. Dmitri Baltermants’ “Crossing the Oder” exemplifies the heroic idealization
of the Red Army and the Soviet Union, succeeding in “neutralizing” the pain brought on
by war (Fig. 4). During the war, many of the photographs circulated in Pravda and
Izvestiia were perfunctory inclusions, proof that the Soviet Union was at war. They
fulfilled the purpose of an informative document: newspapers and Red Army magazines

did not have the space to publish many images, and those that were chosen for

105 Koltsov was rehabilitated in 1954.
1065SSR na stroike resumed publication in 1949, before changing its name to Sovetskii soiuz. Sovetskoe foto
resumed publication in 1956.
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publication were subject to strict guidelines and the demands of editors who often
outlined topics and ideas for staged photographs before photojournalists even arrived on
location. Thus, the iconic and “heroicized” photography of the Great Patriotic War did
not emerge until the postwar period, when photographers had the time to crop, tone, and

essentially professionalize the images they chose to submit for publication.

Fig. 4. Dimitri Baltermants, Crossing the Oder, gelatin silver print, 1945. Collection Minneapolis Institute
of Arts; Gift of Richard and Linda Parins

In the immediate pre-war period, many photojournalists held posts at military

newspapers, and military themes were popular with editors at illustrated journals and

magazines throughout the 1930s. Favorite topics were tank and airborne exercises,

paratroopers, and infantry drills. In 1935, Iona Yakir’s Kiev Maneuvers provided a select

group of photographers with valuable experience photographing military operations. At

the behest of the Red Army, a team of photographers was assembled to document the
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operation, including Arkadii Shaikhet, Dmitri Debabov, Ivan Shagin and V. Griuntal.'®’

Other journals and newspapers also assigned photojournalists to document the operation,
including Georgii Zelma and Aleksandr Solov’ev from Krasnaia zvezda (Red Star), N.
Petrov from Izvestiia, and Mark Markov-Grinberg from Soiuzfoto.'® Red Army
photojournalists also participated in documenting the Winter War, and in 1940 Sovetskoe
foto published a compilation of photographs titled “TASS Photojournalists at the Front”
containing a detailed analysis of front-line photojournalism.'®

Nevertheless, the first days of World War II demonstrated that while
photojournalists were prepared to photograph military exercises, they were less than
prepared for actual wartime photojournalism. In the difficult conditions of the first days
of the war, photographers went to the front with instructions to document what they
could, but particularly military action itself. This was easier said than done, however, and
as Soviet regiments retreated, photojournalists moved in small groups between various
military units attempting to stay as close as possible to active military engagement.'"
Apart from the obvious dangers associated with documenting activity on the front,
photojournalists also faced suspicions from Soviet troops as they moved between
divisions. But the general chaos of the first days of war meant that newspapers and
illustrated journals were hungry for any images available of the war, and photographers,
who had yet to recieve strict guidelines about what to photograph, were able for the first

111

time in decades to photograph what they wanted, in any way they chose. " This produced

mixed results, as photographers wrested some limited agency from the restrictions editors

107y T. Stigneev, Vek Fotografii, 142.
108 1hid, 142.
109 “Fotokorrespondenti TASS na fronte,” Sovetskoe foto, no. 6 (1940): 2.
10y T. Stigneev, Vek Fotografii, 145.
11 Tbid, 145.
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placed on them, while the circumstances of war were limiting in terms of equipment, and
photographers were often unable to crop or edit their own work.

Despite this initial freedom, the question of what to photograph was addressed by
the political and military leadership within the first few months of the war. Taboo
subjects were photographs of retreat, refugee evacuations, and military defeats.''
Photographs of Soviet soldiers in battle, Red Army victories, broken German tanks and
equipment, and dead and defeated Nazi soldiers were encouraged. Under no circumstance
were photojournalists to submit photographs of any “defeatist” subjects that could raise
doubt about the Soviet Union’s military prowess. Furthermore, whenever possible,
military officers kept photojournalists from Soviet defeats, ordering editors to station
photojournalists elsewhere, to help strengthen a narrative of Soviet victory. This
reinforced the idea that the Soviet government viewed photojournalism as a mechanism
to boost civilian, and more importantly, troops’ morale because of the priority placed on
including photographs in military newspapers intended for distribution at the front.
During the war, photojournalists were not meant to document war atrocities, but to
buttress Soviet ideological slogans. Still, some photographers agreed with this bottom
line. Years later, when questioned in the 1970s about his war photography, Dmitri
Baltermants lamented that he should have photographed the war differently. Rather than
shooting images of war atrocities, he would have more readily conceded to government
demands, if only to help (or save) the Soviet populace from the gruesome reality that was
World War II. “God forbid, if I ever again had to photograph the war, I would have shot

it completely differently.”' "

12 1bid, 147.
113 In the 1970s, as head of the Photography Section of Ogonek , Baltermants’ comment may have been
associated with his prominent position. This could also have been related to his reticence to relive his years
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A few photographers, including Arkadii Shaikhet, Evgenii Khaldei, Maks Alpert,
G. Sanko, Mikhail Trakhman, and Ivan Shagin, were able to document the atrocities of
war. For the most part, however, photographers stayed away from gruesome subjects and
tended to focus on rather tame depictions of the circumstances during the war. Historian
David Shneer’s Through Soviet Jewish Eyes: Photography, War, and the Holocaust
questions what possessed young Soviet photographers (specifically young Soviet Jewish
photographers) to capture Nazi atrocities during the war, particularly atrocities against

"% While there are many

Jews, which they did frequently towards the end of the war.
poignant exceptions, as a rule the majority of photographs published in the Soviet press
on a daily basis were not concerned with war crimes or atrocity. This is not to say that
photographers did not capture these crimes. But the Soviet government was wary of
publishing this sort of material, and when these images were published, they followed a
set narrative of Nazi criminal activity, highlighting German immorality and ruthlessness.
In the everyday press, however, these photographs represent a drop in the proverbial
ocean. Typically, the central press only distributed and officially recognized images that
showed the fallibility of the Soviet army or the grief of war years after World War 11
ended. This was a concerted and deliberate government effort after Stalin’s death to
combat heroicizing images of war with photographs that demonstrated the imperfections
of Stalinism.

During the Battle of Moscow, Ivan Shagin photographed wounded soldiers tended

by nurses, boarded up shop windows, partisan militia men, and empty streets with

wounded soldiers as the Soviet military began liberating villages around Moscow after

as a war photographer. It seems, however, that Baltermants legitimately lamented his role in documenting
war atrocities. D. Baltermants, Fofografiia, no. 2 (1972): 19.
114 David Shneer, Through Soviet Jewish Eyes, 2.
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the offensive. His 1944 image Politruk prodolzhaet boi (The Political Instructor
Continues the Fight) shows a wounded soldier from the political workers division
(Prolitruk). It is not immediately clear what is happening in the image (Fig. 5). Rather
than a simple photograph of a wounded soldier, Shagin intended to show the heroism of
the political activist for urging his comrades to fight, despite his own injury. Rather than
succumb to the pain of his wounds, the soldier instead lead his compatriots into battle.
But the content of the image also shows a physically disabled man and likewise the
fallibility of the Soviet citizen. This sends a seemingly contradictory message. The man is
a hero in his own right for fighting through the pain of his own suffering, for the good of
the country. In doing so, he (the subject) symbolically achieves a greater understanding
of the common good that the Soviet Union is fighting for. But his sacrifice also shows
physical weakness, a broken and beaten veteran whose presence the government would
soon try to remove from the public eye. It was necessary to fight for your country, but
part of your duty was also to allow able-bodied men to represent your struggle.'"”

Much of the documentary material from the war, however, captured how
mundane life at the front was between battles.

Mandatory subjects for newspapers appeared under the heading “In

between Battles”... These pictures took on special meaning for readers.

For a short time they returned to their peaceful pursuits, and the obligatory

ritual of such events seem important and necessary.''°
These types of images were obligatory because they were unassuming and normalizing.

Soldiers may fight, but they also played cards, smoked cigarettes, and laughed at each

115 See Liliya Kaganovsky, How the Soviet Man Was Unmade: Cultural Fantasy and Male Subjectivity
under Stalin, (Pittsburg: University of Pittsburgh Press), 2008.
116 v T. Stigneev, Vek Fotografii, 158.
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other’s jokes. Furthermore, newspapers and journals favored images of soldiers
performing everyday tasks for a number of reasons. First, for practical purposes, this
made up the majority of the documentary records of a given photographer. Second,
newspapers encouraged images of combat only within very specific parameters, as
mentioned above, which were often difficult to meet, and frankly dangerous. Third,
journals and newspapers preferred particular types of combat images, principally tank
and aviation combat. For photographers like Mikhail Trakhman who spent several
months of the war documenting partisan military maneuvers, obtaining these types of
shots was impossible. In many ways, then, socialist realist aesthetics in wartime
photography took a back seat to what a photographer could actually hope to document.
Moreover, without the ability to edit or crop their photographs, photojournalists
ultimately were concerned with the documentary features of photography, rather than
aesthetics.

Yet, the demand for images of life at the front could overrule the desires of
editorial staff. Of primary importance was obtaining photographs from the front, even if
the images themselves were not exactly what editors had requested. Photojournalist B.
Manevich recalled one of his assignments. He was asked to document Soviet troops
attacking German torpedo aircraft. After submitting his prints to the editor, Manevich
received a note about his photographs. Though the editor found them adequate and “very
interesting,” it was an incredible “pity that the attack was filmed on a cloudy day.”'!’
Though this could be corrected in print (increasing or decreasing the amount of ink when

transferred into print) or with filters and layering negatives, many photographers lacked

117 Tbid, 158.
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the equipment, time, or both to make these corrections before they submitted photographs

for publication.

Fig. 5. Ivan Shagin, The Politruk Continues the Fight, black-and-white photograph, 1944
Nevertheless, images snapped by Soviet photographers of the grief and horror on
the Eastern Front were few and far between, and photographers risked their reputations,

employment, and freedom by shooting illicit photographs with cameras and film paid for
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by government funds. In 1942, while working for /Izvestiia, Dmitri Baltermants was
accused by the newspaper of falsifying photographs of the Battle of Stalingrad.''® He was
demoted and a military tribunal sentenced him to a military penal company, battalions
that were stationed in the most dangerous areas of the front lines. Baltermants was lucky.
Shrapnel wounded his leg; he was rescued, and sent to a hospital in Moscow before
returning to the front as a photojournalist for a military newspaper after his recovery.
Film director Alexander Dovzhenko learned a similar, yet seemingly paradoxical lesson.
When shooting his 1943 film Bitva za Nashu Sovetskuiu Ukrainu (The Battle for Our
Soviet Ukraine), Dovzhenko first and foremost wanted to show “the truth of our
difficulties...and heroism in overcoming them.”

Do not hesitate to show suffering, tears, death. For this huge force is

affirmation of life. Show a wounded soldier on the field, his suffering.

Show soldier hard work. Remove the mystery of the death of a soldier. Do

not hesitate - Weep for yourself, but show it... Let yourself be sorry, let the

tears will fill your eyes, but show it. Let all see how and why he

died...show the battlefield nurse who is just a fragile young girl, when she

pulls herself to overcome the burdens of fear and terror....Shoot people for

their hard work, their hard-breaking, exhausting labor and suffering to

create the future world.'"”’

18 In fact, according to his daughter, Baltermants was not responsible for the publication of the image in
question. One of his photographs of German prisoners of war, taken in Moscow, was substituted for his
image of soldiers in Stalingrad at the last minute, without his knowledge, with a caption about Soviet
military successes. The error was immediately noticed upon publication, and Baltermants was blamed for
fabricating information about military operations. V. T. Stigneev, Vek Fotografii, 152-3.
119 Tbid, 161.
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The following year, the Politburo sanctioned Dovzhenko, declaring that his film
contained grave political errors. He was censored and banned from producing any further
films. Dovzhenko described his summons to meet with Stalin. “January 31, 1944 I was
brought to the Kremlin. There I was hacked to pieces.”'*’

During the war, photojournalists published their images in one of the 18 front or
110 military newspapers, each of which employed at least one photojournalist. Though
newspaper distribution was sporadic during the war, publication never ceased. A new
publishing and press outlet, GlavPUR oversaw the publication of these newspapers, and
established the monthly (later bimonthly) photo gazette Frontovaia illustratsiia
(Frontline Illustration). Other photographers were employed by TASS, which distributed
photographs to numerous military newspapers, and the Sovinformburo whose
photographers took pictures that were sent directly to the government. Photojournalists
who worked for TASS and the Sovinformburo, generally, avoided the harshest wartime
conditions. They were sent on short term assignments to the front, and returned in
Moscow to develop and print their film. Photographers who worked for military
newspapers developed film and printed news at the front. Some photographers, in
addition to documenting the war, also served in the military. Arkadii Shishkin served as a
private in the infantry until 1944, Robert Diament, Georgii Lipskurov and N. Kubeev
entered the militia, and Mark Markov-Grinberg served as a railroad signalman for the
first two years of the war. Photojournalist Olga Lander, described conditions for
photographers on the front lines in her 1986 memoir. While other correspondents traveled
with printing equipment, photographers were constantly searching for places to construct

makeshift darkrooms.

120 1hid, 161.
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The newspaper staff was usually stationed about 15-20 kilometers from

the front line. We, the correspondents, believed that we were at the rear.

When we were sent to the front, we received travel orders...

correspondents were sent with a printing machine and typesetting

machine. But I had no darkroom. Wherever I went, I had to “build” one. In

the villages I used closets...in the cities — I looked for dark basement

corners. !

Photojournalist Sergei Kosirev of the military newspaper of the 1st Moscow Proletarian
Division described similar conditions, digging out small shelters to develop film in a
portable development box.'*

There are many examples of photographers who made names for themselves
during the war, some of whom had circulated in avant-garde circles. By the 1950s many
of the older generation of avant-garde photographers were still working photographers.
For example, Maks Alpert, who had photographed for the journal SSSR na stroike under
El Lissitzky and Aleksandr Rodchenko, was a TASS correspondent during World War II,
and later, worked for Novosti press. In this case, Alpert was keenly aware of the work of
his fellow avant-garde photographers, as his direct superiors at SSSR na stroike.
Furthermore, he had participated in denouncing the work of Rodchenko in the early
1930s. Though Alpert considered himself first and foremost a photojournalist, his
photographs testify to his knowledge of and proximity to avant-garde photography circles

in the 1920s.

121 0. Lander, Frontovymi dorogami, (Moskva; 1986), 14.
122 Sovetskoe foto, no.12 (1981): 18.
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A second example of the photographer-artist is Mark Redkin. A longtime friend
of Arkadii Shaikhet, he started his career working for the small local newspaper
Kommunist in Astrakhan after his father, a fishermen, bought him a glass plate camera.'>
He studied at the Leningrad Fotokinoteknikum, choosing photography over more popular
courses in cinematography or projection work and completed his studies in 1932.'** He
then worked as a welder before joining the crew of a whaling vessel and traveled the
English coast, Cuba, Jamaica, through the Panama Canal to Hawaii. Upon returning to
Vladivostok in 1933, he was called up for military service, and was offered a position at
the military newspaper Krasnaia zvezda.'™ Redkin became one of the first military
photojournalists to experience World War II, and was promoted and sent as a special
correspondent to an aviation division of the front.'*® After an injury kept him hospitalized
for two months, he began working for the magazine Frontovaia illustratsiia, which also
employed Arkadii Shaikhet and G. Sanko. Redkin was stationed in Krasnodar and Kerch,
and also documented the liberation of Auschwitz in 1945 before arriving in Berlin. After
being released from his Red Army position, Redkin began working for the magazine
Sovetskii soiuz (Soviet Union), formerly SSSR na stroike. He later worked as a traveling
correspondent for TASS and the Planeta publishing house in Moscow, photographing the
Arctic Circle, Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and Siberia.

Other press photographers, such as Dmitri Baltermants, began their careers in the

immediate prewar period and made names for themselves during the war.'*’ Baltermants

123 Mikhail Zaborsky, Mark Redkin: Izobranie Fotografii, (Moscow: Planeta Publishing, 1978), 2.

124 Tbid, 3.

125 1bid, 5.

126 1bid, 7.

127Baltermants was largely self-taught when he began his career working at Izvestiia. During the war he
worked for Izvestiia and the Red Army journal Na razgrom vraga (To the Enemy’s Defeat).
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worked as a printer for Izvestiia, before studying mathematics at Moscow State
University. He was then hired by a Military Academy where he taught until 1939, when
he returned to Izvestiia as a war correspondent. Despite complications over his chosen
themes and the political content of his war photography, Baltermants went on to work for
Ogonek, where he became one of the most prominent photojournalists of the post-war
period.'?® Primarily, his photographs in Ogonek are of Soviet and international diplomats,
Party Congresses, People’s Deputies, parades, and Soviet holidays. In other words,
Baltermants held a politically sensitive position at Ogonek which required him to be
acutely aware of the ideological implications of his work, especially since many of his
assignments required permission to attend private Party and diplomatic meetings.

Photographs of World War II were first exhibited the exhibition The Great
Patriotic War in Art Photography. Up until that point, images of the war were circulated
in the military press, which was regularly available to soldiers. But supply shortages and
disruptions for civilians meant that access to newspapers was sporadic at best for many
Soviet citizens, even in large cities. The exhibition of The Great Patriotic War in Art
Photography opened at the Central House of Artists in the late 1940s and featured 360
photographs by 88 military photographers.

Margarita Tupitsyn’s argument about avant-garde photography in the 1930s may
explain the working condition of photographers in the four years between the First All-
Union Exhibition of Photo Art and the beginning of the Soviet Union’s involvement in
World War II. But it fundamentally ignores the reality that the war had a profound effect

on Soviet photography, because its reportage “broke through the stylized and ritual

128 During the war, Baltermants was chastised for submitting photographs that did not comply with or
conform to the themes and subjects he was assigned by his editor, and was fired from his post, though he
was rehired by a military newspaper. See chapter one.

83



representations on the pages of Soviet newspapers to represent a collectivity engaged

. . e e . . . 129
with its own initiatives, emotions and actions.”

Photographers were bound by
government restrictions and demands from editors, though this was not unique to
wartime. Ultimately, despite the strict ideological guidelines photojournalists had to
follow which bound them to particular subject matter, they were also able to wrest
limited agency from the grip of the Party and government at this time. This was because
they had the ability to make “visible, and thus offered to the imagination, an unscripted
and unpredictable event whose intensity, development, and duration” was not as easily
supervised.””® Though regulations continued to exist and the stakes for ideological
“misinformation” were higher, the Soviet press experienced its first glimpse of de-
Stalinization during the war because it was no longer simply a mouthpiece to “promote

>3l The next official

Stalin’s vision of what it would mean to be loyal to Soviet power.
exhibition featuring war photography was not held until 1965. During this time, the
political life of the country has undergone a number of changes, and much of its history,
particularly in the history of Stalinism and World War I, was reassessed.

Redkin, Alpert, and Baltermants were all documentary photographers with strong
aesthetic interests beyond simply getting a shot, even if they were not as experimental as
Rodchenko and other avant-garde photographers. By the 1950s, however, these three
photographers, along with Marina Bugayeva, helped reopen the debate about the nature
of art photography, once again engaging in heated discussions about the artistic and

documentary features of photography. As the government loosened its grip on journal

circulation and image publication, photographers once again confronted questions about

129 Thomas C. Wolfe, Governing Soviet Journalism, 32.
130 1hid, 32.
131 Thid, 28.
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photographic aesthetics, arguing for similar visual principles their predecessors had

deliberated twenty years earlier.

85



Chapter Two: Reestablishing Sovetskoe foto: Art Photography and the
Artist-Photojournalist

In the 1950s, photographers and photojournalists were wrestling with the
possibilities of representing the new and challenging environment. The images that were
to define the era in illustrated magazines and newspapers were made by a relatively small
and tight-knit group of photojournalists. Many of these photojournalists photographed
the Great Patriotic War from the front like Dmitri Baltermants. Others, like Marina
Bugayeva, future head of the photo section of the Union of Journalists, began their
careers during the Stalinist period. A third group of photographers, like Maks Alpert and
Mark Redkin, had retained or regained posts that they held before Stalin’s consolidation
of power and centralization of photography groups. Working for various press agencies,
organized in a highly centralized hierarchical structure managed by the government and
Party, ultimately these photojournalists were responsible to the Central Committee and
the Politburo. Nevertheless, the Thaw environment allowed these photographers
opportunities and the limited ability to dictate their own aesthetic standards and choices.

Sovetskoe foto was reestablished in 1956, and began publication in January of
1957, after being shut down during the war. Published by Iskusstvo, one of the publishing
houses of the Ministry of Culture, it became the primary setting for photojournalists and
amateur photographers to view and discuss each other’s work. From January 1957 to
December 1959, the journal was published monthly on newspaper stock, featuring only
black-and-white images, and each issue was approximately sixty pages long. Beginning
in January 1960, and for the remainder of the Soviet period, the front and back covers, as
well as color inserts, of Sovetskoe foto were printed on glossy paper stock. Initially,
though, contemporary color printing technology and Sovetskoe foto’s lack of priority as a
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special interest journal, meant that most color images (and generally the front and back
covers and inserts), were dominated by red-orange, green or blue hues in publication. As
of the first edition of 1960, the journal itself was printed on larger paper as well, cutting

the number of pages to approximately fifty per issue.

Fig. 6. Rodchenko, Aleksandr. SSSR na stroike, Cover, no. 12 (December, 1933), Belomorskoi edition

Nevertheless, many photographers found the reestablishment of a journal devoted
specifically to all aspects of photography as a step in the right direction for incorporating
photography into established professional and artistic cultural communities. As such, this
chapter is about the reesetablishment of Sovetskoe foto as a forum for photographers and
photojournalists to grapple with the nature of post-Stalinist documentary and aesthetic
representation. In particular, it discusses the apparent shift, or lack thereof, in
photographic aesthetics, and the relationship between photography, art, and journalism.

In the ambiguous climate surrounding Khrushchev’s cultural Thaw, photojournalists
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sought to define their relationship to journalism, art photography, and aesthetics in
various ways, sometimes with uncertainty, but more frequently with the conviction that
photography was as much an art form as it was a documentary medium. This chapter
investigates the conflict between aesthetics and documentary in photography, the
relationship between photojournalism and art, as well as the connections between the
avant-garde and socialist realism.

Photojournalists were organized, and their craft supervised, by the Union of
Journalists, though many photographers, especially those who began work prior to the
late 1920s, were trained in the arts. They were largely self-taught and those who received
degrees held the equivalent of fine arts diplomas. Yet, photography was removed from
the Soviet Union of Artists and was reestablished in the Union of Journalists in 1957. Art
photography did not exist as a category in the Soviet cultural system after it was
abandoned in the mid-1930s, and artist-photographers who moved in avant-garde circles
in the 1920s and early 1930s such as Georgi Zelma and Maks Alpert turned to working as
photo correspondents at various journals, newspapers and publishing houses. These
photographers’ early work was quintessentially avant-garde. Alpert and Zelma had
collaborated with Aleksandr Rodchenko and El Lissitzky on numerous projects at SSSR
na stroike (USSR in Construction) in the 1930s (Fig. 6). Photographers like Zelma and
Alpert, who identified their work as avant-garde decades earlier, now worked alongside
university graduates whose degrees were not related to art and aesthetics but specifically
to journalism.! As a result, self-educated art photographers of the older generation were
confronted with professionals whose educational background was journalistic, rather than

artistic. What is clear, however, was that sharply contrasting backgrounds informed how

I'See chapter one.
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photographers shot their pictures and likewise, how they discussed images in the pages of
Sovetskoe foto and other illustrated magazines.

For this reason, I choose to divide photographers of this period into two groups. I
categorize as photographer-artists the generation of photojournalists who held on to their
posts into the Khrushchev years. For all intents and purposes these photographers
remained informed by their avant-garde roots, however attenuated by the rise of socialist
realism in the 1930s. The second group composed of photographer-journalists, who came
to their craft in the immediate pre-war period. These men (and occasionally women) were
urban professionals and generally held university degrees in journalism. They worked as
photojournalists, editors, or in newspaper and magazine design. Their aesthetic concerns
were different from those of the older generation. This is not to say that the aims of
photographer-artists and photographer-journalists were mutually exclusive. The younger
generations of photographer-journalists respected their elder peers, and were not averse to
strong criticism. All professional photographers navigated the terrain between
publishable material, censors, and government bureaucrats, and desired to publish
visually striking photographs to accompany news articles.

Documentary Aesthetics and Sovetskoe Foto

In the November 1964 issue of Sovetskoe foto, L. Filipov described the role of the
accomplished Soviet photojournalist:

The talented artist moves creativity forward, is lit by the great ideas of a

century, and is inspired by the noble mission of service to the

people...There is no art outside of time even if it chooses a theme in the
past...The mighty force of a photograph, the truth is seen in its conclusive

reliability, in the incontestable persuasiveness of its documentary
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certification. Documentation does not exclude artistry. The observant

pictorialist can embody a vital fact with such a measure... that the ordinary

picture becomes a work of art.”
Ideologues and professionals with concrete goals desired that photojournalists become
more than mere recorders of “facts” or occurrences. Though soviet public discourse was
often a collection of utopian goals as opposed to lived realities, dynamic press
photographers desired to turn a new leaf in this regard. They wanted to show Soviet
citizens more honest images of their lives and what it meant to be “Soviet.” Filipov’s
statement, the first words of the first paragraph found in this issue of Sovetskoe foto,
suggests that the Soviet photojournalist had two very different obligations to fulfill. The
first was to present images that provided indexical evidence of technological and other
advances made in the Soviet Union, to supply a fact that could support the rhetoric of
Soviet state building. The second, more ambiguous obligation was to make pictures that
upheld high aesthetic standards. As this article demonstrates, Sovetskoe foto required
more than mere documentation from its photographers. Consistently, articles supporting,
evaluating, and debating the cultural role of the photojournalist-artist and art photography
can be found in virtually every issue of Sovetskoe foto from the late 1950s through the
early 1960s. A clear consensus appears to have been reached: the standard for creating a
professional photographic image was that it fulfills the role of document and art
simultaneously.

This was no easy task. Even in the 1920s and 1930s, photographers struggled to
define the relationship between the photographer as an artist and the photographer as a

journalist, as can be seen in the previous chapter. The word fotoiskusstvo itself defies any

2 L. Filipov, “Rodiksia v oktiabre,” Sovetskoe foto, no. 11 (1964): 1.
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certain definition. While the literal translation is “photographic art,” its usage is plastic
and is liberally applied to both documentary images and exhibition “art objects” in
Sovetskoe foto. Furthermore, as V. T. Stigneev points out, in the “controversy and debate
about the nature of photographic reporting, the artistic quality of the image was not a
distraction from the photographic practice, however... it affected the assessment of
products and, therefore, the specific job of photojournalists.”® In a rather round-about
way, Stigneev is referring to the debate surrounding the express purpose of
photojournalism. It was generally accepted by newspaper and journal editors at the time
that artistry and aesthetic interest in press photographs did not detract from an image’s
ability to effectively illustrate news topics. Similarly, they recognized that debate about
the aesthetics of news photography, between photographers themselves and press
employees improved the final product. But, as Stigneev notes, debates about the
aesthetics of photojournalism influenced choices about which images were publishable,
how they were critiqued (in particular by contributors to Sovetskoe foto), and therefore,
what was required of the photojournalist. These requirements were largely fluid and
changed from publication to publication, and from year to year. Further complicating the
role of aesthetics in photography and journalism is that any critique of artistic
photographs was steeped in the critical language used in appraising literature and
painting, which was not always relevant or appropriate.”

By 1937, according to art historian Margarita Tupitsyn, socialist realism had
become the only acceptable means of representation, overshadowing other artistic

movements such as Constructivism and Productivism. Photography’s truthfulness was

3 V. T. Stigneev, Vek Fotografii, 220.
4 Tbid, 221.
91



perceived as unreliable for depicting the teleological and historical narrative that the
Party and government put forth. Photography, precisely because of its documentary
features and the photograph’s apparent inability to lie, or show what was and was not in
front of it, made it a liability. Though this could be rectified by manipulating
photographs, either though cropping, airbrushing, or montage, these rudimentary forms of
excising what the Soviet government wanted to avoid was less effective than employing
other artistic media.” When possible, journals replaced photographs with socialist realist
paintings and other forms of representation until the second Word War. The distinction
between art photography and press photography remained ill defined, and the lines
between the two genres were blurred in the 1920s and 1930s by years of debate about
what acceptable photographs should look like. These debates were cut short when the
Soviet government forced the liquidation of the Oktiabr group, silencing public
disagreements about photographic aesthetics.® The 1930s and 1940s saw the gradual
replacement of modernism with realism, in all Soviet arts. By the 1950s, these debates
resurfaced, as the new generation of photojournalists was well acquainted with the
theoretical and illustrated work of avant-garde photographers of the 1920s and 1930s.
Marina losifovna Bugayeva was instrumental in reopening arguments about
photography as an artistic medium, and was perhaps the most recognizable name
associated with photography and photojournalism in the Soviet Union. She was a
champion for education and strict standards amongst professional and amateur
photographers. Very little information is available about Bugayeva, but she began

working in the press in the late 1930s, a career that continued into the 1980s. She was the

3 David King, The Commissar Vanishes: The Falsification of Photographs and Art in Stalin's Russia, (New
York : Metropolitan Books, 1997).

6 See chapter one.
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editor of Sovetskoe foto, head of the photo section of the Union of Journalists, author of
hundreds of theoretical articles about photography and aesthetics, and she had a hand in
most major publications about photography in the years between 1957 and 1980. She
encouraged photographers to be active observers, implicitly endorsed the reopening of
debates about avant-garde aesthetics, and supported their reincorporation into standard
Soviet photographic practice. More than any other figure in the photography community,
Bugayeva was an energetic advocate for photography as an art and sponsor of
photography in the Union of Journalists.

Mark Redkin, from the older generation, as stated in the previous chapter, was a
career photojournalist and went on to receive 40 awards between 1940 and 1978 for
photographs he submitted for exhibition both nationally and internationally. Of these, 15
were awarded between 1956 and 1964. Redkin, however, submitted his work not only to
exhibitions for photojournalists, but “art” photography exhibitions as well.” In 1956, he
won an award for his submission to the Exhibition of the Work of TASS Photo-
correspondents. That same year, he received a second award for his submission to the
Exhibition of Photo-Art in the USSR. In 1960, 1961, and 1962 he received prizes for his
works exhibited at the first, second and third A/l-Union Artistic Photo Exhibition. One
might think that Redkin’s work as a career photojournalist and his submissions to art
exhibitions might differ. But Redkin’s three November 1964 submissions to the editorial
section of Sovetskoe foto suggest otherwise. One of the journal’s editors was very pleased
by the images, explaining that they were perfect examples of how one could mix business

with pleasure, revealing his support for this style. He commented on Redkin’s skilled

7 As art photography did not necessarily exist as a category outside of exhibitions, this definition warrants
further investigation and explanation.
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composition.® The unusual shooting angle as well as the intense cropping would indicate
this image would make, at the very least, an odd choice for publication, especially by a
career photojournalist. Yet, the description of how he attained the shot, that he happened
to have his camera at the ready when the ducks burst into a march, suggests that his
approach was more that of a photojournalist, always ready to grab a shot for tomorrow’s

newspaper (Fig. 7).

Fig. 7. Mark Redkin, Duck Parade, black-and-white photograph, Sovetskoe foto, no. 11 (November 1964)
In 1965, Dmitri Baltermants became the photography editor for the illustrated

magazine Ogonek. Yet Baltermants also exhibited his photographs nationally and

8 Mark Redkin, “Veselii Marsh,” Sovetskoe foto, no. 11 (1964): 40.
9 Redkin came upon the poultry farm while on assignment in Buryatia. Mikhail Zaborsky, Mark Redkin:
Izobranie Fotografii, 15.
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internationally, and held personal exhibitions in Moscow, New York, London and
Prague. He also held a number of honorary titles, including Honored Worker of Culture
of the RSFSR and Honorary Artist of the International Federation of Photographic Art
(FIAP)."" Baltermants’ war photography, though, perhaps is most indicative of his ability
to straddle the line between press and art photography, experimenting with shadow and
exposure time, though even as photography editor of Ogonek he continued to toy with the

cameras angles and the location of his subjects (Figs. 8-10).

Fig. 8. Dmitri Baltermants, Night Battle, black-and-white photograph, 1942

10 Baltermants was also an honorary member of the Czechoslovak Photographic Union and the National
Photo Club of Sri Lanka.
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Fig. 10. Dmitri Baltermants, The Two Ilyches, black-and-white photograph, 1971
In short, the distinction between photojournalist and art photographer could be
placed on a spectrum, as photographers worked across boundaries: their professional
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work was not strictly hemmed in by the categories of “art” or “journalism.” The
differences between the two categories are further blurred because the Soviet Union did
not officially recognize photographers as artists, classifying professional photographers
as photojournalists, despite holding an increasing number of art photography exhibitions
throughout the late 1950s and 1960s. To a large extent, working as a professional
photographer in the Soviet Union meant being a member of the Union of Journalism. Yet
one was also afforded the opportunity to submit one’s photographs to ambiguously titled
exhibitions such as the Moscow International Exhibition of Art Photography
complicating the distinction between indexical document and artistic initiative.

In the months following the Secret Speech, and before the reestablishment of
Sovetskoe foto, the journal Sovetskaia pechat (The Soviet Press) published a report about
a photography exhibition at the Central House of Journalists. The author, photographer
Y. Prigozhin, noted that at the exhibition’s opening the photographers were largely
critical, but open to suggestions.'' They were acutely aware of staging, an issue that had
preoccupied photographers in the 1920s and 1930s because it obscured the documentary
nature of photography. Many commentators were still wary of staging, for both dramatic
“artistic” or documentary purposes, because it “condemns and rejects the viewer, who is
fond of the photo essay for what it realistically and accurately reproduces - the movement
of life, of work...” This comment harkens back the debates of the 1930s and would
continue throughout the 1950s and 1960s.'” In particular, Prigozhin criticized Dmitri
Baltermants’ photographs, finding them of lesser quality than his other work. This,

however, did not prevent Prigozhin from commenting that on the whole, the images set a

1Ty Prigozhin would later become a member of the editorial committee at Sovetskoe foto.
12'y. Prigozhin,““Vetv’ zhurnalistiki; zametki o fotoreportazhe,” Sovetskaia pechat, no. 5 (1956): 50.
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“visible example of true artistic reportage... and was accepted by the audience with a
sincere appreciation.”"® Prigozhin’s article demonstrates two features of discussions
about photography in the 1950s. First, the appearance of staging remained unacceptable.
Second, photographers continued to rehash debates about the artistic and documentary
features of photography made by photographers in the 1920s and 1930s. Though the issue
of art versus document remained the same, after 1957 photographers began discussing
their relation to socialist realism.
Regulating Photography: The Party, Censorship, and Photojournalism

The nature of the debate about aesthetics in photography at the time correlated
directly to the sorts of questions photographer artists and photographer journalists were
asking in the 1920s and 1930s. Photography critiques in Sovetskoe foto demonstrate the
very ambiguity faced by Soviet photographers in shooting artistic (or even journalistic)
photographs: what constitutes too much abstraction, and what style or styles should a
successful photograph incorporate? When it was reestablished, as when it was founded in
1926, Sovetskoe foto was intended to be a journal for photojournalists, not art
photographers. This was clearly stated in an article published in first issue of the journal
in 1926 (as well as on the back cover), and was reiterated in the first issue of 1957."
Some photographer-journalists who worked for the illustrated journal supported the idea
that too much criticism “drowns out the photo journalistic principle” of devotion to
documentation.”” But many disagreed with this point of view, one photojournalist for

Ogonek stated that there was no reason that “photo art” and “photo reportage” should be

13 Ibid, 49.
14 Portions of the aforementioned article were republished in the first 1957 issue. Sovetskoe foto, no.l
(1926).
15V, T. Stigneev, Vek Fotografii, 221.
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mutually exclusive, as there were many examples where art and reportage were combined
in single photographs.”'®

By their very profession, photojournalists were tasked with extensive coverage of
Party and government activities. Press photographs of this variety are hardly
representative of “art,” however photographers as Sovetskoe foto defined it. The Party
intended to control these images in particular, and sought an active role in the circulation
of “correct” or “successful” images as much as possible in newspapers and magazines. In
some cases this involved the careful selection of individual photographs for publication
not only in popular widely circulated newspapers such as Pravda, but in smaller special
interest periodicals as well.

The Party, however, was not only interested in controlling images of politicians
and committee meetings. The regulation of art photography, a complicated, semi-official
category in the Soviet Union of the 1950s, adds to the conundrum faced by the
photographer-journalist and photographer-artist. Since the category was itself difficult to
define, photographers could easily explain that they had no knowledge of their deviation
from accepted aesthetics if their work was questioned. Photography as a whole
represented the interests of “official” or professional photojournalists, many of whom
produced press photographs that doubled as art objects. An art image could easily
masquerade as photojournalism due to the prevalence of intense cropping and angled
photography in illustrated journals. Photographers objected to the fact that ‘“the
consideration of concrete ‘errors’ in photojournalism was conducted at such a high level

of the party... undoubtedly, the influence of the Stalinist leadership style in art when

16 “Uspeshno reshat’ glavnie temi fotopublitsistiki seminar fotokorrespondentov belorussii, latvii, litvii,
estonii,” Sovetskoe foto, no. 8 (1961): 21.
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assessing and addressing individual works...”"” Simply put, if a press photograph came
under review, the photographer could easily claim it was an art image, serving a
completely separate purpose from a documentary image. Because of the fluidity of the
category of art photography, and because photography straddled the line between art and
documentary, photographers had a margin of freedom available to them.

Still, these complications hardly prevented criticism at the highest levels of the
party, who exerted financial as well as ideological control over news content. On July 26,
1958, a secret decree of the CPSU sharply criticized the illustrated magazines Ogonek
and Sovetskii soiuz for publishing the work of Dmitri Baltermants and D. B. Rukovich.
The document commented on the “political immaturity of editorial staff who allowed
their publication.”'® Tt is unclear why Rukovich was singled out, but Baltermants had
been watched closely by the CPSU since his days at [zvestiia during the war."” Despite
the popularity of illustrated journals, the following year the Central Committee of the
CPSU reduced the economic allowance of the journal Sovetskoe foto from 24,500 rubles
to 15,000 effective May 1, 1959.2° The decree also advised “the Central Committee of
the Communist Parties of the Union Republics, regional committees and the regional
party committee to revise the rates of royalties to local journals in the direction of

reduction.””!

It is uncertain why the Central Committee slashed Sovetskoe foto’s budget,
but it appears as though it was an attempt to curb what they considered exorbitant

spending. But for a journal that included photographs, the reduction surely had a

17V T. Stigneev, Vek Fotografii, 223.
18 Ibid, 223.
19 See chapter one.
20 Rossiiskii gosudarstvennyi arkhiv noveishei istorii (RGANI), f. 11, op. 1, d. 114, 1. 69. (Proekt,
Postanovlenie KPSS).
2IRGANIf. 11, 0p. 1,d. 114, 1. 64.
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deleterious effect. The following year, however, the Central Committee advised that
publishers increase the circulation of publications in accordance with subscription rates,
and funds were allocated to cover the cost of increased printing.”* Despite budget cuts to
the staff at Sovetskoe foto the previous year, its circulation increased from 123,000 issues
per month to 130,000.% Suffice it to say, that despite attempts to push the envelope in
terms of what could be published, photographers and editors at Sovetskoe foto were, at
the very least, bound by government funds.

Overall, politicians and photojournalists maintained an amicable relationship, and
Party members did publicly commend photojournalists for their efforts. In a three-page
article published in the January 1962 issue of Sovetskoe foto, photographers Evgeni
Kriger, Yakov Khalip, Aleksei Pakhomov, Semyon Raskin, and Mikhail Trakhman
discussed their coverage of the XXII Congress of the Communist Party. Kriger
commented that photographers must “never forget the moment when our Masters of
Photography were fortunate enough to meet with Nikita Khrushchev. It was nice that,
along with other Party leaders and members of the Congress, Khrushchev took the time
to be photographed with photojournalists and documentary film makers.”** Yakov Khalip
similarly addressed the relationship between the party and photographers: “It has become
a tradition on days of great historical significance to be photographed with the leaders of
the Party and the government... Our comrades in the photography profession...continue

photographing groups of participants in meetings and conventions.”” At the 1961

22 “Postanovlenie Komissii TsK KPSS po voprosam ideologii, kul'turi i mezhdunarodnikh partiinikh
sviazei,” 12 April 1960. (RGANI f. 11, op. 1, d. 65, 1. 166).
23 RGANI f. 11, op. 1, d. 65, 1. 166. Note, this figure applies only to private subscriptions and does not
include figures for libraries, universities, etc.
24 Evgeni Kriger, Sovetskoe foto, no. 1 (1962): 6.
25 Yakov Khalip, Sovetskoe foto, no. 1 (1962): 7.
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plenum of the Union of Journalists of the USSR Khrushchev directly addressed
photojournalists.

All our country is preparing for the XXII Congress of the Communist

Party. Getting ready for this important date, are photojournalists. We [the

Party] propose to the Congress to prepare a new photo exhibition, which

will explain the life of Soviet people and their progress in industry,

construction, agriculture, the achievements of science and culture, our

beacons of communism, of the people’s Communist Party...*°

As such, photojournalists operated not only in close proximity to the upper echelons of
the government, but served as visual mediators between the Party and the public. Yet,
even as photographers such as Baltermants were being investigated by the Central
Committee, the Party acknowledged the role photojournalists played in propagating and
building Soviet socialism. This was not a contradiction: the Party’s need for
photographers and photographic “evidence” may well have intensified its desire for
ideological control. Especially after 1956, photojournalists were galvanized to document
how Soviet life had become better, encouraged by Khrushchev’s relative easing of press
regulation and censorship.

This is not to say that photographers and photography critics at Sovetskoe foto
wanted a complete lack of regulation. Professional evaluation cannot be equated with
government censorship. During this period articles in Sovetskoe foto obsessively critiqued
photography exhibitions as well as photographs the editorial staff chose to publish. The
distinction, however, is between self or “community” criticism and government

regulation: photographers felt that they alone reserved the right to critique photographic

26 “Glavnie temi sovetskoi pechati — v tsentr vnimaniia fotopublitsistiki,” Sovetskoe foto, no. 4 (1961): 13.
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aesthetics, and therefore, it fell to them, and not state bureaucrats, to determine the
“success” or “failure” of a photograph. This was perpetuated by the editorial staff at
Sovetskoe foto, composed of “photography masters,” i.e. those who worked in
photography prior to World War I, and representatives of the Ministry of Culture such as
the journal’s Editorial Director Marina Bugayeva.

This attitude, however, was complicated in the pages of Sovetskoe foto because
while photographers wanted their work to be judged by a community of their peers, most
photographers also wanted more state support for organizational and union structure. In
particular, photojournalists not only wanted a more comprehensive higher education and
training in photography, but a unionized organization specific to photographers separate
from the Union of Journalists. Thus photojournalists by and large wanted the state to
provide financial support for photography institutions, but sought far less state
involvement in aesthetic choices. With better education and organized unions,
photographers could receive better training, and would therefore be more prepared to
professionally critique the work of their colleagues; and certainly more than censors and
state bureaucrats.

Photographic Aesthetics in the Late 1950s and Early 1960s

Aesthetics as discussed in the 1950s and 1960s were thus informed by a number
of factors in dialogue with past questions about avant-garde and photomontage as well as
present questions about government involvement and regulation. In terms of appraising
the quality of photographic work, critics often compared visual arts to other genres such
as literature. Discussions about photography in the pages of Sovetskoe foto made almost
no effort to problemitize the reality effects of the photograph. Taking photography as a

technology that could be harnessed for the purposes of propagating state projects, neither
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the Ministry of Culture nor the Union of Journalists appeared to have any interest in the
deceptive qualities of photography. Despite very real concerns about avoiding purely
documentary photographs, those th