
Defining what was at stake for the photographic avant-garde in the 

Soviet Union during the 1920’s.

About This, Rodchenko’s illustration of Mayakovsky's poem, 1923
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Before me are French journals, full of excited, penetrating descriptions of Bolshevik work in the areas of 

art, culture, and education. Our contemporary executioners, rejecting religion, have adorned their brows 

with the gems of art . . . theatre on the square . . . posters . . . monuments . . . universities in the 

countryside . . . children's food. The French are amazed. . . . And the French don't understand why Russian 

barbarians don't rejoice in this acquired Eden, but seek a crack through which to flee. I know that under 

the Bolsheviks some people in the fields of art, education and culture have accomplished great and useful 

work. . . . [But] I curse this house because its cellars are medieval torture chambers. I don't want to look 

on a facade painted by ultramodern artists. . . . All the art in the land of the Soviets is part of the 'cultural-

enlightenment commission' of the Cheka. These past years we've all lost the awareness of good and evil, 

we are all dark and sinful.

Ilya Ehrenburg,The Executioners' Elegy (1919)
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With the tumultuous upheaval of the October 1917 Bolshevik coup d’etat there was a collision of 

movements from symbolism to futurism to constructivism germinating in Russia since the 1890’s. 

Moreover, the value of photography and film as a propaganda tool was understood from the outset in 

order to cement the goals of the Bolsheviks throughout the vastness of Russia with her illiterate masses.  

Of complimentary importance were the illustrated press with journals such as Pravda or Izvestia. Outside 

of the nascent Soviet Union her photographers were instrumental at exhibitions such as the 1929 Pressa

propaganda exhibition in Cologne or that of Zurich. It was throughout the 1920’s that the challenge 

surfaced for photographers, artists and architects of the avant-garde to truly radicalise and transform art 

into something directly applicable to and supportive of the people and the revolution who’s shock waves 

had not been seen since the fall of the ancien régime. Apart from this Herculean challenge, the integrity of 

these artists would of equal measure be at stake.

Despite accusations by communist ideologues throughout the 1920’s that pictorialism was exclusive and 

decadent, it remained nonetheless broadly popular amongst the masses until the end of that decade when, 

reflecting Socialist Realism and the first of Stalin’s ruthlessly ambitious Five-Year-Plans, the mood 

altered radically. Although, on a broader scale pictorialism was by now in crisis in an art world where 

Cubism and abstraction sought to elevate and represent the subconscious over the capturing of the surface. 

This change of mood was signalled in 1928 with the formally sympathetic Fotograf asking, or being 

prompted to ask, ‘Are we acting correctly in allowing ourselves to be enticed by the sunsets and sunrises 

in artistic photography to the detriment of themes from Soviet life?’ (p.554 The Oxford Companion to the 

Photograph). Clearly mimetic imagery was out of favour. Several prominent photographers were 

consequently forced to shift focus and - at least for the moment - make way for two revolutionary 

movements – industrial and artistic – firmly building on the euphoria in the immediate aftermath of 1917 

and determined to restructure the county and people.
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‘Art has no place in modern life. It will continue to exist as long as there is a mania for the romantic and 

so long as there are people who love beautiful lies and deception’.

Rodchenko, 1928 (p.267, Photography: A Critical Introduction) (see fig. 1)

In post World War One Germany and Russia – both ‘headless’ without Kaiser and Tzar respectively - the 

art world would see promise in the radical results of Constructivism and ostranenie championed by an 

avant-garde vying and present prior to 1917. Greater importance was placed both nationally and 

internationally on the work of the post-pictorialist New Vision or Neues Sehen born of the photographic 

experiments carried out by László Moholy-Nagy. This became increasingly prolific with the arrival of a 

wider range of materials midway through the 1920’s in Russia. In contrast to the pictorialists, pioneers of 

the New Vision such as Alexander Rodchenko and El Lissitzky – and indeed film makers such as Dziga 

Vertov - saw their role as photographers as both leading socialism’s representational realism and to 

radicalise the aesthetic. Indeed these forerunners were quite vocal in their criticism and rejection of 

pictorialism for its elitism and individualism which were in turn not compatible with communism’s great 

struggle. Continuing in this vein, industry and machines would become central to their work; all the more 

obvious with the establishing of some 2,400 machine tractor stations throughout a land (p.692, Europe 

Since Napoleon) otherwise used to the hand plough. In essence, Rodchenko and his assemblage were, in 

tandem with the industrialization of Russia, promoting a new vision of both the now and the future 

through amongst other things, photography. As with Moholy-Nagy, Vertov commented of the ‘cinematic 

eye’ in Kino-Glanz that photography could ‘more comprehensively than any human eye, […] investigate 

the chaos of visual phenomena’ (p. 554, The Oxford Companion to the Photograph). 

New Constructivism evolved out the birth of a new era of materials like glass, plastic and steel linked to a 

means of constructing society so that social utilitarianism and new aesthetic trends emerged combining 

utopian social ideas with a realistic mode of representation. One of the most noted figures at work in this 

field was El Lissitzky who along with Malevich pioneered constructivism. Lissitzky’s landmark 



5

Figure 1. Tzarist photographer Prokudin-Gorskii, 1909-1912. The Bakaly hills. Note the passive obedient 

stance of the iron ore workers.
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photograph, The Constructor(see fig. 2), showed the possibilities that graphic design and photography 

combined could accomplish. This is Constructivism at its core, on a par with the Bauhaus movement of 

Germany and the belief in goal oriented creation (das zielbewußte Schaffen). The intellectual is using his 

mind and hand to constructand provoke rather than seduce like the fine art photography of the U.S. No 

longer subjugated and passive, he shows himself (as both architect and photographer) as master of his 

destiny, able to construct his future and in turn create a manifesto semaphoring to the masses of the Soviet 

Union and abroad. In essence, Russian photography had become a beckon to the avant-garde. 

Unfortunately, The Constructor which clearly questions the traditional mode of representation would, in 

the long haul, set him up for a clash with the arch conservative state that was gradually creeping into every 

day life. Moreover, its message – from the state’s point of view – is ambiguous in that it can be seen as 

both a citizen and the state constructing his future. Naturally the state was interested in the latter and could 

not entertain the self determinism of the individual, especially an intellectual.

‘This is the kind of experiment that Comrade Rodchenko undertook when he photographed a Moscow 

house from an unusual viewpoint.

The results proved extremely interesting: that familiar object (the house) suddenly turned into a never-

before-seen structure, a fire escape became a monstrous object, balconies were transformed into a tower of 

exotic architecture’.

Osip Brik, What the Eye Does Not See, (The Photography Reader)

From to 1923 to 1928 the other chief Constructivist Rodchenko worked on and produced articles for the 

leftist photographic journal Lef (�E�?�N�� with writer/critic Brik where his Constructivist led photomontage

and photography were instantly recognizable with its intersecting diagonals and verticals and the low and 

exaggeratedly high angles bringing it to a certain extent into a futurist sphere of technological 

advancement through kinesis and dynamis (see figures 3&4). In very much opposition to Stieglitz and the 
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Figure 2. The Constructor, 1924, Lissitzky. The worker takes charge of his future.

Figure 3. About This, Rodchenko’s illustration of Mayakovsky's poem, 1923
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Figure 4. Balconies and demonstration 1928, typical of Rodchenko’s innovative viewpoints
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gallery space, the constructivists sought to democratise art with hubristic acts such as the handing out of 

cameras to the workers so that they could snap shoot their daily lives. Equally, Rodchenko’s work, which 

appeared in the international USSR in Construction(1931-1941), was to prove to be hugely influential to 

his contemporaries. From 1930 to 1933 Rodchenko visited and photographed the mammoth engineering 

project of the Stalin Canal (later White Sea Canal). Despite the 2,000 plus photographs taken he was, 

however, heavily censored by the authorities and so the more than 20,000 dead forced labourers went 

undocumented, not that this seemed to bother him particularly. In Rodchenko the Revolutionary (Village 

Voice, 1998) critic Peter Schjeldahl puts it bluntly:

‘[Rodchenko] capitulated abjectly to each mad turn of Party ideology and willingly abetted epic 

criminality. He took thousands of propaganda photographs at the White Sea Canal project, gazing through 

his camera at a slow-motion massacre […] and praising Stalin with every frame. By the mid 1930s, his 

photographic work was hardly distinguishable from that of his German contemporary Leni Riefenstahl. 

Both celebrated the totalitarian sublime’.

It was at this point that one can identify the hollowness of the promise of Russia’s avant-garde. Yes, it was 

of use to the revolution and its promised utopian future, but if fine art and Dadaism were seen as decadent, 

so too the Constructivists et al were rather more limited than they would ever have initially imagined. 

Furthermore, in literal terms constructivism was – albeit perverted – used during the purges to reconstitute 

the photos of Stalin with leaders of the revolution. Rather than constructing the future, it was the past that 

was also to be reconstructed.

In the end the overly ambitious work of the avant-garde fell victim to the state just as pictorialism had 

been ousted just a few years before by a sanguine avant-garde and their People's Commissar of 

Enlightenment. There was also a snag from a futurist point of view in that photography instantly froze the 

movement rather than act as a living dynamism. The 1931 photo-essay A Day in the Life of a Moscow 
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Worker was slated by the authorities for being incomprehensible to the masses (and equally likely the 

ubiquitous state). The state had become increasingly paranoid and chauvinistic towards outside influences, 

especially from a Germany which had broken up Russia’s empire and would, with the coming to power of 

the Nazis, present a menace. Nevertheless, The USSR in Construction was published in 1933 (‘the 

seventeenth year of the revolution’) after Rodchenko’s work had fallen from favour in turn forcing him 

into a life in relative obscurity. It is easy to see how photographers like Lissitzky, who had been educated 

in Germany and who had exhibited abroad, made innovative use of photography and photomontage could 

– along with his abstract work – be regarded with suspicion.  

Despite the government’s narrow view of this radical departure in photography it must be stated that both 

within Russia and beyond its impact never radicalised the perception of the masses in reinterpreting their 

reality. Photographs are still today predominantly pictorialist and formulaic, reflecting more accurately 

society’s deep-seated conservative nature which the avant-garde of the 1920’s failed wholly to grasp. 

Rather than find themselves seduced by pleasant painterly photography, they were seduced by technology 

and - it must have been a factor – privilege such as state apartments from the early 1920’s. The avant-

garde were profoundly naïve to firstly believe that materials (E.g. Rodchenko’s new Leica) could in part 

determine societal evolution (especially Russian life) to the extent they had hoped. Secondly, they would 

appear to have chosen to ignore the destructive consequences of the French Revolution despite its 

grandiose Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, and of the back stabbing after the national 

revolutions of 1848-50. Thirdly, there was their obsession with flawed endisms such as Rodchenko’s 1921 

declaration that painting was dead. It would therefore appear that the avant-garde’s brash judgement on 

pictorialism in 1928 was ultimately to be, in terms of mass and political reception, to be more a reflection 

on their own movement, which was chased out of Germany and Italy and remoulded under the guise of 

Socialist Realism by the regime in 1934 (see fig. 5). At stake had been a democratisation of art for and of 

the masses, but from the outset realities were ignored and compromises made. Even if we consider the fact 

that Russia’s avant-garde had a profound influence throughout Europe and the Americas far beyond the 
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1920’s, its impact and success lay not in the hands of the workers and masses as was the aim, but back in 

the hands of a traditionally elitist world of art and architecture. 

Figure 5. USSR in Construction, Issue no. 11, 1940 El Lissitzky. The dynamism of the 1920’s is no longer 

in evidence.
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[…] it is interesting to note that independent or "nonconformist" Soviet art, which began to emerge after 

Stalin's death and flourished in the late '70s and '80s, did not resurrect the traditions of the Russian avant-

garde; the ideological impulse which inspired the avant-garde had dissipated along with the Stalinist era. 

When such an approach was employed, it was ironical in nature. The heroic figure of the artist-prophet 

who emancipates humankind from all its former bonds only to subsequently subject it to his own total 

aesthetic-political project could only evoke wry laughter from the new, post-totalitarian generation.

On the ethics of the avant-garde’s connection to the Bolchevik Revolution, Boris Groys, 1993
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