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A miracle! The water pouring from the broken urn does not dry up.

certain dilemma lurks persistently beneath the
Asurface arguments of the official documents

(newspaper and journal articles, laudatory poems
and speeches, etc.) surrounding the 1937 jubilee marking
the 100™ anniversary of Pushkin’s death—a dilemma
intimately associated with the problem of time. What
communication is possible between the living reader and
the dead author? What significance can a text that is
perceived as a mere artifact of a bygone era have for the
supreme moment of the revolutionary present? If the
dead are to live again, must time be made to stop,
compressed into an eternal present composed of live,
beautiful truths freed from the binds of historical context
and the dead, dastardly lies that could not make the leap
into the now? What price must one pay for such hubris,
such a reckless distortion of temporal laws?

The jubilee texts invoke different means of resolving
this temporal dilemma, many of which extend or
elaborate interrogations of the temporal structure of
literary history already developed by the avant-garde. In
general, for those participants in official Soviet culture
who craved a link between the new revolutionary state
and the dead poet, the thirties saw a gradual shift from a
laudatory discourse that focused on an “If only Pushkin
were alive today!” to a more empbhatic, emotionalized
“Pushkin lives!”—willing, as it were, the dead poet’s
triumphant rescue and resurrection from the dust-worn
tomes of history. Thus, while in 1926 the poet A.
Shogentsukov laments, addressing Pushkin, “O, eslib ty,
liubimyi vsemi, / Prerval by smerti nemotu,— / Kak ty
vospel by nashe vremia— / Svoiu svershennuiu
mechtu!” (Venok 154, “O, if only you, loved by all,
would break the silence of death, how you would sing
the praises of our time, your realized dream!”), the
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~A. Pushkin, “The Fountain at Tsarskoe Selo”

Have you ever heard of the dead rising from the grave?
—A. Pushkin, “Boris Godunov”

discourse of the late thirties uses various methods to add
another fantasy made flesh to the realized dream of the
revolution: a Pushkin who could physically witness and
celebrate the glorious achievement of the path to
communism.

To achieve this rhetorical miracle, many critics
developed an idea of literary history that saw Pushkin as
a mystery finally revealed after decades of darkness.
Others refined this image, tempering it with the insights
of past commentators who had contributed to this perfect
transparency of Pushkin’s work:

We are discovering riches in Pushkin’s work that were overlooked by
previous generations. To what was said about Pushkin by Belinsky,
Chemyshevsky and Dobroliubov there is much we can add. However,
their penetrating lines continue to be valuable to this day; without them
our knowledge and understanding of Pushkin would be incomplete;
without them Pushkin would not appear before us the same as we see
him today. (Lenobl’ 3)

Here, literary historical time remains chronological in
the sense of a progressive increase in understanding, but
simultaneously it devalues the importance of this
progression’s occurrence on a strict timeline, as its end
goal is the establishment of the full, unblemished
contemporaneity of Pushkin, and by “association, all
those who contributed to this process along the way.
Another popular technique involved a direct, emotionally
charged association of Pushkin with images from his
work. More than just a metaphorical restructuring of his
legacy, the poet merged seamlessly in such arguments
with his own stylistic voices, narratological postures and
even personae. For the most part this manner of
cheating time appealed to the workers, students and
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children whose remarks on the poet flood the pages of
newspapers during the jubilee. Here a student in a
pedagogical institute, writing in Komsomol skaia
pravda, erases the distinction between the narrative
voice of Pushkin’s poem, “Uznik” (“The Prisoner™), and
his caged companion, a young eagle. Instead of
participating in a dialogue internal to the poem, Pushkin
is transformed into the eagle’s metaphorical body, and it
is the new time of communism, not the poet, that utters
the call to fly away, Davai, uletim!:

I see the poet violently struggling, caught in the vice of Nikolai’s
Russia. He is alone, his wings have been clipped, he flaps them, but
cannot fly. He sits “za reshetkoi v temnitse syroi” [“behind bars in a
dank dungeon”]. Pushkin is [a/the] prisoner. [...] Our time has
released Pushkin from bondage, it has liberated him, unchained his
voice—and this voice now resounds all across the land. He is our
contemporary, he is more our contemporary than he was to all those
Petersburgers and “moskvicham v garol’dovykh plashchakh”
[“Muscovites in Childe-Harold coats”] one hundred years ago.
(Koblinets 2)

The citation in the final phrase from one of the
characterizations of Pushkin’s hero in Evgeny Onegin
serves further to isolate the dead poet from his own time
and thrust him forward into a community of like-minded
brethren. The student author reduces the diverse and
conflicted discourse on the influence of foreign literature
and fashion in FEvgeny Onegin to an unequivocal
indictment of the chattering classes, firmly establishing
Pushkin’s psychological distance from his historical
moment.

Other untrained voices that contributed to the official
discourse on Pushkin continued this theme by asserting
explicitly that the feelings with which Pushkin infused
his works reach his sympathetic readers in 1937 without
mediation. An idealized emotional complex, loosely

“defined as humanism or “humane-ness” (gumannost’),
emphasized Pushkin’s timeless ability to affect his
readers: “Love, hate, friendship, afflictions and insults,
massive ideas, wild passions, great and
small—everything, everything found in him its
unforgettable expression. Nothing human was alien to
him” (Nogin 2). The assertion of Pushkin’s protean
universality (mostly echoing Belinsky here, though
countless others as well)! allows the poet to provide his
contemporary readers with every emotion, every thought

! For a discussion of the history of the application of the protean
motif to Pushkin, see Boris Gasparov, Pushkin's Poetic Language as
a Historical Fact of the Russian Literary Language (Poeticheskii
iazyk Pushkina kak fakt istorii russkogo literaturnogo iazyka), pp.
14-20. Gasparov discusses the association of Pushkin with Proteus
as the formative symbolic moment in his transformation into a
Russian cultural absolute.
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they require for the great struggle to which their lives are
devoted. A similar statement of Pushkin’s survival in
modern times declared that “with his immortal works the
poet revealed what riches hide in the Russian language,
what great resources and possibilities” (Efimov 3), that
in many ways the Russian language, for all its diverse
modalities, is in fact Pushkin’s language, that these
modalities in some way were discovered or even
produced by the poet’s linguistic genius, and that the
words that live on the lips of modern man testify to the
continuing life of the poet.

Reaching even further into a mythic realm in which
Pushkin still lives, many poets of the day conjured
concrete images of the physical body of the poet in
contemporary contexts, ranging from metaphorical
statements like that of the Lezgin poet, Suleiman
Stal’skii—*“Velikii Pushkin, genii tvoi / My chtim
segodnia vsei stranoi! / Kak gost” chudesnyi i rodnoi, /
Ty v dom voshel, i my priniali” (1 “Great Pushkin, we
salute your genius today across the country! Like a
wonderful and familiar guest, you have entered our
house, and we have welcomed you”)—to images in
which the line between figurative and literal meaning is
blurred as in the following lyric by Ashug Avak:

We will walk the flower-lined path with you-across the country.

Like the rays of the sun, you are joyous and ebullient-across the
country!

Always welcome, come to Azerbaijan, come to my place.

Here joy awaits you, the people are in charge—across the land.

O, if you lived in our country now, great poet!

Our native leader would be friends with you, great poet!

And he’d summon you to the Kremlin, admiring your gift, poet;

He’d call you to him, kiss you on the mouth, poet.

Despising the rule of injustice, you sang only of the dawn.

You believed in it, the dawn of happy days, your dream.

llyich [i.e., Lenin] first lit this flame for us, the sons of struggle.

In those melodies are rapture, ringing, laughter, and your voice!

Your simple verse enchants poets of all tribes.

O, if only Avak could sing our leader’s praises thus, with such verse!

I"d sing of how proud we are of our leader, that eagle!
(Avak, 1)

Poidem s toboi tsvetistoiu tropoi—po vsei strane.

Kak solntsa luch, i vesel, i kipuch—vo vsei strane!
Vsegda zhelan, pridi v Azerbaidzhan—opridi ko mne.
Zdes' radost' zhdet, khoziain zdes' narod—vo vsei strane.
Kogda b u nas v strane ty zhil seichas, bol'shoi poet!
Nash vozhd' rodnoi togda b druzhil s toboi, bol'shot poet!
I v Krem!' tebia pozval by on, liubia tvoi dar, poet,

K sebe pozval, v usta potseloval tebia, poet.

Presrev udel besprav'ia, ty vospel odnu zariu.

Vverial ty ei, zare schastlivykh dnei, mechtu svoiu.
Borby synam, [lich vpervye nam zazheg ee.

V napevakh tex—vostorg, i zvon, i smekh, i golos tvoi!
Charuet on ashugov vsekh plemen—tvoi stikh prostoi.
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O, esli b tak vozhdia vospel Avak, stikhom takim!
Propel o tom, kak my gordy vozhdem—orlom takim!

Here, although Pushkin’s meeting with Stalin is marked
initially by the conditional as an unreal situation, the
preparation for this internal narrative by the invitation to
Azerbaijan and the subsequent comparison of Avak’s
own imperfect relationship to the vozhd’ (leader) with
Pushkin’s ideal one combine to infuse the image’s
already very concrete qualities with even more of a sense
of permanence and truth.  Finally, all these different
modes of bringing Pushkin back from the dead to walk
among the living coalesce into a concept of slava (glory,
fame), into which the poet’s entire life and work neatly
fit and through which his life and work continue. As
articulated in the jubilee issue of Komsomol 'skaia
pravda:

Pushkin knew fame during his lifetime; it surrounded his name after
his death as well. Strictly speaking, there were even two fames—the
“official” [kazennaia], false, degrading fame of the “court” poet,
supposedly working under the guardianship of the monarch, Nikolai
Palkin {i.e. Nikolai 1},—a fame that contradicted the meaning of his life
entirely. The other was the fame of a progressive poet who sang of
liberty while persecuted by the aristocratic mob [velikosvetskoi
cherniu], the fame of a national genius who devoted all his work to
the people, although the people, 98 percent of whom were illiterate,
could only know him by hearsay. [...]

Only our time reveals [voznosit] Pushkin’s true greatness and
glory. [...] Now, half a century later, the people of the Soviet nation
have raised a new, unprecedented monument to the great realist artist,
a nonmaterial [nerukotvornyi] monument of living knowledge and
love. Pushkin has entered the life of our nation, entered the personal
life of its people as a living participant. [...] Millions of people absorb,
ruminate over, experience anew the immortal verses of Pushkin. In
this and only in this is the true life and glory of the poet. (Genii 1)

Here the Pushkinian trope of the monument wrought
not by human hands (pamiatnik nerukotvornyi) from
“Exegi monumentum” conjures an idea of slava as a
second life, an ever-living monument that exists on
multiple planes of people’s hearts, minds and speech
throughout the ethnically diverse populace of the Soviet
Union. Furthermore it is a slava contrived as the
negation of an alternative, false slava made up of dead
voices that incessantly mumble on so as to set off with
their continuing decomposition the true, triumphant
voices of the living.

In a recent article in The New York Review of Books,
Aileen Kelly draws together sources from several classic
and contemporary studies of Stalinist culture in the
thirties to establish a “link between a utopian conception
of time and the ethical attitudes that led to acceptance of
the purges” (45), the most frenzied, irrational intensity of
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which coincided with the centennial of Pushkin’s death
in 1937. In one of the central texts Kelly reviews,
Jeffrey Brooks’ Thank You, Comrade Stalin!, the author
advances the argument that the Stalinist “performative
culture” (xvi), encompassing political activities, the
official media and mass, ritualized orgies like show trials
and the Pushkin jubilee, treated time as “a path through
the present, not to the present” (79), in fact annihilating
the here and now as it was “compressed between [the]
two dream worlds” (78) of the golden, heroic past and
the bright future. While this model may adequately
represent the Stalinist reordering of time and historical
consciousness, highlighting especially effectively the
misalignment of official and everyday time,” the
temporal imaginary of the Soviet thirties in truth
conceived of itself as having achieved a messianic
triumph over time, though paradoxically without
sacrificing the illimitable forward motion of dialectical
becoming. Fundamentally, Stalinism rejected the
commonsense understanding of time as a constant
dissipation, escaping its mortal inhabitants with every
action they may take (what Walter Benjamin calls
“homogeneous, empty time” in his “Theses on the
Philosophy of History” [/lluminations 261], opposing it
to a forward-moving, Messianic time). Instead, the
chiliastic consciousness of perpetual revolution viewed
past, present and future events within a single, vertical
hierarchy, organized not according to linear or even
dialectical chronology, but, like Pushkin’s slave, by a
process of selection that split time into the forward
historicity of the chosen people of the messianic
moment, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, that of
the dead historicity of all reactionaries, Troskyites,
fascists and other such vrediteli (wreckers).

In many ways, the rhetoric of the Pushkin jubilee was
merely one of many reflections of this utopian image of
time that arose in the thirties. However, in other ways,
the “Pushkin days” of 1937 actively contributed to the
development of this temporal image by and for the
Soviet population, further widening the gap in people’s
consciousness between the everyday time of their actual
lives and the messianic time they increasingly came to
believe they were inhabiting. Perhaps the Pushkin
jubilee’s most important and lasting impact on temporal
consciousness came in the central role it played in
importing the new conception of time into the way

2 Kelly isolates this theme as one of the most interesting in recent
studies and collections of archival sources such as L. Siegelbaum
and A. Sokolov’s Stalinism as a Way of Life, V. Garros, N.
Korenevskaya and T. Lahusen’s Intimacy and Terror, and Sheila
Fitzpatrick’s Everyday Stalinism.
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literature was taught in the Soviet schools. To
understand this role, it is first necessary to provide some
background into the educational practices preceding
1937, the raw material of the messianic reevaluation of
literary historical time that the Pushkin jubilee made
possible.

In the early years leading up to the jubilee, Soviet
education exhibited, like most other discursive fields of
the time, an exceptionally tumultuous character. For the
most part, the Soviet elites who struggled for hegemonic
control over the distribution of literary values to the
masses via the schools were not as concerned with
individual authors in their organization of curricula as
with larger structural units and purely ideological and
methodological issues. As such, although Pushkin was
always included in any proposed program, his status as
national poet was far from secure at this time. Indeed,
best known through the reactions by Symbolists and
Futurists to the half-bourgeois, half-autocratic fervor of
the 1899 jubilee, celebrating the centennial of Pushkin’s
birth, the polemic on Pushkin that had raged in the early
modernist period seemed largely past its point of
relevancy as post-revolutionary Russia moved through
famine and civil war into the mass upheavals brought on
by the building of socialism.®

Nevertheless, it is in the twenties that the Soviet
understanding of literary historical time as non-linear
begins to be formulated in different ways by theorists of
different ideological orientations, an understanding that
would persist in the study of Pushkin for years to come,
culminating in the 1937 death jubilee in what reads in
many ways like a full abnegation of impersonal, linear
(homogeneous and empty) historicity. Appropriately for
this time at which History was supposedly drawing to a
close, a strict, chronological study of literature seems the
last thing on any pedagogue’s mind. By no means is this
to say that the methods were entirely ahistorical; rather,
the various ideological currents all sought a more
adequate organization of literary history than mere
chronology, a more “truthful” structuring of time. On
the one hand, there were schools that organized literature
according to A. Veselovsky’s notion of “wandering
plots” and the analytic methods of Russian Formalism,
in which artistic forms were studied immanently,
regardless of extraliterary contextual facts such as the

3 There are of course many notable exceptions to this point,
including the apocalyptic speeches of Blok and Khodasevich at the
1921 celebration of Pushkin’s birth, Mayakovsky’s somewhat
belated (and revisionist) contribution to the polemic in 1924 with his
“Jubilee” (“lubiliennoe™), and of course the long tradition of
tortured, nostalgic moderninst musings on Pushkin’s legacy in both
internal (Akhmatova, Mandelstam) and external (Nabokov,
Tsvetaeva) emigration.
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national tradition or historical period in which a text was
written. On the other hand, a more radical and politically
successful approach was that of the deputy minister of
education, M. N. Pokrovsky, whose 1923 curriculum
divided the study of literature into various “thematic
complexes” where fragments of literary texts served as
llustrations of socio-economic issues such as “The
Interrelationship of Village and City,” “The Textile
Industry,” “Foresting,” and “Peasant Labor and Its
Influence on the Daily Life and Ideology of the
Countryside” (Krasnousov 64-68, Dobrenko Formovka
144-47). The restructuring and subjugation of literary
history to economic praxis seemed an exhilarating
triumph to many theorists and pedagogues. As A. V.
Lunacharsky put it, ‘

This is a crucial turning-point in the problem of school education. It
is the kind of the thing that will have global significance if we are able
to successfully develop it. On this curriculum lies the imprint of an
unusual structural elegance. Forming the foundation is the central
phenomenon of human labor through which, on the one hand, nature
is grasped, for it is through the labor process that man grasps nature
and constructs his worldview. On the other hand, it is through this
same labor that our social structure comes about. [...] You can teach
anything you like this way [...;] in this all literature is intertwined [...].
(in Krasnousov 65)

All the former boundaries of literature were dissolved
in this feverish process of reinventing the way time
functions, not just in individual literary works, but in the
entire narrative understanding of literary history. Texts
were excerpted and distributed across complexes;
nineteenth-century classics appeared next to works of
dubious artistic merit by relative unknowns; in a pinch,
newspaper articles, pages from almanacs, folk sayings
and exercises on linguistic aspects of the various socio-
economic spheres could be used to fill pages left blank
for want of suitable “literary” material. “As a result not
only did literature lose its status as an autonomous
subject, but its specific character, the conception of an
artistic text’s integrity, the very notion of a literary work
was completely leveled as well;, indeed, the very
boundary between literature and non-literature was
erased” (Dobrenko 145).

Related, but not identical to Pokrovsky’s
methodology was the position espoused by V. F.
Pereverzev, the father of what would come to be known
as “vulgar sociologism.” Like its role in the system of
thematic complexes, literature for Pereverzev was
primarily an illustrative tool for approaching the socio-
economic base of a given period through the
“psychological complexes™ exhibited by that epoch’s
literary artifacts. Although somewhat more historical in
emphasis than Pokrovsky’s thematically organized
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approach, Pereverzev’s epochs emerged from a
materialist understanding of history, and as a result he
did not see literary history as a linear procession of texts
or evenan internally dialectic evolution. Rather, authors’
stylistic expressions of class consciousness and ideology
could be progressive or reactionary (ahead of or lagging
behind “the times”) and could also shift as their relation
to the means of production or its reflection in the
superstructure shifted. Asaresult, Pereverzev’s narration
of literary history lay outside of linear chronology in its
own way as well.

Another series of methodological experiments of the
period that offset the narratological restructuring of time
in literary history was the general attack on the idea of
classes and lessons as the organizing principle of
schooling. For example, M. A. Rybnikova’s “projects”
approach emphasized the importance of Involving
students in the “actualization” of texts through
illustration, drawn or collected from other sources,
dramatization, collective declamation from memory,
creation of school journals and newspapers, and
participation in after-school clubs, circles, excursions
and special evenings. Along with the projects there was
the “brigade” format of grouping students, based on the
methodological ideas of John and Evelyn Dewey that
had been recently translated into Russian and were
advocated by N. K. Krupskaya, in which students
worked in teams to perform various tasks with the
teacher acting only as consultant. These methods of
instruction, which would continue to play a role in
Soviet educational practices long after the reinstitution
of classes and lessons, also served as a kind of
delinearization and fragmentation of literature, stripping
literary works of their secure position in the even
progression of historical time and forcing them into the
bustling, ever-shifting world of the now.

Significantly, although most authors tended to be
consigned by all of the above methodologies to fixed
positions, Pushkin, perhaps through the persistence of
that central characteristic attributed to him by his
mythologizers from Gogol and Kireevsky to
Merezhkovsky and Veresaev—his protean
nature—floated across all categories and complexes.
Plots mugrated through him effortlessly, his works
crossed all socio-economic themes from “Peasant Labor”
in “The Countryside” (“Derevnia”) to “The City” in The
Bronze Horseman (Mednyi vsadnik). Even in his own
relationship to the base, treated by D. D. Blagoi in his
popular 1927 study, Pushkin's Class Consciousness
(Klassovoe samosoznanie Pushkina), Pushkin was
protean, as he struggled with the “social ambiguity of his
position” (9), flirting with liberalism and the aristocracy
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simultancously, then embracing a petty bourgeois ethos
to cover up his own insecurities about being an
“aristocrat member of the petty bourgeoisie [dvorianin
v meshchanstve]” (23), only to finally, “bec[o]me
conscious, with absolute clarity, of the fact that the
aristocracy was historically doomed” (66). In a way,
similar to labor in Lunacharsky’s understanding of
Pokrovsky’s method, though less visibly so, the protean
Pushkin acted as a kind of binding force, holding
together the entire, fragile hybrid structure formed from
the various educational experiments with literary
historical time.

Indeed, the fact of Pushkin’s protean malleability
would be crucial for the role he came to play in the most
dramatic restructuring of the literary historical
chronotope that coincided with the year of his death
jubilee and the peak of the terror. For, by the late
twenties, with the rediscovery of Lenin’s articles on Lev
Tolstoy during the latter’s jubilee in 1928, including
Lenin’s periodization of literary history into three
distinct phases of the revolutionary movement, the
smutnoe vremia (time of troubles) of Soviet education
was beginning to normalize itself, returning to what
seemed a more standard, chronological treatment of
literary history in the schools. Literature continued for
some time to serve as an illustration of socio-historical
processes, but now in a much less radicalized form. The
fragmented texts of the Pokrovsky complexes began to
congeal again into whole works and whole authors,
complete with biographies and influences. More energy
began to be devoted to the notion of literary masterstvo
or craftmanship with the study of various tropes, devices
and genres. In 1937, largely through the influence of the
Pushkin jubilee, the enemies of vulgar sociologism
gained full official backing and Pereverzev’s method
was completely eradicated, labeled “false innovation”
(Izhenovatorstvo) and replaced by a more mediated
approach to the literary legacy in which authors could be
treated individually as either forefathers of the revolution
and socialist realist aesthetics (Pushkin, Gogol, etc.) or
as class enemies who nonetheless honestly portrayed the
contradictions of their epoch (Tolstoy). The study of
literature in the eighth, ninth and tenth grades (for those
not going onto vocational school or the labor force after
the seventh class) was devoted to a full, chronological
course in literary history, focusing primarily on
canonical nineteenth-century and Soviet texts and
authors. What remained of the thematic complexes
surfaced in primary and middle school as a much more
general, nationalistic (and hence implictly historical) set
of themes: “Our Motherland and the Struggle with
Foreign Invaders for Her Freedom, Honor, and
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Independence,” “The Russian People and the Basic
Features of its National Character,” “The Dark Side of
Our Past and the Perspective of the Bright Future,” “The
Revolutionary Movement,” and “Our Country’s Natural
Environment [Rodraia priroda]” (Krasnousov 109).

However, simultaneously with this apparent retreat
from avant-garde reorganizations of chronology into a
more traditionally historical understanding of literature,
a new, clearer and more terrifyingly stable image of a
kind of swollen present began to take shape as well,
emerging from the very educational policies that were
rehabilitating the past and the histgrical structuring of
time. As Evgeny Dobrenko describes this process in his
Formation of the Soviet Reader (Formovka sovetskogo
chitatelia), the problem policy-makers saw in
maintaining a full appreciation of the miraculous present
so pregnant with the imminent and glorious future lay in
finding, as Krupskaya put it, “a way to restore the
relevancy of [aktualizirovat’] ‘morally out of date’
artistic literature” (in Dobrenko 96). Instead of merely
spawning new readings of the old texts, the interpretative
situation of the Soviet Union in the thirties saw, at least
in its temporal concerns, a complete and total
consumption of past texts by present strategies of
reading.

‘What Hans Jauss called the “unwritten meaning of the text” formulated
by the reader transforms in front of our eyes into a kind of
schizophrenic situation of reading an “unwritten text,” where the
interpretation becomes self-sufficient, enveloping and replacing the
text itself. The “virtual dimension” of the text is displaced onto a
wholly new space. (99)

This new virtual text incorporated literary history,
translated it into its own system of values and images,
and made little or no effort to test the new system against
the original.

We have seen some of the methods for this
actualization (transvaluation and temporal compression)
of the classics already in Rybnikova’s highly influential
projects approach. It was also through the efforts of
Rybnikova, along with Lunacharsky and Krupskaya, that
the idea of vospitanie, a combination of education, moral
instruction and the nurturing of communist values,
entered the study of literature. Fundamentally, vospitanie
was understood by methodologists such as Rybnikova as
centered on the evocation of feelings, the saturation of
the literary text with emotional content, producing a true
virtual text that shone with the glimmering messianism
of the swollen present, laboring for the bright future:

It is necessary to nurture the spirit of heroism with Evpaty Kolovrat,
with Ilya Muromets, with Taras Bulba, necessary to give examples of
patriotism from Pushkin and Gogol’s imagery, necessary to rousc the
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spirit of comraderie, cultivate friendship, provide and nurture a sense
of justice and indignation, direct and develop criticism and self-
criticism—Tliterature teaches all this at every turn {...]. The focus here
is on direct, often infectious examples, there is a basis here for the
emotional identification [soperezhivaniia) of the students. A youth
who is reading about the struggle of [Lermontov's] Mtsyri with the
leopard senses his participation in this struggle, he experiences a
tension that is a pleasure for him, he feels and anticipates his strength
and abilities, his preparation for life is utterly palpabie {on sovershenno
oshchutimo gotovitsia k zhizni]. The artistic image fosters an active
imagination and for this reason nurtures and educates [vospityvaet].
{Rybnikova 5-6)

Here the mythic aesthetics of revolutionary romanticism
are grafted onto the classics, infusing them with the
fullness of messianic time as students experience
emotional identification with the virtual text their
teachers and the active, projects-style techniques help
them to produce and perform.

However, the appearance and canonization of most
of these ideas in the curriculum of 1939 followed a long
period of active discussion and revision whose primary
impetus was the 1937 jubilee. Indicative of this is an
entry a literature teacher of the time made in her diary in
which she remarks on her students’ disinterest in their
lesson on Tolstoy as they were utterly preoccupied with
a project they had undertaken in their after-school
Pushkin literary circle (literaturnyi kruzhok). The
conclusion the teacher draws is that one must always
“find some way, specific for every age, of making the
literature lessons more active. Exemplary in this sense
1s the 1936/37 school year when the study of the great
Pushkin was given special attention in connection with
the jubilee date.” The teacher goes on to comment
specifically on how a more active, “actualizing”
approach, such as that which was applied to the study of
Pushkin, leads to the formation of a special relationship
among the students with the writer being studied.
“Justly scolding her students for their inattention to their
school subject, the mathematics teacher would often say:
‘Who’ll learn your lessons for you, Pushkin?’ Having
heard this ironic remark more than once, the children
began to take offense: ‘Anna Vasil’evna, you shouldn’t
abuse Pushkin’s name so much’” (Kudriasheva 11).

By reading texts such as this diary entry in
conjunction with the more official texts of the Pushkin
death jubilee one begins to understand how the image of
Pushkin established in 1937 became a kind of generative
principle for the actualization of authors, characters, and
literature itself as the heroes of a fully present and
emotionally charged mythic narrative of becoming.
Dobrenko cites a passage from A. Toporov’s collection
Peasants on Writers (Krestiane o pisateliakh) to show
how many of the restructured literary history’s virtual
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classic texts emerged from the reading masses
themselves, how the classics’ new “‘relevancy
{aktual’'nost’]” was not ‘thought up for’ or ‘foisted upon’
the masses. On the contrary, it was born of the masses
and adopted by authority who merely structured and
organized ‘the distribution and indoctrination’ of this
meaning born of the masses” (99). Significantly, the
passage from Toporov’s record of peasant responses to
literature with which Dobrenko illustrates his theory
concerns Pushkin, replete with exclamations about the
poet’s direct connection to the present and assertions of
direct identification with his images and ideas. In these
peasants’ discussions, in which Toporov himself would
later attest to finding “everything that our literary critics
are discovering in Pushkin” (Besedy 2), the poet is
likened to Lenin; his poetry is seen as the direct source
of Demian Bedny’s brilliance; the first revolutionary
ideas are Pushkin’s. It is to Lenin and Pushkin, who,
“like a pillar of fire, illuminated the path to freedom for
the oppressed Russian people,” that all thanks are due for
the liberation of the country. His work is understandable
to all the readers of the masses, “the bearded and the
beardless, the granny and the granddaughter” and for
each of these readers, “it is immediately, strikingly clear
[srazu brosaetsia v glaza] that they had to turn
everything on its head [nado bylo perevertyvat’ vse
vverkh tormashkami].” Finally the peasants work
themselves up into such a frenzy of admiration for
Pushkin’s contribution to the revolution that they
literally decide he is the Messiah:

Pushkin is a real god! Before they told us that god was in heaven, but
we didn’t see him there (laughs). But this one was on the earth. And
if Pushkin could be brought back again [ezheli by eshche Pushkina
podnovit’], and his every word could be sounded out [razzhevat’ by
kazhdoe slovo], then it’ll go a long way [daleko ono polezet]!.. They
say he’s an old writer. No way! Pushkin’s just been born! Just now
he’s resurrected! [...] He's a prophet! [...] The second coming of
Pushkin on earth has just now begun! (in Dobrenko 96-99)

Taken to a truly mass scale in the death jubilee, these
sentiments of the twenties expressed by Toporov’s
peasants acquire an even higher degree of messianic
fervor, the centerpiece of which is always Pushkin’s
contemporaneity, his reboarding of the fated steamship
(from which he had been jettisoned by the Futurists) with
full ceremonial pomp and ritual excess. On the pages of
Komsomol skaia pravda we read that “the Soviet youth,
the most cheerful [zhizneradosinaial, healthy, assiduous
and inspired youth in the world draws from the priceless
treasures of Pushkin’s poetry inspiration for labor and
study, tenderness for love, and courage for battles and
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acts of heroism” (“Solntse russkoi poezii” 1). In another
article we are asked, “Why do the old worker and the
beardless Stakhanovite of the kolkhoz fields read his
immortal works with identical emotion? What is the
secret of his effect on us? Pushkin is more consonant
with our time and our tasks and thoughts than any other
artist of the past” (Leshchinsky 3). In the pages of
Pionerskaia pravda, we find a reproduction of A.
Bezymensky’s poemread at a celebration in the Bolshoi
Theater, beginning with the lines:

Vo imia
bol'shoi chelovech'ei vesny
Chto sdelaet vsekh
navsegda molodymi,
Kak znamia, nesut
komsomol'tsy strany
Tvoe,
Aleksandr Sergeevich,
imia.
My znaem
i chuvstvuem
s kem ty seichas.
My riadyshkom vidim
tebia,
zhivogo.
Ty zdes', na tribune!
ty slushaesh' nas!
Ty slyshish', poet, komsomol'skoe slovo!

(1, In the name of the great human spring that is making everyone
eternally young, like a banner, the Komsomol members of the country
carry your name, Aleksandr Sergeevich. We know and we feel whom
you are with now. We see you alive beside us. You are here on the
tribunal! You hear us! You are listening, poet, to the Komsomol
word!)

We also find the words of school-children, professing
their commitment to keep Pushkin alive despite the
perfidious attempt by the tsarist autocracy to murder
their beloved national poet: “They thought they would
kill him and no one would speak of him again [vse 0 nem
zamolknet]. But no, one hundred years have already
passed since the day of Pushkin’s death, and we, the
Pioneers, have not forgotten him and will never forget
him” (Jakovleva 2). The Pioneers also recognize
themselves in the lines of Pushkin’s “...Vnov’ ia
posetil...” (“...Again I visited...”) a favorite rhetorical
flourish of all Soviet Pushkin jubilees:

In one of his poems, Pushkin exclaims: “Zdravstvui, plemia mladoe,
neznakomoe! {Greetings, young and unfamiliar tribe!]”

We feel and know that the great poet was addressing us in this poem.
We are this tribe of cheerful [zhizneradostnykh), free, happy people,
about whom Aleksandr Sergeevich passionately dreamed his whole
life.

This is why Pushkin’s poems are so dear to our tribe. This is why for
us he is the most beloved of beloved poets. (Taratuta 3)
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Finally, in an article entitled “Pushkin Today” (“Pushkin
1 sovremennost’™) by the influential pedagogue, N.A.
Glagolev, we learn that

never before has work on Pushkin so stirred the minds of our youth,
the minds of such a vast part of the Soviet intelligentsia. It is as though
Pushkin is being discovered anew, perceived in a different way by our
envigorated [pomolodevsheisia] country. [...]

His poetry is dear, close, necessary to us, it calls us forward to life,
to joy, to action, to happiness.

The young man and the old, our wondrous youth and our mature
generation who know life-—each is stirred in his own way by Pushkin’s
poetry, always young, clear, sunny, oriented entirely toward the future,
the bright, happy future of humankind. [...O]nly now does Pushkin
stand before us at his full height, only now is his poetry becoming the
property of millions of people, liberated from the yoke of capitalist
enslavement.

Man in this great country of socialism looks calmly and
confidently into the future, he fills his chest with air and works
joyfully, knowing that before him the widest expanses of art
[tvorchestva] are open to him, that there is nothing in the world more
wondrous than the joy of laboring and struggling for the good of the
workers. Art {iskusstvo] and poetry increase this joy, inspire man to
new victories, new achievements, and give his life a special flavor.

And Pushkin, our Pushkin comes to us in his poetry like our
greatest friend. He brings joy, the pure pleasure of beauty, and that
profound, tumultuous ¢motion that only the giants of poetic thought
rouse in us, and the blood begins to course quickly through the veins.
(65-66)

In these citations, as in those with which I began this
essay, we find all the major elements of the mythical
“actualization” of Pushkin: the emphasis on direct
communication with the poet on a single plane in a
single time; the significance that the jubilee marked the
poet’s death thus paving the way for motifs of Pushkin’s
second coming; the subtle shift of this messianism onto
the Soviet people themselves and, so clearly in Glagolev,
onto literature in general; the time-compressing effect of
discovering images of the current struggle in the past
which in turn inspire a more impassioned thrust into the
glorious future; and finally the emphasis on emotions as
the true language of the swollen present. While the
transvaluation of the classics we see here and the
compression of time through their actualization by the
reading masses and their policy-making partners
certainly developed out of the fragmentary messianism
of the twenties, it was only through this discursive
debauch in and around the topos of Pushkin that it came
to full fruition. Before the Pushkin death jubilee, these
ideas all appeared in various forms, scattered amongst
the various modernist polemics, literary and educational,
but it was only in 1937 that they achieved true
formulation for and by the masses as a language and a
complete and fully-fledged restructuring of literary
historical time into a single, eternal present, full and
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perfect, yet still infused with the forward rush of
historicity.

Allow me then to summarize my conclusions,
elaborating on a few points. The structure of time in the
study of Pushkin in Soviet schools that dominates the
twenties largely coincides with a generally fragmentary
conception of literary history as a narrative subordinate
to broader socio-historical concerns. However, even
with the elimination of literature’s autonomy as a
subject, Pushkin remains a key text for interpretation,
providing useful material for a large proportion of the
various thematic and psychological complexes that make
up the different curricula. In many ways it is arguable
that this protean versatility of the poet which surfaces in
the educational policies of the era despite their otherwise
wholly antipathic stance with regard to “canonizing the
classics” paves the way for Pushkin’s later ability to
straddle both major elements of the new hybrid
conception of time initiated after the jubilee: literary
history as chronology, on the one hand, and a select
literary history as wholly vertical and non-chronological,
on the other. Pushkin’s simultaneous existence both in
the historical moment of the “first stage of the liberation
movement [pervaia stadiia osvoboditel 'nogo
dvizheniial],” as the phrase reads in all Soviet textbooks
from the jubilee onwards, and in the perfect becoming of
the now, filling the breasts of the builders of socialism
and appraising their labor as the realization of all his
dreams, allowed for the hybridization of avant-garde
messianic time with the traditional historicities of both
chronology and dialectics. After Pushkin’s miraculous
resurrection, healed from the wounds inflicted by the
perfidious wrecker (vreditel) d’Anthés, through the
compression of time and emotional solidarity of his new
readers, Benjamin’s ideal of a history illuminated by
flashes of Messianic time comes to full fruition." Time
possesses movement again and need no longer be
fragmented, unified now by the synchronization of all
the great men of history into one glorious
contemporaneity, a glorious tribunal rushing forward
into the glorious future with the masses they represent
and with whose strength they are infused.

* 1t is perhaps no accident that in his travelogue about Soviet
Moscow, Benjamin makes a great production of the tendency among
Russians to reject homogenous time, encoded in the language with
the word seichas, meaning “‘at once.” You can hear it ten, twenty,
thirty times, and wait hours, days, or weeks until the promise is
carried out. [...] Time catastrophes, time collisions are [...] the order
of the day [...]. They make each hour superabundant, each day
exhausting, each life a moment” (Reflections 111)
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