


One of the best-kept official secrets of the
former USSR was the expunged legacy of
its children's book industry, whose revolu-
tionary art and design enticed a generation
of Soviet youth. Capturing this audience
was an important part of the government's
effort to stamp out illiteracy, a campaign
begun in 1921 that coincided with Lenin's in-
troduction of limited free enterprise under
his New Economic Policy. That policy lasted
till the mid- to late 1930s, the period of the
Great Terror, when Stalin purged millions of
alleged counter-revolutionaries, including
many children's book artists and authors.
Universal literacy had been achieved, but at
the cost of a national treasure.

Children were the great red hope of the
Marxist-Leninist New Man, and as early
as 1918, Pravda, the voice of the Communist
Party, declared: "The children's book as .

a major weapon for education must receive
the widest possible distribution." By 1924,
two years after the Soviet Union was formed,
the Central Committee of the Party an-
nounced its mission to develop a new kind
of juvenile literature that rejected all of
the bourgeois ornamentation and trivial
fantasy that had characterized the pre-revo-
lutionary period.

Fine Russian children's book illustration
and design was not unique to the Bolshevik
era. In fact, books produced during the reign
of Czar Nicholas II (1894-1917) were impres-
sively decorated in the style of the Russian
equivalent of Art Nouveau, a curious fusion
of japonaiserie, Pre-Raphaelite manner-
ism, and Russian folk art. This was the time
of Sergei Diaghilev's Ballets Russes and
Igor Stravinsky's lush compositions, when
artists like Alexandre Benois, Ivan Bilibin,

and Leon Bakst produced lavishly stylized
embellishments and illuminations for
fairy tales and other dilettantish eccentrici-
ties, ultimately condemned by the revolu-
tionaries. In place of decadent Art Nouveau,
Bolshevik artists rallied under the banner
of Modernism, which was influencing
painting, commercial art, and architecture
elsewhere in Europe. Russian Modernism,
however, was rooted in abstraction—a radi-
cal, unprecedented formalist language
that inspired children's book illustration
in profound ways.

After the 1917 October Revolution, with
Russia in the throes of civil war, the Bolshe-
vik state was virtually bankrupt, forcing
Lenin to reluctantly embrace capitalistic
measures. As a result, nearly a hundred
independent and state-run children's book
publishers were founded in Moscow and

Opposite and below: Posuda (Dishes), written and illustrated
by David Petrovich Shterenberg, 1930. Matisse-like still lifes depict the

everyday pleasures of Soviet living.
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Petrograd (later Leningrad), each setting
out to enlighten and inspire the next gen-
eration through pictorial books. "Even if the
child cannot read... [pictures] will stimu-
late an interest in study, and the child will
learn to read," wrote the Soviet educator An-
ton Makarenko. And Pravda further noted:
"Consequently, the design of children's
books cannot be separated from the artistic
education of our children."

The requisite quality book production was
attained through high-grade paper stocks
and advanced color technology, which
in turn attracted a slew of progressive revo-
lutionary artists, including Aleksandr Rod-
chenko, Gustav Klutisis, Vladimir Tatlin,
Natan Altman, and El Lissitzky, to an art
form that seemed to cry out for new ideas.
"Technology offers the most colossal possi-
bilities for design," El Lissitzky commented
on one occasion, and on another, "We need
greater inventiveness, independence, ex-
perimentation." The New Society demanded
radical new communications paradigms,
which at the outset Soviet cultural leaders
were willing to tolerate, if not encourage.

No one was more determined to end illit-
eracy and educate the masses than Lenin's
wife, Nadezhda Krupskaya, a former school-
teacher. She, along with Anatoly Lunacha-
rsky, a commissar sympathetic to the
avant-garde, assumed leadership roles in
the Commissariat of Enlightenment, that
Orwellian-sounding bureaucratic director-
ate of cultural life in the Bolshevik state.
Krupskaya helped establish free libraries
and schools, and given her support for the
new literature, picture books were now
regularly subsidized by the government as
agitprop, used for spreading socialist ideals
and Communist programs throughout the
country. Thousands of titles of varying qual-
ity and merit—from the seemingly benign
The Circus to the decidedly propagandistic
How the Revolution Had Won—were published
in editions of 10,000 to 50,000 copies, and
sometimes more. Children's book historian
Michael Patrick Hearn, who is writing a
chronicle of this period, dubs it the "Golden

Age" of children's book publishing in Rus-
sia. In later years, Nazi Germany and Fascist
Italy similarly embraced the children's book
as an overt polemical/political tool.

Of the USSR's various juvenile publishing
houses, two towered above all—Kryachko
and Radugo. Both of them "valued illus-
trators as much as writers," Hearn notes.
Each produced books that emphasized not
only the imagery but also the typographic
structures of book design. Raduga was
ostensibly established to publish the work
of the two most popular Russian children's
authors, Kornei Chukovsky (TheBig Cockroach)
and Samuil Marshak (Seven Wonders), each

of whom believed his duty was "to educate,
influence, and shape a child's personality."
Along with writers Nikolai Aseev (TheRed
Neck), Vladimir Lebedev (Alphabet), Nikolai
Smirnov (Where Do Dishes Come From?), the
Constructivist poet Vladimir Mayakovsky
(What WilllBe?), and even Boris Pasternak of
Doctor'Zhivago fame, they wrote and edited
many of the major children's works. Chu-
kovsky once affirmed, "We fought for the
honor and dignity of the nascent literature
for children." This dignity was certainly
based on the collaboration between writer
and illustrator, with Chukovsky stipulat-
ing two commandments from which he
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never wavered: "The children's author must, so
to speak, think in pictures," and in every book
there must be "a rapid change of images."

The holy marriage of word and picture came
with an ideological rationale representing the
Proletcult (or proletarian culture) movement,
which sought to elevate the worker (and prole-
tarian workmanship) to hero status. Smirnov's
The Adventures of Charlie (1924) and WhereDoDishes
Come From? (1925), both illustrated by Olga and
Galena Chicagova, are rendered in a highly re-
ductive style, such simplification being ideologi-
cally integral to Socialist thought. Diametrically
opposed to the pictorial excesses of the past,
it provided a critique of the so-called "smudgy"
or rendered art of the present, attacked by ideo-
logues as too personal or subjective, as well
as elitist. Dishes, typographically formatted in
a bold yet simplified Constructivist manner,
seems more like a how-to manual than a narra-
tive and conforms to the Party's desire to teach
children about the everyday aspects of Soviet
life. Similarly, the illustrations in Charlie, the
tale of a Soviet boy's travels through the new in-
dustrial state by airplane, are schematic, almost
sterile, yet graphically eye-catching.

On the lighter side, Marshak's Yesterday and
Today is illustrated by Lebedev with touches of
wit added to its reductive forms. This artist was
known for his interpretative gestures, such as
in Marshak's Circus, which prefigures the de-
lightful cut-paper children's illustrations of Paul
Rand and Ivan Chermayeff.

Abstract, reductive Modernism can be seen
at its experimental zenith in El Lissitzky's Of
Two Squares: A Suprematist Tale in Six Construc-
tions (1922), published by Theo Van Doesburg's

This page, top: Tsirk (Circus), by Samuil Marshak, illustrated by
Vladimir Vasilievich Lebedev, 1925, gives the Moscow circus a
marked Constructivist look. Bottom: Tarakanishche (The Big Cock-
roach), by Kornei Chukovsky, illustrated by Sergei Vasilievich Chek-
honin, 1923, is one of the early classics of Soviet children's literature.
Opposite page, top left: Kent byt? (What Will I Be?), by Vladimir
Mayakovsky, illustrated by Nison Abromovich Shifrin, 1925, explores
what a Soviet boy will become when he grows up. Bottom left:
Krasnosheika (The Red Neck), by Nikolai Aseev, illustrated by Natan
Altman, 1924, tells the story of young Soviet pioneers who wear the
red neckerchief. Top right: Azbuka (Alphabet), written and illustrat-
ed by Vladimir Vasilievich Lebedev, 1925, was one of many literacy
primers sanctioned by the Soviet State. Bottom right: Gulyaem
(Strolling), by Vladimir Mayakovsky, illustrated by I. Sunderland,
1926, presents a cubistic view of the Soviet street.
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De Stijl publishing arm in Holland. But I.
Sunderland's illustrations for Mayakovsky's
Strolling(1926), while more representational,
contain many of the same abstract qualities
that characterized Constructivist endeavor.
Straddling the line between representation-
al accessibility and abstract ambiguity was
difficult at times, and those who stepped
over that line came under bureaucratic fire.
While Hearn notes that Commissar Lunach-
arsky tolerated nearly all manifestations
of Russian Modernism (at least until the
political climate made it impossible to do
so), other leaders, including the crusading
Krupskaya, were more cautious. "Illustra-
tions must be realistic," she insisted, "in
bright colors, representing people, objects,
and animals not personified. The text ac-
companying the picture, if any, must be
brief, simple, and in direct relationship to
the picture above." Even though the chil-
dren's book field was the last to be regu-
lated, the tensions between artist and state
mushroomed. "Disillusion and fear quickly
supplanted revolutionary zeal and opti-
mism," says Hearn.

The Golden Age ended in 1932, when
Stalin collectivized the publishing industry,
and through functionaries decreed that
artists and writers must embrace Socialist
Realism's turgid "Red Romanticism." Many

avant-gardists were denounced as coun-
ter-revolutionaries, and books that failed
to conform to sanctioned parameters were
confiscated or destroyed. Formalists, mean-
ing those who experimented with abstract
visual languages, were considered "enemies
of the people." This parochial thinking
ultimately spilled over to children's books.
Marshak wrote that "children's books
ought to present the world of children as an
interesting, varied, and bright place, never
as dull and boring," but as Hearn notes,
this was impossible once the state imposed
"dry, emasculated, empty language—the
language of protocols."

Lenin never truly understood the Russian
avant-garde but endured some of its more
progressive intrusions. Stalin was far less
accommodating. Nonetheless, "The Soviet
Formalist," Hearn explains/'whether Mal-
evich or Rodchenko, El Lissitzky or Lebedev,
produced Socialist art, no matter what form
was chosen as a means of expression. He was
not committed to Marxist-Leninism. ... He
just did not choose to labor within the con-
ventions of traditional Western represen-
tational art. He believed in his inalienable
right to free expression as an artist."

The politicization of children's books was
a double-edged sword. Initially it worked to
the advantage of revolutionary artists, yet

ultimately Communist dogma cut the heart
out of these creative practitioners. Pravda
was pretty clear about the official rhetoric
when it announced, "Nowhere else does For-
malism unmask itself to such a degree as it
does in drawings for children. It's precisely
here that its inner emptiness, spiritual
stagnation, and rottenness stick out with
utmost strength." Suprematism and Con-
structivism were censured for being too
ambiguous to serve as effective tools of state
propaganda. Likewise, the most progressive
children's books were damned for failing
to stress Stalin's call for unequivocal obedi-
ence to authority. As a result, many of the
books' artists and authors were deemed
"non-persons," sent into exile, and pro-
hibited from plying their craft. Some were
executed or committed suicide.

But over the years, many works were pre-
served, either hidden in the dank basements
of state libraries or stowed in private reposi-
tories. Soon after Nikita Khrushchev's 1956
denunciation of Stalin's cult of personality,
Socialist Realism was,rejected as stagnant
state art. Yet the pioneers of children's book
art and design were never entirely rehabili-
tated, nor were they celebrated. Only after
glasnost zndperestroika began to hack away
70 years of Communist hegemony, and
the Soviet Union finally collapsed, did these
banned books once again gain favor with
scholars and collectors as artistic accom-
plishments. The Russian emigre and New
York-based collector Sacha Lurye has
notably amassed more than 2000 vintage
books and original art (from which the
selection here was made). This work is be-
ing compiled into a three-volume Russian
Children's Illustrated Books 1881-1939, to be
published at a future date by Studio Samolet
in Moscow, along with a thorough analysis
by Hearn. The collection reveals what ideal-
ism can accomplish when wed to a clear
mission—in this case, literacy and enlight-
enment—yet how it can turn very sour
when the forces of repression use children's
art to advance political agendas.
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