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Abstract

In this thesis Russtan Futurist performance is considered in the wider context of the

emergence and development of the initial phase of the Russian Futurist movement,

1910-14. Futurism emerged at a time of increasing commodification and
diversification within the arts. New commercial enterprises, private art galleries,
publishing companies and the arrival of cinema, combined with a growing urban
population and expanding middle class who sought new forms of leisure activities,
provided fertile ground for new artistic ventures. As such, Futurism constituted a part
of the newly forming art and entertainment market. Crucial to Futurism’s survival in
this competitive market was its need to secure a guaranteed source of funding. In
many ways, then, the early phase of Russian Futurism, 1910-14, can be interpreted as

a struggle to use all means and all artistic creativity possible to secure that funding.

Part I describes the competitive artistic situation, socio-economic context and

cultural networks of the 1910s. It identifies the key figures who helped to shape

Futurism’s development, from patrons and impresarios to artists and critics, and

analyses the various marketing strategies which they employed to engage an

audience.

Part II examines the interaction between Futurist and audience. It focuses on the sites
of Futurist performance, the public’s perception of and associations with these sites,
and questions of affordability and accessibility. The final two chapters deal
specifically with the critical reception of Futurism: the public’s attitude to the

Futurists; the critics’ interpretation of the Futurists and the public; and the Futurists’

attitude to different sections of the public.

The final section explores the possibility of a socio-political subtext in Futurist art of

this period and draws conclusions concerning the provocative nature of Futurist
performance and its function as a medium to express the Futurist aesthetic, that is, to

effect change in all aspects of daily life.
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Introduction

Futurism, Theatre and the Power of the Press

‘Everyone goes to the theatre, just as everyone
reads newspapers’, [newspapers and the theatre]
— ‘are the most powerful factors influencing
people’s idcas.”*

Russian Futurism was an artistic movement that coincided with the wave of
provocative European artistic trends of the 1910s and 1920s which Peter Biirger, in
his seminal work Theory of the Avant-Garde, termed the ‘historical avant-gardes’.
According to Blirger, this era of European avant-garde movements ‘can be defined as

an attack on the status of art in bourgeois society’. Such movements negated the

concept of an autonomous art and instead incorporated an ‘essential element of
Aestheticism’ in order to ‘attempt to organise a new life praxis from a basis in art’.

Russian Futurism was, in this sense, integral to the European avant-garde. As Anna

Lawton notes

Futurism, as the expression of a new sensibility, was an attempt to integrate

all art fon:ns with the reality of the big city, and ultimately to transform
everyday life into an aesthetic performance.’

Futurism emerged and developed in Russia as the counterpart to German

Expressionism and the Die Briicke group of artists, the artists associated with Vasilii
Kandinskii’s Der Blaue Reiter, the Fauvists Henri Matisse and André Derain, the

Cubists Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque, the British Vorticists, and of course, the

| ¢ “|B]ce noceniaioT TeaTp — TOYHO TaK e, Kak BCe YHTAIOT raseTh”, [raseTsl H Teatp] — “caMmsle
MorymecTBeHHbie $aKTophl HACHHBIX BaHAHKA.™ P. lartsev, ‘Ulichnaia tsenzura’, Teatr i iskusstvo,
1903, No. 51, p. 988. Cited in L. Petrovskaia, Teatr i zritel’ rossiiskikh stolits, 1895-1917 (Leningrad:
Iskusstvo, 1990), p. 4.

2 peter Bilrger, Theory of the Avant-Garde (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984). In
particular, see Chapter 3, Part 3 “The Negation of the Autonomy of Art by the Avant-Garde’, pp. 47—

54.
3 Anna Lawton, ‘Futurist Manifestoes as an Element of Performance’, CASS, vol.19: 4 (1985), 473-91

(p. 474).
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Italian Futurists. The Russian Futurists were also influenced by nineteenth-century
Impressionism (principally Vincent Van Gogh, Paul Gauguin, Paul Cézanne, and
Edouard Manet, among others) and members of the modern-day international

theatrical milieu such as the American dancer, Isadora Duncan and the British theatre

director, stage designer and writer Gordon Craig.

The emergence of Russian Futurism was equally dependent upon a specifically
Russian artistic and intellectual heritage that stretched back to the reforms of the
1860s and the creation of the Peredvizhniki Society [The Wanderers] in 1870, the
arts and crafts movement of the 1880s (which was concentrated on the estates of
Talashkino and Abramtsevo in the Moscow region), Symbolism and artists from the
turn of the century including Mikhail Vrubel’ and Valentin Serov, and the Golubaia
roza [The Blue Rose] and Mir iskusstva [The World of Art] groups. In addition,
Russian Futurism was strongly influenced by arts associated with the provinces and

the peasantry: lubki (woodcuts), colourful decorative arts (including painted interiors,
textiles and embroidery) and icons.

The term Futurism, like avant-garde, is not easy to define in concise terms, and

attempts to do so highlight contradictions and inconsistencies.* Gail Day’s case
study, “The futurists: transcontinental avant-gardism’, offers a good starting point.
She specifies three different ways in which Futurism, in its broadest sense, refers to

an ‘art of modern life’, She acknowledges its reference to ‘a range of modern motifs

(cars, aeroplanes, telephones) or their associated qualities (speed)’. Secondly, she

states that Futurism ‘can refer to the experiential “sensations” of life in modemn cities

(experiences of speed and of “simultaneity” across time and space, as new methods

of transport and communication make the world seem smaller, or the feeling of
exhilaration produced by competing sensations in the city)’. Thirdly, Day writes that
Futurism ‘might refer to the technical and formal devices used by artists to
“represent” any of the above (the fragmentation and fracturing of picture space, the

juxtaposition or collaging of different materials/elements as a way of “expressing”

* For a comprehensive discussion of the term ‘avant-garde’ during this era see Steve Edwards and
Paul Wood, eds., Art of the Avani-Gardes (New Haven and London: Yale UP in association with The
Open University, 2004), especially Gail Day, ‘Art, Love and Social Emancipation: On the Concept
“Avant-Garde” and the Interwar Avant-Gardes’, pp. 307-37; and Paul Wood, ed., The Challenge of
the Avant-Garde (New Haven and London: Yale UP in association with The Open University, 1999).
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sensations of speed or simultaneity).” These characteristics are true of the generic

European Futurism and certainly describe a dominant trend within Russian Futurism.

In her introduction to Russkii Futurizm V. N. Terekhina associates Futurism with the
artistic challenge to ‘bourgeois taste’. She uses the term obshchestvennyi vkus where
the noun obshchestvo [society] is interpreted in purely Habermasian terms. In other
words Futurism challenged the dominant tastes of the newly created bourgeois public
sphere which had evolved in Russia in the late nineteenth century as a result of
modern industrialisation, increasing capitalism, the abundant availability of
newspapers nationwide and increased readership, and most importantly the
engagement of the middle classes in rational critical debate which took place in
newly established venues such as cafés, salons or cabarets where private individuals
could meet. The concept of the public sphere informs the entire emergence and
development of Russian Futurism in the pre-1917 era and I will return to it

throughout the thesis.

Terekhina represents the Futurists as an avant-garde movement in Bilrger’s terms.
She specifies how the Futurists were against the ‘ossified canon of a Classical
heritage and “mystical ideals™.° The impulse of the Futurists toward a free creation of
new forms, which were able to express the essence of a future art and the creation of
life [zhizneustroistvo), gave birth to a good number of innovative ideas [nemalo

novatorskikh idei] and significant achievements in literature, painting, music, [and]
theatre.”’

The existence of a definable Russian Futurism spanned a period of approximately
two decades, from ¢.1908 to 1928. In 1908 Velimir Khlebnikov embarked upon his

experimentation of zaum’ or ‘transrational’ poetry and wrote his well-known zaum’

poem Zakliatie smekhom [Incantation to Laughter] in 1909.% The poem included a

> Gail Day, ‘The Futurists: Transcontinental Avant-Gardism’, in Wood, The Challenge of the Avani-
Garde, pp. 204-25 (p. 206).

® “Mystical ideals” here refers specifically to the legacy of Russian Symbolism.

TV.N. Terekhina, ¢ “Tol’ko my — litso nashego vremeni...”, in Russkii Futurizm: Teorii. Praktiki.
Kritiki. Vospominaniia, edited by V. N. Terekhina and A. P. Zimenkov (Moscow: Nasledie, 2000), pp.
3-32 (p. 3).

® Velimir Khlebnikov, ‘Zakliatie smekhom®, in Sobranie sochinenii v trekh tomakh, 3 vols, vol. 1,
Stikhotvoreniia (St. Petersburg: Akademicheskii proekt, 2001), pp. 115-16.
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number of made-up zaum’ words, the implied or suggested possible meanings of
which were based on associations and nuances of the letters ‘sme-’, the root of the
verb ‘to laugh’. The same year also witnessed three exhibitions (Sovremennye
techeniia v iskusstve [Exhibition of Modern Trends], St. Petersburg, the first of three
Zolotoe runo [Golden Fleece] exhibitions, Moscow, and the Zveno [Link] exhibition,
Kiev), which included many of the new wave of young artists and soon-to-be
prominent Futurists. The year 1928 marks the termination of the leftist publication
Novyi Lef {The New Left] and the end of a phase in Russian theatrical history which
had been characterised by experimentation and innovative synthetic avant-garde

practices.

Russian Futurism can be roughly divided into three phases: the initial phase of 1908-
1914-15 which culminated in the Posledniaia futuristicheskaia vystavka kartin
0.10° (nol’-desiat’) [The Last Futurist Exhibition ¢0.10° (Zero-Ten)] which opened
in Petrograd on 19 December 1915; 1914-1917 which marks the pre-Revolutionary
war years; and finally 1917-1928 which, of course, correlates to the developments

and creative hopes and experimentation of the post-Revolutionary era until the
cultural restrictions that were brought about by changes in political and cultural
policies from the late 1920s onwards. The initial phase of Russian Futurism emerged
during a time of plurality and potential for change in many different aspects of daily
life. In addition to the artistic context, Futurism also emerged during a period of
intense social change. Critical changes in Russian social policies in the second half

of the nineteenth century (from the emancipation of the serfs in 1861,

industrialisation and large-scale urban migration to Russia’s two ‘capitals’,
enlightened initiatives which tried to address the problems of poor education and
literacy of the peasant masses, to name but a few), began to alter many individuals’
perception of society and their place within that rapidly evolving environment.
Political and diplomatic policies which affected Central Asia and the Balkans,
together with the failed Russo-Japanese War and the ill-fated Revolution of 1905,
served to heighten the awareness of the individual in society, but also encouraged an
interest in nationalism. The initial phase of Russian Futurism therefore emerged
during a time of great social change, of urbanisation, increasing capitalism, a desire
for social upward mobility of the lower and middle classes and a general

commodification of the arts. The end of this era overlaps with the next. Although it is
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true that experiments with abstract art, and Futurist exhibitions and performances
continued into 1915, the outbreak of the First World War and the coincidental
absence, then emigration of key Futurist figures narrowed the richness of the artistic

diversity and the creative impetus which had propelled the first Futurist era.’

If the initial phase of Futurism is characterised by a search for artistic identity,
artistic experimentation and changing attitudes to its public, the second phase is
underlined by Futurism’s need to rearticulate its identity and attitude to the public in
relation to a European war. The war had a direct effect on the Russian public as a
whole and on individual Futurists (e.g. Benedikt Livshits served in the war, Mikhail
Larionov was wounded on active service, Vladimir Burliuk and Mikhail Le-Dantiu
were both killed in action in 1917). It also compromised previous positive notions of
international artistic trends and collaborations, in particular the close ties with
German-based avant-gardists who had exerted a significant influence in the
development of Russian modern art in the pre-war era. Many Russian Futurists
turned their hand to agitprop activities (including Kazimir Malevich, Vladimir
Maiakovskii and Aristarkh Lentulov) whilst Natal’ia Goncharova created a cycle of
works entitled Misticheskie obrazy voiny [Mystical Images of War] which drew upon
the Russian traditions of icons and lubki (see figures 195a-d). The October

Revolution of 1917 marks the end of the second phase of Russian Futurism. In
general terms, the plural possibilities of art, its form, content and function in society
became necessarily focussed towards an essentially binary relationship post-1917,

either in favour or against the Revolutionary cause.

The third era of Futurism was bound up with the explicit exploration of the role of art
in society in relation to the hopes and expectations surrounding the events of 1917.
During this era art became explicitly and inescapably linked to contemporary politics

and policies regarding the aesthetics of new art forms and the destruction of the old.

? Natal’ia Goncharova and Mikhail Larionov left Russia for Paris in April 1914, They had not
intended to emigrate at this time. Instead they had travelled to Paris, via Rome, to oversee the opening
of their exhibition in Rome and to work with Sergei Diaghilev and the Ballets Russes on the
production of Le Coq d’Or. Larionov served in the army from 7 September 1914 and was wounded on
1 October of that year. He spent three months in hospital before being invalided out. Goncharova and
Larionov both contributed to the Exhibition of the Year 1915, in Moscow, in March of that year, but
were then lured to Switzerland following the constant pleadings from Diaghilev to contribute to
Ballets Russes productions. They left Russia on 23 June 1915 never to return. See Anthony Parton,
Mikhail Larionov and the Russian Avant-Garde (London: Thames and Hudson, 1993), pp. 145-47.
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Ideas which had been born during the early stages of Futurism contributed to the
later developments in biomechanics, the expression of the relationship between man
and the machine, abstract art, constructivism, and the integration of art in everyday
life in the form of interior decorating, clothing and so on, absurdist literature (e.g. the

Oberiuty), and the creation of the Formalist School.

This thesis concentrates on Futurism of the first era with particular emphasis on the
period 1910-14. There are many reasons for this. Firstly, the post-1917 era of
Futurism has received a disproportionate amount of attention, in comparison to the
earliest era. The later era has been researched in terms of early Soviet art, history,
culture, politics, economic policies, personalities and as an appraisal of the degree of
success and fatlure of the Revolution by Soviet, Russian and Western scholars. My
own research fits into the revival of interest in the pre-Soviet history of the avant-
garde which is part of the on-going process of re-mapping this period of Russian,
Eastern and Central European social and cultural history.'® Rather than view pre-
1917 Futurism in relation to the Revolution, I will focus my attention on an appraisal

of the emergence and development of this movement in relation to contemporary
artistic trends and the dynamic socio-cultural and economic environment. I wish to
explore the diversity within this phase of Russian Futurism, before it was forced to
reposition itself by the onset of the war in 1914 and whilst all major contributors to
the emergence of Futurism were still resident in the Russian Empire. All further

references to Russian Futurism will therefore refer to the earliest phase of the

movement, 1910-1914 unless otherwise stated.

Russian Futurism, like its Italian cousin, transgressed traditional artistic boundaries
and classifications. It incorporated poets, dramatists, musicians, writers, artists,
sculptors, theoreticians and performers, and what I would term ‘facilitators’,
individuals who actively supported Futurism and instigated or aided the organisation
of Futurist events. The idea of breaking down boundaries, which encouraged

innovative creative collaborations between different types of artists, is a defining

'9 See, for example, D. Sarab’ianov, Istoriia russkogo iskusstva: kontsa XIX - nachala XX veka
(Moscow: Galart, 2001); Yevgenia Petrova, ed., Origins of the Russian Avant-Garde (St. Petersburg:
State Russian Museum, Trustees of the Walters Art Gallery and Palace Editions, 2003); or Oleh S.
Ilnytzkyj, Ukrainian Futurism, 1914-1930: A Historical and Critical Study (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: Harvard Ukraintan Research Institute, Harvard Series in Ukrainian Studies, 1997).
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characteristic of this early period of Russian Futurism. The implications of this
crossing of artistic boundaries within Futurism are subtle, complex and far-reaching
within the movement’s history. As we shall see throughout this thesis, the
collaborative nature of Russian Futurism was critical to its emergence and

development as a recognisable artistic movement, both nationally and internationally.

The Futurist challenge to traditional artistic practices did have its drawbacks. The
term Futurism itself was problematic. From its earliest public artistic expressions,
contemporary newspapers underline the fact that confusion reigned over the meaning
of the term and the artists associated with it. Today Russian Futurism is generally
associated with the contemporary dominant sub-group of avant-garde artists, the
Kubofuturisty [Cubo-Futurists] and Gileia [Hylaea]. However, the term is not
representative of a single homogenous artistic group. Although I will be referring to
those artists who collaborated, exhibited, performed and associated with the
dominant trends within Futurism, namely the Bubnovyi valet [Jack of Diamonds]
and Oslinyi khvost [Donkey’s Tail] groups and many who were connected with the
Soiuz molodezhi [Union of Youth], this dominant Futurist trend evolved in relation
to Ego-Futurizm [Ego-Futurism], Mezonin poezii [Mezzanine of Poetry], Tsentrifuga
[Centrifuge] and the Georgian group, 41°"" As we shall see, the combination of
artistic transgression, strong personalities in leading roles, effusive rhetoric,
questions and declarations of authenticity, issues of artistic independence and
allegiance, and the interpretation of contemporary critics were all elements which

fostered a rather fluid and dynamic Futurist identity.

Despite the many contentious issues and contradictions which the term Futurism
attracts, there are certain elements and characteristics which, when considered
collectively, can point towards a working definition of a movement which is distinct
from other avant-garde movements and to some degree, from Italian Futurism too.
This is not the place to examine all of the defining characteristics in detail, but for

now, let me highlight a few of the more salient elements.

"1 For a broad discussion of the different Futurist groupings, see Vladimir Markov, Futurism: A
History (London; MacGibbon and Gee, 1968); and N. 1. Khardzhiev, Stat'i ob avangarde v dvukh
tomakh (Moscow: RA, 1997).
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At the heart of Futurism is the desire to look to the future for inventive ways of
expressing the present in terms of dynamic progressive movement to the future,
hence Day’s assertion of Futurism as an art which expresses modern life. In her
working definition of Futurism, written under the title Ob “izmakh” [Concerning “-
isms”], Goncharova underlined the mutual ‘striving [of Futurism] toward the future’
and the ‘refutation, anhilitation of the past’ [ustremlenie k budushchemy

(oproverzhenie, unichtozhenie pmsI1lc:)gg.,rc:v)]{..,lz This anarchic approach to the tradition
and institutions of art was established in the Futurists’ negation of the past in their
first bombastic manifesto of 1912, Poshchechina obshchestvennomu vkusu [A Slap
in the Face of Public Taste]. The manifesto targeted the canon of classical Russian

art and literature which formed the benchmark of bourgeois good taste.

We alone — are the face of our times. [...]

The past is overcrowded. The Academy and Pushkin are incomprehensible
hieroglyphics.

Throw Pushkin, Dostoevskii, Tolstoi and so on, from the Ship of
Modernity."

The declamatory style and bombastic nature of the manifesto echoed the style of the
Italian Futurist manifesto which had been published in Le Figaro on 20 February

1909. Futurism of this era embraced technological and medical advances, new
philosophies and theories, new materials and new opportunitics. Goncharova

emphasised the dynamic element of Futurism, the need ‘to depict forms in a state of

motion (dynamics)’.'*

Although Russian Futurism was undoubtedly involved in an artistic process which

reflected the changes taking place in modern life, one factor distinguished it from its

12N, S. Goncharova, ‘Ob “izmakh” (1914)’, Experiment/Eksperiment, vol. 5 (1999), 37-38. These
notes are part of the Nikolai Khardzhiev archive, Box 78. This document is of particular value as it
was written by Natal’ia Goncharova, a prominent member of the Russian avant-garde and theoretician
of Russian Futurism, but also because of the date of the document. Although only in note form,
Goncharova is able to look at the recent developments in Russian art retrospectively. Her separation of
individual artistic tendencies (Futurism, Orphism, Rayism, Simultaneity, and Everythingism) suggests
a recognizable aesthetic for each respective tendency and offers a concise mapping of the rapid
development of the Russian avant-garde which had become firmly established by 1914. The year
1914, of course, marks the onset of the First World War and, coincidentally, Goncharova and
Larionov’s first foreign exhibition as Russian Futurists (Paris, Galerie Paul Guillaume).

'> The manifesto was signed by David Burliuk, Aleksandr Kruchenykh, Vladimir Maiakovskii and
Viktor Khlebnikov and dated Moscow, 1912. December. See Russkii Futurizm, edited by Terekhina
and Zimenkov, p. 41.

'* ‘U306paxats GopMEl B cOCTOAHHH ABIXEHHA (AMHaMuKa)’, Goncharova, ‘Ob “izmakh™, p. 37.
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Italian counterpart. Although Russian Futurism looked to the Future for artistic
expression, it also looked to its own traditions of indigenous art and creative
expression for artistic inspiration and sense of identity. Early stone carvings, motifs
and techniques of provincial arts and crafts, lubki and signboards, colour
combinations and countryside images all become dominant themes across the

breadth of the Russian Futurist arts.'?

Most importantly, Futurism, as Goncharova notes, has to be incorporated into daily
life if it is to be effective, and she divides the activity of Futurism in life into three
categories: political (here paralleled with a sense of nationalism which she attributes
to Italian Futurism); aesthetic (art which looks to the future, is motivated by a feeling
of modernity, and will bring about a rejuvenation and new perspective in all aspects
of human activity); and social attitudes and daily life (struggle against philistinism).
Crucially, as an artistic movement, Futurism attempted to go beyond the strictly
aesthetic and affect a tangible change in the way the individual perceived modern

life and his/her role within it.

Why focus on Russian Futurist performance? As Lawton suggests, performance

exploited and integrated the diversity of Futurist artistic form in order to directly and

deliberately engage a modemn audience and to challenge perceived boundaries in all
aspects of daily life. By 1913 Futurism had gained a foothold in the metropolitan
public psyche and was debated in a broad cross-section of the press. Some critics
hailed the Futurists’ artistic innovation, but most interpreted them and their antics as
an integral part of the growing hooliganism and decadence of urban life. Futurist
performance appeared in all guises, in all city locations. As the following excerpt
from the satirical political sketch by O. Savinich in the newspaper Utro Rossii shows,

the influence of Futurism was said to have struck at the very heart of Russian

governmental authority:

In the State Duma they have started to speak in the Futurist language,
having unanimously and irrevocably acknowledged that each Speech-

!> Although this “primitivism® may distinguish Russian Futurism from its Italian counterpart, it
represented an area of common ground with other European avant-garde movements, such as
Expressionism.
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Creator [rechetvorets] (in the old parlance Deputy) can speak without
. inhibition and not giving special significance to any individual word.

The Speech-Creator Miliukov got up onto the rostrum, which, by the latest
Futurist demand, had been turned into a small stage, and having struck a
pose that was appropriate to his thought, he said: Tutsia. Itutsia. Titutsia.
Stitutsia... Kon-sti-tutsia.'®

Purishkevich leapt up in indignation and, gesticulating appropriately,
shouted in old Futurist jargon:
‘Miliukov, get the hell off that rostrum!*"’

The reception of Futurist performance can be viewed within the wider context of the

spectacle of modern life.'® It can be approached in terms of urbanisation, modemn
concepts of leisure, engagement in the new commodification of art, and concepts of
performativity within an environment experiencing rapid social changes. In order to
try to gauge the relationship between production and reception of Futurist arts, this
thesis draws heavily upon contemporary commentary on Futurist events, in particular
newspaper and journal articles. In view of the synthetic nature of Futurism and the
fact that some forms of Futurist performance constituted little more than marketing
strategies for art exhibitions and other events, I have broadened my analysis to
include the contemporary reception of art exhibitions where it seems relevant. An
analysis of Futurist art is also used as a tool to access Futurist politics in the broadest
perspective, particularly where other documentary evidence is sparse. For example,
artistic analysis is used to draw conclusions regarding the Futurists’ attitude toward
different sections of the public and the Futurist audience. Before we turn our full
attention to Futurist theatre and performance, let us look briefly at the question of the
status of theatre at the turn of the century, and in particular, its relevance to a

contemporary audience.

'® The Futurist zaumnyi iazyk or ‘transrational® language was based on a play of associations of
different syllables or parts of a word. In this example the Russian word konstitutsiia or ‘constitution’
is finally pronounced only when the speaker has explored the sound and association of all its
individual constituent parts. So, for example, ‘futsia’ is very close to Turtsiia [Turkey] and therefore

represented a very sensitive issue in the Russian government at the time because of the ongoing
Balkan conflict.

'7 0. Savinich, ‘Futur-Rossiia’, Utro Rossii, No. 236, 13 October 1913, p. 5.
18 : : :

Here I am referring to the analogous methodology and perspective taken by T.J. Clark in The
Painting of Modern Life: Paris in the Art of Manet and His Followers (Princeton: Princeton UP,
1984).
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Theatre

As the statement by lartsev cited as my epigraph suggests, theatre, and in particular
new types of theatre, played a central role in metropolitan city life of the early
twentieth century. Anthony Swift, in his Popular Theater and Society in Tsarist
Russia, emphasises the social and cultural changes which were taking place during
this period. Urban space was undergoing a process of redefinition as a result of urban
migration, increased levels of literacy and new forms of popular culture. Swift states
that ‘[a]n increasingly literate urban lower class was participating in Russian cultural
life to a degree unthinkable in Pushkin’s day, consuming a diverse offering of
cultural products geared specifically toward a mass market’.'” I. Petrovskaia’s Teatr i
zritel’ rossiiskikh stolits, 1895-1917 [Theatre and Audience of the Russian Capitals,
1895-1917] offers a wealth of contemporary criticism and information about the

diversity of theatrical entertainment during this period.

Clearly, the emergence of new audiences demanded new modes of theatrical praxis,
and new venues and pricing structures to allow greater access to live performance.
However, not everyone approved of these new forms of entertainment (including the

commercial pleasure gardens, cafés, cabarets and miniature theatres, Pcople’s

Houses and cinema), or the audiences which they attracted. By the late 1900s a
public discourse concerning the so-called “crisis’ in the arts had developed, attracting

the attention of a surprisingly large number of people, many of whom, as Konstantin

Rudnitsky writes, ‘had either no links at all with the theatre or [...] had come into

contact with the stage only accidentally, peripherally’.?°

The recent changes within the structure of public theatre and entertainment and their
publics dated back to 1882 and the abolition of the Imperial Theatre monopoly under
Aleksandr III. As Swift points out, although Aleksandr Ostrovskii’s ‘Note on the
Situation of Dramatic Art in Russia at the Present Time’ (1881) did much to
encourage the abolition of the monopoly, ‘the government was to some extent

legalizing what already existed’. Travelling theatre which performed at Russian

' Anthony E. Swift, Popular Theater and Society in Tsarist Russia (Berkeley, Los Angeles and
London: University of California Press, 2002), p. 3.

?0 Konstantin Rudnitsky, Russian and Soviet Theatre: Tradition and the Avant-Garde (London:
Thames and Hudson, 1988), p. 9.
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gulian’ia [carnival and trade shows] had not been covered by the restrictions of the
monopoly. Musical theatres and pleasure gardens, which had multiplied during the
earlier period of reforms and industrialisation in the 1860s and 1870s, were also
exempt. In addition, Swift notes that during the same period ‘private amateur drama

circles and club theatres’® had also increased.?!

A number of commercial enterprises emerged as a result of the repeal of the Imperial
Theatre monopoly. Mikhail Lentovskii opened the Skomorokh Accessible Theatre in
Moscow which was aimed at the low-wage mass market. He employed spectacular
special effects to popularise the classic canon of Russian drama. Although his type of
theatre was comparatively successful (Swift notes a profit of 45,000 rubles in the
1884-85 winter season) it was heavily criticised for not pursuing an aim of
enlightenment. The liberal goal of enlightenment of the ‘uncivilised’ masses was at
the heart of the later movement towards People’s Theatres and the Guardianship of

Popular Temperance which operated under the auspices of the Finance Ministry.

Many entrepreneurial theatrical figures welcomed the opportunity to take control of
their own theatrical productions. Thus, Fedor Korsh opened his theatre in Moscow in
1882 and Aleksei Suvorin founded his in St. Petersburg in 1885. Meanwhile, the
Moscow Merchant, Savva Mamontov, whose work had a great impact on the
development of the Russian avant-garde, created the first private opera in Russia in
1885.%2 Located on his estate at Abramtsevo, it attracted a number of talented artists,
including foreign singers. The much-celebrated bass and star of the Imperial theatres,
Fedor Shaliapin, made his debut on the Mamontov stage in 1896. In 1898
Konstantin Stanislavskii and Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko founded the Moscow
Public-Accessible Art Theatre, with the financial support of a syndicate headed by
Savva and Sergei Morozov.** Despite original intentions to provide a national theatre

for a broad audience, the Theatre was obliged to drop the term ‘Public-Accessible’ in

21 Swift, p. 58. For a fuller discussion of the contents of Ostrovskii’s appeal to Aleksandr I11, see

Swift, pp. 58-61.

22 Mamontov’s contribution to the development of the Russian avant-garde will be discussed in
Chapter 1.

23 For more information on various carly theatre companies see Nick Worrall, ‘Historical

Background’, in The Moscow Art Theatre (London and New York: Routledge, 1996), pp. 13-23.
*4 Stanislavskii and Nemirovich-Danchenko debated the name of the prospective theatre at length. As

Worrall notes, Stanislavskii was initially overwhelmed by the responsibility of the word ‘Art’,
although the term ‘Public-Accessible’ proved to be far more problematic. Worrall, p. 50.
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1885.% Located on his estate at Abramtsevo, it attracted a number of talented artists,
including foreign singers. The much-celebrated bass and star of the Imperial theatres,
Fedor Shaliapin, made his debut on the Mamontov stage in 1896.” In 1898
Konstantin Stanislavskii and Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko founded the Moscow
Public-Accessible Art Theatre, with the financial support of a syndicate headed by
Savva and Sergei Morozov.** Despite original intentions to provide a national theatre
for a broad audience, the Theatre was obliged to drop the term ‘Public-Accessible’ in
the third season ‘because of the need to increase seat prices’.”> Although the price of
the ticket determined, to a large extent, the intended audience, Nick Worrall notes
that what united new commercial enterprises such as the Anna Brenko, Korsh and
Art Theatre and distinguished them from the Imperial Theatres was their efforts ‘to
cultivate serious-minded audiences with a taste for classic plays, as well as the new
naturalist drama, which not only reflected social problems but also challenged
conventional values’.’® Contemporary criticism acknowledges the ideological
changes that were taking place within the theatre world and the need for theatre to
keep pace with new urban social realities. A. I. Bogdanovich, for example, notes how
Russian art communicates ‘a surfeit of realism, the thirst for something new, which

could express the complexity of a new way of living®.%’

Although 1882 was a pivotal year in the history of Russian theatre, the financial
implications of new commercial enterprises ensured only limited public accessibility,
as the case of the Moscow Art Theatre exemplifies. Large-scale democratisation in
the theatre regarding all aspects of the performance, performers’ working conditions,

venue, and accessibility to a wide audience was a slow grinding process.

22 Mamontov’s contribution to the development of the Russian avant-garde will be discussed in
Chapter 1.

%3 For more information on various early theatre companies see Nick Worrall, *Historical
Background’, in The Moscow Art Theatre (London and New York: Routledge, 1996), pp. 13-23.

%4 Stanislavskii and Nemirovich-Danchenko debated the name of the prospective theatre at length. As
Worrall notes, Stanislavskii was initially overwhelmed by the responsibility of the word ‘Art’,
although the term ‘Public-Accessible’ proved to be far more problematic. Worrall, p. 50.

%> Worrall, p. 50.

% Worrall, p. 15. In his discussion, Worrall places the development of such theatres in their European
context and compares the Moscow theatres with comparable situations such as London in the 1590s
and the Patent House monopoly which governed public theatre and existed in England from 1660 until
1843.

27 ‘NPeCHIICHHOCTD PCATHIMOM, XKaXK1a HOBOTO, KOTOpOe NOoMOrJio 6bl BLHIPa3UTh CIIOKHOCTh HOBOA
xH3HU’, A. I. Bogdanovich, ‘Kriticheskie zametki®’, Mir bozhii, No. 1, 1900, p. §, cited in
Petrovskaia, p. 36.
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Attempts were also made to modernise the organisation and working conditions of
artists of the Imperial theatres. However, the events of 1905 reinforced the
problematic status of artists and performers as employees of the Tsar. The Imperial
theatres were a symbol of Tsarist authority. Strict censorship ensured that they
functioned as a vehicle for government ideology. This in turn meant that they also
became appropriate targets for anti-government demonstrations. During the riots and
bloodshed of 1905, employees of the Aleksandrinskii Theatre expressed their
solidarity with their fellow workers with a restricted protest against the Tsarist
policies. However, as Barbara Henry observes, the employees of the Imperial
theatres operated within the contradictory system in which ‘{t]he Tsarist government
was both the principal patron of the theatre and its chief censor’.?® Given their
vulnerable position as employees, and therefore dependants of the State, they
eventually had to recant and the internal protest was temporarily quelled. Murray
Frame also gives details of the Aleksandrinskii’s failed attempt to gain autonomy
from the State during this period. Although this was rarely enforced, employees of
the Imperial theatres were forbidden to have any involvement with any political
body, as most political parties were opposed to the Tsarist regime. Following the
events of 1905, a circular was issued in 1906, which stated that as government

employees, all theatre people had to comply with this instruction, and that failure to

do so would result in instant dismissal.?’

Meanwhile, the commercial sector continued to evolve in response to the dynamic
social situation. The Moscow Art Theatre had pursued an artistic policy of
naturalism. Stanislavskii and Nemirovich-Danchenko’s original aim included a
rejuvenation of set design, special effects and acting techniques so that art imitated
‘real life’, rather than projecting a fantastical interpretation. Ultimately, however, it

became a question of whose interpretation of ‘real life* was being staged. The result

2% Barbara Henry, ‘Theatricality, Anti-Theatricality and Cabaret in Russian Modernism’, in Russian
Literature, Modernism and the Visual Arts, edited by Catriona Kelly and Stephen Lovell (Cambridge:
CUP, 2000), pp. 149-171 (p. 149).

%> Murray Frame, The St Petersburg Imperial Theatres: Stage and State in Revolutionary Russia
1900-1920 (Jefferson, N. Carolina: McFarland, 2000), pp. 132-33. For a full description of the
organisation of the Imperial theatres and the reaction to the events of 1905, see Frame, ‘The
Directorate and the Artists’, pp. 44-64, and ‘The 1905 Revolution and Its Aftermath’, pp.119-35.
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was criticised for its lack of dynamism; it allegedly depicted a lifeless environment
subservient to a superimposed mystical order. Possibly in response to such criticism
and the growing trend of miniature theatres, Stanislavskii established the Theatre
Studio which was attached to the main Moscow Art Theatre. The Studio was to
provide a platform for more experimental theatre. Unfortunately the opening of the
theatre coincided with the 1905 uprisings and it ended in failure. Despite its failure,
the Studio represents an important entrepreneurial and artistic forerunner to the later
celebrated artistic cabarets such as Letuchaia mysh’ [The Bat] in Moscow and the
Brodiachaia sobaka [The Stray Dog] in St. Petersburg.

In 1906 the actress Vera Kommissarzhevskaia founded her own theatre in St.
Petersburg. She immediately engaged some of the best known artists and theatrical
figures and created a fashionable, intimate environment where the audience could
experience high quality modern drama supported by creative, luxurious stage sets
(see fig. 1).”° In 1906 Kommissarzhevskaia commissioned Vsevolod Meierkhol’d to
direct a production of Aleksandr Blok’s Balaganchik [The Puppet Show]. The
production, which exposed the practical workings of the stage, elicited a mixed
response from the audience and critics. Criticism of Balaganchik fuelled the growing

contemporary debate on the place of theatre in society.

A crisis of the theatre was formally acknowledged by three publications, Teatr:
Kniga o novom teatre [Theatre: A Book on the New Theatre], Krizis teatra [The
Theatre in Crisis] and V sporakh o teatre [In Debate on Theatre]. This so-called crisis
was an organic phenomenon which had been growing since the beginning of mass
industrialisation and urbanisation of the 1860s and had become more intense in

recent years.”' In general, the intellectual debates on the “crisis’ centred upon the

*% The Imperial theatres were constantly criticised for the shamefully poor quality of their stage sets.
For a number of years, the same sets had been wheeled out for different productions. Similarly, the
costumes belonged to the artists themselves and it was frequently the artist who exercised his or her
preference of costume for any particular production. For more commentary on the contemporary
dissatisfaction with the poor quality set designs, see Worrall, pp. 16-20. See also Volume 3 of this
thesis for a number of photographs and sketches of the set designs of small commercial theatres of the
era in question, and those of the 1913 Futurist productions Pobeda nad solntsem [Victory Over the
Sun) and Viadimir Maiakovskii: Tragediia [Vladimir Maiakovskii: A Tragedy].

3! A. Lunacharskii et al., Teatr: Kniga o novom teatre (St. Petersburg: Shipovnik, 1908) with
contributions by A. Benua, Vs. Meierkhol’d, F. Sologub, G. Chulkov, S. Rafalovich, V. Briusov and
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expansion of the negative influence of cheap commercial theatres on the minds of the
masses. In addition, intellectuals were dismissive of the mediocre vulgarised drama
and buffoonery that was being served up to satisfy bourgeois tastes. The debate drew
in commentary from diverse corners of society. As Rudnitsky notes, the contributors
to Kniga o novom teatre included just one professional theatre director, Meierkhol’d.
‘The rest were critics, artists, prose writers and poets, more or less unconnected with

theatrical practice.,’32

The theatre debate was not restricted to closed intellectual circles but appealed to a
receptive public. The editorial in the Russkii artist (1908) described the dark times
which followed the failed revolution of 1905 and the lack of hope which prevailed in
society. The author declared theatre’s utilitarian role to be an expression of hope for
a better future.”> An advertised programme for a public lecture by M. Nevedomskii
¢ Iskusstvo sovremennosti i prognozy budushchego’ [Art of Our Times and Visions of
the Future’] reinforces the very public nature of the debate (fig. 2). The first part of
the advertisement involved an assessment of modern writers, including Viacheslav
Ivanov, Valerii Briusov, Andrei Belyi and others, and a social criticism of art of the
future based on Lunacharskii’s collection Krizis teatra. The second section of the
lecture was entitled ‘Postanovka. Iskusstvo burzhuazii i iskusstvo “burzhuaznoe’’
[Performance. Art of the Bourgeoisie and ‘Bourgeois’ Art]. It raised many questions
concerning the definition of bourgeois art and contextualised it in terms of
Symbolism, foreign and Russian writers (Walt Whitman, Oscar Wilde, Ibsen,
Maeterlink, Nietzsche and Maksim Gor’kii). The final advertised section dealt with
the relationship between the evolution of aesthetic-philosophical ideas and social
evolution, in which Nevedomskii impugned the work of Leonid Andreev. Although
the lecture was relatively expensive (40 kopeks to 3 rubles), it was scheduled for a
Saturday evening, which would have boosted audience numbers.>* Futurist debates,
therefore, exploited an existing model of public engagement with the arts and the

willingness to pay for educational public lectures.

A. Belyi; Krizis teatra. Sbornik kriticheskikh statei (Moscow: [n.p.], 1908) and V sporakh o teatre (St.
Petersburg: [n.p.], 1912).

*2 Rudnitsky, p. 9.

33 Petrovskaia, p. 52.

34 The Hall of the Society of Civil Engineers on Serpukhovskaia street (near Vitebskii vokzal) was the
advertised venue. ‘Literatura i iskusstvo’, Vecher, No. 265, 4 March 1909, p. 3.
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An article by Esha in December 1911 asked the question, ‘What do we mean by
miniature theatres and do we need them?’ Esha identified the increased number of
miniature theatres and linked this to the rapid changes which were taking place in
society and the economy. He underlined the strong public support for such
establishments but asked whether it reflected a lowering of standards, even down to
the level of cinema.” The negative reference to cinema is interesting for a number of
reasons. Firstly it recognises the increasing dominance of cinema as the most
frequented form of popular culture among the entire metropolitan population and the
consequential threat that was felt in theatrical circles. Secondly, the introduction of
cinema to Russia at the turn of the twentieth century had a profound effect on the use
of public urban space. In short, it provided secluded public spaces where men and
women of all classes had the opportunity to mix. For some the cinema signalled a
democratisation of public space on a large scale (a result of the abundance of
cinemas). For others it symbolised an environment which was less formal than the
theatre, where seating arrangements were less formal and people felt less inhibited,
and where the fact of men and women sitting in the dark in such close proximity
encouraged lewd behaviour (see fig. 3). It is not surprising therefore that the cinema
was frequently connected with low morals and the prostitute, although not
necessarily prostitution. Yuri Tsivian argues that the cinema provided a secure and
affordable place where all types of people, including prostitutes, could escape from
the hardships of daily life and seek warm refuge and escapism.’® If this was the case

then it constitutes a positive contribution to the process of renegotiating the function

of urban space that was slowly taking place during this period. An important factor in
this argument would be the regularity of film showings. The films ran throughout the
day and into the night and therefore maximised access to this new public space. That
is not to say, however, that the cinema was used by the same clientele and in the

same manner at all times of the day or night.

33 Esha, ‘Chto takoe teatry miniatiur i nuzhny li oni?: Nasha anketa’, Moskovskaia gazeta, No. 166, 27
December 1911, p. 6.

*® Yuri Tsivian, ‘Cinema and the Prostitute’, in Early Cinema in Russia and its Cultural Reception,
edited by Richard Taylor (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1998), pp. 35-38.
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The reference to cinema is particularly intriguing for our analysis of Russian
Futurism because it represented a dynamic art form which embraced modern
technology and had the potential to replace ‘man of the theatre’ with ‘man of the
machine’. The Futurists’ interest in performance naturally directed them toward the
medium of cinema. Contemporary critics regularly debated the pros and cons of
theatre versus the cinema. As an art form cinema dominated the market of
contemporary popular entertainment and competed with other forms of popular
entertainment in terms of audience, ticket price, venue and value for money. The
influence of cinema and new forms of visual perception and technology is evidenced
in much Futurist art of the period in question. Mikhail Larionov’s concept of Rayism,
for example (as in Boulevard Venus 1913, fig. 201), was influenced by the invention

of the x-ray and Petr Uspenskii’s writing on the fourth dimension.

In purely official terms, Rayonism [sic] proceeds from the following tenets:
Luminosity owes its existence to reflected light (between objects in space this

forms a kind of coloured dust).

The doctrine of luminosity.
Radioactive rays. Ultraviolet rays. Reﬂectivity.”

The technology of cinema undoubtedly encouraged the development of Futurist
aesthetics and supported Futurism’s identity as a modern artistic tendency which
looked to the future for artistic inspiration. The young Vladimir Maiakovskii
regularly contributed articles to a journal on cinema. In 1913 he wrote a piece, Teatr,
Kinematograf, Futurizm [Theatre, Cinematography, Futurism], in which he asked
‘Can modern theatre compete with the cinema?’.>® The greatest testament to the
Futurist interest in film during this period was the creation of the first Futurist film,
Drama in Cabaret No. 13 (1914), depicting a day in the life of the Futurists.

*7 This excerpt is taken from a theoretical manifesto, Luchistskaia zhivopis’ [Rayonist Painting] which
appeared in the Futurist miscellany Oslinyi khvost i Mishen' [The Donkey’s Tail and the Target]
(Moscow, July 1913). Another version of the text entitled Le Rayonisme Pictural [Pictorial Rayism]
appeared in French in the publication Montjoie! (Paris) No. 4/5/6, April/May/June, 1914, p. 15. The
French version expanded the idea and the application of reality as the projected intersection of
imperceptible rays of light. Both texts appear in translation in John E. Bowlt, ed., Russian Art of the
Avant-Garde: Theory and Criticism 1902-1934 (New York: The Viking Press, 1976), pp. 91-100 and
100-02.

38 yiadimir Maiakovskii, ‘Teatr, kinematograf, futurizm’, in Vladimir Maiakovskii: Polnoe sobranie
sochinenii v trinadtsati tomakh, 13 vols, vol. 1, 1912-1917 (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stvo
khudozhestvennoi literatury, 1955), pp. 275~71.
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Futurism, and Futurist performance in particular, emerged during a time of theatrical
instability. As we have seen, attitudes towards the content and function of the theatre
evolved in line with the changing social dynamic of a modernising Russia. For this
reason historians of Russian theatre often interpret Futurist theatre as a staging-post
in the development of the mass spectacle, educational theatre or Revolutionary
theatre. This type of analysis predominantly focussed on the two Futurist
performances at the Luna Park Theatre, St. Petersburg, 1913.% More recent research
has turned towards questions of the artist-audience relationship, changes in popular
culture, and issues of hooliganism and anti-social behaviour. This research tends to

concentrate on the Futurists’ engagement in public debate and the cult of Futurism.*’

This thesis departs from foregoing studies in that it considers the collective analysis
of different practices within Futurist performance. A premise of the argument is that
it is possible to identify four distinct categories of Russian Futurist performance
during the period of 1910-14. The categories are as follows: impromptu ‘street
happenings’ which attracted the attention of the public and the press; advertised

lectures and public debates (which discussed issues concerning new forms of art,
literary works, music and theatre), and which frequently included recitals of Futurist
work; advertised and impromptu performances which took place in cabarets, up-
market restaurants and other venues generally restricted to the middle classes and
above; and finally the more formal advertised traditional theatre which took place in
the familiar ‘estrada’ setting of the Luna Park Theatre. Throughout my thesis, I will

argue that these four categories of performance were aimed at different sections of

the public, served different theatrical and social functions, and operated according to

separate rules of theatrical praxis. The cumulative study of all four categories will

* For further information on this topic see: James R. Von Geldern, Festivals of the Revolution, 1917~
1920: Art and Theater in the Formation of Soviet Culture, Unpublished doctoral thesis, Brown
University (1987); Robert Leach, Revolutionary Theatre (London: Routledge,1994); Robert Russell
and Andrew Barrett, eds., Russian Theatre in the Age of Modernism (Basingstoke: Macmillan,1990).
%9 See Jane A. Sharp, ‘The Russian Avant-Garde and Its Audience: Moscow, 1913,
Modernism/modernity: Politics / Gender / Judgement, vol. 6: 3 (1999), 91-116; Elena Basner, ‘La
fortune critique de Nathalie Gontcharova dans la presse russe des années 1909-14°, in Natalie
Gontcharova, Michel Larionov, edited by Nicole Ouvrard, with the assistance of Martine Reyss
(Paris: Editions du Centre Pompidou, 1995), pp. 188-94; Richard Stites, Russian Popular Culture:
Entertainment and Society Since 1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1992); Joan Neuberger, ‘Culture
Besieged: Hooliganism and Futurism®, in Cultures in Flux: Lower-Class Values, Practices, and
Resistance in Late Imperial Russia, edited by Stephen P. Frank and Mark D. Steinberg (Princeton:
Princeton UP, 1994), pp. 185-203.
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therefore give us a much greater insight into the aims, practice and broad underlying
factors which shaped the development of Russian Futurism as an artistic movement.
Futurist performance will be considered within its contemporary artistic and
theatrical context. This approach will emphasise the synthetic nature of Russian
Futurist theatre of this era, which, in turn, had such a profound effect on the

development of twentieth-century Russian and European theatre.

The transgression of traditional artistic boundaries within the Futurist movement has
rendered the appraisal of the early period of Russian Futurist theatre a complicated
task. The focus of much valuable research has therefore been divided between the
literary word, visual art, photography, cinema, music, theatre in its traditional sense,
and Futurism as a social phenomenon and the Futurists as cult figures. (The latter
approach has been particularly evident in the treatment of Maiakovskii.) Where
Charlotte Douglas has offered comprehensive analyses of the Luna Park
performances, Georgii Kovalenko’s recent publications Russkii Avangard 1910-kh -
1920-kh godov i teatr [The Russian Avant-Garde of the 1910s-1920s and Theatre]
(2000) and Russkii Kubofuturizm [Russian Cubo-Futurism] (2002) have addressed
the question of theatre in thematic terms.*! By contrast, the initial volume of Andrei
Krusanov’s Russkii Avangard: 1907-1932 offers us a wealth of information
presented chronologically and collated from a wide range of sources, with an
emphasis on contemporary press. His interpretation of the avant-garde incorporates
the different artistic modes, but as Krusanov notes in his introduction, he has
approached the history of the avant-garde from a purely historical perspective, rather
than an art historical position. Integrated analyses of specific art works and
performances have therefore been omitted. Krusanov’s focus on the avant-garde as a

‘social phenomenon with a defined ideological artistic perspective’ brings us back to

4! publications by Charlotte Douglas include ‘Birth of 2 “Royal Infant”: Malevich and Victory Over
the Sun’, Art in America, vol.62 (1974), 45-51; Swans of Other Worlds: Kazimir Malevich and the
Origins of Abstraction in Russia (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1976); and *Victory Over the Sun’,
Russian History/Histoire Russe, vol.8: 1-2 (1981), 69-89. Edited publications by G. F. Kovalenko
include Russkii Avangard 1910-kh-1920-kh godov i teatr (St. Petersburg: Dmitrii Bulanin, 2000) and
Russkii kubofuturizm (St. Petersburg: Dmitrii Bulanin, 2002). A number of publications contextualise
Russian Futurism and this period of avant-garde within the broader picture of the art of the 1900s~
1930. For example, John E. Bowlt, Russian Stage Design: Scenic Innovation, 1900-1930. From the
Collection of Mr. & Mrs. Nikita D. Lobanov-Rostovsky (Jackson: The Mississippi Museum of Art,
1982).
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the question of public reaction and interaction with the emergence and development

of early Futurism.*

In order to examine the relationship between Futurist and audience, in its broadest
sense (public, critic, fellow artists and patron), we need to assess contemporary
public opinion. Here we turn primarily to newspapers and the influential role of the
press as chief mediators of contemporary concepts of culture, opinion makers and
disseminators of information to the masses. It is here, within this organ of mass
media, that multiple and competing ideologies of the public sphere were produced
and most clearly expressed. Although the relationship between the development of
Futurism, audience and the press is a constant theme throughout this thesis, let us
first consider the second half of lartsev’s epigraph, the question of the power of the

press.

The Power of the Press

The success of the Russian newspaper industry on a national scale was a thoroughly
modern phenomenon which dated back to the literacy initiatives of the 1860s. The
industry grew as technological advances, especially in the telecommunications and
railroad networks, enabled news to be efficiently gathered, printed and distributed.
Throughout Europe, the rise of the newspaper is commonly linked to the new

audiences of the industrial era and the newly defined areas of public space, such as
cafés, or in the Russian context, People’s Houses, where people could gather to read
the newspapers and discuss their contents. A large percentage of contemporary
newspapers were therefore aimed at the new literate audience of the upper-working

classes and lower-middle classes, or in Russian terms, the meshchanstvo or

poluintelligentsiia®® The internal organisation of the newspapers also reflected the

2 Krusanov, Andrei V., Russkii Avangard: 1907-1932 (Istoricheskii obzor) v trekh tomakh, 3 vols,
vol. 1, Boevoe desiatiletie (St. Petersburg: Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 1996), p. 4.

> My use of these terms follows the usage of Petrovskaia who devotes a considerable number of
pages to their definition, pp. 14-16. Meshchanstvo is a rather baggy, *catch-all’ category, which
encompasses any social element from skilled labourers to those overlapping with the lower rungs of
the intelligentsia/bourgeoisie. The contemporary usage of the term was often derogatory and
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upward mobility of the changing modern urban social structure. Louise
McReynolds’ The News Under Russia’s Old Regime illustrates how newspaper
employment strategies transcended the traditional boundaries of employment.
Typical marginalized groups such as women, Jews and the poor were frequently able

to secure employment with a newspaper and develop a stable career.*

The establishment of Futurism in the public consciousness coincided with the
heyday of printed publications, periodicals and daily newspapers. According to
Jeffrey Brooks, the number of titles of dailies rose from 506 in 1910 to 824 in 1914,
before it fell back to 584 in 1915.*> Russian art criticism had emerged in printed
form as early as 1807 with publication of Zhurnal iziashchnykh iskusstv {The Journal
of Fine Art]. However, it was not until the 1890s, the so-called ‘decade of the

reporter’, that the popular magazine Niva, which enjoyed the largest circulation in

employed as a synonym of ‘o6siBatens’ [inhabitant; (fig) philistine}], or the ‘other’ of the
intelligentsia, the ‘grey masses’. Petrovskaia refers to meshchantsvo as a state of mind (of one who is
concerned only with himself, not interested in his surroundings, vulgar, untrustworthy, indifferent and
malevolent) which crosses all classes and geographical locations. Definitions also include a slavish
following and passiveness of spirit, united with self-satisfaction, egoism, and understanding of
prosperity as satiety, and one’s own repletion being the purpose of life. Finally, other definitions refer
to the concept of ‘the masses’, massovyi chelovek, chelovek tolpy, often with a synonym of poshlost’
[common people, vulgarity, trite], but also in contrast to the peasantry [those with a spiritual
foundation and a link with nature]. Petrovskaia’s definition of poluintelligentsiia [lower rungs of the
intelligentsia], encompasses primary school teachers, middle-layer technical and medical staff, post-
office and railway workers, and office workers (see p. 11). This is equivalent to what some called the
workers-intelligentsia [rabochaia intelligentsiia). According to Petrovskaia capitalist proprietors were
in need of engineers, technicians, bank workers, etc. The number of those who undertook specialist
training in secondary and higher education increased, provoking a growth in the number of students
and teachers. Specialist education became focused in industry and commercial activities. The number
of the poluintelligentsiia increased and its members are quoted as forming the largest section of the
educated public; however they remained economically on a level with the poorest melkie khoziaeva or
proprietors of small businesses. Chapters 4 and 5 will return to the question of class distinctions in
g'eater detail.

Louise McReynolds, The News Under Russia's Old Regime: The Development of a Mass-
Circulation Press (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1991), pp. 145-67. McReynolds gives many examples
which illustrate how traditional barriers of gender, ethnicity and social status dissolved in the face of
tremendous demand for news. One consequence of this circumstance was that high profile Jewish
reporters, publishers and editors were able to combat the strident anti-Semitism which prevailed in
some sections of the press and the wider community.

45 Jeffrey Brooks, When Russia Learned to Read: Literacy and Popular Literature, 1861-1917
(Princeton: Princeton UP, 1985), pp. 61 and 112, table 6. Norman Stone describes the comparable
explosion in printed matter in Paris as follows: ‘New printing techniques, cheap timber and a huge
new reading public caused the four journaux d'information of Paris in the 1860s to develop into
seventy daily newspapers a generation later’, This figure was maintained in 1914. Austria is said to
have had 866 newspapers and periodicals in 1873, which rose to 1801 by 1891 and 3000 by 1914.
Norman Stone, Europe Transformed, 1878-1919 (London: Fontana, 1983), pp. 14 and 31.
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the country, appointed its first professional art critic, the artist Igor’ Grabar’.*

According to Grigorii Sternin, Grabar’ was ‘responsible for writing essays on
paintings, features of artists’ jubilees, and exhibition reviews, and he also
participated in selecting works of art to be reproduced in the magazine’. The
reproduction of art in the press played a crucial role in educating the public in all
forms of art, including modem art and Futurist art. The popularity of art
reproductions in the press, including commemorative jubilee editions of art and
literature, bears testament to the increasing commodification of the arts among the
lower-middle classes. Just as Sternin writes that Grabar’ had to operate within ‘the
general orientation’ of Niva, that is ‘toward the tastes of the lower-middle classes’,
so Gleb Pospelov recognised that the newspapers of the early Futurist era were also
aimed at the same group, the burzhuazno-meschanskaia massa, which affected the
overall tone of the newspaper.!” The rapid development of newspaper art criticism,
in its widest sense, was a response to the individual’s growing interest in culture as
an expression of his’her place in society. The interest in art was not restricted to
metropolitan urban life. Sternin notes how ‘[p]ractically every art exhibition, as
small as it was, gave rise to a lot of talk and discussion by newspaper reporters and
professional critics. At times, a regular exhibition became the topic of the day and
moved aside other news stories.”*® The predominance of newspaper art criticism
drew the discussion of the arts and their role in contemporary society out of the

circles of the intelligentsia and fashionable salons and placed the discourse clearly

within the realm of the public square.

Art criticism was practised by different types of critics, writers and journalists. The
expanding newspaper art columns included serious artistic analyses by educated
members of the artistic milieu, commentary on the social and moral impact of the
work and the audience reaction, and more informal or even sensationalist columns

which focused on the artist as a personality, rather than the art itself. There are two

4 Grigory Sternin, ‘Public and Artist in Russia at the Turn of the Twentieth Century’, in Tekstura:
Russian Essays on Visual Culture, edited by Alla Efimova and Lev Manovich (Chicago, London:

University of Chicago Press, 1993), pp. 89-114 (pp. 95-96). For an assessment and material sources
related to the history of Russian Art Criticism see Russian Visual Arts,

http://hri.shef.ac.uk/rva/index.html.

T G. G. Pospelov, Bubnovyi valet: primitiv i gorodskoi fol 'klor v moskovskoi zhivopisi 1910-kh godov
(Moscow: Sovetskii khudozhnik, 1990), p. 108.

‘% Sternin, ‘Public and Artist’, p. 95.
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main reasons why writers were attracted to the newspapers. Firstly, the newspapers
paid a relatively good wage, and as noted above, this work was available to all
sections of literate society, including those from generally disenfranchised sections
of society. According to McReynolds, writers were paid per line. The average
reporter earned 3—10 kopeks a line, whilst established writers earned up to 20 kopeks
a line. Eminent literary figures are even said to have been paid up to 1,000 rubles an
article. The average annual salary could range from between 2400 rubles to 6000—
8400 for the top writers. However, some reporters had to spend up to 100 rubles a
month to acquire their ‘top tips’, thereby forfeiting a significant proportion of their
salary.’ Theatre directors were regular contributors to the newspapers, including
Nemirovich-Danchenko, who wrote for Russkoe slovo. This brings me to the second
reason for the attractiveness of newspapers to writers. Reporters wished to be
recognised as the modern embodiment of the intelligentsia. According to
McReynolds, they associated with and praised well-known members of the
traditional intelligentsia in their articles as a means of raising their own profile and
social status.® As with all journalism, however, art critics were restricted by

censorship, the audience and the political perspective of the publication.

The very essence of Futurism challenged institutional, social, economic and cultural
boundaries. In response, many critics assumed a defensive perspective with the aim
of protecting their own artistic, journalistic and moral integrity, and that of their
publication. Some critics acted as ‘moral guardians’, concerned about the negative
effect of avant-garde art on the gullible masses, reflecting the political bias of their
publication. Others presented themselves as authorities on the institution and canon
of art, what Patrice Pavis terms a ‘voice for the arts’. Here the critic has ‘at least
partial freedom from the political assumptions underlying the newspaper or journal’,
although, as Pavis notes, it [the need to look to an established authority] reflects

‘what Barthes called the bourgeois sense of the quantitative and the visible’.”!

*> McReynolds, pp. 156 and 240. Comparative wages are stated as follows: female teacher — 200-900
rubles per annum,; skilled labourer — 300; high-ranking bureaucrat —- 6,000; doctors ~ 900-3,000
gfemale doctors were paid 30% less); professors - 1,500-5,500.

? McReynolds, pp. 227-28.
*! pavis’s work is paraphrased and cited in Susan Bennett, Theatre Audiences: A Theory of Production
and Reception (London and New York: Routledge, 1997), pp. 44-45. Bennett also notes how modern
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The plethora of newspapers aimed at the lower end of the social scale cared more
about sales than it did about the factual integrity of the newspaper. The tone of such
publications was sensationalist rather than sober, and melodrama was often
preserved at the price of accuracy. Daniel Brower points to the economic reason
underpinning this trend. He notes how the Penny Press, for example, relied on street
sales alone, not subscriptions, to the point where the very survival of the newspaper
depended upon ‘its ability to cajole a few kopeks every day from a fickle reader of

modest means who was reached most easily through street sales (see fig. 4).”?

The ‘street press’, or more derogatorily, the ‘yellow press’ experienced the largest
growth within the Russian press.”” The sales of the St. Petersburg daily Gazeta
Kopeika exceeded those of all other publications. Its circulation of 11,000 copies in
its first year, 1908, rose to 150,000 in 1909, and it enjoyed a circulation of 250,000
between 1910-1913. Its sister paper in Moscow (founded in 1910) maintained a
circulation of 150,000 by 1912.>* The Kopeika would have been particularly popular
among the newly literate metropolitan populatton, that is the young male worker,
members of the meshchanstvo, but also the poluintelligentsiia, and students. The
editors of the Moscow paper also boasted representation in the villages.>®> Brooks
notes that on the second anniversary of the Kopeika, June 1910, the editors
congratulated themselves ‘for reawakening interest in social questions, in civic
problems, and in bright ideals. The editors claimed that the newspaper was “the heart

of social conscience’.”®

theatre criticism of the ‘alternative press® has been ‘overtly linked to the political bias of the
‘ ?ublication represented’, and this is equally true of the reception of Russian Futurist performance.

2 Daniel R. Brower, ‘The Penny Press and Its Readers’, in Cultures in Flux, edited by Frank and
Steinberg, pp. 147-67, p. 150.
>3 Brooks, p. 118.
** Brooks, pp. 130-31.
>> Brooks, p. 132.
*® Irrespective of the authenticity of this statement, Brooks notes the contents of the Kopeika in 1913
as follows: Foreign affairs (12%); entertainment and serial fiction (11%); police and court cases (8%);
advertising (43%); and domestic politics, working and living conditions, issues concerning the
countryside, culture and education (26%), p. 132. It is also worth noting that Gorodetskii’s joint stock
company was responsible for printing propaganda posters [Sovremennyi lubok}, by the likes of
Kazimir Malevich and Vladimir Maiakovskii, during the First World War.
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What is most noticeable about the introduction and success of the Penny Press is the
melodramatic nature of the stories, together with the public manner in which they
were read. Public attraction to sensationalist reporting is supported by Brooks’s
identification of the four dominant themes of the Penny Press and contemporary
popular fiction: self-betterment; science and superstition; national identity; and
freedom and rebellion, including the most popular bandit characters.’’” Undoubtedly
due to issues of illiteracy and financial economy, Brower notes how ‘stories were
read aloud in family circles and in public meeting places such as taverns. These
audiences turned newspaper articles into subjects of discussion and debate, revising
the information to fit their own expectation and preconceptions.”>® This rhetorical
form of ‘reading’ and disseminating information, not only had the potential to engage
the public in current affairs, but could simultaneously divert their attention from the
factual matter in hand and focus on more amusing and less intellectual elements.
Following the same logic, the reading of an article relating to a Futurist debate could
focus entirely on the carnivalesque elements of humorous repartee, offensive
language and behaviour, and outlandish clothing, and omit any reference to a Futurist

aesthetic.

Caricatures and photographic reproductions also contributed to the theatrical
reception of the Futurists and addressed the illiterate. Caricature was an integral part
of the Russian journalistic tradition and it seems evident that a number of caricatures
of Futurist individuals and events could be understood (correctly or otherwise) by an
illiterate viewer.>” The caricatures of figures 5-8 which satirise Futurist personalities,
Futurist ‘street happenings’, and the way in which Futurist art was produced and
poorly received, all demonstrate how an understanding of the image could be

conveyed, even without the support of the words. Similarly, the photographs which

>7 Brooks, pp. 134 and 166. See also the appendices in McReynolds’s, The News Under Russia’s Old
Regime for further information regarding the breakdown of the content of contemporary newspapers.
*% Brower, p. 148. Although Brower is discussing the tradition in which the stories and feuilletons
were originally read in the 1860s onwards, it is possible that that a degree of this tradition remained as
rates of literacy improved, particularly among the urban lower-class population.

* In his opening editorial of the first issue of the journal Zolotoe runo [The Golden Fleece], 1906,
Dmitrii Filosofov praised the topicality of illustration. He claimed that ‘artistic life was frozen, not
only in St. Petersburg but in the whole of Russia’, and then continued to criticise the decadent nature
of the majority of contemporary Russian art and the outmoded nature of the Academies. He writes
how the area of illustration, political caricature and social satire are the only artistic forms which are
able to keep pace with the changing times. Letter dated 22 December 1905, St, Petersburg. See
Zolotoe runo, No. 1, 1906, pp. 106-11 (pp. 109-10).
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depicted the Moscow Futurists with painted faces, such as figure 9, communicated a
comprehensible pictorial narrative. Although further explanation would have
provided a more comprehensive understanding of the Futurist declared aesthetic, the
photographs, like the caricatures, had an independent shock-value of their own and

one which would surely have pleased the Futurists.

The newspaper column can be interpreted as an extension of the public square, albeit
a mediated platform, where public opinion and ideology are in a state of constant
flux. The art critic and journalist, who had direct access to this platform, played a key
role in the emergence and development of Russian Futurism. Critics exercised an
inordinate influence over the mindset of their readership. They had the choice of
aiding the Futurists, communicating their artistic principles and aesthetic, creating
personalities and celebrities on the one hand, or of taking the opportunity to mock,
deride, ridicule, and topple individuals and artistic trends. The Futurists were
sensitive to this balance of powers and, as this thesis will demonstrate, one can
perceive a clear maturation in their ability to manipulate the press and adapt their
marketing and rhetorical strategies over the five-year period in question. They gave
interviews to the press, wrote articles and theoretical tracts, posed for photographs
and published many of their manifestoes in the press. Futurism responded to and
reflected the modern social dynamics of this transitory period in Russian history, and
many parallels can be drawn between the organisation and public status of the artists
as avant-gardists and the ambiguous status of journalists. Like many newspaper
journalists, editors and owners, most Futurists were self-made and they were
frequently criticised for their blatant self-promotion (see fig. 10). The combined
identity of the Futurists was contradictory and transgressed traditional concepts of
class, gender, education and artistic affiliation. The heterogencous nature of the
egroup meant that journalists and critics often found it difficult to write about the
group or individual Futurists in a meaningful way. Like the journalistic profession,
the Futurists were not accepted by the monied classes, and they too included
prominent women, Jewish figures, members of the lower-classes and poverty-

stricken artists among their ranks.
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The extent to which the Futurists were able to hamess the power of the press,
influence, or even create their audience, and shape their future and public reputation
is an underlying question throughout my thesis. Whilst self-promotion was a
necessary ingredient of Futurist success, one should bear in mind that however
popular they became, the Futurists remained a constituent part of the Russian avant-
garde and by definition, therefore, continued to exist on the periphery of the main art
market. As many lacked financial and social stability, and were unacknowledged or
dismissed as charlatans by the more conservative art critics and state institutions of
art, the press represented the one public institution through which the Futurists could
attempt to legitimise their place in the artistic heritage of Russia and in European art
history. To this end, their very existence became reliant, to a certain degree, on their

relationship with the press, art critics and patrons of the arts.

As we have discussed, this historical era was defined by its fluidity in all aspects of
life. Large sections of society struggled for a sense of identity, of self-awareness and
a sense of their own destiny. The Futurists were no different, and in this sense,
Krusanov is correct to consider them in their purely socio-historical context. The
Futurist history of this era, 1910-14, was not only dependent upon the Futurists’
creative talents, but also upon their ability to negotiate the networks of intellectual
and artistic circles, artistic institutions, the press and ultimately the public, which

included prospective patrons.

A comprehensive history of Russian Futurism is not the purpose of this thesis. This
would involve a more extensive analysis and comparative study of the dialogic
relationship between the structures, personalities and products of the European avant-
garde, Italian Futurism and Russian Schools and institutions of art than there is room
for here. Instead, I have chosen to use Futurist performance as a vehicle to explore
the artistic, socio-economic and cultural conditions which affected the emergence
and development of Russian Futurism as a recognisable artistic movement. Afier this
initial period of Futurism, many who were associated with the movement, however
temporarily, went on to achieve national and international fame, as either Soviet or

émigre artists. Larionov and Goncharova were soon absorbed into the European
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avant-garde through their collaboration with Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes. David
Burliuk continued to work in the USA, having first made his artistic mark on Japan,
and Marc Chagall enjoyed a particularly successful career based in Paris. At the
same time Maiakovskii, Ol’ga Rozanova, Liubov’ Popova, Vladimir Tatlin, Kazimir
Malevich and Aleksandra Ekster, to name but a few, made significant contributions
to Soviet and world art and theatre, and pursued the principle of incorporating art
into daily life. Their individual fates have been well-documented by Russian, Soviet
and Western scholars. By contrast, much less has been published which focuses on
the relationship between material aspects of the dynamic socio-economic climate and
the art that was being produced during this very early period of the Russian avant-
garde. Who financed the Futurists? Where did they exhibit? How much did they
earn? Who exactly constituted their audiences? How were they received and did this

dynamic change over time?

This thesis sets out to address some of these questions. In a sense, it explores the
degree of Futurist success in its historical context. It seeks to establish those factors

which had direct bearing on the emergence, existence and survival of the movement

in its contemporary Russian context.

Part I identifies the individuals who were instrumental in supporting the emergence
of Futurism and considers the strategies which the Futurists employed to promote
their work and encourage the participation of an audience. Chapter 1 focuses on
issues of finance and the institutional and cultural structures which facilitated or/and

restricted Futurism’s emergence and development. Emphasis is placed on the roles
played by individual art collectors and contemporary artistic groups, as educators and
facilitators, who afforded many Russian avant-gardists direct access to contemporary
European art and social and intellectual circles. The Futurists, and Futurism in
general, will be considered within the context of a developing Russian art market and
the difficulties they encountered as a result of their respective financial, educational
and social status. David Burliuk and Mikhail Larionov, will be considered in their
role as impresarios of Russian Futurism and leaders of the two dominant Futurist
groups Bubnovy1 valet and Oslinyt khvost. The chapter concludes with an analysis of

the funding of Futurist art exhibitions, performances and publications.

20



Introduction

Chapter 2 offers a comprehensive evaluation of the marketing strategies adopted by
different Futurist groups. Although it is widely acknowledged that Futurist
performance was frequently used as a marketing tool for art exhibitions and other

Futurist events, this chapter pays close attention to forms of printed marketing

materials. Drawing on published and archival material, this chapter illustrates how
Futurist marketing strategies evolved over the period in question according to the
artists’ financial situation, contemporary artistic competition, availability of new
technologies, the level of public recognition and popularity and the changes in
discourse. Attention is focussed on the Futurist use of the press as an affordable and
effective method of dissemination of the Futurist aesthetic, and on the design and
content of Futurist posters, fliers and exhibition catalogues. As Futurism became
more declamatory and competitive, the artists produced a large number of
manifestoes and theoretical tracts, which were published as pamphlets, press articles
and interviews, literary collections and forewords to art exhibition catalogues. These
will also be considered. An analysis of the function of performance as an effective

marketing tool concludes the chapter.

Whilst the question of audience informs the entire thesis, Part II investigates the
relationship between Futurist and audience more explicitly. It considers the sites of
performance, where Futurists were able to interact with the public, and identifies the
social groupings present in the audience and their respective reaction to the
performances. Chapter 3 investigates the issue of the site of performance in relation
to its affordability, location and accessibility, artistic and social associations, and
current trends of fashion. In light of Futurism’s challenge to social, spatial and
artistic boundaries and its relevance to the creation of a Futurist audience per se, this
chapter examines the venues of Futurist art exhibitions in St. Petersburg and
Moscow, in addition to the sites and venues of performance of each of the four
identified categories of Futurist performance: street ‘happenings’; cabarets and
miniature theatres; advertised public lectures and debates; and advertised theatre in a
traditional theatre setting. This chapter will also identify private residences and art
salons which offered a sympathetic environment for Futurist performance and artistic

and social support.
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The question of the identity of the Futurist audience and the reception of Futurism
form the subject of Chapters 4 and 5. Taken together, the chapters identify different
sections of the audience, give an indication of each section’s attitude toward the
Futurists and reaction to their work, and also analyse the Futurists’ attitude to
different sections of the public. Chapter 4 concentrates on the influence of individual
art critics as arbiters of taste and observes their role in not only recording, but also
contributing to the creation of the Futurist public image. The second half of the
chapter analyses the presence of the bourgeoisie at Futurist events and the wider
public sphere. Their relation to Futurism is considered in terms of contemporary
stereotypes of bourgeois gullibility, their participation in cultural fashion, and the
commodification of art which was prevalent in the growing capitalist environment.
An analysis of selected Futurist paintings is given in order to draw more

comprehensive conclusions regarding the Futurists’ attitude to the bourgeoisie.

Chapter 5 turmns to the negative connotations of Futurism as recorded in
contemporary criticism and journalism. As Futurism was frequently associated with
disenfranchised sections of the public, this chapter examines Futurism in terms of
gender and of behaviour deemed to be characteristic of the lower-classes:
hooliganism, fear, madness and laughter. Once again, because of the scarcity of
textual or oral information regarding the Futurist attitude toward their audience and
the wider public, the final section of this chapter uses artistic analysis to draw some
conclusions regarding the political and nationalist undercurrent which existed within

the early period of Futurism in question.

Certain themes are common to all chapters. These are general issues which define the
social, cultural and economic make-up of this period in Russian history, and
therefore affected the production and reception of the Futurist movement. First and
foremost, although Russian Futurism constituted the Russian wing of the European
avant-garde, it must be considered in its specifically Russian context, where the work
was predominantly produced and received. Although some Futurists had travelled
widely outside Russia, many had only a mediated view of Europe and their

intellectual perspective and artistic heritage was primarily Russian. It is not
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surprising, therefore, that Russian avant-garde intellectual discourse and aesthetics
frequently echoed discussions which had taken place between the Slavophiles and
Westerners in the nineteenth century.®® Russian art of the 1910s is distinguished from
its nineteenth-century predecessors by one significant event, the failed 1905
Revolution. Russian Futurism emerged during a time of increased social unrest,
institutional fear and sensitivity (reflected in the Stolypin reforms and increased

social censorship) and fear of anarchy.

Having specified the Russian context, one should remember that industrialisation,
urbanisation, commercialism, rapid growth in the size of the bourgeoisie and the
increasing influence of modern concepts of taste, fashion and modern technology
were common to many European countries. The Russian Futurist response to this
dynamic social situation was informed by other European artistic expression
(particularly French and German). Russian Futurism was specifically indebted to
Italian Futurism on a number of levels. Each Futurist group was affected in its own
way by its own national socio-economic, cultural, artistic and political environment.
For the purposes of this thesis, comparable analyses of Italian Futurism will only be
given where such information illuminates the Russian analysis or in instances when
Russians and Italians have come into direct contact. Finally, Russian Futurism will
be discussed as national artistic phenomenon in its own right, and as a product of an

on-going discourse with the European avant-garde.

* Slavophilism refers to the Russian intellectual movement which advocated that Russia’s future
development be based on values and institutions that were derived from her early history. The
movement began c¢.1830s and was influenced by German philosophy. Debates over the basis of
Russia’s future continued between Slavophiles and Westerners (those who favoured European values
and institutional structures) throughout the nineteenth century.
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Chapter 1

The Emergence of Russian Futurism: Patrons, Personalities and

Poverty

Russian Futurism emerged at a time when the monopoly of producing art through
state-sponsored art academies and the Imperial theatres was under threat. The state
institutions were challenged by competition from new private commercial enterprises
and also faced increasing public demands for greater accountability of public
finances. The Aleksandrinskii Imperial Theatre in St. Petersburg, for example, was
criticised for its reliance on state subsidies, in addition to its out-dated repertoire and

general lack of innovation.' During the same period, a new generation of wealthy art

and theatre patrons stepped forward to lay the groundwork for a potentially
flourishing Russian art market. This chapter analyses the supportive role which these
patrons played in the creation and development of the Russian avant-garde. It
contrasts the opulence of the new patrons with the social and financial instability of
many contemporary artists and illustrates the function and exceptional talents of the
new Futurist impresarios. An analysis of the split between Bubnovyi valet and
Oslinyi khvost in 1912 draws attention to the importance of the impresarios in the
Futurists’ search for artistic identity. The final part of the chapter addresses the

specific question of funding and explores the issue of financing Futurist art

exhibitions, performances and publications.

The majority of Russia’s new art patrons, with the exception of a select few, such as
Princess Mariia Tenisheva, were not from aristocratic backgrounds. Instead, they

were typically members of industrialist families who had moved to the metropolitan

capitals and made their money in the late nineteenth century.” If the older generations

' For example, the State Exchequer subsidised the St. Petersburg Imperial theatres by 2.6 million
rubles during the 1899-1900 season. Murray Frame, The St. Petersburg Imperial Theatres: Stage
and State in Revolutionary Russia 1900-1920 (Jefferson, N. Carolina: McFarland, 2000), pp. 24-25.
2 Although she was married to an industrialist, Princess Mariia Klavdievna Tenisheva was an
aristocrat and artist who devoted much of her life to the revival and preservation of Russian folk and
decorative arts. See Wendy Salmond, ‘Princess Maria Tenisheva and the Talashkino Workshops’, in
Arts and Crafts in Late Imperial Russia: Reviving the Kustar Art Industries, 1879-1917 (Cambridge:
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