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The most favorable moment to seize a man and influence him is when he is alone in the mass: it is at this point that propaganda can be most effective....Propaganda tries to surround man by all possible routes, in the realm of feelings as well as ideas, by playing on his will or on his needs, through his conscious and his unconscious, assailing him both in his private and public life....We are here in the presence of an organized myth that tries to take hold of the whole person....The myth has such motive force that, once accepted, it controls the whole of the individual....Propaganda cannot be satisfied with partial successes, for it does not tolerate discussion; by its very nature, it excludes contradiction and discussion....It must produce quasi – unanimity...
it cannot tolerate any independence....Propaganda ceases where simple dialogue begins. 

Jacques Ellul, 
Propaganda: The Formation
of Men’s Attitudes 

Surveying the porcelain objects in this exhibition, I was immediately struck by their exceptional prettiness and brilliant craft. I don’t mean prettiness as a put-down: it is no mean feat to achieve genuine charm – charismatic presence – in a work of popular art. And it is unusual to find works of popular art that are so well-made and artful that they hold their own with museum art. They’re in fact peculiarly eloquent sculptures, realistic in style but shaped and colored to aesthetic effect. Their compactness adds to their intensity, making them feel all the more alive. Made of precious porcelain, a strong, translucent, viscous ceramic material – kaolin, feldspar, and transparent glass, fired at high temperature, and thus innately luminous, adding to its shiny aura – they are clearly made to last. And yet these vivid objects have a vulgar purpose that high art supposedly sidesteps: propaganda.

But isn’t Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel ceiling (1508–1512) propaganda for Catholic ideology, Caravaggio’s Death of the Virgin (1605–1606) propaganda for the post-Reformation, Rubens’s Debarkation of Maria de’ Medici at Marseilles (1622–1623) propaganda for the aristocracy, Millet’s The Gleaners (1857) propaganda for the peasant cause, Daumier’s Third-Class Carriage (c. 1862) propaganda for the proletariat cause, Degas’s Viscount Lepic and His Daughters (1873) propaganda for bourgeois propriety and rectitude, and Benton’s mural series America Today (1930) propaganda for America? I could go on and on, but there’s no escaping the fact that propaganda informs all art: propaganda understood as advocacy for a certain ideology, social class, or partisan cause. And, more subtly, for a certain idea of the self.

More pointedly, propaganda is mythmaking in the pursuit, propagation, and consolidation of power–power over the individual, the power to rule society as a whole. Propaganda is indoctrination into a belief system. Propaganda makes it convincing and acceptable, to the extent that no alternatives make sense. Indeed, they become the enemy of the truth, of the one and only way propaganda declares that things should be and even are. The ultimate ambition of propaganda is the creation of a myth that establishes social, political, and intellectual conformity – complete, uncritical, willing submission to some interest group, above all the State. Propaganda advises us to accept its authority and control as a matter of course. Propaganda squelches autonomy, dissent, idiosyncrasy for the greater good of the politically determined status quo. It inculcates mindless obedience rather than encourages skeptical irony. It mutes emotional rebellion and intellectual curiosity. It answers all questions, and finally suggests there are none. It aims to develop a mass self-a self that accepts anonymity as the price of survival, and so a self that is levelled into a type. The self learns to stifle itself into a cipher.

What we see in the porcelain figurines is a representation – a sort of modelling, stereotyping, and allegorizing in one – of the Russian self. The figures are varied and highly individual, and symbolize different segments of Russian society, as their different costumes and situations suggest, and thus suggest different kinds of self. But for all their hetereogeneity they are peculiarly alike, uniform in emotional tone if not in social character: whether peasant or proletariat, merchant's wife or ballerina, red guards or lovers, all convey strength and solidity. They cannot be broken on the rack of any circumstance – except, of course, if they are dropped, for they are made of fragile porcelain, which is their ironical Achilles heel. However hard their lives may be, they confidently hold their own. They seem secure and self-reliant. Nobody looks helpless or hopeless. Nobody looks miserable or depressed. They are brothers and sisters – anonymous comrades – under their different porcelain skins. Using the medium of porcelain, no doubt without realizing the irony of doing so, Russian propaganda creates the illusion that Russian citizens, wherever they come from and whatever their social role, enjoy eternal well-being. The figurines have the aura of plenitude that only the power of positive artistic thinking can confer. Such is the mythical power invested in the porcelain objects – all the more mythical because their fragility suggests that the myth can collapse unless the objects are enshrined – that for all their Russianness they seem like universal human types. They may be trophies from the shrine of mythic Russian identity, but they are so life-like that they are convincingly human. Indeed, they have the all too human quality of the figures in a Russian novel.

But, unlike the figures in Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky, they suffer no identity crisis, have no anxiety, fear no regime, and lack the poignancy that comes from being seasoned by experience, and sometimes tragically ambushed by it. There is no hint of brutality and tyranny in the portraits of Lenin, Stalin, and Beria – and the tragedy of Russia under their rule. They are not exactly friendly – one doesn't expect that from an official State portrait – but they're not intimidating. There's Lenin, looking tough-minded, as the founder of the Soviet state should look, and Stalin, its sturdy defender, looking reassuring and unflappable in his white porcelain uniform. They're really decent guys with the best interests of the Russian people at heart, although their colorless photo-portraits do seem to lack heart. Lenin and Stalin certainly seem feelingless compared to everybody else – just take a look at the cultural figures, the symbolic figures from the series Under the Sun of the Stalin Constitution (1951–1953), and especially the children and the figures from the stories of Gogol, Chekhov, and Pushkin. The sunny Stalin works suggest an agenda of national unity – indeed, forced imperial union masquerading as communal togetherness – that allows for cultural differences, although the only difference between the female folk figurines is their costumes, which are in fact not very different. Even Beria, the sadistic head of the secret police, has a sunny look, courtesy of the porcelain. He could be a cuddly teddy bear if he wasn't made of delicate porcelain. The delicacy of the porcelain informs the figures, giving them a distinguished look, however crass, authoritarian, and murderous they were in real life. Their appearance denies their crimes against humanity, just as the deeply human figurines don't look like victims. It's a wonderful contradiction that is the hidden essence of totalitarian propaganda.

No emotional ugliness in any of the figurines, no sign of decadence and decay, no human failing, but rather a sort of utopia of prettiness. This is the inescapable paradox of the lovely objects: they betray reality – painful reality – by giving it a pleasurable gloss. It is no longer dangerous and hateful but peculiarly glamorous for all its photographic ordinariness. The porcelain figurines betray Russian subjectivity and experience by objectifying them in a false narrative of Russian identity and history – a narrative that ignores the often harsh realities of Russia under its authoritarian regimes, be they Czarist or Soviet. Art is used to falsify the record and tell a lie, more pointedly delete the personal and social truth, the sort of truth about Russian reality one finds in Solzhenitsyn. But the art is perfect, whatever its populist character. The artisans who made it were indeed brilliant popular artists. And perhaps they had a certain idealism about Russia. Otherwise how could they have made what they made with such care, conviction, and pride. Why else would they be such perfectionists if they didn't unconsciously believe the propaganda message implicit in their figurines – that in Soviet hands the Russian people were clay that could be molded into perfect citizens. 

The figurines raise the question of the so-called aesthetics of power even as they suggest that power is less important than aesthetics, even a populist esthetics that aims to be pleasing, and succeeds in doing so. One might call this the ironical triumph of kitsch (propaganda at its most transparent) – which is how the porcelain figurines would be conventionally categorized – but it indicates that even kitsch can have connoisseur appeal, and one might say, a certain seductive elegance. Indeed, as the porcelain objects show, figures can be invested with what Clement Greenberg called the plenitude of presence – what I would call an iconic aura – that belongs to the aesthetic realm, fulfiulling the promise of happiness that Stendhal said art makes to its lovers, indeed, the gift of happiness to those who fetishize it. The private and public converge in the figurines, as they do in all propaganda. They are meant for private enjoyment and possession but represent a mythologized public reality – bring it into the home so that it become inescapable, another sign that Big Brother is watching and in charge everywhere. The politically inspired figurines symbolize the breakdown of the public and private in Soviet society, that is, the fact that the individual had no rights apart from those the State allowed, and the private could be invaded by the public without warning, which is what unexpectedly happens with many of the figurines.

But then they fetishize a bliss and happiness – dare one say joie de vivre, however mystified into prettiness – that everyone desires, even though it wasn't widespread, indeed, the privilege of those in power, in Tsarist and Communist Russia. (But there are, of course, the high spirits Russians temporarily have when they are proverbially drunk on vodka. The State allows that release, however much it disapproves of it.) This is the make-believe reality of Socialist Realism – the figurines are perhaps its most intimate exemplars, all the more so because, for all their sentimentality, they are not as cloying as Socialist Realist paintings, with their sweatless tireless workers and clean contented peasants, and of course all those glorious harvests and harmonious gatherings of the leaders and the led. The porcelain sculptures of course commemorate them, but with less drooling turgidity. The ultimate goal of propaganda and people's art is to convince people that they are happy, or can readily become happy if they just follow the rules, and above all that they are happy being a cog in the wheel of the System. Propaganda for happiness under the Soviet system is the unrealistic message of these figurines. It is less believable than they are, which shows that even a Big Lie can produce important art.

The porcelain figurines suggest that Russian society overcomes the human condition, with its unavoidable personal and social conflicts, and the suffering they cause. There are heroic pilots, heroic explorers, heroic dancers, heroic harvests, heroic folk, heroic children, heroic sailors, heroic soldiers, heroic dogs, heroic ornament, heroic nudes, heroic peasants, heroic drunkards, and of course heroic leaders. There is no one from the GULAG – no victim of the State. One would think that Soviet Russia had no prison population – say, the Siberian prison that Dostoyevsky was exiled to. If one went by these figurines, one would think the oppression and suffering caused by the dictatorial Tsarist and Soviet systems never existed. Everyone and everything is glorious and glorified by the porcelain. All the troubles are in the past, especially the past that became history with the Communist Revolution.

Porcelain is a noble material, and ennobles whatever it touches, just as Midas's touch turned everything to gold. Unfortunately it turned out to be fool's gold; the food Midas touched became inedible, however valuable, so that he starved to death. Are the porcelain figurines a similar fool's gold, in that they make the Russian people believe they are more valuable to the regime than they actually are? The lesson is that man doesn't live by gold or porcelain alone, however wonderful they may be. The porcelain figures suggest the delusion of grandeur at the core of every propaganda myth and lie. Thus the ambitious nobility of the porcelain figurines – their epic clarity for all their intimate smallness, the fairytale heaven they form, and above all the luminous perfect surface of the white porcelain – suggests that there is no darkness at noon and no imperfection in the world. At least none that can't be corrected by art – which is what propaganda always tells us.
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