From Freeze to Thaw:
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I happened to observe a scene at an Udelnaya street market in the outskirts of St. Petersburg, which was typical of perhaps any major Russian city. A score of elderly townsfolk obviously the worse for wear were offering the same commodity – mass-produced porcelain figurines likewise the worse for wear – chipped, faded and hardly in marketable state. Rarities could of course be found there; small wonder that professional dealers and collectors wandered about the place, looking for gems. This is not the point, though. Junk dealers at this Russian analogue of a flea market for some reason don’t like stalls and prefer to peddle their wares or to use crates, boxes or a newspaper spread right on the ground. The porcelain figurines were thus almost sitting in the snow. It all reminded me of some army retreating through the winter-bound space, half-frozen, beaten and shattered to smithereens, and yet uncrushed and with energy to mount resistance. Separate figurines were somehow interconnected and mutually complementary. One felt they were systematic, if not manageable. Mass-produced porcelain figurines of the Soviet period continued to give off some common message. That message could be interpreted in a number of ways. For some it was a memory of a happy childhood under the Soviet regime. For others it reminded of totalitarianism, with its social modelling policy, which controlled every type and genre of art. Still others got purely economic information: for them that spontaneous display was a tangible price-list embodied in porcelain. And still others saw in it a collector challenge, with things to be possessed and exchanged. Others focused on the historical and artistic aspects of that message, and so on. In a word, the old porcelain guard may die but never surrender.

Yu. Traisman’s unique collection of Soviet porcelain comprises all those numerous messages of porcelain of the totalitarian period from the late 1940s through the early 1960s – from its «freezing point» to the first attempt at a thaw.

Needless to say, the collection is unique from the historical and artistic point of view and has more often than not extraordinarily rare pieces. For me it is valuable primarily because it is representational, reflective and revealing, that is, it subjects some principal lines of Soviet porcelain ideology and teleology to reflection and selection. Porcelain in Russia is more than just porcelain. The postulate was always true because the periods when Russian porcelain prospered in its self-sufficiency, that is, obeyed only the laws of the development of art and demand were exceptionally rare. True, it could be put the other way around – conventionally speaking, brief spells of freedom from ideology were but intermissions, while porcelain really prospered whenever clear-cut state ideological tasks were accomplished. Those were problems of both a general order, of the type «Roar the thunder of victory!» of the Arabesque and Order services, and a more local, tactical nature. Foreign porcelain artifacts, too, found themselves in the Russian ideological field. In this respect the Berlin Dessert Service presented by Friedrich II to Catherine the Great had a curious lot. The service was a diplomatic message, an attempt to reorient Russian expansion in the East. Catherine immediately engaged in porcelain diplomacy and reciprocated by commissioning the famous Green Frog Service at the celebrated English factory. Now I come to think about it, was there any period in which porcelain was free from external duties and liabilities? After all, even when state ideology left porcelain in peace and it obeyed exclusively the laws of art and value, that is, Apollo and Adam Smith, it continued to be integrated in other discourses and texts – literary ranging from Pushkin and Krylov to picaresque and lackey novel, journalistic, theatrical, educational, etc. Meanwhile, this vast experience in textuality accumulated by porcelain in its centuries-long relations with ideology, love-hate relations, ought to be considered carefully. Descriptions of these relations given so far, to my mind, err in being approximate and oversimplified. The interdependence of the aesthetic and the social and the diverse needs serviced by such a pliant material as porcelain, which has established itself at functional household, symbolically ritual and practically political levels and is capable of being simultaneously a household thing and a phenomenon of social speech (rhetoric), call for new systems of description and interpretation, including in a cultural and anthropological plane. In a word, pantextuality of porcelain requires at least that the messages contained in it be treated attentively. Traisman’s collection (at least its part of the late Soviet period) literally disposes to attentive scrutiny: it has been amassed by a man who is a good judge of Soviet experience, and who, I believe, collected it, among other things, with the aim of mirroring that experience.

The Traisman collection captures Soviet porcelain in a situation of highest state ideology, textuality and representativeness. That was what it was in the early postwar years. It could hardly be anything else at a time of freeze that gripped the Soviet Union. The first thousand days after the Victory showed1 that hopes for a softer regime and easing state oppression nurtured by the people, who had gone through wartime tribulations, were not justified. The victorious soldiers «…bravely entered other capitals, // but returned to that of their own in fear» (Joseph Brodsky). Never before was the art of porcelain so overburdened with state ideology. True, never before did it attract such attention on the part of the state. Stalin himself, who personified the state, thanked the collective of the Lomonosov Porcelain Factory for another outstanding piece of work2. One could argue – never before? And what about agitprop porcelain? It was nothing but a direct literary embodiment of textuality, official service and slogans – all those extra-artistic attributes. That’s right, but it was a purely individual culture of the visual that the author professed. In 1923, A. Efros aptly wrote about S. Chekhonin’s porcelain: «…he edited the feverish, attacking, impulsive and combative slogans of the revolution in his own Chekhonian, timelessly absolute way»3.

N. Dan’ko, another outstanding porcelain maker, too, edited the basic relations between porcelain and Soviet power in her own way in the 1920s and the 1930s. As the leader of Soviet porcelain making she was quite sincerely ready to serve the state and readily responded to the call of the times as far themes were concerned. However, as an artist (a brilliant Art Deco artist, there is no way denying it) she had a certain world outlook – whatever theme she dealt with, be it banner embroidery or the Stalin Constitution debate, it looked primarily as life in all its manifestations. It was bright, spectacular and on the whole comfortable life, often carnival-like (her favourite Oriental theme looked like a carnival). Everything seems quite correct in her 1937 writing desk set Discussing Stalin’s Constitution at a Collective Farm in Uzbekistan – the hierarchy (the political officer is in the centre and larger than any other figure), the national colouring and the feeling of opulence. At the same time there is something inordinate, which distracts from the main thing precisely by its vitality – the true-to-life characters and fanciful architectural compositions. Nothing inordinate, distracting and undisguisedly vital of that sort was nor could be in postwar porcelain figurines. The composition Under the Sun of the Stalin Constitution is a characteristic piece of that period. It was made in 1951 by the young sculptor L. Kholina, later a well-known master of Leningrad monumental and exhibition type sculpture, and the more experienced S. Velikhova, who had worked at the LFZ. The hierarchical nature of the composition is demonstrative and not motivated by the circumstances of life (of course, Dan’ko, too, made the political officer larger than the rest of them; stretching the point, we can say that he was perhaps born such a stalwart). It is motivated by the circumstances of symbolic state order. Stalin’s portrait is shown in a circle, and all the rest are stretching out towards him. There is in it a hint at the old classic genre of apotheosis and even more so an archaic totem metaphor of the quasi-authoritarian regime (the sun is naturally Stalin himself and the Constitution is a symbol of faith). Closest to the sun is an engineer with a baby on his shoulder and some scroll of a plan in his hands – the plan of Stalin’s world in which future generations are to live. Representatives of the Soviet nations are at other levels along the vertical. Things ethnographic always served the state well from the time of Rashett’s Peoples of Russia no matter what political regime. Figurines of representatives of different nations, big and small, inhabiting the Russian Empire, designed by P. Kamensky for the 300th anniversary of the Romanov Dynasty, were reproduced for the 25th anniversary of the Russian revolution. However, now the representation of the multi-national composition of the state and the prosperity of the nations inhabiting it (smart national costumes, smiles and so on) seemed to be not enough. While retaining that level of representation, porcelain figurines of the different Soviet nations convey a more intricate encoded ideological message. As a matter of fact, it is an image of some collective body of the late Stalin period. The single bodily essence removes the question of national and class distinctions. That body is historical in that it is determined by ideology and the practice of controlling the mass of the people. And, finally, it has at least in its ideological message a certain power over reality (that is, it guides the formation of collective identities). The figurines of Soviet nations (not only in the LFZ composition Under the Sun... but also in the Dulevo Soviet Republics series and a host of separate figurines made at different factories) are shown dancing. Theirs is a peculiar dance, however. There is nothing national about it: least of all it is reminiscent of Lermontov’s textbook «dance with stamping and whistling». Nor is there anything spontaneous, Bacchic or orgiastic, which, according to Nietzsche, is immanent in the dance idiom. As a matter of fact, it is a demonstration of dance, a «show of a show» (B. Brecht). Professional dancers, «mobilized» for all sorts of anniversaries and celebrations, thus outlined dance movements at demonstrations, moving with the general flow (the ritual repeatedly captured by M. Alpert, G. Zelma, G. Petrusov and M. Penson, the photographers of that period).

The figures thus represent no life per se nor a dreamed life, that is, ideal and pictured the way it should be (the other, parallel reality of Socialist Realism). What is then encoded in these images of the collective porcelain body of the later Stalin epoch? I think that porcelain army was from the outset reflexed as a part of the representative system of totalitarian culture, an interpretative social order. In its hierarchy, iconography and interchangeability (say, A Ukrainian by L. Kholina of the LFZ composition Under the Sun... is quite interchangeable with A Ukrainian by A. Brzhezitskaya of the Dulevo Soviet Republics series) the porcelain army represented, among other things, precisely manageability, the power over «body techniques» (M. Moss) and state directing. Flops did happen, though. A group sculpture, Comrade Stalin with Children, by V. Bogatyrev and G. Stolbova of the LFZ composition Thank you, Comrade Stalin, for Our Happy Childhood looks eerie. Movement dynamics and its round support optically giving a rotary momentum make the Chief Director himself look as if involved in some unauthorized dance.

Shape itself could not but be affected by normalization. The many levels and speculative nature of the representational tasks naturally determined the canonicity and emotional detachment of the representation. The way I see it, porcelain figurines of the later Stalin epoch followed the tradition of Pimenov’s classicizing line. True, instead of trope and allegory, with which the latter operated, that sculpture actualized rituality. Music playing, tree planting and boy walking a foal (Thank You, Comrade Stalin... and a multitude of individual sculpted compositions) were the simple actions presented as some rituals full of special importance. With the genre qualities underplayed, mise en scène underdeveloped and, in a word, everything ingenuous banished, they are literally things-in-themselves. I see A. Sotnikov’s Stalin sculpture (the Dulevo Porcelain Factory) as an epitome of canonicity. Given a perfectly thought-out plastic form and impeccable iconography, nobody would ever think of asking why marching Stalin, wearing a military greatcoat and high boots, should have a strange flower (plant?) at his feet, ill-fitting the image of statesmanship and concern. Nor is the viewer expecting answers to concrete questions: the inner content of porcelain figurines of this type boils down to representational system, discipline and sacramentality. Everything is premeditated, interrelated and preordained by self-same Stalin. One will hardly think of asking him. In due time he will himself tell the people everything. In a word, it has to be conceded that porcelain figurines adequately reflected the socio-political freeze of the second half of the 1940s.

A question arises about the function of this type of sculpture (multi-figured theme compositions) and the context of their existence. Needless to say, it was no game context nor that of interior design (the slogan «Art for the Masses» did not work there: the upper social strata, to say nothing of the mass of the people, could not afford such artifacts). Could it be that of museum? Indeed, with the passage of time those things went to museums. But it was the result. The main function of those things was to serve as gifts, state gifts, to be more precise. Lesser functionaries presented those things to big shots and the latter to their equals or those from abroad or else occasionally to the chief himself. 

There is no doubt that, if the obvious elements of mythological mentality of totalitarian society are taken into account, that act of gift making had the connotations of symbolic exchange. The giver (the one with the right to make a gift) of that «state» porcelain, that matrix of hierarchy, system and order, obtained the right to continued functioning within the system. Incidentally, this also applied to porcelain makers. By taking part in that symbolic exchange, factory artists, manufacturers and administration reasserted their right to existence. Old porcelain makers remember short of mystical horror that accompanied the making of state gifts. Even in the Brezhnev time (the tradition of presenting vases and sculpture made specially for anniversaries persisted) there were archaic totem relapses.

Curiously enough, it was precisely after the war that the content and existence of porcelain figurines were somewhat belatedly tinged with sacral mythology. Big cult art of the prewar period was steeped in mysticism – the mystery of state love, state hate and state fear. Official Soviet art on the whole existed parallel to Soviet life and beyond its reality. However, the sacral charge was so strong that no one doubted the ability of Soviet God the Thunderer to rip the cloak of canvas or screen and to hit where it hurt, that is, to hit out at those who would not embrace the illusion fed to them. After the war that Deus ex machina somehow lost vigour in an old man’s way (or perhaps he was just preparing for the last crushing blow but had no time to deal it). One way or the other, the prewar Stalin epic was something more than just official art, whereas now in the absence of the mystical and the sacral nothing but the show window remained. Porcelain was an exception. The sacral elements described above continued to function in it with unheard-of force.

Anyhow, porcelain sculpture perhaps faster than any other arts recovered from the freeze. What is more, the first steps in that direction were made as early as the late 1940s. There was a sort of multi-directional movement, with one vector leading to a quasi-cult and the opposite to the overcoming of countless indirect complicated structures of power representation. The latter breakthrough to living things was, of course, due to official oversight. The very fact of that oversight, however, betrayed weariness of total control over the way official ideological message was conveyed in arts. One way or the other, porcelain sought to break free into the fiercest cold and irrepressibly into the anticipation of change. In his time the Russian novelist Yury Olesha pointed out that for cult art to function in society public consciousness ought to be absolutely integral, or cohesive, the way he put it. If one link is removed, the whole thing will collapse. After Stalin’s death the key link of the totalitarian iconosphere, the sacral mythologized context of porcelain weakened abruptly. More importantly, the complex multi-stage system of representing the ideological (in other words, power) was disrupted. Some bonds were still there in the form of ordinary story or theme lines. They no longer required total derealization of life.

In a way starved for reality, porcelain surprisingly quickly and powerfully made up for it. Perhaps, cinematography alone (through a bigger mass of films from the transitional Vasily Bortnikov Returns, 1952, to Spring in Zarechnaya Street, 1956) could compete with it in mastering a new life material. This is especially evident by comparison with big theme genre paintings and graphic works, which took far longer to fight the inertia.

Changes occurred primarily in shapes. A classicizing rhetorical idiom was bound to give way to something livelier and more natural, with due account for the unwieldiness and certain conservatism of porcelain making. Many artists set their eyes on A. Matveyev, an outstanding sculptor and teacher. Although Matveyev did not work much in porcelain, he managed to set a model by striking a balance between accentuated plasticity and some warmth and intimacy, traced back apparently to the democracy of genre figurines made by private factories. When all is said and done, the most fruitful LFZ modellers, such as G. Stolbova, E. Gendelman, L. Kholina and S. Velikhova, were Matveyev’s disciples. The theme of childhood became common. One can see clearly how extra-artistic underpinnings were shed (in the Stalinist artistic world a child, like the young Classicist hero in his time, was a sort of a small grown-up, with all of his representational and hierarchical tasks). One child is just playing with a dog (modeled by G. Stolbova, painted by E. Lupanova, 1952) and not necessarily preparing to be a new Border Guard Karatsupa, another is building with blocks something like Moscow University (A Boy with Building Blocks, G. Stolbova, the 1950s, LFZ) without impersonating the right of the Soviet people to education, still another is sitting with an open book without manifesting universal literacy in the Soviet Union (A Boy with an ABC Book, modelled by V. Kvasheninnikova, LFZ, the 1950s). An older boy is standing with a ball in his hands (modelled by I. Venkova, painted by E. Lupanova, LFZ, 1960), and he is not the would-be goalie of the republic but a next-door boy of his time. A girl is simply wiping dry a plate (On Duty, modelled by G. Stolbova, painted by E. Lupanova, LFZ, 1952) and another is simply getting ready for school (G. Stolbova, Schoolgirl, LFZ, 1950). All of them are devoid of any pretensions to show the triumph of a new way of life. Even the Young Pioneer with a horn is trumpeting in a homely way, the way they do at a Young Pioneer camp without any bombast or bated breath as would be the case, had the modeller shown him taking part in a big parade. Childhood without any obligation (a would-be pilot or border guard, would-be mother, young member of the brotherhood of nations, participant in a competition and so on) proved an exceedingly attractive theme in the context of what Soviet porcelain was going through. Artists were not alone in treating it that way: when it ceased to represent power it ceased to be a state gift with all the connotations described above and became just a gift for some home or family. Of course, it was not as simple as that: far from every modeller or artist who took up the theme of childhood succeeded in avoiding the role games imposed by the regime (I mean those who wanted to avoid them as distinct from a powerful norm of power representation that continued to exist virtually in parallel). And still it seems that the world of childhood was shown in porcelain as such rather than as a fragment of some grownup world. You see it when you compare the porcelain kid folk amassed by Traisman with F. Reshetnikov’s textbook canvas Back for Holidays!. The latter, perhaps the warmest childhood genre of mature Socialist Realism, shows a child behaving emphatically in accordance with laws (and even rules) of the adults. The story is based on the humour of the situation, but if you think of it.... 

A new interpretation of the theme of motherhood had its role to play in ridding porcelain of quasi-representational functions. The rhetoric of the preceding period is gone: we see just a mother rather than some Motherland, hero mother or the mother of a partisan. The theme regains the long lost feeling of naturalness in those figurines. The prolific Stolbova was especially good at it. Traisman managed to amass a mini-collection of Stolbova’s works, including a mother singing a lullaby, bathing the little ones with the help of a watering can or preparing a girl to start school. The genre element ousted in the time of grand representations was back in sculpture. Young Nature Lovers (M. Kholodnaya, Konakovo, 1954), Encounter by G. Yakimova (LFZ, 1954), Doing Studies by E. Gendelman (painted by E. Lupanova, LFZ, 1956), A Walk (N. Malysheva, Dulevo, 1950) and especially Manicure (modelled by N. Malysheva, Dulevo Porcelain Factory, 1954) are the things reaching out across several generations to the talkative and democratic pieces mass-produced by Gardner’s factory. At the same time they had an acute sense of the time comparable to the best works of contemporary genre artists, such as L. Soifertis, V. Goryayev and V. Matyukh. Even the fairly stilted theme of elections (A. Brzhezitskaya, Dulevo Porcelain Factory, 1948–1949) is treated as a genre scene: the author seems to be interested more in relations between the young people than in the voting ritual. It is noteworthy and, as has been mentioned earlier, a typical case of official oversight as it happened when Stalin was still alive. Soviet art of the period usually re-coded the intimately personal into the socially political like, for instance, the hero lover of the Circus film described Soviet life prospects in a love scene. The mechanism no longer seemed to work there.

The developed genre element and, together with it, invigorated mise en scènes and the long-forgotten appetite for capturing mimics, poses and gestures were back in porcelain figurines largely due to the portrayal of child characters of Russian and Soviet literature (Uncle Styopa, modelled by N. Malysheva, Dulevo Porcelain Factory, 1955; Chuk and Gek by the same modeller; Filippok by the wonderful painter and graphic artist A. Pakhomov, who joined the LFZ, 1947). Now if children saw those characters as existing in reality, at approximately the same time figurines on literary and theatre themes were back in vogue, with the genre and stylistic specifics of the original felt and actualized exactly. Despite double transfer (literary and stage text plus porcelain specifics per se) that might be expected, nothing of the sort happened, and Vorobyov’s figurines based on Gogol’s Dead Souls (LFZ, 1953) remain the liveliest and most natural samples of porcelain figurines.

And, finally, the theme of nudes, a long-standing taboo of Soviet art. It was not until 1954 that A. Plastov broke the ice in big genre painting. His Spring, a traditional piece in the good sense of the word, shows a young naked woman, who has run out of the bath-house into the cold snow to wrap up a child. The picture caused a sensation. One had to have the authority of Plastov, a living classic of Realist art, to dare to display and uphold a work like that. In porcelain the first timid attempts to show flesh were made as early as 1946 by P. Yakimovich in his Woman with a Book. Velikhova dealt with adolescent grace and burgeoning sensuality in a group of figurines. Throughout the 1950s Gendelman at the LFZ produced a series of nudes extraordinarily daring for that period and reminiscent of Gzhel nudes and the impeccably executed nudes of Matveyev.

Of course, the thaw was limited and not only chronologically. Soviet porcelain was never relieved of the duty to transmit a state message. It is a different matter that, deprived of the sacral context, the message itself  became more comprehensible, with power strategies leaving a certain loophole for artistic tactics. The internationalist theme, an essential bond that made an integral whole of Soviet porcelain, is of greatest interest in understanding this situation. Friendship of nations (primarily that of the Soviet and the Chinese, the Soviet and the Hindus, as well as the Soviet and the Africans in general) emerged as a key mythologem of mass consciousness. There was much behind it on the ideological, geopolitical and expansionist plane. However, at the level of mass consciousness the internationalist message was conveyed in the most humane and acceptable form – precisely as friendship, solidarity and aid (true, with certain paternalism as aid to those lagging behind).

By that time porcelain had a vast experience in representing the «ethnically different»: it was gained in the course of national development and at least in its ideological thrust led eventually to the elimination of the borderline between one’s own ethnicity and that of others. That experience had a precanonical period when, following in Dan’ko’s footsteps, porcelain makers sought to express the national distinctiveness of their models and saw the Soviet as spectacularly diverse and mutually complementary. Then the canonical period set in. Things national skewed into ethnography and got ritualized: the idea of a family of nations, the symbolic collective body and a single system was actualized and the national was derealized, «leaving the only identification of “Soviet man” and “shock worker”»4. The composition Under the Sun of the Stalin Constitution mentioned earlier exemplifies that canon.

Artists at first stuck to that trend – Friendship (modelled by G. Stolbova and painted by E. Lupanova, LFZ, 1958) and Indira Gandhi with Young Pioneers (Chudovo, 1958) are obviously canonical. The former group sculpture seems to be of genre nature: a Soviet girl is showing a young Chinese how to embroider. The story is, however, forcefully pushed aside: something more important than a concrete story is represented. Everything is meaningful – the age and the height (the Soviet girl is an elder comrade), clothes (the Soviet girl is wearing civil clothes and with a Young Pioneer tie; she needs no national dress because her identity is above all her affiliation with the Young Pioneers; the Chinese girl is dressed in a national costume, the fact with connotations of its own) and, naturally, the dove as the embroidery motif. Indira has a canonical composition of a leader with children, to which a national colouring was added. The times, however, called for new approaches, more ingenuous and convincing. At that stage Dan’ko’s experience, with her lively natural Orientalism, came in handy. Meanwhile, interest in portraying Africans in Russian porcelain could be traced as far back as the 18th century. Stolbova’s Chinese girls and African boys and I. Nikonova’s Piccaninnies all originated there. However, the Festival sculpture (modelled by S. Velikhova and painted by K. Kosenkova, LFZ, 1957) showing a Russian and African young girls talking animatedly, a very natural genre scene without any representational tasks, offers the most graphic evidence that even within the streamline of a program prescribed from above sincere things were made reflecting the hopes and sentiments of contemporary society. All types of art conveyed the message of friendship of nations after the 1957 festival, with Soviet and African students shown hand in hand in mosaic decoration of fire-proof walls, children’s book illustrations and, of course, porcelain figurines that decorated sideboards in thousands of Soviet flats. It was not under compulsion or through indoctrination that people chose those figurines: the long-awaited thaw was there and everybody wanted to have friends and to champion peace.
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