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This small section of photographs and commentaries to them does not aspire to give a full list of commemorative vases made by Leningrad Porcelain Factory (LFZ) designers over the past seventy years. Nor is it a detailed historical review of the porcelain gift industry. The idea of personalizing the history of Soviet commemorative vase making emerged almost by chance after an acquaintance with a wonderful collection of photos in the St. Petersburg archive of Cinema, Photo and Sound Recording Documents (TsGAKFFD). Made by LenTass correspondents and dating to different periods, these staged black / white photographs show the same canonical composition of «an artist at work», finishing painting a new vase with the portrait of one «national hero» or another. One gets the impression that it is a sort of group portrait of the epoch rather than merely a photo shot of another porcelain masterpiece. The three constituents of «new society» are symbolically present there: first, the people as represented by the best masters of the leading national porcelain factory; second, creative selfless labour as embodied in the gift and inscriptions, such as «Stakhanovite shifts for the forthcoming congress / anniversary…» or «shock work as a gift to the congress» and, finally, power itself, to which that porcelain gift was addressed and which is represented by portraits of the «best people of the nation» – leaders, generals, pilots, spacemen, poets and scientists – on vases.

In other words, the photographs trace micro- and macro-history of the Soviet period. The LFZ chronicle is given through the faces of several generations of factory workers, including artists, modellers, technicians and molder, casting machine and kiln operators. Simultaneously, landmark events of the Soviet Union illustrated in commemorative vase decor form a succession of memorable past and present dates, official holidays and birthdays of leaders from one anniversary, congress or leader to another.

Those photos captured the solemn moment of unique vase inauguration. The very process of making gifts or anniversary souvenirs acquired ceremonial importance and aspired to be represented. The shots were obviously staged. Artists diligently enacted an intense «creative process». They are engrossed in what they are doing and seemingly oblivious of the camera / viewer, with the artists holding brushes or engraving instruments in their hands, technicians intent on kiln firing and modellers making moulds, etc. And still the keynote of this type of photos is not daily work but the ceremonial demonstration of its results and the factory’s readiness to take part in festivities.

For several decades the best factory artists fulfilled government orders and made gifts. Prewar and postwar photographs show veteran masters and the generation which joined the LFZ in the 1930s, among them A.A. Skvortsov, G.D. Zimin, A.V. Vorobyevsky, T.N. Glebova, L.V. Protopopova, M.N. Mokh, A.A. Yatskevich, E.P. Kubarskaya, L.K. Blak, L.I. Lebedinskaya and T.N. Bespalova. New faces and names of another artistic wave of the 1950s and the 1960s appeared later, including V.M. Gorodetsky, V.A. Sarlund, A.N. Semenova, L.I. Grigorieva, Yu. Zhukov, G. Volkova, V. Kireyev, K.I. Vostokov, V. Bessonov and V. Lyubchenko.

Captions written by LenTass correspondents are interesting textual sources of that period. The hackneyed clichŽs of official media reports reflect the moments of paramount importance to the gift making discourse, such as motivation («they have put their work and love into it», «for the 20th anniversary of the revolution» and «factory Young Communist League members are preparing a gift for the congress») and special merits of the author or gift maker. For instance, well-known LFZ master Liudmila Vasilyevna Protopopova, who joined the factory in 1931, was shown in numerous photos as an artist entrusted to do the most «responsible» jobs – «took part in painting the Victory porcelain vase and designed the 800th Moscow Anniversary vase and other vases and cups galore». Furthermore, for her services «the working people of the Volodarsky district elected her deputy to the Leningrad City Soviet of Workers Deputies1» (see ills. p. 303; Ar 44804).

Sometimes brief biographies of artists were given as a certain model of public success of a person in Soviet society. Thus, a picture of young Galina Volkova painting a gift cup for the Central Committee of the All-Russia Leninist Young Communist League (VLKSM) is accompanied with an exemplary reference, «Good worker and one of the best athletes in her work collective. A factory champion of the first class, she is on the municipal cycling team. Working extra hours Galina finished painting the Golden Puck cup for the VLKSM Central Committee. The cup is to be given to the best yard hockey team which wins the city competition2». A life story of this type (success in work, social life and sports) served as a public confirmation of the gift maker’s moral right to participation in making an especially important piece of work and that of the entire work collective to send it as a gift to the leader or the congress.

The practice of making commemorative porcelain gifts started around 1920. At that time the State Porcelain Factory made the famous series of plates, dishes and cups for party and government forums, including the congresses of the Soviets, the Ninth Congress of the Russian Communist Party, Russian revolution anniversaries, the Third Congress of the Communist International and the Congress of the People of the Orient of 1921, a Pomgol relief auction and the 5th anniversary of the Red Army and the Young Communist League3. Designer works painted by well-known artists were given to delegates as souvenirs. The factory made «gift products» for the Eighth Congress of Soviets in 1920 and then 250 plates and 150 cups as gifts for the Congress of State Publishers Workers in 19214. 

In the second half of the 1920s the manufacture of porcelain gift received a fresh impulse for development due to the tradition to mark revolution anniversaries and prepare gifts for Communist Party congresses. In 1927 the Izvestiya daily reported: «The Leningrad Porcelain Factory is in earnest preparing to mark the 10th anniversary of the October 1917 revolution and forming a special art fund of 330 objects to be presented as a gift to the Central Executive Committee5». That «gift fund» was brought to Moscow to be displayed at the Soviet Art exhibition. The fund included a series of vases, such as The Constitution by Z.V. Kobyletskaya, Jubilee by A.V. Vorobyevsky, Construction, With a Monogram and Emblem, and Tenth Anniversary by V.A. Kornilov and The Red Army by I.I. Riznich6. Special stylistic devices gradually developed in the design of commemorative gift things, together with a range of preferred themes, such as «Soviet landmarks – industrialization, electrification, tractor and the elimination of illiteracy7». 

Five years later another series of vases was made for the 15th anniversary of the October 1917 revolution. These included the Socialist Construction vase, on which R.R. O’Connel-Mikhailovskaya put the political slogans of the Second Five-Year Plan Period – «National Industrialisation Is the Groundwork for Socialist Construction» and «We Are Entering the Socialist Period» – and the 15th Anniversary of the October Revolution vase with genre scenes from the life of revolutionary Petrograd (painted by T.N. Glebova8). In the same year of 1932 another commemorative vase – Aviation Day painted by M.V. Lebedeva – was sent to Moscow for a porcelain exhibition on the occasion of simultaneously the Seventh Congress of Soviets and the Collective Farmers Congress9. In her article of 1938 Yelena Dan’ko wrote that in the 1930s «the factory scored a major victory in arts technology by making large vases, whose production was suspended in 191410». Dan’ko made special mention of a 1.5 metre-high vase with Stalin’s portrait, painted after Joseph Brodsky’s canvas by A.A. Skvortsov, the best LFZ portraitist, for May Day of 1936. Like many other gift vases, it was commissioned by the government for a health resort of the People’s Commissariat of Heavy Industry, which had the factory under its jurisdiction at that time. A companion vase was decorated with a portrait of S.K. Ordzhonikidze. The Empire Style vases were modelled by N. Suetin and S. Yakovleva.

In 1937, when the Stalin Constitution was adopted, unique porcelain wares were shown at a closed exhibition mounted in the Kremlin for the Soviet political elite11. Commemorative vases, most likely those displayed in the Kremlin, became a symbolic gift made by the factory for the 20th anniversary of the Russian revolution in October 1937. Three vases painted by M.N. Mokh were mentioned among them, including Lenin, the Revolutionary Leader, With Soviet Emblem and Pictures of Soviet Accomplishments in the Past Twenty Years and Lenin’s Arrival in Petrograd and His Historic Speech at the Finland Station12. A TASS caption to a photo showing M.N. Mokh painting the Great Stalin Constitution vase reads that «for the 20th anniversary of the October 1917 revolution the LFZ prepared a number of vases with pictures of Soviet life and the Stalin Constitution13» (see ill. p. 404; Ar 28028). It is noteworthy that, after being exhibited, the vases were transferred to Culture Centres. The factory thus made a generous gift to the people on the occasion of the holiday.

The 20th anniversary of the foundation of the Young Communist League was marked in 1938. Another commemorative vase, named Jubilee, was made and decorated by A.A. Yatskevich in the spirit of the time with a portrait of the Young Communist League leader instead of scenes of revolutionary history. Two important events happened the following year – the nation prepared for the 18th Communist Party Congress and Stalin’s 60th birthday. Acting in unison as early as March 1939 the LFZ «made three vases as its gift to the party congress». They were later shown at the Socialist Industry exhibition staged for the opening of the party forum14. Modelled on the Grand Chinese mould and painted by M.N. Mokh, A.A. Yatskevich and Gorkov (Stalin’s portrait), the 80 cm-high vases are a textbook example of paradny vase making of the Stalin period (see ill. p. 486; Ar 1504). Stalin’s portraits and quotations from his writings – «The road we followed and continue following is that of glorious Socialist victories», «Every party member is responsible for the party and the party is responsible for every one of its members. Lenin» or «The world has never had a party so powerful as our Communist Party. Stalin» – became the key element of dŽcor15. To represent power in a public interior, be it an exhibition, museum, club or holiday centre, etc., became the main function of a commemorative vase. While retaining their decorative purpose, vases acquired a new sacral meaning of substituting for the leader at public places the same as his numerous photo portraits became a must in the offices of heads of different ranks and public places.

Starting from the 1930s an unprecedented upsurge of porcelain gift making was observed at the LFZ. It continued unabated due to permanent government commissions for porcelain memorabilia, on the one hand, and the factory’s constant moral and artistic readiness to fulfill those commissions, on the other. However, to my mind, the existence of an ideological order was but one most obvious reason for that unique phenomenon for all its complexity and ambiguity. Another, purely economical reason was no less important. As an heir to the traditions of the Imperial Porcelain Factory, which had dutifully met the court demand for unique representative things, the LFZ enjoyed the status of an exemplary enterprise held in special esteem by Soviet authorities. Its products were used invariably to demonstrate the accomplishments of the arts industry both inside and outside the country. The same as was the case during the imperial period, unique designer works inaccessible to the public at large shaped the factory’s image. Contemporaries attested that LFZ wares «as very expensive things which could get no customers even abroad16». After 1925 and throughout the 1930s when Leningrad porcelain was actively promoted and sold abroad through Promexport, production brought no profit to the factory. Gradually it reoriented to showing its products at non-profit domestic exhibitions17. In the 1930s and especially in the postwar period the LFZ prioritized the development of costly but exemplary from an artistic point of view products of a representative class. Splendid vases, figurines and services made on government commissions to serve as skilful gifts «for the occasion» were the pinnacle of the mainstream art of porcelain, recognized by artists and critics as a sort of alternative to western design and mass products. That situation promised success at exhibitions, acclaim to the best Soviet production line and certain perks from being «close» to authorities, such as high-placed patronage, commissions, raw and other material supplies and favourable marketing terms.

By the late 1930s the factory revived the tradition of porcelain offerings of the imperial period by making increasingly commemorative vases for birthdays of party and government leaders, including those already gone. In December 1935, a year after S.M. Kirov’s assassination, the LFZ made the Kirovsk tea service and a commemorative vase with Kirov’s portraits, done by A.A. Skvortsov (after a picture by Zverev) (see ill. p. 445; Vr 3546). In 1940 Skvortsov decorated another vase with a portrait of A.A. Zhdanov, who replaced Kirov as the Leningrad leader and had been elected to the Political Bureau of the party Central Committee shortly before18.

In November 1940 L.V. Protopopova finished painting a commemorative vase for the 65th birthday of M.I. Kalinin, with his portrait in a medallion and the Grand Kremlin Palace as the government residence on the reverse side. Those signal representations were accompanied with a quotation from Kalinin, «My life story and in fact the entire history of the working class boils down to the fact that we lived and struggled under Lenin’s and Stalin’s leadership». In January 1941 the nation prepared to mark the 60th birthday of K.E. Voroshilov, another lesser leader. As a gift to the People’s Commissar for the Defence the factory made two big sculptural compositions – Stalin and Voroshilov at the Tsaritsyn Front (modelled by K.S. Ryzhov) and Ready for Labour and Defence (modelled by N.Ya. Dan’ko) (see ills. nos. Ar 47749 and Ar 1513).

However, the celebration of Stalin’s 60th birthday was the highlight of the prewar period. In 1939 the LFZ made a series of commemorative vases. Two of them – Lenin, the Revolution Leader, and Stalin’s Jubilee – painted by Mokh, were officially dedicated by the factory staff to the leader and put on show at the Stalin and People of His Epoch exhibition organized at the Tretyakov Gallery for the occasion. In addition to vases two works by modeller N.Ya. Dan’ko – Papanin’s Crew on an Ice-floe and Voroshilov Sharpshooters from a Collective Farm – were delegated to the exhibition19. Far from every author had the honour to see his/her gift things on public display. For instance, the large hexagonal vase Thank You, Dear Comrade Stalin, for Our Happy Life!, made by A.M. Yefimova in 1939, was not recommended by the factory art council, which considered and discussed works by factory artists, to be exhibited20. A reference given to the gifted artist in 1951 made mention of her unsuccessful attempts to meet official standards: «While addressing big political themes, she is usually unable to cope with them from the point of view of both design and execution21». 

Official celebrations were especially numerous in the first two years after the war. In 1946 the first anniversary of the victory in World War II was marked on an international scale. In 1947 they marked the 800th anniversary of the foundation of Moscow, the 30th anniversary of the Russian revolution and the 25th anniversary of Soviet Georgia. Porcelain factories went through serious trials: they had to make commemorative vases worthy of the fervor and monumentality of the Grand Style of Stalinist period art. A.M. Yefimova painted a vase of The Life of Stalin cycle conceived by her. Band inscriptions reproduced excerpts from A Letter of the Working People of Soviet Georgia to Great Stalin, the Leader of Nations, «The greatest of heroes, the invincible leader… Stalin is the symbol of our might! Stalin is the awakening of life! Our dear! You have sacrificed your youth, with hard years, for our sake22!» 

Even against a backdrop of impressive postwar vase making the grandiose Victory vase was the most significant accomplishment of the LFZ work collective. In size and the scale of its ideological concept it is perhaps unsurpassed in Russian porcelain history. It was a shock work, for which the best painters – A.A. Skvortsov, L.I. Lebedinskaya, L.V. Protopopova and A.A. Yatskevich – were enlisted. A system of special rheostats was developed to regulate the kiln firing regime, together with a firing frame structure. Muza Izotova, a veteran master painter who was at that time very young and was entrusted to do guilloche on gold, recalled: «The vase was so high that during painting a special ladder was placed next to it so that one could climb it and do the job23». 

It was a Stakhanovite piece of work, finished in a matter of weeks. The workers virtually lived at the factory, sleeping «on sofas… and chairs» after their shifts. «Then back to work again. There was water… and a shower so we could wash ourselves. Food was brought in. After all, the war had just ended. We had gone through the siege [of Leningrad] and were made of different stuff. We had our fun though. When the Victory vase was done and different parts were being connected, the central part stood there like a huge barrel, and we climbed through it. We used to put Vorobievsky into that vase and seal him inside; they always played tricks on him. He was short and skinny and did eyebrows and sometimes lips, but then turned a new leaf…» (M.F. Izotova).

Before being sent to Moscow that miracle of a vase was put on public view at the factory museum in the first days of May – «the whole factory came when we did it» (see: TsGAKFFD Ar 50781). Academician I. Orbeli, the Hermitage director, wrote, «I am happy to have seen the splendid Victory vase, a brilliant proof of the Lomonosov Factory’s preserving the best traditions of Russian porcelain making24». Indeed, the vase presented to the Soviet leader had a historical prototype – the famous Russia vase. It was likewise made to commemorate Russian patriotism for the 15th anniversary of the victory over Napoleon and was an offering to Emperor Nicholas I for the New Year of 182925. Both vases were dedicated to the rulers, who led the nation in the hard years of war – «to Alexander I the Blessed», whose silhouette portrait was put in a medallion on the Russia vase, and to Generalissimus Stalin, whose portrait done by Skvortsov decorated the Victory vase. These masterpieces of Russian vase making exemplify Empire Style in porcelain: one is three arshins and five vershoks (2.36 m) high and the other 2.5 metres high. Their manufacturing was complicated and consisted of many parts: «disposable» moulds were used to cast different parts, of which the vases were then assembled. A system of repeated firing was developed for polychrome painting and gilding. It took two years to make the first vase to a design approved by the monarch earlier. The second was a product of collective enthusiasm of factory workers and artists, a surprise of sorts for the leader on the occasion of Victory Day. The latter fact was fraught with certain risk: the response of the authorities to the new initiative was unpredictable. It was impossible to know for sure if those up there would like the sumptuous gift. This «all or nothing» attitude is corroborated by an inside story about how that gift was taken to Moscow, recounted by I.I. Riznich, a veteran LFZ artist and wonderful storyteller. On May 8, on the eve of Victory Day an LFZ delegation came to Moscow, carrying with it, according to media reports, «a monumental vase 2.5 metres high to be given to Comrade Josef Stalin, Generalissimus of the Soviet Union, on the occasion of the victory anniversary26». «The delegation was not allowed to see the generalissimus. The vase was passed to Lazar Moiseyevich Kaganovich, who headed the Ministry of Construction Materials Industry at that time. Kaganovich praised especially Skvortsov for the portrait, «How did you manage to paint his face so correctly without ever seeing Comrade Stalin personally? I see Comrade Stalin’s face every day, while you have never even seen him!» And he let him go in peace, asking director Iosif Moiseyevich Leibman and Suetin to stay. Then Kaganovich said: «How dare you? Who has permitted you to make this vase?! To waste fund!? From whose pocket?» And he added: «We will have to move from the kingdom of freedom to the kingdom of necessity27».

His anger was, however, for show. Stalin liked the vase. It was far from the only gift for the first victory anniversary: a host of souvenirs came to the leader in the Kremlin from Soviet citizens and foreign working people. The Victory vase was singled out – Stalin thought highly of Leningrad porcelain makers’ work. Newspapers carried his statement: «I would like to thank the LFZ work collective for an outstanding piece of work made in commemoration of our victory over Nazi Germany – the Victory vase. I wish you further success in your work28». A decree followed on awards and prizes to the project team. A total of thirty people took part in making that vase. M.F. Izotova mentioned some curious details, «We, the participants, were given badges and 1,000-rouble prizes each (cf. Izotova had a monthly wage of 40 roubles. – O.S.). The factory as a whole got a hundred thousand roubles for every artist and for future repairs because the factory was in a state of ruin. We personally carried bricks and cleaned the workshops. When they gave us that money, we racked our brains how to spend it… and bought fine shoes for ourselves. Those shoes cost a fortune at second-hand shops, and I was even short of 200 roubles».

The life story of that unique vase is quite characteristic of gifts to Stalin. In the early 1950s it was triumphantly displayed, together with other luxurious vases, paintings and sculptures, at the «Artists to Stalin» exhibition, which opened at the Tretyakov Gallery for Stalin’s 70th birthday. Its picture was reproduced in a double-page spread of a rich in folio edition of Josef Vissarionovich Stalin of 1949 alongside the best of tens of thousands of gifts addressed to him29. After Stalin’s personality cult was denounced in the 1960s, the same as other gifts the vase found itself in untimely exile to a storage facility and was later transferred to the Artworks Archive of the Soviet Culture Ministry30. A few years ago the Victory vase was retrieved from its museum oblivion. Here is what Lydia Vladimirovna Andreyeva, the well-known Russian porcelain scholar, has to say, «If I am not mistaken, in 1998 I visited the former artwork storeroom of the Soviet Culture Ministry on Profsoyuznaya Street. I saw a large vase disassembled into four parts, lying on the floor without any metal rod, in the applied arts stock on the ninth floor. I recognized it immediately as I had seen its reproductions and perhaps at the Tretyakov Gallery exhibition sometime in the past. «Where did you get it from and why is it disassembled?» I asked. «It was brought from Sergiev Posad that way». It turned out that for long the vase had been kept in Culture Ministry’s storage at the Monastery of the Trinity and St. Sergius in one of the towers along with a multitude of other things. When the architectural monument premises began to be vacated of “unwanted” stuff, together with other objects the vase was moved to Moscow and installed at the ROSIZO Museum and Exhibition Centre storerooms31. A short while later I called V.I. Bragin, the Poklonnaya gora Museum director, and told him that I knew where his chief exhibit was. He addressed the matter with great zeal, writing letters, making inquiries and going to Leningrad. Muza Izotova, a niece of A.A. Yatskevich and one of the painters who had worked on that famous vase, was still alive and working at the LFZ at the time. When the vase was reassembled and put on show, I was invited to the Museum. They held a dinner and presented a gift book and even a commemorative badge to those invited. One can say that I was received as a guest of honour and the “donator” of that unique exhibit32». That was how another public life of the Victory vase started.

The 1946–1947 celebrations were a rehearsal of sorts of grandiose festivities staged on a nationwide scale two years later on the occasion of the 70th birthday of the «world proletariat leader». Another porcelain masterpiece, a vase called initially The Builders of Communism, found itself in the limelight then33. It was a record 3.40 metres high, true, mostly owing to a complex sculpted composition that served as its base. Its elegant amphora-like body decorated with Stalin’s portrait proudly towers above the «porcelain people» representing different vocations and estates. It was a fairly ambiguous allegory of the people singing glory to their leader, or the people given to him as a gift, especially if we take into account the other name of that vase – The Soviet People to Stalin34. 

The sculptor M.K. Anikushin, the artist A.A. Leporskaya and LFZ chief artist Suetin were mentioned among the authors of the project in the «certificate issued for the commemorative vase dedicated to Comrade Stalin». The artist V.A. Yusipenko painted Stalin’s portrait «with love to his own composition». Its dŽcor consisted of many parts and was done by a large group of people – L.V. Protopopova and A.A. Yatskevich did the «emblems, landscapes and decorative painting», while Skvortsov and Ye.N. Lupanov painted the sculpture. According to a report, «young painters of the arts laboratory (students)» and «young factory modellers and casters» were also involved in the project.

Work on the vase started ahead of time in March 1949 (Stalin’s birthday was marked on December 21. – O.S.). In his letter to Leporskaya of September 20, 1949, Suetin wrote that work on the model and the mould was plagued with snags, «As ever the first attempt was botched. The vase came out of the kiln on Monday. It looks like a cucumber, quite a pickle, crooked and lopsided. It cannot be cast. Casting will get us nowhere. It will have to be moulded… The artists all wanted to be the author. I have to be the tamer35». Indeed, many sculptors were on the project team. The multi-figured composition was made by M.T. Litovchenko and L.M. Kholina, as well as by A.A. Strekavin, V.A. Semenov and Z.O. Kulbakh36.

The main setback was still in store, however. During the last firing the already finished and painted base cracked. Muza Izotova, one of the «young students» involved in vase decoration, recalled: «… the neck cracked. What was to be done? Thanks God, the portrait was not impaired. A little branch was made of brass and then gold, with leaves really trembling. It was glued because the vase could no longer be fired. We prayed to God that it stayed in place as long as possible». Wholesale nervousness and the air of secrecy about what had happened were understandable. A gift to the leader could have no obvious defect because under the Stalin regime a defect in a meaningful, ritual thing like that would have been interpreted as deliberate porch and hence sabotage. In itself it posed a symbolical threat to the addressee and concrete danger to the vase makers, had that defect been detected.

Before being sent to Moscow, the gift vase was put on public show at the factory community centre. «A radio announcement was made, «The vase has been finished at the arts laboratory and will be put on display today!» The factory in a body, those who were and were not involved in the project, came to have a look at it. In an organized fashion everybody was let in, the managers made speeches…» (M.F. Izotova). Next the vase was exhibited at the Tretyakov Gallery, together with the Victory vase. Unfortunately, nothing is known about the fate of that porcelain gift. Stalin’s birthday celebrations were preceded by the 70th birthdays of his associates, for whom the LFZ made imposing, albeit not so gorgeous gift vases. In 1950 E.M. Krimmer, A.A. Yatskevich or A.A. Skvortsov (?) made a vase for Voroshilov’s 70th birthday and in 1952 Krimmer and Skvortsov did another for M.I. Budyonny’s 70th birthday37. The LFZ made commemorative gifts not only for the existing leaders but also for the «ever living» leader. Two companion vases – Leningrad, the Cradle of the Revolution – (one with Lenin’s portrait and the Second Congress of Soviets and the other with Stalin’s portrait and the Sixth Party Congress) were made as a gift for the Central Lenin Museum on the occasion of the 30th anniversary of the Russian revolution. Artists painting one of them are in the photograph, published for the first time here38 (see ill. p. 501; Vr 41053).

Commemorative vases were dedicated not only to political leaders but also to the best people of the nation, such as battle generals, famous pilots, actors, scientists and writers. The nation had to know «its heroes», whose representations were interminably reproduced in sculpture and painting, on vases, chocolate and candy wrappings and in Ogonyok magazine illustrations. The anniversaries of great figures of national culture were likewise accompanied by symbolic offerings from grateful descendants in the form of unique vases decorated with their portraits. Starting from the 1930s the LFZ constantly contributed its wares to theme exhibitions or celebrations, such as the centenary of Pushkin’s death in 1937 and his 150th birthday in 194939; the 750th anniversary of Shota Rustaveli’s death and I.A. Krylov’s 180th birthday in 1949 (see ills. p. 450; Br 11630). The LFZ made two commemorative vases with Lomonosov’s portraits, one for the 175th anniversary of his death (1940, painted by M.N. Mokh) and the other for his 250th birthday (1961, painted by E. Bessonova). Along the same lines is the vase Michurin, the Transformer of Nature, made in 1952 to honour the famous Soviet plant-breeder and member of the All-Union Lenin Academy of Agricultural Sciences VASKhNIL), with portrait by T.N. Bespalova-Mikhaleva and decorative painting by L.K. Blak (see ill. p. 396; Ar 113225). The anniversaries of performing companies, theatres and people in the arts were not left out either. In 1951, a vase, designed by A.A. Skvortsov and L.V. Protopopova, was made for the 175th anniversary of the Bolshoi Theatre, with a traditional range of decorative motifs, including Kremlin walls and towers and Bove’s famous portico with the Order of Lenin.

Two photographs are of special interest as they show how porcelain painters worked on portraits. Famous photo portraits or canvases (or rather their reproductions), as a rule, served as models. That was how E.P. Kubarskaya worked on the image of her hero. Working on the Stalin Route vase, she studied attentively a photo of a pilot in front of her (see ill. p. 390–391; Ar 42029). In a 1952 photo the artist V. Sarlund did a portrait of N.A. Nekrasov, virtually copying the original, a canvas by I.N. Kramskoi. The peculiar fact is that the artist was shown working on the commemorative vase for the 175th anniversary of the poet’s death at a museum exhibition rather than in his studio (see ill. no. Ar 112907).

Unique vases were not only a tribute to national history but also a dedication / offering to contemporary heroes. In the first half of the 1960s a new theme of space flights appeared in LFZ porcelain. Two unique vases with the portraits of German Titov and Yury Gagarin were among the first wares to be decorated with portraits of spacemen. An archival photo of August 31, 1961, shows the artists V. Bessonov, V. Lyubchenko and O. Rysieva examining the finished works after the final firing (see ill. p. 430–431; Ar 114819).

Far earlier, in 1944, the People’s Commissariat for Industry and Construction Materials of the USSR presented a vase painted by E.P. Kubarskaya as a gift to Army General I.E. Petrov, whose troops had liberated Novgorod from Nazi invaders. It was a special gift, memorable to both the army general and the factory itself. As media reports pointed out, it attested to the fact that the Lomonosov factory resumed the manufacture of artworks a year before the end of the war (see ill. p. 151; Ar 34662).

That same year the LFZ was awarded the Order of the Red Banner of Labour for its bicentenary. The system of gifts as incentives encompassed the entire Soviet system from bottom to top (from the people to the leaders) and from top to bottom (from the power to the people). As an incentive for selfless labour the best people of the nation were given awards, ranks, prizes and commemorative gifts on behalf of the government, the Young Communist League and local authorities. The LFZ was actively involved in that «gift economy». Muza Izotova recollected, «Starting from 1946–1947, when the Arts Laboratory had a staff of a mere twenty to thirty people, the factory began to get official commissions from the government and district party committees. Many gifts were made for all sorts of anniversaries. Those commissions were very big…, with services and vases made. They (the authorities as the client. – O.S.) paid dutifully… Our factory enjoyed special attention…». A 1948 photograph captured the execution of one of such commissions of honour. On the request of the Young Communist League City Committee LFZ Young Communist League members Tamara Krylova and Yevgeny Tikhomirov made six porcelain vases «to be awarded to Young Communist League organisations showing best results in sports and physical culture» (see ill. p. 493; Ar 4726).

The LFZ itself developed a tradition from the 1930s to give small vases, inscribed services or teacups with saucers as incentives to front-ranking workers. Those small gifts to simple workers were decorated in the same vein as the «big» gifts to national leaders, with their portraits, sights of Leningrad and dedicatory inscriptions. For instance, a tea service, Socialist Leningrad, presented in 1936 to L.N. Kheifets, a LFZ moulder who initiated the local Stakhanovite movement, was decorated with sights of Leningrad, her own portrait and initials40. «We, those who worked», Izotova recalled, «were given six teacups or whole services, say, as Women’s Day (March 8) and New Year gifts. We were spoiled in this respect. And now they give no more than one cup!» (from an interview recorded in 2002).

That tradition lasted until the end of the Soviet regime. A 1982 photograph captured a moment of gift making, with LFZ director Z.I. Metelitsa passing a small vase and the Smetanin Prize for top performance in the Eleventh Five-Year Plan period to caster N.A. Afanasieva.

The LFZ continued to make commemorative vases in the 1970s through the 1980s when, to quote the well-known artist Inna Olevskaya, «gifts were made on any or no occasion whatsoever… on a broad scale and generously». One anniversary of the revolution, the Young Communist League, the Soviet Army and party congress followed another, with commemorative vases made for every one of them. The LFZ held competitions for the best artwork on the occasion of some especially important events, such as Lenin’s birth centenary in 1970 and the 50th anniversary of the Russian revolution (see ills. p. 440, 310; Vr 41054; Br 37857; see: TsGAKFFD, Br 11798, Ar 113448, Br 18094, Ar 73683, Ar 113404, Ar 78817, Ar 89358). During those years the Kremlin commissioned a fairly large number of vases to serve as gifts for local and foreign leaders, high-placed government officials and later for the first Soviet president and the first lady, who was known to be fond of porcelain. They were painted by LFZ artists of the last and youngest generation of the Soviet period, such as Tatiana Afanasieva, Nelya Petrova, Inna Olevskaya, Galina Shulyak, Sergei Sokolov and Yury Zhghirov.

The interviews given by them between 2002 and 2003 describe how they did it.

Galina Shulyak, a leading LFZ artist, recalled, «It was in the autumn of 1976 on the eve of Leonid Brezhnev’s birthday. Party functionaries of Dneprodzerzhinsk had commissioned the LFZ to make two gift vases. I did one of them and Ira Larionova the other companion vase. She used a lot of gold in her painting, or top-dressing, the way we put it. By that time I had worked but a few months at the factory and was still a young specialist. We copied a photograph of Brezhnev’s bust in his native city and put some early 19th-century monument on the reverse. As chief artist Gorodetsky had asked for faithful likeness, I had to examine the tiny photo and copy the picture with the help of a magnifying glass. It was a very fine work. First, I had to paint the portrait after the monument rather than Brezhnev’s newspaper photograph with a transparent brush. Next an inscription, belt and frame, as well as a plant ornament had to be made in gold powder. I did everything single-handedly from beginning to end, including guilloche. With gold laid one layer after another, I had to fire that vase two times or so.

The clients came around November, liked everything and thanked us. The vases were packed and taken away. I remember getting a 40-rouble bonus on top of my nearly 100- or 110-rouble salary. The sum was insignificant and made us laugh. We had stayed up day and night to make the vases on time and spent no more than 45 days to do the job. We had left the factory at midnight and had to take a taxi, which had eaten up the whole of the bonus! I remember working on another small vase on the basis of the Voronikhin mould to serve as a gift for Chairman of the Council of Ministers Tikhonov. Unfortunately, I don’t remember his first name or his patronymic. The vase had been commissioned for his 80th birthday, and his portrait had already been done. When the vase was commissioned, he was the bearer of just one Order. However, by the time the vase was finished, he had been awarded another Order. Just imagine, I had to erase a bit to make room for another Order. Technically, it is quite simple: a layer of paint is neatly taken off with the help of hydrofluoric acid, without destroying the glaze. If the portrait is done in a transparent rather than thick and pastous fashion, it is easy to remove the unwanted piece. The needed thing is then superimposed, fired and that’s that».

Under Brezhnev the lofty odic style of vase making of the mid–20th century obviously degenerated gradually into humdrum officialism, and artists distanced themselved from their works. Interestingly enough, they saw creative work as something outside the boundaries of such commissions. Olevskaya, who made several gift vases, confessed, «All of that was of no interest to me. They were ideological orders. I wanted to do things as good as I could as a professional».

Galina Shulyak: «When our factory executed those orders, they had 100 percent trust in us. As far as technology, painting and representation per se were concerned, nobody could surpass us at least inside Russia. No other factory had such specialists. On the one hand, everything was damn serious – we did extra hours to meet deadlines and still felt professional responsibility, which prevented us from dawdling. On the other, the process was clearly not very creative. So we laughed a lot and told jokes, making fun of anything, be it Orders or that he was “more alive than any living thing”. You know, had we sat there seriously, pottering about some “masterpiece” and said not a word nor laughed about it, it would have been ludicrous. So I can’t say that everything was really strict…; under Stalin we would certainly have faced the music.

Now, if the Victory vase involved creativity, new forms and the attainment of the heights of Empire Style art of the time of Nicholas I, the situation was different now. Of course, it was no hackwork but just an official order. No departure right or left because a step aside… [would amount to treachery]. One could add some scroll or modify the script so that it read like the one I had on the vase for Brezhnev – To the General Secretary of the CPSU Central Committee from the working people...».

To sum up, vase making as an official monumental art gradually yielded ground in porcelain. On the face of it, as before, it continued to exist under strict ideological diktat, which permitted no dissent in iconography or texts. However, «everything was under control» only outwardly. In their feelings and thoughts the artists were free and frankly sarcastic about what they were doing and who for. The textbook examples of that unique phenomenon, the inimitable fusion of ideological belief and artistic enthusiasm had long become a thing of the past. The time of porcelain masterpieces that with their splendour affirmed power as art was gone, together with the end of the Soviet period.

The last of the photographs dating to September 1987 is a sort of post-script to Soviet vase making history. The photo shows vases for the 70th anniversary of the Russian revolution being fired. A LenTass caption reads like an epitaph to the vanishing historical period on the eve of perestroika, «Fulfilling their socialist pledge given on the occasion of the 70th anniversary of the Great October 1917 Revolution, the porcelain factory work collective has put a new kiln into operation. It will enable an annual output of 2.5 million wares of markedly improved quality».
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