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Camera Obscura: Socialist Realism 
in the Shadow of Photography* 

LEAH DICKERMAN 

Soviet socialist realism in the visual arts has often been described in terms of 
its conflictlessness, referring to the harmonious relationships between worker and 
means of production, between masses and leader that appear within its images. 
Without doubt, pictures of social concordance comprise a major thematic impulse 
in Soviet visual practice. Ironically, despite its seamless harmonies, the official 
aesthetics of the Soviet Union in its founding decades betray a tremendous sense 
of conflictedness: one born of the fragile relationship between revolution, history, 
and technology. Clement Greenberg famously excluded socialist realism from the 
canon of Western modernism for inhabiting the realm of mass culture or kitsch.1 
Yet, in at least one significant way socialist realism approaches Greenberg's mod- 
ernism: it expresses a profound skepticism about the cultural effects of 
photomechanical reproduction. This essay explores the extent to which-despite 
its anachronistic look-socialist realism in the visual arts must be understood as a 
post-photographic practice, fundamentally structured by its critical ambivalence 
toward the proliferation of mass media forms. 

The historical emergence of socialist realism as an aesthetic model in the 
new Soviet state in the 1920s and its canonization in 1934 occurred within a larger 
"memory crisis"-Richard Terdiman's term for a period of intense reevaluation 

* This essay is drawn from a talk, "The Photography of History: Two Soviet Models," given at the 
Getty Research Institute in their "Works-in-Progress" series on October 8, 1999. Many thanks to 
Richard Meyer and Michael S. Roth for both the opportunity to present this work and their charac- 
teristically astute insights, and to Sally Stein for her willingness to serve as a formal discussant and her 
thoughtful comments. My gratitude as well for various forms of support to Natasha Boas, Benjamin H. D. 
Buchloh, Hal Foster, Maria Gough, Christina Kiaer, Juliet Koss, Janet Kraynak, Pamela M. Lee, Cherise 
M. Smith, and Neil Shneider. 
1. See Clement Greenberg, "Avant-Garde and Kitsch," in Clement Greenberg: The Collected Essays and 
Criticism, vol. 1, ed.John O'Brian (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1986), pp. 5-22. 
Much of the essay is a meditation on the acceptance of socialist realism by the masses in the Soviet 
Union. 
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Isaak Zelenskii as he appeared in Alexandr 
Rodchenko's personal copy of Ten Years in 
Uzbekistan, which Rodchenko designed himself. 
(From: The Commissar Vanishes: The 
Falsification of Photographs and Art in 
Stalin's Russia, by David King, David King. 
Reprinted by permission of Henry Holt and 
Company, LLC.) 
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and shifting in a society's conception of its relation to the past.2 With revolution, 
the rapid transformation of the present places traditional forms of history and 
memory under pressure. Such pressure was particularly intense in the wake of the 
Bolshevik Revolution as it coincided with the general disruptions wrought by mod- 
ernization. The epochal transition from forms of social structure based upon 
traditional family and village relations to new forms rooted in urban existence and 
in the market occurred for the most part within the living memories of those who 
witnessed the Revolution.3 But paradoxically, the revolutionary rhetoric of total 
break with the past coexisted with a series of historical reversals (foremost among 
them the redispersal of the urban proletariat to the countryside in search of 
food) to create what must have been experienced as a form of temporal chaos. For 
Soviet intellectuals, history itself became problematic. As a pedagogical subject, it 
was dropped from the education curriculum for a period soon after the 
Revolution for its supposed irrelevance to contemporary life, and (ironically in 
retrospect) in repudiation of its traditional function in inculcating patriotism and 
the ideology of the ruling class.4 While this desire for a wholesale repression of 
History quickly abated, history's status as a given was fundamentally shaken. 
During the mid-1920s, the period in which the model of socialist realism devel- 
oped, one sees much self-conscious thinking about historical self-construction. 
What emerged in lieu of attempts to eradicate historical memory altogether was a 
complex series of efforts at memory management. 

The mnemonic crisis catalyzed by political revolution was redoubled by a 
radical shift in the terms of historical representation. A new type of document 
emerged in pervasive form: the photograph in mechanical reproduction. The 
invention of the halftone plate in the 1880s made the mechanical translation of 
photography into ink on paper economically and technically feasible, though its 
initial adoption was slow both in Russia and abroad. In the first decades of the 
twentieth century, technical developments in photomechanical reproduction 
coincided with other advances in printing technology so that by the mid-'20s, the 
proportional increase in the quantity of images in the public sphere was so precipi- 
tous as to define a thoroughly new degree of saturation: the birth, we might say, of 
a modern media culture.5 

2. See Richard Terdiman, Present Past: Modernity and the Memory Crisis (Ithaca and London: Cornell 
University Press, 1993). On the history of socialist realism, see Matthew Cullerne Bown, Socialist Realist 
Painting (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998). 
3. See Ferdinand T6nnies's classic account of the transformation of Gemeinschaft into Gesellschaft, 
Community and Society (1887), trans. Charles P. Loomis (New York: Harper and Row, 1963). 
4. Sheila Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), p. 159. 
5. AsJonathan Crary points out, Guy Debord dated the birth of the spectacle from the late '20s in his 
Commentaires sur la societe du spectacle (1988). See Crary, "Spectacle, Attention, Counter-Memory," October50 
(Fall 1989), p. 100. For a concise account of the history of photomechanical reproduction see Beaumont 
Newhall, The History of Photography, rev. ed. (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1982), pp. 249-59. 
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Soviet recognition of a new media age is revealed in the state's prodigious 
efforts to mobilize new systems of communication for political ends. Beyond 
emphasizing the transformative powers of technology in much of their rhetoric, 
the Soviets understood-better than their political rivals-that mass politics 
required mass communication: a particularly modern insight which translated into 
state-sponsored political education initiatives of an unprecendented scale in 
posters, illustrated magazines, newspapers (many of which made use of photome- 
chanical images) as well as film.6 Along with this recognition of the political 
possibilities of mass media to bind and influence their audience came the estab- 
lishment of massive administrative systems for image control. The scale of such 
governmental intervention into both the production and regulation of images 
clearly distinguishes Soviet media culture from its western European counterparts 
(at least until the Nazi period). Moreover, this intense dual engagement with both 
the creation and control of images reveals an ambivalence about the new media 
culture within the official realm. Indeed, along with efforts at institutional man- 
agement, the very regressiveness of the official resuscitation of a moribund 
pictorial idiom with socialist realism hints that the rise of a mass photographic cul- 
ture in the Soviet Union induced a certain cultural trauma. 

A sense of the crisis provoked by the widespread emergence of the photo- 
graph in mechanical reproduction is suggested by a key strategy within the realm 
of Soviet official aesthetics-one coexisting with the production of socialist realist 
art works: the retouched photograph. David King's recent book The Commissar 
Vanishes documents the utter systematicity of photographic manipulation in the 
construction of Soviet history.7 King's collected photographs demonstrate the 
flexibility of the strategy of manipulation. The variety of ends for which image- 
altering processes were used cover a wide spectrum, from the relatively benign to 
the most pernicious: smoothing Stalin's pockmarked face and removing litter 
from his path; inserting text on banners so that the idea becomes legible; enlarging 
an adulatory crowd through montage; isolating the figure of Stalin from a group 
or inserting him within a revolutionary narrative; and making individuals incon- 
venient to a narrative of revolution disappear. 

In order to achieve these ends a wide variety of vandalistic visual techniques 
were used: airbrush, scalpel, crude blacking-out, cropping, and writing-in. Much 
of the manipulation aims to produce a seamless illusion of plausibility that natural- 
izes ideology as mythology.8 But a surprising number of images flaunt their 

6. See Peter Kenez, The Birth of the Propaganda State: Soviet Methods of Mass Mobilization, 1917-1929 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985). 
7. David King, The Commissar Vanishes: The Falsification of Photographs and Art in Stalin's Russia. 
Photographs from The David King Collection (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1997). See also my review of King's book in Art Bulletin 80, no. 4 (December 1998), pp. 755-57. 
8. The effacement of the historical is central to Roland Barthes' conception of the mythological in 
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L. Ia. Leonidov. Lenin celebrating second anniversary in Red Square, Moscow, 
November 7, 1919. (From: The Commissar Vanishes, ? David King. Reprinted by permis- 
sion of Henry Holt and Company, LLC.) 

scars-visible excisions, ghostly spaces within group photos, mysterious hands and 
elbows, often combined with the addition of columns, bushes, and even little 
houses with picket fences. In a photograph of the celebration of the second 

anniversary of the Revolution, an amorphous blob has settled over Lenin's shoul- 
der, marking the spot where Lev Trotsky once stood. An auratic glow, formerly 
Alexander Malchenko, appears above the head of lulii Martov in a photo of the 
St. Petersburg Union of Struggle for the Liberation of the Working Class, taken in 
1897. And in a particularly haunting image, the Constructivist artist Aleksandr 
Rodchenko obscured with India ink the faces of certain officials in a book of his 
own design. 

While what we might normally understand as censorship exists beneath the 
realm of visibility, what is particularly remarkable in these examples is how the 
censor's hand is insistently marked. Mikhail Iampolski has argued that the very 
publicness of censorship in Soviet society, its official celebration, served as a form of 

the essay "Myth Today." Several references to "Zhadanovian realism" suggest that socialist realism serves 
for Barthes as a primary example of myth. See "Myth Today" in Mythologies, trans. Annette Lavers, (New 
York: Hill & Wang, 1972), pp. 112, 158. 



St. Petersburg Union of Strugglefor the Liberation of the Working Class. 1897. (The Commissar 
Vanishes, ? David King. Reprinted by permission of Henry Holt and Company, LLC.) 

political ritual that marked the exorcism of a dangerous virus.9 Yet in looking at 
these reworked images-with faces obscured and only scars in the emulsion 

remaining-I would argue that the threat exorcised here is as much that of the 

photograph as of the individuals represented within. In other words, these visible 

signs of manipulation stand as attempts to assert dominance and control over the 
medium itself. 

By making the violence of the imagery explicit, such marking of absence 
reminds the viewer of the pervasive power of the system. But it also reveals a central 

paradox at the heart of the Soviet representational enterprise: the simultaneity of 

opposed views about the photograph. On the one hand, the reworking of the doc- 
ument rather than its suppression testifies to the perceived need to offer visual proof 
of a particular (but false) historical narrative with the strength of photography's 
power of authentication. It grows out of the documentary demand of a photo- 
graphic age, and acknowledges the testimonial force of the index, that is, an 

imprint of the real. On the other hand, these manipulations expose a simultaneous 

apprehension about the kind of evidence that the photograph provided. The pho- 

9. Mikhail Iampolski, "Censorship as the Triumph of Life," in Socialist Realism Without Shores, ed. 
Thomas Lahusen and Evgeny Dobrenko (Durham: Duke University Press, 1997), pp. 165-77. 
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tograph, valued as a permanent impress of a past moment in time, is perpetually 
revised to accommodate the political exigencies of the present. This desire for an 
ideologically "true" image is resolved into another paradox: the false document. 
The extravagance of the policy of representational management pursued by the 
Soviet state reveals the extent to which the unmanipulated photograph threat- 
ened disturbance. It seemed in a very real way to foment chaos within the 
monological order. 

Consider in this context another pervasive strategy in socialist realist practice 
that has long seemed enigmatic to me, exemplified in Isaak Brodskii's massive 
history painting from 1933, Lenin Giving a Speech to Troops Departingfor the Polish 
Front on 5 May 1920. The painting's grand scale, meticulous realism, and narrative 
force signal its aspirations within the tradition of history painting, which had been 
increasingly delegitimized in the previous decades. It might be understood to be 
successful on these terms, as the painting became a major attraction at the 
Central Lenin Museum in Moscow, large-scale painted copies were made for 
other Soviet museums, and millions of reproductions were distributed. But 
despite the labored painting process and seemingly retardataire style, this image 
of Lenin's heroic oration-one that permeated the national consciousness-is 
dependent in a very direct way on photographic sources. In this case, the source 
is one of G. P. Goldshtein's documentary images of Lenin addressing the troops 
on a wooden podium set up outside the Bolshoi Theater on May 5, 1920.10 
Furthering the irony of this point of origin, it is even likely that the photo- 
graphic source was itself manipulated: Leon Trotsky and Lev Kamenev have been 
removed from the podium steps in a variant print of this image-an omission 
repeated in Brodskii's painting, made five years after Trotsky's expulsion from the 
USSR in 1929. 

Yet while Brodskii clings to the photographic image, he (rather implausibly) 
endeavors to disavow the mechanical origins of his work. First, he renounces the 
photograph by reproducing it in paint, thereby obscuring technological traces 
and asserting the hand of the artist. Second, Brodskii further reinforces this sense 
of himself as the unmediated creative origin by constructing a narrative of original 
authority. In autobiographical statements, Brodskii insisted on his personal contact 
with Lenin and the opportunities he had to sketch the leader from life." Brodskii 

10. King makes this pairing in The Commissar Vanishes, pp. 66-71. On the use of photographs in 
Brodskii's work, see Brandon Taylor, "Photo-Power: Painting and Iconicity in the First Five Year Plan" 
in Art and Power: Europe Under the Dictators, 1930-1945, ed. Dawn Ades, Tim Benton, David Elliott and 
lain Boyd White (London: Thames and Hudson in association with the Hayward Gallery, 1995), pp. 
249-52; and my essay, "Lenin in Mechanical Reproduction," in Disturbing Remains: Memory, History, 
Crisis in the Twentieth Century, ed. Michael S. Roth and Charles Salas (Los Angeles: Getty Research 
Institute, forthcoming 2000). 
11. I. I. Brodskii, "Moi zarisovki V. I. Lenina," in Vstrechi khudozhnikov s V I. Lenina, ed. I. A. Brodskii, 
(Leningrad: Khudozhnik, 1976), pp. 38-44. The photograph appears on p. 42. 
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Isaak Brodskii. Lenin Giving a Speech to Troops Departing for the Polish Front on 5 May 
1920. 1933. (From: The Commissar Vanishes, ? David King. Reprinted by permission of Henry 
Holt and Company, LLC.) 

G. P. Goldshtein. Lenin Addressing Troops Retouched Goldshtein image without Trotsky and 
Outside Bolshoi Theater in Moscow, May 5, Kamenev. (From: The Commissar Vanishes, ? 
1920. (From: The Commissar Vanishes, ? David King. Reprinted by permission of Henry Holt 
David King. Reprinted by permission of Henry and Company, LLC.) 
Holt and Company, LLC.) 
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V.K Bulla. Isaak Brodskii Sketching Lenin at 
the Third Congress of the Comintern. 1921. 

Brodskii. Lenin in Smol'nyi. 1930. 
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supplements his memoirs with photographic proof of his physical proximity to the 
revolutionary leader-in particular, an image of the artist sketching Lenin while he 
works in a cafe at the Third Comintern Congress. A crisp line encircles the figure 
of Brodskii, suggesting to me that perhaps the artist strove to construct a myth of 
access to Lenin by doctoring the image, placing himself in the scene. Yet in any 
case, the final irrelevance of Brodskii's actual presence in front of the portrait sub- 
ject-Lenin-is most tellingly exposed by a widely reproduced image of enduring 
iconic status in Soviet history: his 1930 canvas of Lenin working in his temporary 
headquarters at the Smol'nyi Institute, the convent school in Petrograd from 
which the Bolshevik takeover was staged. Here the artist directly lifted the figure 
of Lenin from the cafe photograph, showing him from the camera's point of view 
and not that of the sketching artist. An empty chair added in the painted work 
invites the addition of a figure or suggests the erasure of one-figuring on an 
unconscious level the manipulability of the image. 

Appropriation from photographic sources is not an isolated or unusual 
occurrence in Brodskii's work; rather it is endemic. And significantly, Brodskii 
serves as an exemplary figure within the history of socialist realism's ascension and 
consolidation within the Soviet Union. In 1934, he was named to the directorship 
of the Russian Academy of Arts in Leningrad, which was newly reestablished after 
a general dismantling of prerevolutionary cultural institutions in the years immedi- 
ately following the Revolution. Nineneen thirty-four was the same year that 
socialist realism was declared by the government as the official aesthetic. Thus 
Brodskii's appointment also established his work as a model for others to follow. 
Moreover, given a very public critique of Brodskii's art in the late 1920s for exces- 
sive photographicness, or "Brodskiism,"12 his nomination to lead the national 
academy would seem to ratify the particular proximity of his work to the photograph. 

Beyond the singular example of Brodskii, a mutual dependence on and 
masking of the photograph pervades proto-socialist realist and socialist realist 
practice as a whole. Scores of examples by other artists, even in other genres, can 
be cited: among them, Ivan Shadr's monument to Lenin erected on the tenth 
anniversary of the Revolution in front of the Zemo-Avchala Hydroelectric Power 
Plant. Shadr's sculptural tribute shows the leader with his arm outstretched in an 
oratorical posture. While such a pose figures prominently in classical sculpture, 
here a single but telling detail reveals a much more recent source. The leader's 
wrist breaks so that his hand points downward, a gesture connecting the monu- 
ment to a specific photographic image of Lenin speaking from a truckbed in Red 
Square in 1919. 

12. "Zaiavlenie gruppy molodykh khudozhnikov, obrashennoe pervomu Vse soiuznomu s"ezdu 
AkhRa," in Ivan Matsa, Sovetskoe iskusstvo za 15 let (Moscow and Leningrad: Ogiz-Izogiz, 1933), pp. 371-78. 
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This brings me to a key issue. Contrary to what one might assume, these 
photographic borrowings were drawn from source images that were themselves 
well known. The relatively few photographs of revolutionary activity and of Lenin 
shot during his lifetime were reproduced, published, and displayed again and 
again.13 But the blatancy of this link between works of art and these familiar camera 
images seems not to have disturbed their makers; rather the connection may have 
been very much the point. Socialist realism constructs a relay between the painted 
picture or sculptural monument and the photographic images in popular conscious- 
ness. Such a bridge-in which the painting or sculpture acts as supplement to the 
well-known photographic image-serves a dual, mutually reinforcing purpose. 
First, it controls the potentially ambivalent or mutable meanings of historical 
photodocuments in the public sphere. Second, it borrows the reality-effect of the 
photograph in order to naturalize the mythology of the artwork, tapping its evi- 
dential authority even as it obscures its mechanical origins.14 

The permeation of the photographic is marked in technological traces that 
carry over even when socialist realist images lack explicit borrowings. It is manifest 
in the pictures' rampant reproducibility. Many of these paintings were made specifi- 
cally for mechanical reproduction (and often printed in staggering quantities),15 
while others were replicated by hand for display in a spectrum of public sites. At 
times a borrowed photographic figure even migrates from canvas to canvas, dis- 
played against different painted backdrops. The shadow of technology also 
emerges in the formal qualities of many socialist realist paintings, with their 
smooth surfaces approximating those of the photograph. And it is suggested too 
by a particular mechanicity of vision evident in works like Brodskii's epic canvas of 
Lenin Giving a Speech to Troops. Much of the image's subtle weirdness lies in its 
peculiar density-the excess of visual information presented, the frame packed 
with visual cues, cropped at the edges and suggesting extension beyond, and the 
edge-to-edge clarity of vision without softening at the periphery or in the dis- 
tance. These qualities define a mode of seeing closer to that of the camera's lens 
than of the unassisted human eye-a form of "camera-vision" in anti-modernist 
guise. Marking the distance from a traditional realist idiom, they reveal the histor- 
ical specificity of socialist realism as a representational mode made possible only 
with the proliferation of mechanical imagery. 

13. The publishing information given in a two-volume collection produced in the 1970s of all 
known photographs and film stills of Lenin testifies to this. See Lenin: Sobraniefotografii i kinokadrov, 2 
vols. (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1970-72). 
14. Barthes also asserts that "the fundamental character of the mythical concept is to be appropriated 
("Myth Today," p. 119). We might understand the use of photographic sources within socialist realism 
as a means of making photography available for mythic reuse. 
15. King states that millions of copies of Brodskii's Lenin Giving a Speech to Troops Departingfor the 
Polish Front on 5 May 1920were distributed. King, The Commissar Vanishes, p. 71. 
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Ivan Shadr. Monument 
to Lenin. 1927. 

K A. Kuznetsov. Lenin 
Speaking from a 
Truckbed on Red 
Square. May 25, 1919. 



The simultaneous dependence on and masking of photography that lies at 
the heart of socialist practice offers a structure of ambivalence. On the one hand, 
socialist realism's use of (and even more its insistent fidelity to) a photographic 
source speaks of desire for the photographic. On the other, the erasure of the 

image's mechanical origins speaks of fear of the photographic. 
Roland Barthes mused that the photograph "divides the history of the 

world"; for the first time "the past is as certain as the present."16 Photography 
dissolves our resistance "to believing in the past, in History, except in the form of 

myth."17 Of course photography was a nineteenth-century invention. But as new 

printing technologies allowed for broad access to mechanically reproduced his- 
torical photo-documents in the 1920s, it was then that the certainty of past that 
Barthes describes was extended to a mass audience. Socialist realism's oscillation 
between photographic fear and desire was a conflicted response to the rise of a 
mass photographic culture and, in particular, to the threat that this new phenom- 
enon posed to a traditional concept of history. 

In fact, socialist realism's consecration as an official aesthetics coincides with 
the birth of historical consciousness of the age of mechanical reproduction.18 

16. Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, trans. Richard Howard (New York: Hill 
& Wang, 1981), p. 88. 
17. Ibid., p. 87. 
18. See most famously Walter Benjamin's "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction" 
in Illuminations: Essays and Reflections, ed. Hannah Arendt and trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Shocken 



Far left: Margaret Bourke-White. Waiting Their Turn, Children's 
Clinic, Moscow. 1931. (? Margaret Bourke-White/Timepix) 
Left: Brodskii. Lenin in Front of the Kremlin. 1924. 

Anxiety about the impact of the photographic (and more particularly the photo- 
mechanical) image on historical and collective memory formed a key strand of 
critical writing about photography in the 1920s and '30s. For some contemporary 
European commentators, the evidence of the past offered by photography was far 
from reassuring; rather it opened onto ambivalent (and oscillating) possibilities 
within the medium-on the one hand, its function as a mnemonic aid, preserving 
history, and on the other, its function as a deleterious agent, causing its dissolution. 

Siegfried Kracauer's 1927 essay "Photography" serves as perhaps the most sig- 
nificant example. Kracauer was famously pessimistic that mass photographic 
culture would eventually destroy mnemonic capacities and historical thought 
altogether. Stressing memory's processes of selective retention, Kracauer argued 
that it demands an experiential relationship to objects, for it filters information 
according to significance, preserving it "in a relationship to what has been per- 
ceived as true."19 The distilled memory image-what Kracauer calls the 
monogram-functions as a symbol, a graphic figure permeated with meaning that 
resisted dissolution over time. But in the contemporary moment, the individual's 
ability to construct a monogram was threatened by the emergence of a mass pho- 
tographic culture. The mechanical excess of photography (Kracauer points to 
both the density of its unfiltered preservation of detail and the sheer magnitude 
of images in the public sphere) assaulted the selective process of memory. "The 
flood of photos," writes Kracauer, 

sweeps away the dams of memory. The assault of this mass of image is 
so powerful, that it threatens to destroy the potentially existing aware- 
ness of crucial traits. In the illustrated magazines people see the very 
world that the illustrated magazines prevent them from perceiving.... 
Never before has a period known so little about itself.20 

For Kracauer, photography's excess-the plethora of images, which disal- 
lows sustained concentration-erodes memory by severing the connection 
between what is represented and what is known through experience to be true. 

His apprehensions echo in socialist realist practice. Of course, Kracauer was 
working within a German context, speaking to a bourgeois audience, while socialist 
realist work was constructed for the new Soviet citizenry. But despite these differ- 
ent sociocultural contexts, both reveal concerns about the capacities for the 

Books, 1968), pp. 217-251, and "Little History of Photography" in Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings, vol. 
2 (1927-1934), trans. Rodney Livingston et al. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999), pp. 
507-530, as well as Siegfried Kracauer's essay "Photography," discussed below. 
19. Siegfried Kracauer, "Photography," in The Mass Ornament: Weimar Essays, ed. and trans. Thomas 
Levin (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998), p. 51. 
20. Ibid., p. 58. 
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audience to perform adequately the cognitive acts of filtering visual information 
in relationship to forms of knowledge. For Kracauer, the threat of photography is 
conceived as the erosion of the synthetic powers of the individual mind under the 
weight of the unselective retention of data through technological means; his 
lament carries overtones of an unspoken cultural elitism. For the proponents of 
socialist realism, the threat of photography seems rather to have been imagined at 
a mass level, as the new collective's potential inability to sort information in rela- 
tion to what was ideologically asserted as truth. The underlying fear emerges as 
one of losing control of the construction of history-and by implication, of losing 
political power itself. 

As the new possibilities for photomechanical reproduction made documents 
of the past newly accessible to a broad audience, they foregrounded the crucial 
issue of the historical consciousness of the masses. Photography now demanded a 
certain answerability to the people; for if the audience for the historical photo- 
document in mechanical reproduction was the public at large, history as written 
or produced in the official sphere had to resonate with the photographic images in 
the collective imagination. 

The socialist realist reinstitution of the genre of history painting after its 
historical demise (albeit in a technologically transformed mode) works proactively 
to blunt the photographic threat to history. It is a compensatory act aimed at 

countering photographic assaults on the correlation between what is represented 
and what is meaningful-to compensate on the one hand by re-monumentalizing 
the photographic image, and on the other by stabilizing meaning. 

Comparing Shadr's monument and the photographic "original" is instruc- 
tive: Lenin's sculptural elevation not only replaces the contingent and mobile 
vehicle with a fixed and permanent pedestal, but also lifts him out of the confused 
hierarchy of the photograph with its multiple points of interest. (For some mem- 
bers of the crowd, the truck seems far more interesting than Lenin.) The isolation 
of the figure from the rest of the visual field stands as an artificial and external- 
ized analog to the selective processes of memory-a monogram for the masses. 
The shift in scale re-monumentalizes the photo-figure, reversing the camera's 
operations of miniaturization, while its elevation onto a high pedestal creates a 
zone of isolated visibility within urban public space; both keep the spectator at a dis- 
tance, establishing a barrier to approach. This sacred zone asserts, as Iampolski 
has suggested, a particular temporal character.21 In its sculptural reproduction, 
the photo-instant is transformed into essence. Time becomes strangely static, 
achronic. Simultaneously, the familiarity of the photographic source-in this 

21. Iampolski [spelled here Yampolsky], "Notes about Iconoclasm and Time," in The Aesthetic Arsenal 
(New York: Institute for Contemporary Art, P. S. 1 Museum, 1993), pp. 157-71. 
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case, widely available as a postcard-adds a factual aspect to the monument, proof 
that Lenin once was really like this. The monument makes a claim to durability: 
what we know from the photograph to have once been true is now always true. To 
make history in a sense ahistorical can be understood as a means of muting 
mnemonic anxiety. 

The transformations from the photographic in Brodskii's image of Lenin 
addressing the troops also perform significant work. Deviating from the source 
image, the artist alters the figure of the leader himself, erasing the sense of strain 
with which he struggles to be heard, positioning him instead as orchestrating the 
crowd's response or perhaps receiving its devotion. After all, the photographic 
form has a particular ability to capture the look of modern distraction. But 
Brodskii transforms the attitude of the crowd from distracted, multipoint focus to 
rapt attention and collective enthusiasm. He adds portrait faces along the left 
flank, many recognizable to students of Soviet history, and subtracts the figures of 
Trotsky and Kamenev from the steps. (Though, as noted above, this erasure might 
have taken place at an earlier stage.) Brodskii does not only edit out details, but 
adds others: he inserts banners that quite literally make the image readable, thus 
internalizing and naturalizing the caption in painterly form-a process of absorp- 
tion that prevents the severing of image and meaning. In addition, the figures are 
now portrayed as listening attentively and actively transcribing Lenin's words. The 
masses now serve as mediating points between the historical event and the body 
of doctrine being established as Leninism. The painted frame then establishes an 
interpretative superstructure for the once-photographic object-linking the body 
of Lenin to the will of the collective masses, to rule in their name, to a narrative of 
Revolution. 

Socialist realism ties the semantically malleable photographic image to 
concrete meanings, reconstructing a mnemonic filter, a collective memory image 
for mass distribution. The ruin of the photograph is simultaneously buried and 
uncannily legible within the socialist realist image, betraying both desire for 
photography's authenticating power and fear of its unfiltered retention of histori- 
cal data. In this sense, both the manipulated photograph and socialist realist 
appropriation of the photograph represent interlocking halves of an official effort 
to manage a photographic threat. 
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