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4 
Visualizing Political Language 

in the Stalin Cult: 
The Georgian Art Exhibition at 

the Tretyakov Gallery 
JUDITH DEVLIN 

In November 1937, as part of the celebrations of the twentieth 
anniversary of the October Revolution, the Tretyakov Gallery in 
Moscow mounted an exhibition of Georgian art. The greater part 
of the display was devoted to a series of canvases illustrating the 
acclaimed new history primer mythologizing Stalin's early political 
career by Lavrenty Beria, First Secretary of the Transcaucasian 
Regional Committee of the Russian Communist Party, who would 
before long be promoted to head of the NKVD in Moscow. It was 
on Beria's orders that the show was initially organized in Tbilisi in 
1935. Envisaged as an act of homage to Stalin, the exhibition was 
a great success with the critics and, as far as the visitors' book 
enables us to judge, with the public. 1 

Every professional artist and sculptor in Georgia was pressed into 
service and, by spring 1936, a feverish atmosphere had descended 
on Tbilisi. The anxiety which beset the artists was attributable to 
more than well-founded fear of their patron and the general 
context of the incipient Terror. They were embarked on a sensitive 
project-the depiction of the vozl,,d' Oeader), whose image was care-
fully controlled by Stalin's private office. Furthermore, artists 
usually worked not from life but from approved photographs; in 
I would like to express my thanks to the T retyakov Gallery for kind permission to consult 

their archive for the preparation of this material. 
1 See e.g. the review 'Bol'shoi pochin' in Tvorchestuo, 1 (1938), 3-5. The show was hailed 

then and later for pioneering the modem (Stalinist) historical-revolutionary theme; see, for 
example, A. Mikhailov, 'Khudozhniki sovetskoi Gruzii', Iskusstuo, 1 (1947), 32. That Beria 
was directly involved in mounting the show emerges unambiguously from the acrimonious 
correspondence between the head of the Committee for Artistic Affairs, Platon Kerzhentsev, 
Agitprop, and Molotov's office. See Rossiiskii gosudarstvenny arkhiv sotsial'no-politicheskoi 
istorii (RGASPI): fo. 82, op. 2, d. 952, 11. 54-62. 
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this case, however, there were almost no approved images to work 
from. Thus, rather than transcribe photographs, as did the leading 
court painter Isaac Brodsky, the Georgian artists were to work from 
Beria's book. Of necessity, this involved moving away from the 
established portraiture of the voz}ui' in easel-painting. This generally 
presented Stalin as a static and isolated figure at the summit of 
power, austerely dressed in quasi-military brown tunic and boots: 
an authoritative figure engaged in intellectual work alone in his 
office or (in Gerasimov's favourite conceit) elevated above the 
crowd at the tribune addressing the Party Congress. 

As was the case with the big shows in Moscow, the Georgians 
were given a series of scenes and themes from Beria's book to 
illustrate.2 However, the exhibition was by no means a simple 
visual transcription of the text: the choice of subjects appears to 
have been inspired less by Beria's text (for he passed over most of 
them rapidly)3 than by the desire, on the one hand, to stress the 
precocity of Stalin's espousal and leadership of Bolshevism, and 
on the other to escape the modest and controversial confines of 
Stalin's documented revolutionary career by dwelling on a period 
where the facts were conveniently shrouded in obscurity. The very 
insignificance of Stalin's early revolutionary career became an 
advantage, as it allowed the presentation of an inspiring leader 
whose charisma could be all the more vividly imagined in that 
fantasy was not constrained by inconvenient or unglamorous 
detail. Thus, despite the ostensible purpose of illustrating a history, 
the exhibition concocted an image of Stalin that owed more to 
imagination than to fact. 

2 See Y. Kriger, 'lstoriya bol'shevizma v zhivopisi', Iskusstw, 1 (1938), 3-4. See, too, 
Zarya vostoka, 3 Oct. 1935, for a report on the initial viewing of the unfinished pictures and 
sketches, submitted for critical assessment and censorship. The idea of the exhibition is 
attributed to Beria. 

3 e.g. Beria affirms that Stalin and his friends did 'enormous revolutionary-propaganda 
and organizational work on creating the illegal social-democratic party organization; the 
members of the central party group conducted intensive revolutionary propaganda, each 
of them directed several workers' circles. Stalin alone had more than eight worker social-
democratic groups in Tbilisi' in 1898, and he and his comrades, 'along with propaganda 
of the idea of social-democratic revolution directed strikes and the political struggle of the 
Tbilisi proletariat'. He enumerates various strikes, referring briefly to the May Day 
demonstrations in Tbilisi. L. Beria, K voprosu oh istorii bol'shevistskoi partii (1936), 21--2. Only 
on the heroism of the Batumi episode, which he knew to be especially dear to Stalin, did 
he enlarge, ibid. 231 . 
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Romantic realism and narrative were the typical solution adopted 
by the Georgian artists, and Stalin appeared as a romantic young 
rebel, instructing, converting, and inspiring his disciples. 4 The 
requisite image of the leader was established at the start of the 
exhibition (which proceeded, in Moscow, in chronological-bio-
graphical order) with a much-reproduced painting of the young 
Stalin by Konstantin Gzelishvili. Criticized for its technical inep-
titude, the painting was none the less praised for showing in the 
child a prefiguration of the future 'teacher and friend': the boy 
Stalin is reading a book, explaining every word to the little com-
rades who surround him, listening with rapt attention to the 
'future vozhd".5 A whole series of paintings reiterated this image, 
incidentally also dramatizing the text and its reading. Ivan 
Vepkhvadze's Comrade Stalin with his Comrades-in-Arms depicts an 
urgent young Stalin exhorting his companions, who listen to him 
thoughtfully.6 Stalin's superiority to them is conveyed through a 
number of devices: he is standing, while all but one of his com-
rades (a marginal figure in the dark background) are sitting in a 
circle around him; he is speaking, while they are listening; he 
appears to be interpreting a thick and meaty text (Marx, perhaps), 
while they are being instructed. The drama of the situation is 
accentuated by the lighting: the dark room is illuminated from 
below, bathing these key figures of the dawn of revolution in a 
halo oflight. We do not see a lamp or candle, but we understand 
that the source of true (that is, political) illumination is Stalin, the 
revealer of truth. The painting, like an icon, points beyond what 
is seen with the naked eye to the unseen spiritual significance of 
the occasion and, like an icon, is transcendental in function. It 

4 The following discussion is based principally on the illustrations in Trystavka proizyedenii 
;:hivopisi, grefiki i skul'ptury gru;:inskoi SSR: katalog (Moscow, 1937); and B. Gogua (ed.), Trystavka 
k istorii bol'sheoists/rikh organi;:atsii Gru;:ii i 2;,akava;:'ya:fotoreproduktsii (Tbilisi, 1939). 

5 Gzelishvili's painting Comrade Stalin in his routh is reproduced in Jystavka proi;:vedenii 
;:hivopisi. Like many of the artists involved in the show, Gzelishvili, who was born in 1902, 
went on to have a successful career within the Soviet art establishment, becoming an 
Honoured Artist of Soviet Georgia. For brief biographical information on many of the 
participants in the show, see Spravochnik. chknov i kandidatov v chkny soyu;:a khudo;:hnikov SSSR 
(Moscow, 1966). For critical comments on this work, see Y. Kriger, 'Istoriya bol'shevizma 
v zhivopisi', Iskusstvo, 1 (1938), 9-10. 

6 Ivan Vepkhvadze (b. 1888) became a People's Artist of Georgia. This painting is 
reproduced in Jystavka proizyedenii ;:hivopisi. 
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suggests the existence of a higher truth and reality, which only 
Stalin can see and speak 0£ 

Almost identical in conception was V. K.rotkov's Comrade Stalin: 
1he Organizer ef the First S.D. Workers' Circles in Tifl,is (1898). 7 Here, 
Stalin's audience is composed of gnarled workers; they sit in a 
dark room around a table, hanging on the standing Stalin's words, 
imbibing from him the revolutionary faith. The workers' features 
are obscured by the prevailing gloom and their pose: some sit 
side-on or with their backs to the viewer, whose eye-like theirs-
is drawn to the one illuminated figure, Stalin. Only one character 
is deemed worthy of our full attention. However, Stalin, although 
recognizable, is not fully realized as an individual: his pale, 
unmarked face expresses not so much character or temperament 
as an ideal of the romantic rebel. This treatment of the theme was 
clearly an agreed formal device, for it was rehearsed in most of 
the paintings of the young Stalin and his followers.8 In these paint-
ings, Stalin's pre-eminence is unchallenged: his dignity, authority, 
command of the situation, and wisdom ensure that he is sur-
rounded by respectful and attentive crowds. The fact that they 
are implicitly his social inferiors (by dint of the fact that he belongs 
to the intelligentsia, while they are illiterate manual workers) 
serves, ostensibly, only to underscore his modesty, generosity of 
spirit, and benevolence. These paintings also indicate the appro-
priate stance for the whole country: like the obscure disciples of 
the paintings, the Soviet people were to listen, admire, contem-
plate, and follow in reverent awe the only person who commands 
speech, whose word alone was significant and truth-bearing. 
Stalin, in these paintings, appears as more than the young revo-
lutionary propagandist. His teaching, it is implied, is more impor-
tant than mere technical knowledge: it reveals higher truths, and 
discloses a better order and scheme of values. The idiom of these 

7 The reference in the title (abbreviated in the original) is to Social Democratic circles 
(i.e. to the study groups organized by Russia's first Marxist party, the Russian Social 
Democratic Workers' Party. The painting is reproduced in Gogua (ed.), Trystavka. 

8 In A. I. Gigolashvili's Illegal Meeting Headed by Stalin at Khorb:/,evansky Cemetery in Tiflis 
(1898) a dramatically lit Stalin is encircled by workers, listening to him in the dark: they 
are ignorant and he is enlightened. Comrade Stalin at a May Day Meeting ef Tiflis Workers 
(1900), by Maisashvili, puts Stalin in the central halo oflight, instructing an attentive dark 
crowd around him; see Trystavka (1937) for illustration. The Adzhari peasants, who are 
listening to the dashing young central figure of Stalin in Kutateladze's painting, are gazing 
away from the viewer towards the teacher and their features are again obscured by their 
pose. See Trystavka (1937), for image. 
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paintings recalls religious iconography, with its use of chiaroscuro, 
its halo of light signifying exceptional virtue and merit. Even the 
grouping of the figures around Stalin is reminiscent of the way 
Christ was sometimes depicted with his disciples. 9 

Stalin, however, was not merely a prophet, as these paintings 
implied. They emphasized also the heroism of his revolutionary 
leadership, his sufferings, and self-sacrifice. Stalin the martyr was 
shown calm and dignified as he is arrested, walking unintimidated 
between the mounted soldiers in S. Maisashvili's Arrest ef Comrade 
Stalin in Batum (r902); K. Sanadze depicts him on the same occasion 
as standing resolutely in a halo oflight, as his room is searched by 
the police. In S. Makashvili's Comrade Stalin in Bak:u Prison in r9w, 
Stalin leans defiantly out of his jail cell to shout to fellow prisoners 
below him to keep their chains, as they will be useful when they 
overthrow the tsar. 10 The painting of these themes, while implicitly 
referring to a religious sub-text of martyrdom, also exploited the 
idiom of the popular adventure story, which we know Stalin 
enjoyed in his youth. Moise Toidze depicted an implausibly heroic 
and handsome young Stalin, ineffectually restrained by two 
women, defending peasants from an evil, mounted landlord at the 
bottom left of the picture. Bagration depicted him defying the 
powers of State (present in the portrait on the wall) and Church 
as a schoolboy. Kutateladze, in one of the most often reproduced 
paintings from the exhibition, shows Stalin, as usual bathed in light 
while a dark crowd of striking workers follow him, marching res-
olutely forward into the left-wing future, defying watching sol-

9 The use of chiaroscuro and the grouping of his disciples around the illuminated 
figure of Christ the teacher, miracle worker, or saviour was a common feature ofreligiously 
inspired art of the Counter-Reformation. It can be observed, for example in Claude 
Vignon's Christ among the Doctars (1623, Grenoble Museum), where an illuminated young 
Christ is surrounded by an attentive elderly audience. In The Pilgrims ef Emmaus, by the Le 
Nain brothers (before 1640, the Louvre), Christ is seated on one side of a table in an austere 
room, holding the attention of those around him. Stalin's arrests are represented in several 
works in the exhibition and again their idiom-in their drama and lighting effects-recalls 
classical iconography. A more immediate source for these paintings was probably Repin, 
the great realist painter of the later nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In particular, 
the series he devoted to the revolutionary populists and propagandists in the 1880s have 
much in common with Krotkov's painting: the composition and arrangement of the 
figures, the lighting, the centrality of the dynamic and Christ-like propagandist in Repin 
inform the style of several canvases in the Georgian exhibition. 

10 Both of these works are reproduced in Gogua (ed.), Tystavka. Another illustration of 
Stalin's indomitable spirit in prison is given in Comrade Stalin Cotwersing with Political Prisoners 
in Kutaisi Prison (1903), reproduced in Gogua (ed.), Tystavka, which, as usual, depicts Stalin 
in a gloomy cell, instructing his attentive fellow prisoners. 
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diers. 11 This picture celebrated Stalin's leadership of the Batumi 
strike of 1902, to which the new Stalinist historiography attributed 
vast importance, as Beria was at pains to do in his history. Other 
famous pictures (showing Stalin leading the Baku strikes of 1908, 
displaying fiery oratory at Tsulukidze's funeral) used similar formal 
devices: surrounding Stalin with enthusiastic workers, elevating 
him above the crowd, and, where enemies are present, isolating 
them at the dark margins of the picture. 12 Critics approved of the 
fact that Stalin was depicted here not alone, as in the traditional 
portrait, but with the faithful, humble narod (people/ Volk), whose 
devotion to him was made explicit. 13 This device helped to trans-
form Stalin the individual (however important) of the conventional 
portrait into Stalin, the mythical revolutionary persona: his biog-
raphy was no longer a matter of personal significance but-as the 
critical literature suggested-a heroic epic, involving not merely 
his own personal destiny or even that of the individuals who made 
up the crowds following him, but above all the fate of a country, a 
cause, humanity. 14 

Inevitably, when Stalin meets Lenin, it is as an equal (as, for 
example, in I. Vepkhvadze's account of their alleged encounter 
in Tammerfors in 1905, where only the use of lighting hints at 
Lenin's primacy). 15 In its peculiar perspective (even Lenin, who 
appeared in only three pictures, was overshadowed), cavalier 
treatment of the historical record, and dramatic handling of its 

11 Moisei Toidze, Comrade Stalin Defends Kartalinski Peasants (1895); V. Bagration, Comrade 
Stalin's Expulswn.from Tiflis Seminary, both works reproduced in Gogua (ed.), f:5,stavka; Apollon 
Kutateladze, Comrade Stalin, the Leader of the Political Demonstration of Batum Workers (1902), 
reproduced in f:5,stavka (1937). 

12 I. Vepkhvadze, Comrade Stalin Delwers a Speech at A. Tsulukid;;e's Funeral (1905); S. 
Nadareishvili, Comrade Stalin Unmasks Mensheviks at a Meeting in Chiaturi (1905); V. Sidamon-
Aristov, Comrade Stalin at a Meeting of Baku Oil-Workers (1908) ( all reproduced in Gogua (ed.), 
f:5,stavka). 

13 Kriger, 'Istoriya bol'shevizma v zhivopisi', lskusstvo, 1 (1938), 8-g. 
14 'The introduction [to the exhibition] is done almost epically. We understand the first 

pictures as the beginning of a legend about the life of a national hero. Old Georgia. 
Ancient mountains. A stone fort, perched over the valley. A simple, poor house at the foot 
of the mountains. The house in Gori, where IosefVissarionovich Stalin was born.' Kriger, 
'Istoriya bol'shevizma v zhivopisi', lskusstvo, 1 ( 1938), 6. 'Inspired by the revolutionary 
biography of comrade Stalin and the history of the Transcaucasian organizations led by 
him, Georgian painters ... have told their creative tale about our own beloved Stalin, his 
remarkable deeds, his work among the Bolshevik of the Caucasus. The best works ... on 
this theme open new paths for Soviet history painting .... [fhey] have enormous political 
and artistic significance.' f:5,stavka, katalog (1937), 3. 

15 For illustration, see Gogua (ed.), f:5,stavka. 
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subject, the exhibition enshrined the myth of Stalin as a revolu-
tionary Prometheus, whose heroic and daring exploits unfolded 
against the backdrop of the Caucasus-a landscape long estab-
lished in Russian literary tradition as the locus of Romantic rebel-
lion and Byronic adventure and drama. History, treated in this 
manner, shifted almost imperceptibly from the register of docu-
mentary prose to that of poetry and legend. 16 

Reception 

This shift from the documentary to the poetic is precisely what 
the central authorities had been looking for in painting--and, 
indeed, in all the arts. This was the main thrust of the socialist 
realism that had been promulgated as the new aesthetic in 1934. 
As explained by Zhdanov at the first Congress of the Union of 
Soviet Writers in August 1934, writers (and artists) could not be 
content with the stylistic solutions of the past: the new socialist 
world required a correspondingly new aesthetic, a 'revolutionary 
romanticism' which would reveal 'our tomorrow' and the heroes 
of the new age. 1 7 The principal hero, it was hardly necessary to 
explain, was Stalin, and his preferences in the matter of his visual 
image were indicated in an article on portraiture of the leaders, in 
one of the leading art journals, by one L. Gutman. This suggested 
that the existing iconography of the vozhdi was inadequate to meet 
the recently promulgated requirements of socialist realism. The 
boundaries of portraits of the vozh,d' had long outgrown the limi-
tations of biographical exposition, but contemporary artists were 
unable to 'see the object of depiction beyond this or that historical 
fact'. Most limited themselves to the '"factographic" external 
appearance of the vozh,d' and this or that historical-biographic fact 
connected with him' .18 More, Gutman hoped, would follow the 
example of Petr Staronosev's 'graphic tale' ofLenin's biography, 
which was based not just on photographs, but on extensive his-
torical research, interviews, and site studies. The socialist realist 
portraitist should 'overcome the "deathly-mirror" relationship to 

16 See also the comments by Kriger, 'lstoriya bol'shevizma v zhivopisi', Jskusstvo, 1 

(1938), 6. 
17 The Soviet Writers' Congress 1934 (London, 1977), 22. 
lB L. Gutman, '0 portretakh vozhdei', lskusstvo, I (1935), 5-u. Further quotations are 

to be found here. 
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nature' and the desire for mere verisimilitude, and emulate those 
few artists in whose portraits of the leaders 'we can find the histor-
ically faithful revelation of their inspirational (ideinye) depths'. The 
desired '"dual vision" of nature-from within and without-pre-
supposed in the artist the ability to explain the world, a phenom-
enon, man not in its static existence but in movement, in time'. 
This· amounted to a call to mythologize the leaders, to depict them 
in a heroic inspirational vein, untrammelled by the inconsistencies 
of biography and history. 

Not surprisingly, in view of its timely response to these indica-
tions, the exhibition was a great success (though not with every-
one: the visiting Andre Gide deplored it): 19 its transfer from Tbilisi 
to Moscow and Leningrad in 1937-8 was a sure sign of this. Two 
hundred thousand visitors, including groups of apparently enthu-
siastic workers Oearning kul'tumost'), schoolchildren, soldiers, and 
Party and Komsomol workers, it was claimed, had visited and 
enjoyed it. 20 Photographers and film-makers sued for permission 
to record it. 21 An elaborate, three-volume celebratory album of 
the show was issued. Stalin, though he did not visit the exhibition, 
kept a copy of this luxury work in his archive. 22 Several artists 
made their careers thanks to the exhibition, for many copies of 
the originals were commissioned, and they were frequently repro-
duced as illustrations to cult literature, especially before the war.23 

This would not have been possible without the permission of 
Stalin's office and, ultimately, Stalin's own agreement. Hung to 
great acclaim, the exhibition thus put into circulation many 
famous images of the young voz:,hd'. 

It was greeted, in Moscow, as a new departure in the iconogra-
phy of the vozl,,d', and the entire cohort of professional artists in the 
capital was assembled on 16 February 1938 to learn the lessons of 
the exhibition. The clearest statement of the show's significance 
was made, on this occasion, by the Party secretary of the 
Tretyakov Gallery (who had maintained contact with Beria 

19 Andre Gide, &tour de l'URSS (Paris, 1936), 85. 
20 Rossiiskii gosudarstvenny arkhiv literatury i iskusstva (RGALI): fo. 2943, op. 1, ed. 

khr., 172, 11. 3-5. The positive reception was reflected in the wall-papers of Moscow 
factories, while the Gallery's visitors' book predictably reflected praise: Tretyakov Gallery 
Archive, fo. 8.II (i), d. 770, d. 772. 

21 Tretyakov Gallery Archive, fo. 8.11, d. 6g3, 11. 111-13, 139, 153. 
22 Tretyakov Gallery Archive, fo. 8.11 (i), d. 997-9; Jystavka k istorii bol'shevistskoi 

organizatsii v Gruzii (Tbilisi, 1939) was another elaborate volume. 
23 Tretyakov Gallery Archive, fo. 8.11, d. 693, 11. 8191; d. 993, I. 60. 
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throughout the preparations), Melikhadze. The celebrations of the 
twentieth anniversary of the Revolution had marked a turning 
point in all the arts, as artists had posed the problem of the voz:,hdi 
and the narod. Hitherto, artists' efforts to depict Lenin and Stalin 
had been less deep and significant than in the Georgian show. This 
was the first exhibition devoted to Stalin's revolutionary career; 
only now were artists mature enough to tackle Lenin's and Stalin's 
role in the revolutionary struggle and its significance. Lest there be 
any ambiguity, Melikhadze criticized two paintings for inadver-
tently consigning Stalin to the second plane and for not imposing 
the vozhd' on the viewer, while praising another for showing the 
voz:,hd' as close to the people and depicting 'the warmth, greatness 
and monumental form of Comrade Stalin'. The show was in-
tended to create a precedent, and the country's leading artists 
should follow the Georgians' lead and prepare a big exhibition to 
Lenin and Stalin.24 The leaders were now to become a major 
theme on which all artists should work. The catalogue's introduc-
tory essay stressed that the exhibition revealed the close relations 
between Stalin and the narod, and the masses' love of and faith in 
the vozhd'. This use of religious language was no accident but, as we 
have seen, corresponded to the iconographic solutions adopted by 
the painters. Henceforth, artists were to be urged to paint the vozhd' 
and especially his legendary or epic persona. 

History and Biograph)! as Sources 

Judged not by the standards of Stalin's Soviet Union but by aes-
thetic criteria, the exhibition's allegedly new pictorial language 
was derivative rather than innovative. In reality, it embodied no 
properly painterly language, as shaped by form, plasticity, or 
colour: the language of iconography in this case was determined 
by a set text. As was the rule under Stalin (in posters, painting, 
and even film), the image was underpinned by an authoritative 
inscription, title, slogan, or text. This not only established its 
meaning, excluding the potential ambiguity or polyvalence of the 
image and proposing to the viewer the correct way of 'reading' it, 
but also pointed to a hierarchy in the means of expression. The 
text, with its explicit language, took precedence over other more 

24 RGALI: fo. 2943, op. 1, ed. khr., 172, 11. 3-15, 19. 
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fluid and thus dangerous forms. This scale of values was implicit 
in the idea of basing an art exhibition on a history text and of the 
movement towards narrative in the painting of the voz/zd' in the 
mid-193os. Hence the fact that the paintings were occasionally 
ugly or inept was a secondary consideration, so long as they 
offered an appropriate illustration of the assigned theme. The 
painting or image could ultimately be reduced to the text, estab-
lishing the priority of Word over Image. 

What sort of texts formed the basis of the exhibition? Beria's 
history, K voprosu ob istorii bol'shevistskikh organizatsii v <.,akavkaz'i 
(1935), was ostensibly the main source. It was a highly tendentious 
and distorted reading of history: the only figure of real distinction 
and merit to emerge from its pages, apart from those few who 
died early, was Stalin. Proceeding by assertion, selective quota-
tion, and anathema, the work was closer to a catechism than to a 
work of history: each chapter closed with a series of summary 
theses to be memorized by the reader, lest any confusion had set 
in. In producing this work, Beria had seized upon the Party's and 
Stalin's perceived need for new Party (Stalinist) histories,25 pro-
ducing a more elaborate and formal version of the little tale of 
revolutionary heroism and Stalinist hagiography pioneered the 
previous year by the Abkhaz leader, Nestor Lakoba. The resulting 
work was opportune and became one of the classics of Stalinist 
historiography. That it found favour with Stalin is not in doubt: 
its publication in Pravda was approved by him and its speedy 
appearance and frequent reissuing in book form confirm this.26 

Despite its vocation of helping to establish the myth of Stalin as a 

25 As early as 1931 Stalin had indicated his hostility to academic history and the classic 
Marxist rejection of the role of great men in shaping it. These reservations had been 
formalized in a decree of 1934, which called for a new textbook of Party history that would 
identify 'important historical events [ and] historical personages'. That Beria had been fully 
alive to the implications of these strictures and prescriptions is evident from his criticism 
of Georgian historians in the Tbilisi press. Stalin, Sochinenfya (Moscow, 1951), xiii. 84-102; 
Robert V. Daniels (ed.), A Documentary History Q/Communism in Russia (Hanover, NH, 1993), 
185-6, 19g; Amy W. Knight, Beria: Stalin's First lieutenant (Princeton, 1993), 57. 

26 L. Beria, 'K voprosu ob istorii bol'shevistskoi partii v Zakavkaz'i', Zarya vostoka, 24-5 
Guly 1935). Id., Kvoprosu ob iswrii bol'shevistskoi partii v Zalcavka;:.'i (Moscow, 1936). For a critical 
discussion, see Bertram D. Wolfe, Three JiVho Made a Revolution: A Biographical Hiswry 
(Harmondsworth, 1966), 456-88. For Stalin's vetting, see RGASPI: fo. 558, op. 11, d. 704, 
II. ro-14; 20-1; 34ob-g8ob; d. 705 contains the amendments and additions Beria proposes 
to Stalin for the third Moscow edition of 1937. N. Rubin, Lavrenty Beria: mif i realnost' 
(Moscow, 1998), 761 , asserts that Stalin made mainly stylistic changes to the manuscript 
before publication. 
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significant revolutionary leader and the equal of Lenin since his 
youth, this work was none the less couched in the formulaic lan-
guage of Marxism-Leninism. In addition, it mimicked academic 
style, including abundant citations from 'sources', footnotes, and 
references to the works of the Great Men of Marxism, principally 
Lenin and Stalin. However, its stylistic formality, intended to 
make it pass muster as an official primer of Party history, pre-
cluded its having much popular appeal. Nor was its dry dogma-
tism a helpful source for the Georgian painters, or indeed akin to 
their dramatic and pathetic style. 

Beria seems to have been anxious to show Stalin that Lakoba 
had no monopoly on works of popular Stalinist legend and has-
tened to use materials gathered for his official history to produce 
a volume of workers' tales obviously modelled on Lakoba's story 
Stalin i Khashim ( 1934). Lakoba's simple and stirring tale of Stalin's 
revolutionary cunning and daring, supposedly recounted by the 
colourful old Abkhaz peasant Khashim, was cast almost in the 
vein of an adventure story for children, but appealed to Stalin, 
who awarded Lakoba the Order of Lenin after its publication 
(although Lakoba and his family were to fall victim to the 
Purges).27 Beria's workers' tales employed the same register and 
enjoyed much success. Supposedly a spontaneous response to 
Beria's July 1935 speech on the history of the Bolshevik party in 
the Caucasus, they were first printed in book form in Tbilisi 
in 1935 and subsequently as Tales of Old Workers from the Caucasus 
about the Great Stalin. 28 All of these works-the Party primer and 
the popular works of Stalinist hagiography and revolutionary 
folklore-furnished the texts on which the Georgian artists 
drew. 

The old workers recounted stories of Stalin's revolutionary 
derring-do, likening his appearance, in the underground cells 
he organized, to an epiphany: a sudden revelation of truth, an 

27 Stalin i Khashim: nekotorye epi;:.otfy iz batumskogo podpolya (Sukhumi, 1934). The book was 
reissued twice in Moscow in 1935, twice in 1936, and three times in 1938. 

28 First published in ,<'arya vostoka, 18 Sept., 24 Sept., 4 Oct., 5 Oct. 1935; they were 
published in book form in Tbilisi in 1935 and 1936 as Velikii vo;;hd' i uchitel': rasskazy starykh 
rabochikh o rabote t. Stalina v ,<'akav/ca;;.'i (2nd edn. Tbilisi, 1936). Republished in a luxury 
edition in Tbilisi in 1937, they were reissued in Moscow as Rasskazy starykh rabochikh 
,<'akavkaz'ya o velikom vo;;hde (Moscow, 1937), and frequently anthologized in children's 
literature and in works published for Stalin's (putative) sixtieth birthday in 1939. They were 
probably the result of Bedia's researches for Beria's history. Rubin affirms that he 
interviewed many veterans for it. See Rubin, Beria, 76. 
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inspiration of revolutionary energy. One old worker (P. G. 
Kuridze) describes the impact of Stalin's arrival in Batumi: 
I was captivated by his speeches. At last we understood the secret of 
exploitation ... How clearly, simply and convincingly comrade Soso 
spoke: in his words everything was revealed as though self-evident. 29 

Stalin's eloquence and message of worker liberation ensured, we 
are told, that he captured large audiences. Another disciple, 
Osman Gurgenidze, recalled his surprise when he saw that 'the 
whole room was packed with workers who, closely grouped 
around the young man, attentively listened to his words'. The 
hours passed quickly, according to Kuridze, and they spent nights 
sitting in a smoky room, 'holding our breath', listening to their 
'fiery and wise ... teacher'. The atmosphere and setting evoked 
by, among other things, Krotkov's picture of Stalin's workers' 
circles may readily be identified here. The melodrama of the 
paintings is present also in the workers' stories. Stalin's acolytes 
were taken, we are assured, by the conspiratorial atmosphere cul-
tivated by Stalin, who used disguises and other ruses to deceive 
the tsarist police. His 'intelligence, courage and daring inspired 
us to go with him into the fight and to fight until victory'. Kuridze 
recalls Stalin's toast after a New Year gathering: 'Here's dawn! 
Soon the sun will rise. The sun will rise for us too!'30 

Emotional and personal, simple and vivid, the tales were in a 
different stylistic register from Beria's dogmatic ideology primer. 
These heroic texts were clearly closer to the spirit of the paintings 
than Beria's dry references to Stalin's activities as a propagandist. 
From his arrival in Batumi, through his struggles in inspiring and 
leading the workers, his heroic defiance in jail, sufferings in prison, 
and clever deception of the tsarist authorities, Stalin appears not 
only as a prophet of revolution, but also as a martyr sacrificing 
himself for the oppressed people, who await their redemption 
after the 1917 Revolution. In addition, he was depicted in some 
respects like the hero of a folktale. He combines a daredevil spirit 
with cunning, directing underground revolutionary groups and 
publishing from his prison cell, assuming disguises, escaping from 
exile. The trickster is a no less familiar and popular character in 
the traditional tale than the prince, and folklorists have discerned 

29 Rasslwzy starykh rabochikh ,?p.kav~'ya o velilwm Staline (Moscow, 1937), 95. 
30 Rasslwzy starykh rabochilch (1937), 63, 65-6, 96--]. 
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in him a Bakhtinesque popular rebellion against the hierarchies 
of power. The Old Workers' Tales thus combined hagiographic 
elements with the popular narrative tradition of the folktale and 
adventure story. The exhibition, obeying the same stylistic 
impulse and recapitulating the same themes rather than, as its title 
suggested, illustrating history, thus assisted in the production of a 
myth of Stalin which obeyed the conventions of religious literature 
and art and folk narrative. In short, in the exhibition the faithful 
transcription of history and biography had been rejected in favour 
of the language of myth which was to become characteristic of 
the later cult. 

The Language of Myth 

Mythic language seems to have developed in the mid-193os from 
earlier elements in the political culture in response to Stalin's 
known tastes and because it was opportune. Soviet mythologizing 
long pre-dated the flowering of Stalinist myth, but its earliest 
expressions had been modernist, and its official manifestations 
generally confined and shaped by Party convention and ideology. 
There were several registers of political language in Stalin's 
Russia. Official discourse was shaped by Marxism-Leninism, the 
ostensibly scientific exposition of the victorious ideology. Endlessly 
repeated and studied, this new political language was deployed in 
the leaders' ex cathedra speeches and pronouncements, in leading 
press articles, and the Party's academic works on such subjects as 
philosophy and history. On occasion Aesopian and impenetrable, 
long-winded and repetitive, infamous for its tedium, official lan-
guage tended to function as a jargon or code, commanded only by 
the initiated and deployed by those empowered to speak on behalf 
of the Party. It was explicitly the language of power. This is not to 
say that attempts were not made to imitate or reproduce it by 
those outside the ruling circle, or that the regime was not anxious 
to inculcate it. Recognizing its limited appeal and communicative 
capacity, assiduous efforts were made to develop popular variants, 
principally by means of the propaganda machine. 

Hence, alongside Party discourse, a more popular political lan-
guage developed, officially sanctioned and encouraged, giving life 
to the abstractions, banalities, and occasional intricacies of official 
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pronouncements. This language was deployed in a variety of 
media but the emphasis was on accessibility. Novels, songs, folk.-
lore, films, even works of popular history and biography were 
encouraged to adopt this idiom. Derived from elements of moder-
nity (in form as well as symbolic content) and aspects of traditional 
culture, this language was generally more emotional, familiar, and 
simple than that of official discourse. It was the language not of 
Leninist theory (with its debts to philosophical and academic dis-
course) or even of that ideology in action (with its more vivid 
lexicon derived inter alia from religious anathema and war), but of 
'living tradition', or of tradition transformed by modernity. 
Supposedly vernacular, spontaneous, national (that is, of the narod, 
in the Herderian sense), it was held to be the genuine product of 
the people, their act of homage to the regime and, above all, its 
leader. It was the language of myth, in the sense not only that it 
was reserved for the celebration of Soviet myths but also that it 
was characterized by a peculiar rhetoric, the quasi-popular, 
pseudo-traditional, emotional, and religious style deemed appro-
priate for the modern epic. 

The toleration of the development of mythic language implies 
that official discourse was understood to be unable to fulfil all the 
regime's needs. These included more than the delivery of com-
mands and the explanation of policy to cadres and the exhorta-
tion and instruction of the masses. Regime authority and 
legitimacy depended on genuine belief and enthusiasm, which 
required more elaborate rituals and energizing language than 
official discourse afforded. Stalin's attention to spectacle and 
entertainment indicates that he understood the need to present 
his message in a more palatable form. In addition, the language 
of myth, which crystallized around the cult of Stalin, enabled his 
colleagues to pay him more extravagant tributes than the Party's 
rituals and linguistic conventions normally allowed. For example, 
the Politburo's greetings to Stalin on his sixtieth birthday in 
December 1939, couched in official discourse, were highly rhetor-
ical and ritualized, observing a typical pattern of development and 
using many of the same standard formulas. Invariable expressions 
of love and devotion (on behalf of the masses) were followed by 
more detailed rehearsals of his achievements, often in repetitive 
and even incantatory vein, and drawing on the same endlessly 
reiterated lexicon of Marxist-Leninist ideology. Vocabulary, sen-
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tence structure, and style followed a predictable, rigid model. 31 

The mythic register allowed for more ingenuity. Beria, in partic-
ular, was quick to see its possibilities, pioneering tributes to Stalin 
in almost every medium: the narod in their folktales and legends, 
poets, artists, actors, and film-makers, in their transports of enthu-
siasm over the contemporary epic and its heroes, were expected 
to express themselves in the language of modern myth. 

The most obvious example of the use of the language of myth 
is in Stalinist folklore. To this Beria also contributed, by ordering 
poets and folklorists to compose a volume of verse expressing the 
narod's spontaneous love of the voz/zd'. The context of this endeav-
our was a Central Committee decree of 1935 on the need to dis-
cover Soviet (as opposed to traditional) folklore. This, it was 
affirmed, was bound to exist as the people's consciousness must 
have been transformed thanks to the construction of socialism. 32 It 
was axiomatic that the narod would want to sing a chorus of praise 
to their new masters and heroes. As it happened there were ready 
collaborators, not necessarily motivated solely by opportunism. 33 

The collection of appropriate examples started in Moscow 
province under the sponsorship of Kaganovich. Folklore scholars 
and writers of belles lettres were attached to the project to assist 
authentic folk bards in finding the right themes and terms of praise. 
Increasingly, folk-verse, song, and folktale were integrated into the 
literary canon, as the differences between high and popular culture 
were declared to be anachronistic in socialist society, while the new 
aesthetic of socialist realism affirmed the new literature to be 
popular in origin, content, and reception. The purpose was polit-
ical: as with street festivals, the idea was to enact rituals of popular 
acclamation and thus establish a sense of regime legitimacy. 

In Beria's volume of poetry and folk-verse, to which Pasternak 
contributed translations, the vozhd' appeared as a mountain eagle 
(a term applied by Stalin to Lenin in 1924),34 the sun, a gardener 

3! See e.g. the offerings ofKaganovich, Khrushchev, and Beria in Stalin: k shestuie~atiktfyu 
so dT!)la ro;:Juieniya (Moscow, 1940). 

32 A. M. Astakhova et al., Ocherki ... russkogo tvorchestva sovetskoi epokhi (Moscow, 1952), 
190-2. E. A. Grin'ko (ed.), Fol'klor v Rossii v dokumentaklz sovetskogo perioda (Moscow, 1994), w-
1$ M. K. Azadovsky, 'Sovetskaya fol'loristika za 20 let', Sovetskiifol'klor, 6 (1939), 8-w. 

33 See T. G. Ivanova, '0 fol'klomoi i psevdofol'klomoi prirode sovetskogo eposa', in 
A. I. Poporkov, T. G. lvanova, et al. (eds.), Rukopisi, kotorikh ne bylo: Podde/ki v oblasti 
sg,(11}yanskogo fol'klora (Moscow, 2002), 410-12. 

34 Stalin, Sochineniya (Moscow, 1947), vi. 52-4, speech to Kremlin kursanty, 28Jan. 1924. 
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(Stalin fancied himself in this role and had a large library on this 
topic), Prometheus, and sundry Georgian epic heroes. 35 These 
conceits, supposedly exemplifying the people's penchant for 
metaphor and legend, its incapacity for abstract thought, and its 
love of tradition, were held to typify the language of the People, 
who, especially with the promulgation of Stalin's constitution, now 
appeared on stage in all their exotic and varied simplicity. In this, 
the little book resembled many others that appeared at this time 
celebrating not the legendary heroes (boga!)!ry) of the past, but the 
heroes of the contemporary epic, and first and foremost Stalin 
himself. To distinguish this new genre from the traditional heroic 
poems (qyli'f!Y, with their connotation of the past, qyloe) the term 
noviny (from novyi, new) was invented. In verse and tale, Stalin, 
Lenin and, to a lesser extent, other contemporary leaders 
appeared as wondrous heroes, transforming the world in magical 
ways-defeating evil, causing the land to flower, and the masses 
to sing and dance now that there were no miseries to bewail. For 
the famous northern folk-singer Maria Kriukova (who was tutored 
by the writer Viktorin Popov), Stalin was a miracle-worker who 
had transformed the country,36 the falcon who had defeated the 
evil snake and wild animals of the White Army before taking over 
from Lenin and bringing happiness to the Soviet people. On vis-
iting Moscow, she was moved to exclaim: 

The wise vo;:,hd' started to beautify the country, 
He rebuilt everything anew. 
To the villages came strong kolkhozy (collective farms) ... 
Fruit gardens began to flower, 
The people began to sing happy songs 

35 N. Mitsishivili et al., Gruzinskie stikhi i pesni o Staline (Tbilisi, 1937). After the 
'disappearance' of Yashvili and Titian Tabidze in the purges, the book was re-edited 
(without their contributions) as N. Tikhonov (ed.), Gruzi,zskiB stikhi i pesni o Staline (Leningrad, 
1938). Pasternak's translations also disappeared. 

36 Stalin was also celebrated as a Father, whose authority and capacities were almost 
divine. For the moribund, possibly incapable, Kazakh bard Dzhambul, Stalin's fatherly 
voice on the radio, announcing the new constitution in November 1936, wakens the world: 

And how can I not sing, not play on the dhombra, 
And with my heart flying to the father of all the peoples, 
Not be delighted like a child! 
You first of the geniuses of all times-
you gave all peoples the happy Law. 

The constitution was given to the Soviet people by Stalin almost as God gave the 
Israelites the law of Moses. Dzhambul, 'Ya slishal Stalina', in id. and S. Stal'ski, Stikhi i 
pesni o Lenine i Staline (Novosibirsk, 1938), 16-17-
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Small children became happy ... 
Under Mother-Moscow made of stone 
Works an underground wonder-machine. 
From all the world over people come 
And wonder at the works ofStalin-light.37 

99 

The genre was traditional, the linguistic register direct, colourful, 
occasionally folkish and formulaic, and the symbols of modernity 
appeared as though refracted in the prism of a naive mind. Could 
the amazed peasant woman be expected to pronounce the word 
'metro'? Marxist transformation was magic for the narod, whose 
consciousness, it must have been assumed, bore little trace of the 
inevitable enlightenment socialism was meant to bring: the new 
man and woman were different from the old only in their tireless 
jollity. Clearly, the text was gauged not, as the genre of folklore 
presupposed, for a traditional rural audience, but for an urban 
readership deluded by prejudice. It masqueraded as peasant 
speech but was, in fact, the product of an elaborate process of 
consultation and collaboration, in which it was typical of the lan-
guage of Stalinist myth. 

The language of myth corresponded to Stalin's own use oflan-
guage in the famous speech in which he laid claim to the Leninist 
succession. In this highly ritualized declamation, which drew on 
religious language, Stalin swore on behalf of the Party and Soviet 
Communists to honour Lenin's testament (not that which had 
excoriated Stalin, but a new one, invented by Stalin). A cleverly 
constructed speech, it was built around a repetitive, formulaic 
oath, promising the dead Lenin that his instructions would be fol-
lowed. The first of these incantations ran: 
Departing from us, Comrade Lenin, you bequeathed us the task of 
holding high and keeping pure the great calling of being a member of 
the Party. We swear to you, Comrade Lenin, that we will fulfil with 
honour this your command. 38 

Honour, purity, fidelity, and faith were all central to this disciple-
ship, as was a sort of communion of the elect, binding the living 
to the dead. This was in keeping with Stalin's insistence-despite 
Krupskaya and Trotsky-on embalming Lenin's body and pre-

37 M. Kriukova, 'Slava Stalinu budet vechnaya: (russkaya bylina)', in N. P. Andreev 
(ed.), Russkiifol'klor: khrestomaliya (Moscow, 1938), 648--g. 

3B Stalin, Socmnentya (Moscow, 1947), vi. 46--s1: speech to the second All-Union Congress 
of Soviets, 26Jan. 1924. 
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serving it as a site of pilgrimage in the mausoleum on Red Square. 
Revolutionary Marxism, in this interpretation, was a faith which 
required a quasi-religious ritual and language to be communi-
cated. That Stalin wished to be viewed through this prism is 
suggested by his handling of the cult as it developed (his encour-
agement of Lakoba and Beria, for instance) and by his acolytes' 
enthusiastic collaboration with him. 

It was thus hardly fortuitous that Stalin's oath was to inspire 
paintings and famous films in the later years of the cult. Stalin 
loved film and attached great importance to it as a mass medium. 
For the twentieth anniversary of the Revolution in 1937, several 
attempts were made to mythologize revolutionary history, evoking 
Lenin and Stalin on stage and in film. Beria and the director 
whom he patronized, Mikhail Chiaureli, offered to these rites the 
film Great Dawn (1938), a celebration of Stalin's role in the October 
1917 rising, which reportedly met with Stalin's approval.39 Not all 
of these tributes were so successful: in November 1937, P. M. 
Kerzhentsev, Chairman of the Committee on the Arts, was 
severely criticized for allowing the figure of Stalin to be included 
as a character in Pogodin's play (the basis ofYutkevich's famous 
film) Man with a Gun, without the permission of the vozhd'.40 Beria 
and Chiaureli guessed that the films and plays made to celebrate 
the anniversary of October, however much they distorted history 
to ascribe to Stalin a central role in these events and suppress 
Trotsky, were fundamentally uncongenial to the Boss, who wanted 
to escape the confines of 1917, where he was inevitably forced to 
play second fiddle to Lenin. They were too fact-bound and ped-
estrian for Stalin's tastes. Just as Gutman's article in 1934 had 
demanded the adoption of a more mythic style in portraiture of 
the vozhd', Chiaureli, in 1939, called for more use ofliterature (as 
opposed to history, it was implied) in film, and more 'imagined' 
and personalized films about the vozhd'. 

K/,yatva (The Oath), on which Chiaureli was then working, 
reflected these priorities, he claimed, being more literary and 

39 It was sent to Stalin for vetting at the end of June 1938, but there is no record of 
Stalin's comments: RGASPI: fo. 558, op. II, d. 159. However, Chiaureli is reported to 
have witnessed Stalin's first reaction to it, when he allegedly remarked: 'I didn't know I was 
so charming. Good!' V. A. Torchinov and A. M. Leontyuk, Vokrug Stalin: lstoricho-
hiographicheskii sprtwochnilc (Sankt-Petersburgskii Gosudarstvennyi Universitet, SPB, 2000), 
147 n. 1. It inspired imitative plays, according to Shmyrov, lskusstoo kino, 8 (1989), 82. 

40 RGASPI: fo. 17, op. 120, d. 256, 11. 161-3. 
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pathetic, with fewer mass-heroic revolutionary scenes than was 
usual. Now, despite claims about the immortality of Lenin and 
the revolutionary zeal of the masses, the major actor was Stalin-
the Lenin of today, inspiring the transformation of the narod and 
the country.41 Amid the turmoil and dangers posed by internal 
enemies, pathetic scenes show Stalin walking in a blizzard and 
weeping by the snowy bench in Gorky where, we understand, he 
has spent many a happy summer hour with his old comrade 
Lenin, who has just expired. (The scene develops on the falsified 
photos of this 'friendship', which had collapsed in acrimony by 
early 1923.) Prostrate with grief, in this hour of peril, when inter-
nal enemies threaten the regime, Stalin must gather himself to 
inspirit the Soviet people. On Red Square (the hallowed ground 
where Lenin will be buried and symbol of the age-old Russian 
state, but not the actual historical location of Stalin's speech), 
Stalin appears, surrounded by the anxious and exotic masses, who 
depend on him. He pronounces his famous Oath, while the inter-
titles assure us that 'STALIN'S OATH HAS BECOME A SYMBOL OF THE 
FAITH OF THE WHOLE PEOPLE, THE PROGRAMME OF ITS LIFE.' The 
film reveals how Stalin's oath guides the simple Soviet people 
through all the dangers posed by internal enemies and external 
invasion to victory at Stalingrad and, it is implied, eventual victory 
in the Great Fatherland War.42 

This portrait of Stalin, with its religious and romantic elements, 
is clearly reminiscent of the Georgian exhibition which had pio-
neered a new style and idiom in the portrayal of the vozhd' to 
accommodate the developing myth of Stalin. Chiaureli later com-
mented on the difficulty of portraying Stalin in film, given his 
wisdom and world-historical significance. Although his eyes, ges-
tures, handshakes, and words were those of a kindly and con-
cerned, humane and modest man, 
Involuntarily, you start to think that Stalin is more than a human being 
... None the less, he is distinguished from ordinary people even in exter-
nal appearance ... Subconsciously I was trying, as it were, to bring the 

41 M. Chiaureli, 'Zametki', in Obrazy Lenina i Stalina v sovetskom kino (Moscow, 1939), 48. 
42 P. Pavlenko and M. Chiaureli, 'Klyatva', in M. E. Chiaureli, 1;:,branniye tsenarii 

kinefil'mov (Moscow, 1950), 81-137. An early scenario of this film, emphasizing the Terror, 
was written as early as 1939-40 and vetted (and largely approved) by Stalin, who objected 
mainly to the lack of realism in the depiction of Party congresses. That Chiaureli went on 
to make the principal cult films about Stalin indicates that he and Beria had correctly 
divined the wishes of the vozhd'. RGASPI: fo. 558, op. II, d. 
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figure ohhis great man 'down to earth', to translate the figure of the 
vo;::.hd' into our customary, everyday conceptions. But at that very 
moment, I remembered the grandiose nature of his deeds and again felt 
that everything about him was unusual: his hands, eyes, smile ... None 
of the portraits of Stalin can be seen as satisfactory. None of us artists 
has succeeded in transmitting ... the hardly noticeable details which 
belong only to him, which make up the figure, which is simple but 
epic.43 

Stalin was a superhuman being, whose human form was mislead-
ing: he did not fit mere historical time and space, but belonged to 
the epic sphere beyond ordinary human experience. The attempt 
to portray him in the language of everyday communication was 
thus doomed to failure. No actor could embody, no screenwriter 
provide adequate words, no director or painter capture the 
essence of this persona who overflowed the dimensions of com-
monplace humanity. It was, as Chiaureli pointed out, a hopeless 
attempt at translation. To speak of Stalin required not the 
language of everyday life, but a language commensurate with 
the figure, the language of higher spheres and significance, the 
language of myth. 

By the time The Oath was released in 1946, Stalin the historical 
personage had already long been obscured by Stalin the legend, 
omnipresent as an iconic persona (in poster, painting, and film) 
while the graceless man of actuality hid from public scrutiny. 
Stalin had been transformed from the General Secretary of the 
Party, the first among equals, into a mythical figure, a sort of 
supra-historical persona, who transcended the constraints of his-
torical circumstance and the limitations of individuality to become 
the Father of the Peoples, the embodiment of the Revolution, the 
State, and its inhabitants, and who could be spoken of in public 
only in the appropriate terms. If language was important to this 
transformation, then it follows that the language of Stalinism was 
distinct from that of other periods of Soviet history. It might be 
argued that it is the development of the mythic language charac-
teristic of the Stalin cult, as an ostensibly popular trope on official 
discourse, which marks the originality of Stalinist discourse. 

43 Chiaureli, 'Voploshchenie obraza velikogo vozhdya', Iskusstoo kino, 1 (1947), 8. 




