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The error of the “Lef,” at least of some of its theorists, appears to us in its most generalized form, 
when they make an ultimatum for the fusion of art with life. It is not to be argued that the 
separation of art from other aspects of social life was the result of the class structure of society, 
that the self-sufficient character of art is merely the reverse side of the fact that art became the 
property of the privileged classes, and that the evolution of art in the future will follow the path 
of a growing fusion with life, that is, with production, with popular holidays and with the 
collective group life. It is good that the “Lef” understands this and explains it. But it is not good 
when hey present a short-time ultimatum on the basis of the present-day art, when they say: 
leave your “lathe” and fuse with life. In other words, the poets, the painters, the sculptors, the 
actors must cease to reflect, to depict, to write poems, to paint pictures, to carve sculptures, to 
speak before the footlights, but they must carry their art directly into life. But how, and where, 
and through what gates? Of course, one may hail every attempt to cam as much rhythm and 
sound and color as is possible into popular holidays and meetings and processions. But one must 
have a little historical vision, at least, to understand that between our present-day economic and 
cultural poverty and the time of the fusion of art with life, that is, between the time when life will 
reach such proportions that it will be entirely formed by art, more than one generation will have 
come and gone. Whether for good or for bad, the “lathe-like” art will remain for many years 
more, and will be the instrument of the artistic and social development of the masses and their 
aesthetic enjoyment, and this is true not only of the art of painting, but of lyrics, novels, 
comedies, tragedies, sculpture and symphony. To reject art as a means of picturing and imaging 
knowledge because of one’s opposition to the contemplative and impressionistic bourgeois art of 
the last few decades, is to strike from the hands of the class which is building a new society its 
most important weapon. Art, it is said, is not a mirror, but a hammer: it does not reflect, it 
shapes. But at present even the handling of a hammer is taught with the help of a mirror, a 
sensitive film which records all the movements. Photography and motion-picture photography, 
owing to their passive accuracy of depiction, are becoming important educational instruments in 
the field of labor. If one cannot get along without a mirror, even in shaving oneself, how can one 
reconstruct oneself or one’s life, without seeing oneself in the “mirror" of literature? Of course 
no one speaks about an exact mirror. No one even thinks of asking the nevi literature to have a 
mirror-like impassivity. The deeper literature is, and the more it is imbued with the desire to 
shape life, the more significantly and dynamically it will be able to “picture” life. 
 What does it mean to "deny experiences,” that is, deny individual psychology in literature 
and on the stage? This is a late and long outlived protest of the left wing of the intelligentsia 
against the passive realism of the Chekhov school and against dreamy symbolism. [ ... ] In what 
way, on what grounds, and in the name of what, can art turn its back to the inner life of present-
day man who is building a new external world, and thereby rebuilding himself? If art will not 
help this new man to educate himself, to strengthen and refine himself, then what is it for? And 
how can it organize the inner life, if it does not penetrate it and reproduce it? Here Futurism 
merely repeats its own ABCs which are now quite behind the times. 
 The same may he said about institutional life. Futurism arose as a protest against the art 
of petty realists who sponged on life. Literature suffocated and became stupid in the stagnant 
little world of the lawyer, the student, the amorous lady, the district civil servant, and of all their 
feelings, their joys and their sorrows. But should one carry one’s protest against sponging on life 
to the extent of separating literature from the conditions and forms of human life? If the Futurist 
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protest against a shallow realism had its historical justification, it was only because it made room 
for a new artistic recreating of life, for destruction and reconstruction on new pivots. [. . .] 
 In reply to criticisms against the “Lef,” which are often more insulting than convincing, 
the point is emphasized that the “Lef” is still constantly seeking. Undoubtedly the “Lef” seeks 
more than it has found. But this is not a sufficient reason why the party cannot do that which is 
persistently recommended, and canonize the “Lef,” or even a definite wing of it, as “Communist 
Art.”It is as impossible to canonize seekings as it is impossible to arm an army with an 
unrealized invention. 
 But does this mean that the “Lef” stands absolutely on a false road, and that we can have 
nothing to do with it? No, it does not mean this. The situation is not that the party has definite 
and fixed ideas on the question of art in the future, and that a certain group is sabotaging them. 
This is not the case at all. The party has not, and cannot have, ready-made decisions on 
versification, on the evolution of the theatre, on the renovation of the literary language, on 
architectural style, etc., just as in another field the party has not and cannot have ready-made 
decisions on the best kind of fertilization, on the most correct organization of transport, and on 
the most perfect machine guns. But as regards machine guns and transportation and fertilization, 
the practical decisions are needed immediately. What does the party do then? It assigns certain 
party workers to the task of considering and mastering these problems, and it checks up these 
party workers by the practical results of their achievements. In the field of art the question is both 
simpler and more complex. As far as the political use of art is concerned, or the impossibility of 
allowing such use by our enemies, the part- has sufficient experience, insight, decision and 
resource. But the actual development of art, and its struggle for new forms, are not part of the 
party’s tasks, nor is it its concern. The party does not delegate anyone for such work. [... ] 
 
*  *  * 
 
When one breaks a hand or a leg, the bones, the tendons, the muscles, the arteries, the nerves and 
the skin do not break and tear in one line, nor afterwards do they grow together and heal at the 
same time. So, in a revolutionary break in the life of society, there is no simultaneity and no 
symmetry of processes either in the ideology of society, or in its economic structure. The 
ideological premises which are needed for the revolution are formed before the revolution, and 
the most important ideological deductions from the revolution appear only much later. It would 
be extremely flippant to establish by analogies and comparisons the identity of Futurism and 
Communism, and so form the deduction that Futurism is the art of the proletariat. Such 
pretensions must be rejected. But this does not signify a contemptuous attitude towards the work 
of the Futurists. In our opinion they are the necessary links in the forming of a new and great 
literature. But they will prove to be only a significant episode in its evolution. To prove this, one 
has to approach the question more concretely and historically. The Futurists in their way are right 
when, in answer to the reproach that their works arc above the heads of the masses, they say that 
Marx’s Capital is also above their heads. Of course the masses are culturally and aesthetically 
unprepared, and will rise only slowly. But this is only one of the causes of it being above their 
heads. There is another cause. In its methods and in its forms, Futurism carries within itself clear 
traces of that world, or rather, of that little world in which it was born, and which—
psychologically and not logically—it has not left to this very day. It is just as difficult to strip 
Futurism of the robe of the intelligentsia as it is to separate form from content. And when this 
happens, Futurism will undergo such a profound qualitative change that it will cease to be 
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Futurism. This is going to happen, but not tomorrow. But even today one can say with certainty 
that much in Futurism will be useful and will serve to elevate and to revive art, if Futurism will 
learn to stand on its own legs, without any attempt to have itself decreed official by the 
government, as happened in the beginning of the Revolution. The new forms must find for 
themselves, and independently, an access into the consciousness of the advanced elements of the 
working class as the latter develop culturally. Art cannot live and cannot develop without a 
flexible atmosphere of sympathy around it. On this road, and on no other, does the process of 
complex interrelation lie ahead. The cultural growth of the working class will help and influence 
those innovators who really hold something in their bosom. The mannerisms which inevitably 
crop out in all small groups will fall away, and from the vital sprouts will come fresh forms for 
the solution of new artistic tasks. This process implies, first of all, an accumulation of material 
culture, a growth of prosperity and a development of technique. There is no other road. It is 
impossible to think seriously that history will simply conserve the works of the Futurists, and 
will serve them up to the masses after many years, when the masses will have become ripe for 
them. This, of course, would be passéism of the purest kind. When that time, which is not 
immediate, will come, and the cultural and aesthetic education of the working masses will 
destroy the wide chasm between the creative intelligentsia and the people, art will have a 
different aspect from what it has today. In the evolution of that art, Futurism will prove to have 
been a necessary link. And is this so very little? 
 
*  *  * 
 
Our Marxist conception of the objective social dependence and social utility of art, when 
translated into the language of politics, does not at all mean a desire to dominate art by means of 
decrees and orders. It is not true that we regard only that art as new and revolutionary which 
speaks of the worker, and it is nonsense to say that we demand that the poets should describe 
inevitably a factory chimney, or the uprising against capital! Of course the new art cannot but 
place the struggle of the proletariat in the centre of its attention. But the plough of the new art is 
not limited to numbered strips. On the contrary, it must plough the entire field in all directions. 
Personal lyrics of the very smallest scope have an absolute right to exist within the new art. [... ] 
No one is going to prescribe themes to a poet or intends to prescribe them. Please write about 
anything you can think of! But allow the new class which considers itself, and with reason, 
called upon to build a new world, to say to you in any given case: It does not make new poets of 
you to translate the philosophy of life of the Seventeenth Century into the language of the 
Acméists. The form of art is, to a certain and very large degree, independent, but the artist who 
creates this form, and the spectator who is enjoying it, are not empty machines, one for creating 
form and the other for appreciating it. They are living people, with a crystallized psychology 
representing a certain unity, even if not entirely harmonious. This psychology is the result of 
social conditions. The creation and perception of art fortes is one of the functions of this 
psychology. And no matter how wise the Formalists try to be, their whole conception is simply 
based upon the fact that they ignore the psychological unity of the social man, who creates and 
who consumes what has been created. 
 The proletariat has to have in art the expression of the new spiritual point of view which 
is just beginning to be formulated within him, and to which art must help him give form. This is 
not a state order, but an historical demand. Its strength lies in the objectivity of historical 
necessity. You cannot pass this by, nor escape its force. 
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*  *  * 
 
Can we christen revolutionary art with any of the names that we have? Osinsky somewhere 
called it realistic. The thought here is true and significant, but there ought to be an agreement on 
a definition of this concept to prevent falling into a misunderstanding. 
 The most perfect realism in art is coincident in our history with the “golden age” of 
literature, that is, with the classical literature of the noblemen. 
 The period of tendentious themes, when a work was judged primarily by the social ideals 
of the author, coincides with the period when the awakening intelligentsia sought an outlet to 
public activity, and tried to make a union with the “people” against the old regime. 
 The Decadent school and Symbolism, which appeared in opposition to the “realism” 
which ruled before them, correspond to the period when the intelligentsia tried to separate itself 
from the people and began to worship its own moods and experiences. Though, in fact, it 
submitted itself to the bourgeoisie, it tried not to dissolve itself into the bourgeoisie 
psychologically or scientifically. In this cause Symbolism invoked the aid of heaven. 
 Pre-war Futurism was an attempt of the intelligentsia to rise out of the wreck of 
Symbolism, while still holding on to individualism, to find a personal pivot in the impersonal 
conquests of material culture. 
 Such is the rough logic of the succession of the large periods in the development of 
Russian literature. Each one of these tendencies contained a definite social and group attitude 
towards the world which laid its impress upon the themes of the works, upon their content, upon 
the selection of environment, of the dramatic characters, etc. The idea of content does not refer to 
subject matter, in the ordinary sense of the term, but to social purpose. A lyric without a theme 
can express an epoch or a class or its point of view as well as a social novel. 
 Then there comes the question o£ form. Within certain limits, this develops in accord 
with its own laws, like any other technology. Each new literary school—if it is really a school 
and not an arbitrary grafting—is the result of a preceding development, of the craftsmanship of 
word and color already in existence, and only pulls away from the shores of what has been 
attained in order to conquer the elements anew. Evolution is dialectical in this case, too. The new 
tendency in art negates the preceding one, and why? Evidently there are sentiments and thoughts 
which feel crowded within the framework of the old methods. But at the same time, the new 
moods find in the already old and fossilized art some elements which when further developed 
can give them adequate expression. The banner of revolt is raised against the “old” as a whole, in 
the name of the elements which can be developed. Each literary school is contained potentially in 
the past and each one develops by pulling away hostilely from the past. The relation between 
form and content (the latter is to be understood not simply as a “theme” but as a living complex 
of moods and ideas which seek artistic expression) is determined by the fact that a new form is 
discovered, proclaimed and developed under the pressure of an inner need, of a collective 
psychological demand, which, like all human psychology, has its roots in society. 
 This explains the dualism of every literary tendency; on the one hand, it adds something 
to the technique of art, heightening (or lowering) the general level of craftsmanship; on the other 
hand, in its concrete historical form, it expresses definite demands which, in the final analysis, 
have a class character. We say class, but this also means individual, because a class speaks 
through an individual. It also means national, because the spirit of a nation is determined by the 
class which rules it and which subjects literature to itself. [... ] 
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 What are we to understand under the term realism? At various periods, and by various 
methods, realism gave expression to the feelings and needs of different social groups. Each one 
of these realistic schools is subject to a separate and social literary definition, and a separate 
formal and literary estimation. What have they in common? A definite and important feeling for 
the world. It consists in a feeling for life as it is, in an artistic acceptance of reality, and not in a 
shrinking from it, in an active interest in the concrete stability and mobility of life. It is a striving 
either to picture life as it is or to idealize it, either to justify or to condemn it, either to 
photograph it or generalize and symbolize it. But it is always a preoccupation with our life of 
three dimensions as a sufficient and invaluable theme for art. In this large philosophical sense 
and not in the narrow sense of a literary school, one may say with certainty that the new art will 
be realistic. [ ... ] 
 This means a realistic monism, in the sense of a philosophy of life, and not a “realism” in 
the sense of the traditional arsenal of literary schools. On the contrary, the new artist will need all 
the methods and processes evolved in the past, as well as a few supplementary ones, in order to 
grasp the new life. And this is not going to be artistic eclecticism, because the unity of art is 
created by an active world-attitude and active life-attitude. 


