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SOVIET COMEDY. AN INCOMPLETE 
VIEW (Peter Yershov, Comedy in the Soviet 
Theater. Published for the Research Program 
on the USSR. Frederick A. Praeger. New 
York 1956). 

In recent ycars American specialists in Russian 
literature have been paying increascd attention 
to the Soviet theatre, to Soviet literature, its 
formative processes, its various genres and 
art forms!l. Attention has also bcen paid to 
Soviet dramatic writing. In 1956 Peter Yershovw 
published Comedy in the Soviet Theater, a book 
which has not yet teen reviewed in detail by 
Soviet critics, if we except the very short and 
genera! assessment given in ł959 in Russkava 
Literatura (No. 1) by A. Brukhanski in an 
article surveying the critical work of American 
Russian specialists on Soviet literaturc?. 
Yershov's book has come to hand very late, 
which accounts for its not being dealt with 
until now. 

The development of Soviet comedy is one 
of the least studied fields of Soviet literary 
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history. Not onły does no complete study evits 
of the process of its formation in all its compli- 
cated aspects. but there is cven a lack of meno- 
graphs on the leading comedy writers such as 
Romashov. Shkvarkin, Katayev etc., the onły 
exception to this being Mayakovski. In works 
on the Soviet drama very little space is dcevo- 
ted to comedy, and even though tribute has 
often been paid to its lasting importance, 
neverthełess this has often been merely a way 
of avoiding the problems of comedy, which 
in actual fact has not been fully appreciated 
as a dramatic genre. 

So far only one book has bcen devoted to 
Soviet comedy, which deals at length with the 
problems involved. (V. Frolov, On Soviet 
Comedy. Moscow 1954). This was the first 
attempt to work out a line of development for 
Sovict comedy and to formulate a number 
of interesting questions dealing with the history 
and the theory of comedy as a genre. But one 
of the deficiencies of this work is its limited 
outlook and the purely descriptive character 
of its analyses of plays, apart from considerable 
gaps in the material dealt with, both dramatic 
and critical (especially in the chapter "The 
Beginning of the Road”). It gives only a very 
general idea of the historical formation and 
development of comedy, the author for cxample 
paying very little attention to the difficulties 
and obstacles with which it was faced. The 
path of development of Soviet comedy was much 
more complex than is indicated by Frolov, 
who omits to mention the principle innovatory 
features which Soviet comedy adopted in the 
historical process of its formation. 

We can thus approach with great interest 
the book of this "American" rescarch worker, 
who has dealt with so little-known a field, 
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and consider whether it really does enlarge 
our knowledge of Soviet comedy, whiłe at- 
tempting to define the intellectual position 
and aesthetic criteria according to which 
Yershov assesses the formal and intellectual 
characteristics of his subject. 

The seven chapters of the book survey 
a comparatively wide fietld of comedy pro- 
duction of the period from the October Re- 
volution to the beginning of the Fifties. The 
book contains a comparatively wide apparatus 
of notes and as far as material goes covers 
a wider ficłd than Frolov's book. These posi- 
tive features, however, we may as well state 
at the outset, by no means compensate for 
serious inadequacies in the work itself. No 
amount of care in production, exhaustive 
quotation and detailed references can conceal 
its lack of true scholarship. 

In our opinion the time has long since passcd, 
when it was possible to pass off as a serious, 
scientific assessment of Soviet or any other 
literature, a politically-weighted survey of 
literary phenomenon, and no-one will now 
be satisfied with a factographical and purely 
descriptive catalogue presented in a politi- 
caly vulgarised manner, which ignores the 
objective, scientific approach to the processes 
of creative literature. Scientific generalisations 
must be based on the analysis of the intellectual 
and artistic individuality of a work of art 
and not deduced from a preconccived political 
thesis. Nor is the mere analysis of the intellcc- 
tual and aesthetic premises of a work of art 
any longer sufficient for our time. And yet 
assessment of opinions and themes, or rather 
political and thematic criteria form Yershov's 
basic line of approach to Soviet comedy and 
the main principłe of his method of rescarch. 
At the same time he has frequently limited 
himself to reproducing the merc contents 
of the plot. 

Yershov has made no attempt to establish 
the way in which Soviet comedy has evołved 
as a dramatic genre, nor has he investigated 
its individual characteristics as art. These 
profounder aspects do not interest him and 
he is looking for something quite different. 
His main aim is to discover in Soviet comedy 
whatever can be used against the Soviet land 
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and people, whatever will cast some sort of 
shadow on Soviet life3, Not even his own claims 
to be "objective" can absolve Yershov from 
the charge of confining himself to the surface 
of the artistic process, as we now propose to 
substantiate by closer examination of his 
work. 

The decisive factor of the artistic process 
in Soviet literature is not, according to Yershov, 
life itself, but politics, political decrces and 
resolutions, and Soviet literature according 
to his view is merely the illustration of these 
decrees. This woułd seem to be the decisive mo- 
ment for Yershov's approach, and he thus 
blocks his own way to a successful analysis 
of the real springs of art, without which creative 
literature cannot come into existence. To seek 
the basis for Soviet comedy in political decrees 
and not in the actual life of the Soviet people, 
is nothing but a vulgarisation and cannot lead 
to accurate conclusions. 

This whole conception is shown in a series 
of statements by the author, which illustrate 
very well his basic attitude. *The succession 
of Soviet comedy genres, their themes and 
characters”, he proclaims in his Foreword, 
"are determined by the literary policies of the 
Communist Party”, and he reaches the conclu- 
sion in the last sentence of his book that "The 
history of Soviet comedy is one of tragedy, 
a microcosm epitomizing the development 
of all Soviet art” (p. 269). Naturally we cannot 
expect that a critic setting out with this precon- 
ceived thesis will succced in producing any 
profound critical deductions or even in giv- 

3 Yershov throughout dwells on details which 
he lifts out of their context and represents 
as the main motifs of the play under discus- 
sion, while he "works them up” to suit his 
own purpose. Thus Mayakovski in Tlie 
Bedbug is said to be exposing the bleakness 
and poverty of the Comsomol (the hostel, 
the lack of shoes and the ycarning of the girls 
for a little beauty and romance in life (p. 119). 
Kataycv in A Million Torments (1931) and 
The Primrose Path is poking fun at "the dis- 
comforts and inconveniences of Soviet life" 
(p. 79). AII these plays in fact attack various 
aspects of middle-class folly and weakness and 
lay them open to healthy laughter, but Yershov 
prefers to see this as an officially dictated and 
«wcighted cvaluation" of the social scene. 
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ing a credible picture of Soviet comedy as an 
art form. 

Soviet comedy, like any other dramatic 
genre, at various periods reflected the life 
of the country and the people in ali its contra- 
dictory and complex aspects, endeavouring 
to give a complete picture. Yershov's attitude 
merely denigrates Soviet art as art and ignores 
its function as a means of recognising the truth 
about society. 

Yershoy makes no attempt to distinguish the 
artistically most valuable comedies from the 
second rate. He has no means of classifying 
works according to the artistic and intellectual 
content. What he gives us is a cross-section, 
enumerating a certain number of plays, ar- 
ranging them into thematic groups, and as- 
sessing their political attitude. This failure 
to assess the plays critically would doubtless 
not be felt by Yershov as a valid criticism, 
since his conclusion that the history of Soviet 
comedy is one of tragedy obviously leads 
him to consider it as a whole weak and valueless, 
for *The art of Soviet comedy has long been in 
a state of decline” (p. 267), and *It is precisely 
the *attention* of the Party and the directions 
given to comedy to proceed along roads laid 
out to serve the Party only that have brought 
Soviet comedy to a dead end” (p. 269). We 
thus find him placing Romanov's artistically 
weak comedy Earthquake (1924), which left 
practically no impression on the history of 
Soviet comedy, alongsidie Erdman's The 
Mandate (1925) and Romashov's The Sweet 
Soufflć (1925), without any reference being 
made to the artistic aspect of these plays, their 
method of representing life, or of the fact that 
Romanov simply used the old equipment of 
comedy mechanically in order to represent 
a new content of life. 

With regard to Erdman's The Mandate, 
it is interesting and instructive to note how 
Yershov assesses it. The fate of this comedy 
in Soviet dramatic history was not altogether 
fortunate. The negative attitude of Soviet 
dramatic criticism towards the Meyerhold 
Theatre, an attitude which prevailed until 
recently, affected the attitude towards The 
Mandate, which was produced there in 1925. 
Various works on the history of Soviet litera- 

ture, drama and the theatre Russkaya so- 
vetskaya literatura, Collected essays, Uchped- 
giz, Moscow 1955; Ocherk istoriyi russkoi 
sovetskoi literatury. AN USSR, Moscow 1954; 
V. Frolov, O sovetskoi komediyi, Iskusstvo, 
Moscow, 1954, p. 80; Ocherki istoriyi russkogo 
sovetskogo dramaticheskogo teatra, t. 1, AN 
USSR, Moscow 1954, p. 411—412) assessed 
the play. as reactionary, as a calumniation 
of Soviet life. Although much has since been 
done to overcome out-moded critical attitudes 
to the theatre, nevertheless this play has not 
yet been given its due place in the history of the 
Soviet comedy, although some writer have 
shown a more favourable attitude towards 
it (e.g. V. Frolov in his book Zhanry sovetskoi 
dramaturgiyi, Sov. pisatel, Moscow 1957). 

And yet this comedy, along with Faiko's 
Teacher Bubus (still a neglected work) and 
Romashov's The Sweet Soufflć, were land- 
marks in the development of Soviet satirical 
comedy of the twenties, and the Soviet critics” 
neglect cannot be justified. The Mandate 
is a sharp anti-Nep satire attacking the vain 
attempts of the ”emigrćs within” to secure the 
return of the "good old days”, showing the in- 
evitable downfall of the spineless climbers who 
wanted to use the new social order for their 
own ends, and attacking petty-bourgeois social 
hypocrisy and pretence under new historical 
conditions. The Mandate dealt a destructive 
blow at the remnants of bourgeois society 
by means of effective satirical farce. As a co- 
medy it leaves no doubt whatever about the 
author's attitude to the old, dead world. 

Doubtless Yershov realised this very well, 
and thus he does his best to deny the vitality 
and importance of the problems dealt with 
in the play and the truth to life of the characters, 
and states that it is "full of exaggerated satire, 
improbable situations and grotesque figures”, 
which suggest *the phantasmagoria of a mu- 
seum of wax monsters rather than living 
people from the recent past” (p. 65). Thus 
Yershov naturally comes to the conclusion 
that Erdman is weakest in depicting the Nep- 
men (p. 66), while *The play contains not 
a single character typical of the people pro- 
duced by the NEP” (p. 66). Thus the comedy 
is reduced to "empty triviality” (p. 67). 
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And yet life itself provided evidence of the 
profound truth of Erdmans play, of the ty- 
pical nature of the characters he created, and 
of the justice of his satire. łzvestiya in 1926 
publishcd a note on Fhe Mandate which poirted 
out that the play rcaiły described the case of 
the so-called Romanov committec in Odessa: 
"Here thc dramatist's imagination 
ried out in real life. The absurd comedy of the 
discovery ol the Tsarevich Alexci and his Most 
Serene sister Olga was enacted in broad cari- 

Odessa. tłere the 
of hysterica! types and 
with those actual counter-revolutionary pur- 
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cMure in insane fzntasies 
madmen combined 

poses which had been forescen by the criminal 
code and whose punishment had been pro- 
vided for by it. This incident is sheer Erdman, 

Mandate"4. The 
nature of similar happeniags in 

paradoxical 
Sovict life 

had a rich comic content and demandcd sa- 
treatment. lt is thus 

paradoxical, that Soviet literary criticism has 
not yet sufliciently recovercd from the neglcct 
of this pliy to give it an adequate assessment 

the authentic 

tirical itsefl somewhat 

while a bourgeois crilic has correctly grasped 
its purpose and naturally. in accordance with 
his political creed, rejecis it. 

The politicał bias of Yershovs account is 
shown in the "abstract" generalities, with which 
he comments on the thematic development 
of Sovict comedy: "A passage from Karł Marx 
on the function of the comic in art [...] was 
to become the touchstone [...] lt was in the 
spirit of this pronouncement that Soviet co- 
medics were 'manufactured'. They werc designed 
to "kill the past” (p. 60). But Soviet creative 
literature was aiways concerned with life as 
its starting point, and not with political tneorics. 
Ho was thus a logical development that in the 
first stage of its growiń Soviet comedy in its 
negative characters deal with anachronisms that 
had arisen from the absurdity of the old and 
outworn continuing to exist under new histo- 
ricał conditions, ft was perfectly logicu that 

the new society should have bid an amused 
and chcerful farewell to the drcary and usełess 

4 *Izvestiya", 1926, n. 229, 5,10, p. 4. A se 
milar report had been published even earlier. 
ct. The Daughter of Nicholas -- The Mandate 
in real life, „Krasnaya gazetw, 1925, 9/10. 
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past through the form of the comedy-farce. 
Karce became the natural form for depicting 
the vain expcctations of the bourgceolsie that 
the regime would change, and that for the very 
reason that the actual situation of the bourgcoi- 

demanded 
cvidently 

cven Marx's 

Sie in reał life was farcical and 
such an _ interpretation. Yershov 
is unable to comprehend that 
interpretation of comedy was deduced from 
the *"irony of history”, from cxperience of 
life and not from a bare thesis or abstraction. 

We have already stated that Yershov docs 
not make use of the evolutionary principłe. 
Thus we lcarn nothing from his book of the 
way in which Soviet comedy writers of the 
first half of the twenties dealt with the new 
maierial offered by life, of how thcy sought 
for new means of treating this material artistical- 
lv. how they overcame the mautural contra- 
Giciions betwcen new experience of life and 

artistic means. To treat 
purely the thematic aspect, classifying comedies 
merely by political themes (peasant comedy, 
prołetarian comedy of manners, youth comedy, 
industrial and agricuitural comedy, etc.) tells 
us nothing about the formal characteristics 
of these genres. Yershov is not interested in 

treatment by old 

the shifting of comedy genres or in the structural 
and composition traiis of Śoviel comedy. 
He thus does not follow the devcłopment of 
satirical comedy in the twenties and thirties 
(Erdman, Romashov, Mayakovski) and the 
artistic mcans it used, he fails to show the 
beginnings in those ycars on however low 
an artistic and intellectual level -- of the 
optimistie lyrical comedy of A. Tolstoy and 
Bill-Belotserkovski, and the initial process 
as early as the twenties of the rebirth of vaude- 
ville CArdov, — Mass, Shkvarkin), 
the development of which has still not been 

Kataycy, 

fully treated by the historians of Soviet comedy. 
The devciopment ot thought in 
the field of drama and satirical literature in the 
twentics and thirties is compieteły neglected 
by Yershov. 

And yet it was the twenties which saw parti- 
cularly interesting developments in Soviet 
comedy. Up to 1925 we may say that sound- 
ings of the appropriate themes for comedy 
were being made, and there were no great 

thcoretical 
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successes. Mayakovski in Mysterie-bouffe (1918) 
had shown how romantic feeling, expressing 
the greatness of the Revolution, could be 
organically combined with the satirical treat- 
ment of forces inimical to the Revolulion, 
but his example was not immediately taken 
up in the drama that followed. The comedy 
of everyday life was still bound to traditional 
methods, traditional characters, and traditional 
subject matter, which suffocated vital thought 
and prevented dramatistis from dcealing with 
contemporary life (cf. A. Neverov. Laugliter 
and Grief, 1922; D. Chizhevski, Stvołapinska- 
pa, 1923; P. Romanov, Earthquake, 1924; 
N. Shapovalenko, f/n Our Days, 1926, ctc.). 
There were a whole series of comedies whose 
authors re-wrote the theme of Gogol's In- 
spector-General in a **new” way (cf. D. Smolin, 
Comrade Chlestakov, 1922; I. Sarkizovw- 
Serazini, Tie Svmpathisers, 1025; N. Lerner, 
Brother Narkoima, 1926, etc.). The mechanical 
application of Gogofs method simply resulted 
in a pointless and meaningless stylisation and 
obvious płagiarism, without even the most 
elementary truth to life. The lack of success 
of these comedies confirmed the impossibility 
of simply applying old forms to new material. 

The first rcal successes can be scen in comedies 
which appeared practically simultaneously with 
those mentioned above: Faiko's Teacher Bu- 
bus, Erdman's The Mandate and Romashov's 
The Sweet Soufflć. Teacher Bubus and The 
Mandate, though the emotion thcy embodied 
was a negative one, nevertheless dealt with 
progressive ideas, for they sprang from a con- 
viction that the achievements of the Revolu- 
tion had come to stay and they bore witness 
to the lack of power of all attempts to turn 
back the wheel of history. This negative emotion, 
aimed against elements and phenomena pro- 
foundly foreign to Soviet life, was produced 
by revolutionary ideals. The creation of a sati- 
rical comedy with pureły negative characters 
was a logical feature for this period, carrying 
on as it did the line of Russian I9th-century 
comedy and using all its wealth of dramatic 
devices. 

It is true that both Erdman and Faiko 
depicted only one sphere of life — that which 
stood in sharp, antagonistic opposition to the 
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revolutionary principle. Nevertheless this was 
a fruitful experience for Soviet comedy in its 
early stages; and the history of Soviet drama 
should not be without a critical analysis and 
assessment of it. 

In the course of sceking for a profound 
picture of life and its real contradictions the 
next aim of Soviet comedy was to show directly 
the victory of the new over the old. An im- 
portant part in this undertaking was played 
in the mid-twenties by Romashov's comedy 
The Sweet Souffić and by his satirical melodrama 
The End of Krivorilsk. Undoubtedly the highest 
peak of Soviet satirical comedy in the twenties 
was the dramatic work of Mayakovski, 
who succeeded in assimilating all the foregoing 
successes and discoveries and in carrying on the 
tradition of classic Russian comedy. His work 
was a pioneer example of militancy and hu- 
manism in socialist art. 

We could continue to show the development 
od Soviet comedy in the Thirties, its extension 
as a genre and the enrichment of its tradition. 
Yershov's book says nothing of how the 
social-heroic comedy (Pogodin, Katayev) at 
the beginning of the Thirties threatened the 
loss of purity in the comic genre, nor do we 
hear anything of the processes connected with 
the lyrical comedy (Finn, Kirshon, Mikitenko, 
etc.) which represented a new artistic wave, 
but which, however, produced the artistic 
atmosphere at the beginning of the Thirties 
in which the theory of „no conflict” was born. 
Yershov deals with the theoretical problem of 
the positive character in comedy in connection 
with the theoretical question of socialist re- 
alism (Chapter V), which he considers to be 
a form of neo-classicism, and he quotes a So- 
viet school textbook as praising classicist 
art as "the cult of state and civic virtues, to 
which the personal aspirations of men were 
to be sacrificed". Positive figures in Soviet 
comedy are for Yershov either a continuation 
of the figures of classical Russian drama, or 
else imaginary fabrications, or else they re- 
present the expectations and hopes of authors 
who "essentially, are writing at the command 
of the government” (p. 221). Yershov sees as 
common to the writers of French and Russian 
classicism and to socialist realist writers the 
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schematism of "invented" positive figures. himself, his book merely secks to provide 
The positive heroes in the Soviet comedy of 
manners "represent an element not drawn 
from life, the romantic element in socialist 
rcalism, which might well be called *Soviet 

government literary instruciivism, a prop of 
ottalitarian absolutism" (p. 221). 

Yershov's explanation of Soviet comedy in 
terms of political themes continues for the 
further periods of its development. When he 
treats post-war comedy dealing with the period 
of World War II, he complains of its incomplete, 
one-sided view of life. In Pogodin's play 
The Creation of tie World (1946), dealing with 
the end of the war behind the front, as it af- 
fects civilians preparing to re-buiłd their life 
on the ruins of what the Nazis have destroyed, 
Yershov complains that „There is not a single 
incident which would explain how and why 
people collaborated with the Germans, what 
these people hoped for and in what they belie- 
ved” (p. 234). Yershov feels aggrieved that 
the dramatist failed to submit to "harsh ridi- 
cule'” those who meted out rough justice to the 
coHaborators. 

This piece of criticism finalły exposes Yer- 
shovs whole political position and makes 
it all too clear just where his sympathies lie. 
In this concluding section of the book, dealing 
with post-war comedy, the author's aggressive, 
anti-Soviet tone becomes shriller and the 
mask ot "objectivity'" which he assumed at 
the beginning of the book is at length thrown 
oft for good. 

This type of political tract in the guise of 
literary criticism may conceivably serve as 
anti-Soviet propaganda, but it is certainly 
of no use as an objective, scientific enquiry into 
the development of dramatic genres in world 
literature. The author's political prejudice 
renders any objective account of Soviet comedy 
quite impossible. Aesthetic criteria are comple- 
tely ignored and no attempt is made to assess 
the literary value of the plays dealt with, 
either by comparison with cach other or by 
reference to general literary principles. 

There is however no point in argulng with 
Yershov's "conclusions" since he did not 
even set out to write with the intention of 
carrying Out real literary research. As he says 

materials for a history of Soviet comedy. But 
in order to serve even this limited aim, this 
very roughly thrown together „materiał” 
would have to be separated from the mass 
of political banalities with which it is clogged. 

*Despite the fare offered”, says Yershov 
with tolerant pity, "Soviet people still laugh 
in the theatre, of course, but they laugh most 
of all to themselves, and thcir laughter is 
bitter, no the laughter desired by their masters, 
but the laughter of victims convulsively making 
a grimace as they are offered in sacrifice” 
(p. 269). 

lt is true that Soviet people laugh in the 
theatre, whether it pleascs everybody or not. 
They laugh at performances of plays by Maya- 
kovski, Katayev, Shkvarkin, Korneichuk, Mik- 
halkov, Solodar and others. Thcy laugh the 
cheerfuł laugh of people who have got rid 
of the old world. They laugh in the tecth of 
all the "prophets" who cannot see reality ex- 
cept in terms of what they themselves desire 
to sce. 

Mirosłav Mikuldżek 
Jessie Kocmanovd 
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Roy Pascal, DESIGN AND TRUTH IN 
AUTOBIOGRAPHY, London 1960, ss. 202. 

Tytuł pracy Roy Pascala — Zamierzenie 
i prawda w autobiografii — sugeruje, że jej 
głównym tematem będzie problem stosunku 
prawdy i fikcji jako dwóch zasadniczych czyn- 
ników rzeczywistości przedstawionej. 

Zagadnienie jest nader interesujące i aktualne, 
gdyż literatura pamiętnikarska, autobiogra- 
fia, zbeletryzowane biografie i wszelkiego ro- 
dzaju wspomnienia są charakterystycznym zja- 
wiskiem naszej kultury i stały się według 
słów Roy Pascala jej powszechnym i typowym 
elementem. Przyczyny tego Stanu rzeczy są 
aż nadto zrozumiałe w epoce ostrych i wyraż- 
nych cezur i przedziałów historycznych, na- 
rzucających tendencję osobistych życiowych 
bilansów i rozrachunków z przeszłością. Historia 
sprzyja rozwojowi specyficznych gatunków 
literackich. 

Praca Roy Pascala wybiega daleko poza 


