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The history of art throughout the ages is as much a record of visual expression as it is of socio-political affairs of the time, the two often marching in a parallel course. While art is claimed as a testament to our humanity, the darker side of its history is that of contradictions, travesties, and tragedies. Beyond its purely aesthetic qualities, art was and still is a weapon as powerful as any standing army, having propagated wars, lauded peace, glorified monarchs, and toppled empires, at certain times championing worker’s rights, while suppressing them at others. More so than at any other time in history, the global turmoil of the twentieth century served as the context for arguably the most politically charged art we have seen, juxtaposed against opposing currents of the avant-garde. And nowhere was art a more potent weapon of change than Stalin’s USSR. While Europe and the United States enjoyed especial artistic flowering during this period, it is within the vast borders of the former Soviet Union that we may find one of the most powerful, yet little known and even less appreciated sculpture of the past century – Vera Mukhina’s Worker and Kolkhoz, or Collective Farm, Woman. Calling the steel pair a masterpiece is a paradox in itself, as the term carries with it somewhat elitist undertones when it comes to art; in contrast, with true egalitarian fashion this monumental sculpture was made for the masses, rather than an elite few. It is precisely here that sculptor Vera Mukhina’s state-sponsored “gift to the people” stands as a unique creation that must be studied thoroughly, for in it lies the entire history of the Soviet people - their past, their (then) present, and their ill-fated future. The work touches upon topics as varied as the state and artistic production, ideology and propaganda, the role of the artist, art in public space, technology, preservation, art as a symbol and symbolism within art; but above all, it exemplifies the power of art.

In our search for answers, we begin with the person who posed the questions. Vera Mukhina (Figure 1[image removed]) was born into a wealthy family of merchants in Riga, Latvia in 1889. She later moved to Moscow, where she studied in several private art schools and under the tutelage of Konstantin Yuon and Ilya Mashkov. In 1912, Mukhina travelled to France, where she studied along with the avant-garde artist Lyubov Popova. 1 Upon arrival in Paris, Mukhina chose Antoine Bourdelle as her teacher over Aristide Maillol. Bourdelle, with his ideal of the human-creator and hero, was closest to her own taste and stylistic sensibility. In Paris, Mukhina frequented the Louvre and other museums on a weekly basis, coming in contact with a wide variety of historical influences. She formally studied at the Académie de la Grande Chaumière, simultaneously frequenting the Académie de Beaux Arts, where she attended anatomy lessons. 2 After two-years in France, Mukhina continued on to Italy in 1914 to explore the paintings and sculptures of the Renaissance period. Michelangelo’s David left the biggest impression on the young sculptor. “The titanic proportions and god-like aura” of the sculpture fascinated Mukhina, who commented, “Full resolve, tightly pressed lips, a ferocious gaze, calm, fearless pose of the entire body - here is the genuine representation of a hero.” * She would later use all these elements in her own heroic depiction of the worker and the peasant. But the most valuable lesson she returned home with was Michelangelo’s understanding of form. 3
            Mukhina returned to Russia as a trained sculptor, and in 1915 and 1916 she served as an assistant to Aleksandra Ekster at Alexander Tairov's Chamber Theater in Moscow. At this time she also worked on her own Cubist-inspired sculptures. Following the revolution, Mukhina was assigned her first independent commissions. Soviet leaders placed great importance on art, they viewed communism as a movement with a cultural and not just a political objective. 4 The Marx-Lenin-Stalin doctrine defines the vital role of art in society as one of the “ideological superstructures” in the “base and superstructure” model put forth by Karl Marx in his economic theory. Art is not an instrument of contemplation or reflection; it instead either strives towards a revolutionary change of the existing social order, or serves the interests of its maintenance and perseverance. According to Marxist-Leninist philosophy, art has performed social functions at all stages of human history, and thus cannot be considered as something separate from politics, from the material interests and ideological currents of the social classes. 5
In particular, Vladimir Lenin placed great importance on the development of monumentalism - a genre that was similar in essence to the imperial styles and religious iconography of earlier eras in Russia.6 In it he saw a tool with which to educate the masses about communism, an imperative weapon in the battle against bourgeois ideology. Lenin personally disliked abstraction and all the modern genres in general. He did not, however, oppress the avant-garde. In fact, the Left enjoyed artistic freedoms under his rule, but Lenin did believe that realism achieved the greatest outreach to the public. Hence, he passed a decree to aid the development of Soviet monumental art, which distinguished itself with its narodnost* and party loyalty. 7 
Despite their prominence, however, Communist monuments served mainly as visual symbols of power alone and did not convey a propaganda message per say. Instead, films, posters, illustrations, and narrative paintings provided ideological education for the masses. In parallel with seventeenth century French academic theory, Soviet academicians put forth the objective of visualization and analysis of virtuous, exemplary, or heroic deeds in narrative form. Statuary art was deemed inept in this regard because of its narrative limitations, but this could be overcome by the creation of larger-than-life public monuments to illustrate the revolutionary spirit in physical form that would overwhelm the viewer. 8 Lenin ordered monuments to be built throughout the vast new country to honor revolutionary heroes, both contemporary and those of the past. Under the auspices of Lenin’s Monumental Propaganda Plan, Mukhina had worked on the monument of the celebrated Russian educationalist N.I. Novikov in 1919, first of many state-sponsored sculptures that would define her career. 9
Mukhina exhibited with the World of Art in 1921, and designed graphic work for the journal Krasnaya Niva (Red Cornfield) and had designed candy wrappers and labels for canned goods in her early career, in addition to working with glass, which comprised a sizable portion of her repertoire. 9 In the 1920s Mukhina rose to become one of the most prominent sculptors of the Soviet Union – a commendable achievement in a field dominated by men. This early success was amplified by her short-lived but prestigious teaching position at the state art school, Vkhutemas, in 1926-1927. Although Mukhina continued to produce Cubist sculptures as late as 1922, by the mid-twenties she became a leading figure of Socialist realism, both in style and ideology. 10
The art produced under Stalin’s leadership from 1932 to 1956 is labeled as propaganda art, commercial art, or simply bad realism. But it provides a compelling view into the ideological, philosophical, and aesthetic underpinning of the former Soviet Union. 11 In 1932, artistic production in the Soviet Union was placed under the centralized control of the Union of Artists, thus re-establishing the pre-revolutionary Academy to suit the new government’s own goals. This effectively put an end to all Leftist art that had flourished in the twenties. Singular artists no longer held any merit; they must have resigned themselves to becoming good workers in a single productive sector. Vladimir Tatlin concentrated his efforts on theatre design and ceramics, El Lissitzky on exhibition layout, and Alexander Rodchenko on typography and photomontage, just to name a few examples. 12
Traditionally, academies were created as instruments of the state. Their function was to direct art in accordance with state policy by establishing a system of artistic rules, ensuring the continuation of homogenous art reflecting the state ideology. There is no room for the exploration of artistic theory, as everything conforms within the rules. The academy centralizes all artistic activity under its domain, setting the regulations and standards, and thus judgments. The rules, instead of being exemplified by specific models, are abstracted, inhibiting the minds of all artists before they even begin work. Academicism attempts to make art uniform, resulting in conformity. 13

This newly imposed academicism carried the self-assigned name of Socialist Realism, and was officially promoted on the grounds of meeting the demands of the huge new public, who, in a Socialist state, had a right to art. Though the state claimed the newly created works to be popular, they were hardly so themselves, but did have a profound effect on the popular appreciation of art in general. 14 The official definition and elevation of Socialist Realism as the only state sanctioned artistic approach was adopted at the first All Union Congress of Soviet Writers in 1934, which was preceded by the abolition of all independent art groups in 1932. This doctrine was justified by reinterpretations of both Marxist theory and Russian cultural history. Thus, Socialist Realism was claimed as a natural continuation of Russian heritage. 15 The objective of Socialist Realism was to romanticize and heroicize the state, its leaders, and its instruments, such as the Red Army or, in this case, the most abundant but necessary instruments of all – the factory worker and the collective farmer. 16 As the official and only Soviet style, Socialist Realism reduced art to slavish conformity to the state. Avant-garde art was eradicated. Ultimately, even the slightest glimpses of novelty in the style were destroyed under Stalin’s purges. The Great Terror reached a fever pitch in the 1930s. 17

Two distinctions can be made between works created during this period. The short-term works, such as posters, reveal their message quickly and concisely. They serve an urgent but temporary function. Their purpose is to inspire an immediate response, but one that will not last, as permanence can be counter-productive in the long run. On the other hand, works which are intended to have a long-term effect, such as Worker and Kolkhoz Woman, needed to be much more complex, concentrating not upon singular or isolated issues of the moment, but on totality. Russians traditionally thought of art as prophetic, but their tragedy lay in transforming this belief into that of art being the means of settling the future in the present, rather than anticipating and realizing it as the Soviets intended art to do. This monument, as many others assigned with long-term effects, aided the consumption of state ideology into the self-consciousness of the public. 18
Before advancing further, the difference between naturalism and realism should also be clarified. Naturalism is not selective and its only aim is to depict an exact replica. While realism is selective and strives to portray the typical, it selects in order to construct a common reality. It is claimed that naturalism and realism are the most accessible to the masses because they are closest to true natural appearances. The claims go on further to say that the style of realism, lends itself naturally to propaganda because of its simplicity, by such art the state can educate the masses, raising a favored political consciousness in the process. 19 Soviet art appealed to the interests and answered the demands of the millions of working people; it strove for a mass character, for large scale and monumental effect, as exemplified in Worker and Kolkhoz Woman. 20
Mukhina achieved her greatest worldwide acclaim in 1937, a year she dedicated to a single enormous work destined for the Soviet pavilion at the Expose Internationale in Paris. Architect Boris Iofan, tasked with designing the pavilion, presented a stacked mass of abstract volumes. A preparatory drawing clearly demonstrates the influence of Malevich, whose geometric shapes have been turned into symmetrical terraced pylons. Seen from the side, the pavilion seems like just a pedestal for the colossal pair above. 21 (Figure 4 [image removed]) Iofan was fascinated with the synthesis of architecture and art, and the idea of a very tall sculpture to top the pavilion was his own, similar to his plans for the Palace of the Soviets of 1933. 22 In the architectural projects of the 1930s, it was commonplace to crown a monumental building with a large statue or a sculptural group. While this practice was not appropriate for all types of public buildings, it was certainly perfect for exhibition pavilions. 23 In many respects, the pavilion in Paris, the most important architectural commission of the early Stalinist period to be built outside of the USSR itself, became a small-scale successor of the never-built Palace of the Soviets project in Moscow, a model of which was exhibited inside the pavilion. 24 But instead of a statue of Lenin or Stalin, new personalities were given the honor of crowning the pavilion. The new constitution of December 1936 defined Stalin’s USSR as a ‘state of workers and peasants’. 25 This symbolic idea dictated the composition for the crowning sculpture. It was to be a grouping of a male worker and a female peasant, raising the symbolic hammer and sickle. A contest to design the sculpture was held, with four entrants submitting their models. Mukhina’s powerful composition won the competition, beating the favorite Ivan Shadr, who’s ambitious arrangement posed many construction problems. (Figure 5 [image removed]) Mukhina’s clever design anticipated perspective changes and awkward proportions when viewed from different angles; she made calculated measurements to ensure an appropriate look from all sides. Mukhina’s design takes full advantage of the 25-meter tall sculpture’s placement 35 meters from the ground on the backdrop of the sky. Her teacher Bourdelle’s said, “A sculptor must be an architect, in order to construct his creation, a painter, in order to combine light and shade, and he must be a jeweler, so he can hammer out the details. Sculpture must be joined to architecture.” * The composition Mukhina created is an open one, leaving space for air to flow. Mukhina makes the figures appear weightless. She was afraid that if the figures where attached, the result would be a heavy overbearing mass of metal. This is where architect Iofan’s own and Mukhina’s designs differ the greatest. 26 (Figures 5, 6 [images removed]) 
Muhkina’s heroes are strong, energetic, and beautiful. They have perfect facial features and classical proportions of the body. Perhaps they are too beautiful, but Mukhina was pursuing an ideal – “Monumental art cannot be prosaic, casual,” she says, “it is an art form of big, tall, heroic emotions and an imposing appearance.” * Mukhina’s first draft presented a nude male figure like an antique god striding alongside a modern woman. But following orders from the jurors of the commission, she dressed him. No longer did the figures recall the past but they embodied modernity.
           Figure 6 - Boris Iofan’s Plaster Model                                             Figure 7 – Vera Mukhina’s Plaster Model

The man wears a factory uniform, with bare arms and neck, while the woman is dressed in a tight sundress for work in the fields, which terminates in the soft folds of the skirt. The viewer does not even notice the exaggeration of their forward step, the enlarged torso and elongated arms, which give the work its massiveness and monumentality. Mukhina’s realism is not naturalism; she does not slavishly replicate her models. She respectfully handles the appearance of her contemporaries, but she does not copy it. Her goal was to give these inanimate figures a soul rather than an exact likeness. 27
Upon the decision on a final design, work began almost immediately. Artistic collaboration between painters, sculptors, and architects was characteristic of Soviet monumental art, and was one of the requirements for the complex solutions to  construction problems that a sculpture of this magnitude posed. Mukhina’s team was comprised of two personal assistants, a few engineers, and numerous skilled workmen. They were given the impossibly short deadline of three months, two of which went to planning and one month to fashioning the individual pieces in a factory in Moscow, which were then to be transported to Paris. Social and techno-industrial progress also had a big impact on art’s development in those years, and the novel material of stainless steel was chosen, standing as a testament to Soviet industrial achievement. 28 In fact, the sculpture was entirely hand fashioned in individual pieces. 29 Mukhina’s use of stainless steel is a continuation of the distant avant-garde’s attempt at a more integral relationship of art with modern technology and mass production. Hammered out of metal, the figures are an embodiment of constructive enthusiasm. 30 The Russian avant-garde was renowned for its thoughtfully chosen materials, and a similar stance is evident under Stalinism, as in the importance ascribed to the materials chosen for monumental sculptures such as Mukhina’s pair: “The material […] was stainless steel – metal of the twentieth century, ultramodern product of the latest metallurgical industry […] The epic power of Mukhina’s sculpture has been greatly enhanced by the material itself – by the magnificent plastic quality of the steel.” 31

This was the first instance of the usage of steel as a sculptural material in the Soviet Union, and it became the first sculpture in history to use the spot-welding technique – an innovative method in which only certain spots were welded instead of the entire surface of the joint. This made for an aesthetically more pleasing surface, since weld marks were not as obvious. (Figure 7 [image removed])   However, there were doubts about steel’s practicality; could it be bent into organic shapes and contours of the body? To answer that question engineers attempted to shape steel plates into the head of Michelangelo’s David using a plaster template. Steel proved to be quite malleable, and its non-corrosive stainless qualities were essential for an outdoor
sculpture. Each individual piece was hammered into shape on a wooden template, while the facial features were shaped using a plaster model, and some parts of the arms and legs were hammered from the reverse without the use of templates. 32

Precision was key and there was no time for errors. The sculptor herself participated in every stage of production down to welding. 33 Mukhina’s gained experience from this grueling project would lead her to direct teams working on figure compositions in the round. 34 Mukhina’s personal diary indicates the direness of the situation, and recalls many sleepless nights at the factory fabricating the thin steel plates. All in all twelve tons of steel were used. As soon as all the plates were assembled, they were divided into 65 large pieces and loaded onto a train bound for Paris. The train encountered a problem at a tunnel in Poland, for which some of the pieces were too large to fit. They were consequently cut down even more and continued on to their journey. The wagons arrived just two weeks before the World Expo was set to open. The pavilion had been finished weeks prior and was awaiting its crown. A team of twenty workman and five engineers, under the leadership of Mukhina, assembled the pieces onto an already constructed armature in just eleven days, with two days to spare. 35 (Figure 9, 10 [images removed]) 

The exposition was pronounced a “triumph of modernism.” The French pavilion contained huge works by Joan Miro and Marc Chagall, the exiled Russian painter. Republican Spain boasted the newly completed Guernica by Picasso. Masters of Expressionism and Surrealism were in abundance, foretelling the route modern art would take. In this context, two pavilions were regarded as “from another planet,” those of the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany, whom the organizers cleverly pitted against each other. 36
A suitable location was reserved for the dramatic meeting of these two powers. The two pavilions faced each other at the foot of the Trocadero Gardens. (Figure 11 [image removed]) Serving as the backdrop was that “great idol of modernity,” the Eiffel Tower. Mukhina’s worker and peasant stood as a safeguard against German advances, symbolically striding east to west. In front of them the massive block of the German pavilion, strangely similar, stood with its own metal figure at the top – the Nazi Eagle. Hitler’s personal architect, Albert Speer, admitted in his memoirs that he had seen the Soviet model and altered his own blueprints to counter it. 36 The natural rivals shared a taste for monumentalism and heroic realism. 37
Figure 11
The pavilion glorified the achievements of the Soviet Union, expressing with all its visual might the optimistic outlook of the people. 38 The meaning of the pavilion was explained in a special brochure: “The style of the Soviet pavilion bears the definite imprint of the artistic method we call Socialist Realism,” and “the most important quality of the Soviet pavilion as a work of architecture is the fullness of its imagery, its ideological completeness.” 39 The organic composition was mounted on the simple geometric structure below. Of course, such a powerful monument became not just the decorative crown of the pavilion, but an inseparable part of the building. Extending above the surrounding pavilions, this stainless steel pair commanded attention.

Mukhina was inspired by her study of the classical Harmodius and Aristogeiton, the Victory of Samothrace and La Marseillaise, François Rude's sculptural group for the Arc de Triomphe. 40 The composition blended Russian folkloristic realism with the dynamism of Futurist sculpture. (Figure 12 [image removed]) The flowing scarf that trails behind the figures is a recurring element in later works such as Bounty of the Land (1938, now in Moscow). Hostile rumors circulated around the monument, claiming that the modeling of the drapery contained the profile view of the demonized Leon Trotsky. 41 Regardless, Mukhina became the most celebrated Soviet sculptor of her age, both at home and abroad. Stalin held an enormous regard for the sculpture, and made unsuccessful attempts to get Mukhina to do his portrait after the war. Aesthetically, the sculpture relies on its profile views for visual effect, rather than its existence in the round. 42 (Figure 13 [image removed]) Mukhina demonstrates above all by her love for form, by showing interest in its plastic effect.  The images she created are characterized by their grandeur, generalization, and completeness. 43
The synthesis of architecture and art that architect Boris Iofan envisioned noticeably shows the impact of the overall enlargement of the entire composition, the usage of novel materials and construction, the simplicity and laconism of architectural forms. 44 At the summit, the ten meter high Worker and Kolkhoz Woman symbolized the much hoped-for pairing of industrial and agricultural enterprise, which had been Party policy since the first Five Year Plan in 1928. 45 The most famous Soviet sculpture of all was described as a “powerful surge, joyful and indomitable in its impetuous motion forward and upward.” 46 This formulaic forward –and-upwards look is entwined in Socialist Realist composition, and provides a temporary overlap of the present infused with the spirit of the future. 47 
 The expansive forward step of these giants, turbulent folds of their clothing, young energetic faces bravely looking ahead, perfectly expresses the pathos of the socialist society, its strength and brave advancement toward the future. 48 Rather than an expression of the present, this optimism reflected a mythical future. As the present situation grew harsher, and as hunger and terror killed millions, so the imagery of abundance and harvest grew, and with it the smiles on the faces of the workers and collective farmers. The terrible famines in the Ukraine and Central Russia of the mid-thirties, immediately following the complete collectivization of the land, did not detract from the creation of this work, which stood as a bright image of the Soviet people entering a joyous future. 49 The massive monuments to Communism were designed to dwarf the individual. 50 But despite its massive proportions, the image is after all human, symbolizing the humanitarian ideal of the society. The two characters praise voluntary labor, youth, courage, and confidence in the future.
The figures were given expressiveness unusual for the Soviet plastic art of that period. The joint dynamic thrust of the pair demonstrated their submission to the higher will embodied by the hammer and sickle, while at the same time carrying it forward and up. 51 Branding campaigns often rely on characters, based on real or imagined people or things, to catapult the brand into the mass consciousness. These characters themselves uphold the brand’s logo, in our case the hammer and sickle. 52 In Brave New World Revisited, Aldous Huxley’s 1958 critique of the modern methods of manipulating popular opinion, Huxley explains that “There are no masterpieces, for masterpieces appeal only to a limited audience” and the propagandist – the branding expert – has to reach as large an audience as possible. 53
During the early Soviet period there was a particular interest with the physical 
aspect, and the human body became a principal object of utopian aspirations. 54
It was under Stalin that the image of the pure and hardened body fully emerges. 55
A utopian revolutionary dream was the creation of a social-biological superman with total control of his mental and physical functions. This vision of the years of revolutionary euphoria was relegated to the future, and here two decades later it is realized, albeit not the biomechanical version imagined. The ideal male body of the 1930s is still represented by the proletariat, while the peasant embodies the female ideal. However, the bio-mechanic aspirations of this superhuman are apparent in the “man of steel” rhetoric. In this sense, the material holds symbolic value as well. 56 We identify the man with the city, industry, defense, modernity, rationality. The woman, in contrast, is identified with the countryside and the land, with agriculture, nurture, nature, the emotional, and thus also with backwardness. The man wields the “mace of modernity” – the industrial hammer. 57 The technological utopia envisioned by early socialists gave way to a synthesis of the machine and the garden, brought about by the marriage of the man – worker, and the woman – peasant, as epitomized by Mukhina’s composition. 58

The peasant woman presented the most complex image in the arsenal of Soviet political art. The first image of the female peasant appeared in Nikolai Kochergin’s iconic poster of 1920. Produced on the occasion of May Day, it depicted the kolkhoznitsa as a buxom woman wearing a kerchief and bast shoes, holding a sickle, and striding forward alongside a male peasant and a male worker. Although the peasant woman belonged to one of the four social groups (male and female workers, and male and female peasants) that were officially accorded heroic status following the revolution, they were often depicted in company of a male worker or peasant, thus implying that female peasants only acquired heroic status in their presence. Great transformations to the lexicon of political art took place during the Second Five-Year Plan beginning in 1934. Whereas earlier images of peasant woman had usually depicted her with broad hips and a large bosom and emphasized her maturity, the new image featured a far slimmer and more youthful version, with lesser breasts. The kolkhoz woman was shown as a young and vigorous worker, but seldom a mother. The sickle – the class marker of peasant women, also disappears in the early 1930s, replaced instead with the new symbol of progress – the tractor. Mukhina’s 1937 work brought together elements of both the old and new iconography. The emphasis on motion instead of stillness is characteristic of early 1930s political art, while the representation of the worker with a hammer and apron is a return to pre-1930 iconography. Mukhina’s peasant woman combines the athletic and forceful kolkhoznitsa of the early 1930s with the figure of the broad peasant woman featured in visual propaganda from 1934 onwards. She does not wear a kerchief, and she sports a short haircut in the style of urban women. Like her counterparts of the 1920s, she carries a sickle. The association of a female persona with agriculture is natural, given the connection between femininity and fertility, both in classical and Russian folk art traditions. But it should not be forgotten that Bolshevik artists deliberately used the male figure to symbolize the peasantry pre-1930. Thus Mukhina’s sculpture is inspired by visual propaganda of the early 1930s, when the female figure for the first time gained significance. And Mukhina, in turn, cemented that image of the rural woman through gender differences, conveying the hierarchical relation between the male worker and the female peasant, and hence between urban and rural spheres of Soviet society. 59

Another question raised is for whom was the work was intended. We may assume that imagery promoting collectivization and showcasing agricultural progress was aimed at a rural audience, but as Victoria E. Bonnell argues, many such images were aimed at an urban and working class audience. The point of this propaganda was to generate support beyond the rural populace for state policies being imposed forcefully in the countryside.59  In this regard, Worker and Kolkhoz Woman is an enigma. In its original context it was created for a foreign audience, rather than a domestic market. At the World Fair, Mukhina’s work garnered much acclaim and enhanced the country’s image abroad, even when challenged. N. Malaxov, author of Historic Significance of Soviet Visual Art (1976) argues that the art of socialist realism not only survived the onslaught of modernism, but also carried a serious victory on the ideological front at the Expose. 60

After its victory on the western front, so to speak, the monument made its way back to Moscow at the end of the fair. On the way home, certain parts of the sculpture were irreparably damaged, and the ensemble was given second life with the addition of some new steel plates. This brings forth an interesting phenomenon of art - the multiple lives that it can have. Although as Mukhina said, her sculpture was intended "to continue the idea inherent in the building, and this sculpture was to be an inseparable part of the whole structure," 61 the pair was urgently restored for use in the architectural ensemble of the 1939 All-Union Agricultural Exhibition (subsequently, the permanent Exhibition of the Economic Achievements of the USSR, VDNKh), the monument was placed away from the main entrance, on a base that was far too small to accommodate the titanic figures in esteem.  (Figure 15 [image removed])  “From then on,” says A. Kovalev in his essay entitled Expulsion from Eden, “the sculpture was treated as an esteemed historical monument, but never as a cult object [again].” 62
The inaugural Stalin prizes were awarded in early 1941 for works dating from 1934, the official beginning of Socialist Realism, to 1940. Mukhina’s world-famous sculpture was bestowed with the first-class award. She would win four more awards throughout her career. 63 These prizes, carrying a sizable financial award, were not just a reward or a gesture of approval from the party, but also a vestige of new goals, as indicated in the following passage: “In the allocation of the Stalin prizes one must see not only a recognition of the merits and successes of individual artists, but also directions as to which types and genres of art are of most interest today, which artistic techniques and methods best meet today’s needs.” 64 Awarded yearly, the prizes were the backbone of an artistic structure constituting a strict hierarchy. Interestingly, the privileged status achieved by the top Soviet artists can be gleaned from an ukaz or decree of 1943, which exempted Stalin Prize laureates from paying tax on their rewards. 63

Sculptural media and painting do not serve well as propaganda, as their stationary quality and limited audience in a given geographic area is logistically inefficient for propaganda purposes. Posters, booklets, certain forms of theatre, songs, and especially film were the most efficient modern media for mass propaganda, and it is in the latter that Worker and Kolkhoz Woman made its most lasting and most widely seen appearance. Mosfilm, the state-run film studio, adopted the sculpture as the foreground image (with the Kremlin towers as the backdrop) of the opening montage for all its feature films since 1947. 65 The monument entered the homes of millions of Soviet citizens in all fifteen republics, becoming a symbolic image that even today brings back nostalgia for some upon the viewing of old Soviet films.
Since then this sculptural group has become the symbol of the country of the 
Soviets - its visual personification. The image found itself reproduced on everything from 

buttons to posters and stamps that circulated the globe. (Figures 17 – 19 [images removed]) It truly became 
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the definition of a populist image. Karl Marx wrote that symbolism “is a political 
subterfuge that is consciously or unconsciously created for the sake of dominance.” 67 

Domination was certainly achieved with the plastering of the propaganda image all over 

the psyche of the masses. The sculpture has outlived its creator, but that hardly matters. 
The early Soviet people placed little to no importance on the artist, the work was 
the true testament and was gifted to the people. Mukhina’s death has had no effect on the 
sculpture’s public perception or its value. Mukhina's legacy seems to be of little 
importance to the powers-that-be in today's Russia. Mukhina's house and studio at 3a 
Prechistensky Lane is slated for demolition as of 11/2010.  

There may, however, be an argument as for what Mukhina is best remembered - 
her iconic sculpture or the classic Soviet table-glass that she supposedly designed. 
While the former symbolized the country, the latter entered the homes of millions of 
people, but both became a staple of daily life in the Soviet Union. In 1939 Mukhina 
wrote: "Style is born when the artist doesn’t only with his mind learn the ideals of his 
time, but when he cannot feel otherwise, when the ideology of his age and his people 
becomes his personal ideology.”68  It is in this very sense that she conveyed the style of 
her epoch. V. M. Mukhina died on 6 October, 1953 in Moscow. After all the monuments 
she produced for the state, it was only natural that one be erected in her honor, albeit not 
as grandiose as her own creations. 68 (Figure 20 [image removed]) 

Unlike many other monuments of the Soviet era, Worker and Kolkhoz Woman survived the break-up of the Union. It did not suffer the same fate as hundreds of statues of Lenin and Stalin, which were brought down by angry mobs from their high pedestals in a symbolic gesture marking the passing of that epoch of oppression for some, and of a now fleeting welfare for others. Instead Mukhina’s sculpture was treated to a makeover. In autumn of 2003 the sculpture was removed for restoration in preparation for the World Expo of 2010 that was never to come. Moscow’s bid for the international fair did not win as was prematurely anticipated; it was instead awarded to Shanghai. Funding was withdrawn and the disassembled sculpture now lay nearby as if in a graveyard. (Figure 21 [image removed]) It may be irony or fate that the same world fair that brought the sculpture to life decades ago was
now responsible for its demise. In a development that may perhaps demand as much interest from sociologists and political scientists as art historians, the Soviet monument was finally brought back under financial backing from the Russian government, and was unveiled on December 4th, 2009, accompanied by ceremonial fireworks. (Figures 22 – 24 [images removed]) The sculpture had been carefully restored to its former glory, and placed atop a newly
constructed pavilion that was to replicate the original in both size and style, and now houses a museum dedicated to the monument. Crude bronze reproductions are being sold nearby and throughout the country at flea markets and bazaars as tourist objects, ironically participating in a capitalist enterprise. 69

Today, this enigmatic pair stands high in Moscow as a testament to a past that is still the city’s own. It is a result of titanic labor and dramatic overcoming, one that demands acknowledgment and cannot be forgotten. Perhaps it is a personification of this new country, one that is not afraid or ashamed of its past, but rather embraces it, as was demonstrated on June 12th, 2009, when the sculpture was draped in the Russian flag in celebration of Independence Day. Stamps once again paid homage to the work, (Figure 26 [image removed]) and it even influenced North Korea’s own version. As a symbol of an entire regime and ideology, however, it has not escaped retribution. Contemporary artists have used the image for political criticism and social commentary, as Alexander Kosalapov, who combines the Soviet monument with the capitalist imagery of Mickey Mouse. (Figure 27 [image removed]) Or Art Spiegelman, who in his 1992 photomontage One Step Forward, Two Steps Back (After) erases half the pedestal under the monument and makes it look as if the pair is stepping into air and will inevitably fall.

According to Soviet criticism of both the past and present, Worker and Kolkhoz Woman “has the right to be considered an epoch-making work of art, expressing content and the most advanced ideals and tendencies of our age … World art had never seen popular images of such striking grandeur.” 70 With those glory days behind it, the sculpture carries with it the weight of political turmoil and tragedy, of ideas and vision, and of the lost lives of millions of people. But it is in its power as an artwork that it can transcend those negative associations and thrive as something more than just a nostalgic image, but a symbol of the present once again, or maybe the future free from all that it once stood for.


Notes
Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �1� – Vera Mukhina working on a bust








Figure 2 – Vera Mukhina in a Paris Studio, 1914.





Figure 3 – Vera Mukhina, Flame of the Revolution (1922 – 23), painted plaster





Figure 4 - Boris Iofan's preparatory drawing.





Figure 5 – Ivan Shadr’s design
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Figure 9 – Armature for Worker and Kolkhoz                                        Woman
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Figure 12 – Umberto Boccioni, Unique Forms of Continuity in Space (1913), polished bronze
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Figure 1� SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �4�  Vera Mukhina - Peasant, 1927, bronze. Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow.
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Figure 20 – Monument to Vera      Mukhina in Moscow
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Figure 21





Figure 23 – November 28th, 2009





Figure 24 – December 4th, 2009





Figure 25 – June 12, 2009





Figure 27 – Alexander Kasalapov - Mini and Mickey (Worker and Farmgirl), 2005, bronze





Figure 26 – The sculpture featured on a commemorative edition of stamps alongside Tatlin’s Tower (year 2000). The text reads: “Symbols of an epoch of Socialist construction.”








* My translation.


* Narodnost - doctrine or national principle, the meaning of which has changed over the course of Russian literary and art criticism. Originally denoting simply fidelity to Russia’s distinct cultural heritage, narodnost, in the hands of radical critics, came to be the measure of an author’s social responsibility, both in portraying the aspirations of the common people (however these were perceived) and in making literature and art accessible to the masses. These complementary values of narodnost became prescribed elements of Socialist Realism.


* My translation.
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