
Against Taste, Against Tsars
Futurism, Bolshevism, and Aesthetic-Political Alloys

  
   -56:   

 2008



“To accept or not to accept [the October Revolution]? For me, as for the other Moscow Futurists, this ques-

tion never arose. It is my revolution.”   

   —Vladimir Mayakovsky1

 Two professions are chie9y engaged in imagining the future: artists and politicians. Unknown 

and unknowable, the future is the playground for unlimited speculation, for polemics against obso-

lescence and hymns to progress. And perhaps at no point in history was the alloy of artistic and po-

litical futurism so complete as in the episode of Russian Futurism leading up to the Bolshevik Revo-

lution in 1917. e Russia of the late Tsarist period was a cauldron of unfettered hatred for the past 

and speculative extrusions into the possibilities of the new century—a century whose nascent years 

were already dominated by machination, internationalization, and technocratization on a scale which 

dwarfed the upheavals of the preceding decades. is ferment produced in the same breath both the 

group of artists who would come to be known as the Russian Futurists and the group of social agita-

tors who, though they went by the title Bolsheviks, were futurists in their own sense.

 To what extent does it make sense to congeal the aesthetic and political upheavals of Russia at 

the time of the October Revolution into a common element? Some caution is warranted. It is not 

only an oversimpli>cation but a downright fallacy to suggest that Russian Futurism and Bolshevism 

were experientially one and the same thing. Not only were there material disagreements between the 

ideologues of both vanguards, but as the revolution progressed into rule the rift between aestheticians 

and politicians widened and eventually cracked. Moreover, both Futurism and Bolshevism are within 

themselves heterogenous, each consisting of competing and sometimes contradictory interpretations. 

Nevertheless, this paper will argue that, when boiled down to their propellents—that is, their underly-

ing motive charges—both Russian Futurism and Bolshevism relied on identical assumptions about 

technological change and identical orientations towards social progress. As a consequence, both must 
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be situated within the Russian milieu from 1910–1925 if either is to make any intellectual sense, and 

both must be understood as essentially fused into one within the basic ideological conscience of the 

Russian intelligentsia during this period. Russian Futurism is thus not an aesthetic moment with po-

litical consequences but one which is inherently political in and of itself. Mayakovsky, then, is as jus-

ti>ed as Lenin might be in assessing the October Revolution as “his” revolution.

 Just as Futurism itself did not appear by parthenogenesis, the politicization of Futurism did 

not emerge out of a void. In the last decade of the nineteenth century, the Russian vogue was domi-

nated by the Symbolist movement, whose leading theorists hoped to push art into the domain of the 

ideal and away from realism. It was a reaction against an older canon of midcentury Russian litera-

ture which “had been led by politically minded intellectuals who used literature only as illustration 

for their verbose and monotonous, though no doubt well-intentioned, social criticism.”2 is reac-

tion created an inherently bourgeois artistic tradition; abhorring the entanglements of workaday life, 

the Symbolists styled themselves as “a handful of erudite and difficult poets, writing for the few.”3 As 

Symbolism developed, it became an unabashedly detached and almost priestly school, caught up in a 

exaggerated belief of a wholesale transformation of the physical realities of life into the metaphysical 

realities of art. It was a re9exive art, an art for artists: “in no sense a ‘mass’ or ‘democratic’ art,” but 

instead a “highly suggestive and intellectual art for the trained and initiated reader.”4 Russia, a coun-

try saddled under massive social inequality and struggling to modernize itself in the form of Western 

Europe, thus found itself in the unfortunate possession of an intellectual school more enamored with 

creating its own intellectual religion than engaging with the surrounding world.

 Symbolism’s undoing was largely political. As Russian social life increasingly spiraled out of 

control, it became clear that art could no longer cocoon itself inside theoretical buttresses. e >rst 
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to decry the ascetic excesses of Symbolism were a young crop of poets who had grown up within 

Symbolism but now found it, in the words of Vasilij Kamenskij, a “stagnant swamp” and “intolerably 

boring.”5 Nationalistic temperaments also began to erode away at what became perceived as a pig-

headedly Western in9uence rampant in Symbolism. Literature of abstraction was tantamount to glo-

rifying the disengaged rulers of bourgeois society; real art engaged real life head-on and refused to 

grimace at the stains and imperfections of their peasant country. Velimir Khlebnikov wrote one 

poem to a coachwoman who was “not afraid to stain the poor 9ower of her attire or dress’s hem on 

the farm yard’s warm dung.” Raymond Cooke asks: “is she not engaged in ferrying the errant Sym-

bolists back to the aesthetic wholeness of their own eastern soil?”6  

 And so Symbolism’s execution warrant was written in political terms, as new artists found 

themselves caught on the streets of a Russia in turmoil, marginalized to the edges of society, and in-

creasingly censored under the classist oppression of Tsarist life. eir anger with society could no 

longer be kept from leaching into their art, and the stoic otherworldliness of Symbolism all at once 

became an oppressive corpse. As Barooshian points out:

[e younger generation] also wanted to react against what they considered the lifeless and 
abstract language of the Symbolists, and to reorient language to that of the street and daily 
life, to democratize poetry. As social exiles, political revolutionaries, poor, disaffected, and 
almost starving, these artists saw in poetic and linguistic activity not only a means of self-
expression, but also a means of expressing their discontent with society.7

Symbolism, unwilling or unable to address this political frustration, consequently collapsed.

 Out of this new generation came the nascent Futurist movement. And, just as though they 

were political agitators, Futurism’s >rst proponents spread their message by way of the tool famously 

employed by Marx and Engels: the manifesto. In 1909 the very concept of borrowing the manifes-

to—an tool which up to this point had been exclusively political—and applying it to artistic innova-
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tion was in itself an unorthodox idea. It was, in fact, the Symbolists, out of whose wreckage the Fu-

turists crawled, who published one of the >rst artistic manifestos: Jean Moréas’s Le Symbolisme in 

1886. Slowly, as the era of the artistic manifesto began to germinate, the direction towards Futurism 

and outright revolutionary politicization became more clear. Saint-Georges de Brouhélier, in his 

1897 Manifeste naturiste, took a >rst step towards the political democratization of art, lambasting “art 

for art’s sake, elitism, transcendence, and willed obscurity.”8 By the time Jules Romains wrote his Les 

Sentiments unanimes et la poésie in 1905, the artistic manifesto was already beginning to sound indis-

tinguishable from social theory, exploring “the actual tendency of the people to mass together in the 

cities; the uninterrupted development of social relationships.”9 Manifestoes, tools invented by politi-

cal parties, were now being used by artistic collectives which came more and more to resemble them.

 All of this posturing came to a head in the spark of Futurism and the immediate precedent to 

the ignition of the Russian powderkeg: Filippo Marinetti’s 1909 declaration e Foundation and 

Manifesto of Futurism, a polemic intensely involved with the unfolding world of social and industrial 

mechanization. Everywhere it references the here-and-now, the economic and utopian dreams of a 

resurgent nation (in Marinetti’s case, Italy). e “essential elements of poetry” cease to be aesthetic 

ones of rhyme, meter, or metaphor, replaced instead by the political battle-cries of “courage, audacity, 

and revolt.”10 But, most importantly, Marinetti’s manifesto is the >rst true instance of aesthetics and 

politics truly alloyed into the same form. ere is neither an ‘art’ subheading nor a ‘society’ subhead-

ing beneath the banner ‘Futurism’. Instead, the manifesto is at every turn entirely aesthetic and en-

tirely political at exactly the same time. Take the eleventh thesis of the manifesto:

We will sing of the great crowds agitated by work, pleasure and revolt; the multi-colored 
and polyphonic surf of revolutions in modern capitals; the nocturnal vibration of the arse-
nals and the workshops beneath their violent electric moons; the gluttonous railway stations 
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devouring smoking serpents; factories suspended from the clouds by the thread of their 
smoke ... 11

Here it is useless to try to extract the political clamoring for a new industrial politics from the artistic 

saber-rattling in favor of machination and speed. ey are the same thing. Marinetti realized that, 

once an artist’s or politician’s gaze becomes invariably >xed towards the future, the division between 

the two erodes until it is entirely permeable.

 It is unsurprising that Marinetti’s manifesto banner-waving, his political-aesthetic alloy, and 

especially his undiluted jeremiads against the past in favor of “launch[ing] once more our challenge 

to the stars”12 found fertile ground amongst the Russian intelligentsia. e hegemony of the past was 

stronger here than elsewhere, with a monarchist regime which had carried out only the most basic 

steps towards modern society and a burgeoning underclass of peasant laborers. It was a place where 

speed, efficiency, and violence seemed particularly alluring goods. And it was, of course, a ground 

zero of democratic radicalism. Trotsky had coordinated the St. Petersburg Soviet in 1905, the same 

year that labor unrest swept the entire country, reaching a dramatic head in the riots aboard the Bat-

tleship Potemkin. By 1909, Lenin completed in exile his seminal Materialism and Empirio-criticism, 

and from 1910 onwards his Bolshevik faction controlled the Communist bloc of Russian politics. 

e Bolsheviks, as a hyper-exclusive cadre of intellectual ‘professional revolutionaries,’ were some-

thing of an avant-garde art club in themselves, with their >rm belief in the role of the party as a ‘van-

guard’ for the liberation of the proletariat. Moreover, they were unabashedly truculent towards any 

moderation in the direction of the past, splitting apart not only from liberal democratic parties, but 

even their fellow leftists in the Menshevik wing. For Bolshevism, the only acceptable politics were 

politics resolutely oriented towards the future.

 e same atmosphere which ignited Bolshevism ignited the new school of Futurism. With 

the 1912 publication of A Slap in the Face of Public Taste, Russia’s new avant-garde of artists issued 
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their challenge to the schools of the past: amidst deliberately petulant cries to “throw Pushkin, 

Dostoyevsky, Tolstoy, et al., et al., overboard from the Ship of Modernity,” the manifesto’s foremost 

function is to establish a club of adherents to the future who will “stand on the solid block of the 

word ‘we’ amid the seas of boos and indignation.”13 A Slap does not blush at claiming equal expertise 

for plans both artistic and social—speed, freneticism, and the vast power of bureaucracy and industry 

were, according to the Futurists, the antidotes to all the idiocies and 9ippancies of a pointless past. 

Hewing to artistic tradition was not just aesthetically lazy—it was bourgeois and counterrevolution-

ary. Solidarity and progress were the watchwords of the new movement, and the Futurists, members 

of a ‘vanguard’ artistic movement, immediately found themselves caught up in the same fanataciza-

tion of all things new that was impelled the ‘vanguard’ Bolsheviks towards their ultimate revolution.

 For the Futurists, disgusted with the useless idealism of past art and obsessed with charging 

the workaday life of Russian people with a new frenzied momentum, the demagogic politics of Bol-

shevism proved an attractive draw. Who better to take up the hammers of the new industrial society 

and melt down the chains of the past than a liberated proletariat, and who better to appreciate an art 

celebrating the renewal of everyday life and a hatred of tradition than that same proletariat living free 

of the life-sapping abstractions of aristocratic life? Bolshevism, then, became a promise not just to 

workers but to artists, who saw in Communism’s liberative powers a powerful new world order for 

the artist. Art would invigorate Bolshevism, and, in turn Bolshevism would unleash art:

e goal of communism is to free the creative forces of man from all humiliations and pres-
sures he has to suffer as a result of his dependence on the ruling elite. e October Revolu-
tion [...] had no fear of daring experiments, innovations and ideas in the realm of art and 
culture and can today boast of having produced some of the >nest specimens in the world 
of music, theatre, architecture, >ne arts and literature. With the collapse of a corrupt politi-
cal system and an entire society along with its values and ideals, the role of the artist 
changed overnight. His audience, spectators and critics were the masses, that is, the entire 
nation.14
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e following poem by Khlebnikov illustrates just how clearly the Futurists’ fusion of art and politics 

encouraged them to believe that this new revolutionary ideology was, in fact, their own:

is is the time of >st >ghts between
e people’s breast and the lead bullet.
Can you not here the wild, furious roar:
e people are awake.15

e elements of Futurism’s aesthetic-political alloy are all encapsulated here. Khlebnikov’s poetry is 

naked and direct, eschewing the ‘ideal Woman’ of the Symbolists in favor of the aggrandization of 

“the people’s breast.” e collectivity has subsumed the individual, and the will of the society—an 

inheritor of Marx’s ‘species-being’—arrives at center stage. Anger charges the poem with a destructive 

potential in the “wild, furious roar”, but it is anger of a type that implies a blissful march towards 

somewhere new, somewhere that the people will >nd themselves ful>lled. e matter-of-fact presen-

tation of this realization—“e people are awake”—indicates the blank realism of the Futurist’s aes-

thetics. Liberated from their long somnolent oppression, the people were now ready to seize for 

themselves both the images and the rights of future society. How? By violence: by “>st >ghts”, and by 

charging their bodily cores against the “lead bullet”.

 It was in violence that the Futurists and the Bolsheviks perhaps found their most common 

sympathy. “How can you make a revolution without executions?,” Lenin once said. “Do you expect 

to dispose your enemies by disarming yourself? What other means of repression are there?”16 Khleb-

nikov elsewhere describes the Futurists’ obsession with this violence quite 9atly:

He’s a handsome fellow, the long knife,
In the heart of the master just right!
A simple girl, I’ll treat you to a knife:
I am a washerwoman, an ordinary working girl!
Just right, just right!
e knife.17
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Violence was the jarring and disruptive prelude to a new world where the injustices of the old would 

be overcome. Khlebnikov and the Futurists poets wished to do violence to the systems of language 

which hemmed them in, and in the same breath they wished violence upon the “heart of the master” 

from the “ordinary working girl”. Marinetti’s manifesto required that “poetry must be a violent as-

sault on the forces of the unknown, and force them to bow before man”18 and so too did the Rus-

sians realize that the power of annihilation was the power for a new era, an era in which all the forces 

of man repressed under years of idealistic stoicism would be unleashed in a torrent towards the fu-

ture.

 But if glorious, retributive violence was a catalyst for the rise of new societies, war was an im-

perialist extension of old capitalist hegemony. Certainly this was the point of view of the Bolsheviks: 

with the overthrow of the Tsar, they almost immediately withdrew Russia from the war and de-

nounced it as the dying breath of capitalism. In almost exactly the same way, Khlebnikov relegates 

war to the dustbin of the past, swept away by Futurism’s conquering spirit:

If I turn mankind into a clock
And show how the hand of the century moves,
Will not war 9y off
From our band of times, like a useless izhitsa?19

e izhitsa was an outmoded Cyrillic character which, after growing obsolete, had been swept away 

by the Bolshevik’s alphabet codes in 1918; similarly, mankind transformed into a clock by the 

mechanizing forces of Futurism realizes that war is an obsolete holdover from archaic times. As such, 

the Futurists were able to sing obsequies to war while simultaneously embracing the purity of unfet-

tered revolutionary violence.

 e nexus of revolutionary cataclysm began in Russia, but corporate to both the Futurists’ 

and the Bolsheviks’ assumptions about the eventual success of the new world order relied on pro-

grams of internationalizaton. After seizing power and winning the Russian Civil War, the Bolsheviks 
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established Comintern, the ird International, in 1919. In 1922, Comintern laid out its tactics in 

plain terms: “Only the seizure of power by the proletariat and a world socialist revolution can save 

humanity from permanent catastrophe.”20 Khlebnikov, writing in 1917 his “Appeal by the Presidents 

of Planet Earth,” claimed a similar pan-global right for the Futurists. Only those ready to jettison the 

baggage of past hypocrisies deserve any right of title to future. “If you are so moral, you govern-

ments,” he asks the past, “then why these sacri>ces for the gods, why are we crushed in your jaws, we 

soldiers and workers?”21 Khlebnikov’s “Appeal” is doubly interesting since it quite forcefully recog-

nizes that a socially reformed future and an artistically reformed future will come in the same pack-

age—and it does this simply by squarely acting as if it is so. 

 is indissoluble Futurist union between art and politics is perhaps best encapsulated in Ma-

yakovsky. Involved in socialist demonstrations beginning in 1910, Mayakovsky remarked after >rst 

encountering the Symbolists in 1906: “I did not regard such lyrical poetry as compatible with my 

‘socialist dignity’ and abandoned it completely.”22 It was Mayakovsky’s couplet “Eat your pineapples, 

munch your grouse / Your last day is coming you bourgeois louse!” which was chanted by sailors 

storming the Winter Palace during the Revolution.23  It was Mayakovsky who unwaveringly threw his 

material support in favor of the Communist government. And, above all, it was Mayakovsky for 

whom there is utterly no distinguishing, historically, his art from his politics—they are simply part 

and parcel with each other.

 For Mayakovsky, Futurism was understood as “a quadruple rebellion: down with your love, 

down with your art, down with your social structure, and down with your religion.”24 Enough of all 

this static fat of the past, he cries out. In 1917, on the eve of revolution, he writes: 
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Beat the squares with the tramp of rebels!
Higher, rangers of haughty heads!
We’ll wash the world with a second deluge, 
Now’s the hour whose coming it dreads.
Too slow, the wagon of years,
e oxen of days — too glum.
Our god is the god of speed,
Our heart — our battle drum.25

Here is the crux of Futurism’s alliance with Bolshevism: the a priori assumption that that which exists 

today is a continuity of the past and consequently bad, and that which is revolutionary represents a 

break from this and is consequently good. us, past-art and past-politics (Symbolism, monarchism, 

“the wagon of years”) are odious >rst and foremeost simply because they are of the past; in contrast, 

future-art and future-politics (Futurism, Bolshevism, “the god of speed”) are noble precisely in their 

role as destroyers of the former.

 As the Communist period began to overhaul every part of Russian life, Mayakovsky began to 

consider himself as its cultural warrior, seeing the revolutionary government as an extension of his 

own Futurist movement. In his “Open Letter to the Workers,” he urges Russian crawling out from 

under the shadow of war and embracing a new society to embrace to the aesthetics of the new world. 

“Know that for our necks [...] there are no >tting sizes in the collar wardrobe of the bourgeoisie. 

Only a Revolution of Spirit will strip us of the rags of the old art. [...] A revolution of content—

socialism-anarchism—is unthinkable without a revolution of form—futurism.”26 Upon hearing that 

Lenin had assessed one of his poems by calling its politics “completely accurate,” Mayakovsky re-

marked: “If now even Ilyich [Lenin] acknowledges that my political line is all right, then I am mak-

ing progress in Communism.”27 At each turn, Mayakovsky was branding Futurism as the language of 

Bolshevism, working for the Russian State Telegraph Agency and authoring propaganda slogans for 
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the New Economic Policy (which he considered his “poetry of the highest caliber”28). In all of this, 

Mayakovksy’s Futurism and Bolshevism expanded in tandem, adopting a style of aesthetics and poli-

tics whose essential generative forces were exactly identical: screaming towards the future, excising all 

the 9ourishes of bourgeois life, and concentrating the forces of the people on the velocity of progress. 

e social activist and the artistic insurgent, scions of the future, are conjoined together in a poetry 

which “is designed to be declaimed in an auditorium, or in the streets [...] slangy, familiar, oratorical, 

emotional, and often vulgar.”29 What else can be made of the following poem other than a lofty, al-

most arrogant battle-cry to future times?

You
have the 9oor
Comrade Mauser
Enough living by laws,
at Adam and Eve have left.
Hustle old history’s horse.
Let us override the miserable hack.
Left!
Left!
Left!30

Even without the triumvirate of ‘Left!’s in the conclusion, the stock of Mayakovsky’s aesthetics would 

still be clear: politics and art make up exactly the same element.

 As cautioned earlier, it is important to realize the commonality between Futurism and Bol-

shevism lies not in their experiential histories, but in the propellents which generated them as move-

ments. And, in fact, written into the very de>nition of future-art and future-politics is the same cor-

rosive element which dissolves the boundaries between the two and alloys them together: the un-

knowability of the future. Futurisms both political and aesthetic, in the absence of any material evi-

dence on which to base their claims, must share the fundamental assumption that which is towards 
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the future is automatically good. As a consequence, the world of the future, in both its images and its 

societies, must be imagined in simultaneity. e addition of the dimension of time into art means 

that it must immediately make a proclamation about how people in the future will live—a necessar-

ily political judgment. As Mark Antliff argues, futurisms are inherently revolutionary and thus inher-

ently political—their politics cannot be presented as riders or codicils, but instead as corporate parts 

to the movements themselves. e power of the future-imaginary in the “creation of this revolution-

ary consciousness,” then, fuses together the invigorating powers of art and politics, and “constitutes 

an example of how politics became aestheticized under the Futurist banner.”31 is is exactly what 

happened in the Russian experience, with the union becoming so complete that politics did not 

merely become aestheticized, but united together with aesthetics in the same form.

 Calling Russian Futurism an artistic movement, then, only arrives at a partial de>nition. Its 

adherents were so caught up in a political-artistic alloy that it is a multimodal movement which 

really characterized it as an episode. Contextualized within the Russian cataclysm from 1910–1925, 

Futurism and Bolshevism provide dual distillations of the revolutionary ferment of the time. A pithy 

poem by Mayakovsky leaves us with a question:

Hey you!
Sky!
Off with our hat!
Here I come!32

Is this exclamation directed at Tolstoy or at Nicholas II? Neither answer is sufficient: it is surely writ-

ten to both.
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