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ABSTRACT
The 1922 Moscow production of Fernand Crommelynck’s farce The
Magnanimous Cuckold, directed by Vsevolod Meyerhold with sets and costumes by the
Constructivist artist Liubov Popova, is regarded as a theatrical milestone. Yet critics have
largely, and problematically, dismissed the play itself as a non-political “boulevard
comedy.” In 1922, the Russian avant-garde was immersed in politics, engaged in
inculcating socialist values into everyday life through art. This thesis argues that
Crommelynck’s intent was in fact political, reflecting his post-World War I doubts about
the “superiority” of European culture. Meyerhold seized on that theme and enhanced it
with a bare bones “workers’” production skewering the bourgeois West. This thesis also
argues that the Constructivist project of “art into life” ultimately came to nothing, and
that what followed—Socialist Realism—marked a profound rejection of the avantgarde’s proclaimed goal of infusing art into what Marx termed the social relations of
production.

1
CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
The Russian theatre has persisted...not because it is a relief from
life, an underground retreat where one could escape the agonies
and the duties and the burdens of life. To the Russian, the theatre
is rather a microcosmos, a concentration and an explanation of
life. If life can not be explained, at least its inexplicability can be
faced. And that way lies resignation and peace for a time.
Oliver M. Sayler
In 1922 an obscure play known in English as The Magnanimous Cuckold,1 by the
equally obscure Belgian playwright Fernand Crommelynck, became a landmark in Soviet
cultural history. The play’s protagonist, a jealous husband, displays his magnanimity by
inviting every man in the village to sleep with his wife, on the theory that she would
refuse only her true lover and thereby unmask him. Le Cocu Magnifique premiered in
Paris in 1920 where it caused a sensation. It was subsequently produced in more than
fifteen countries, and its author was routinely compared to O’Neill, Pirandello, and
Shaw.2 For reasons that are also obscure, the director Vsevolod Meyerhold, head of the
theater section of the Commissariat of Enlightenment (Narkompros), chose to produce
the play in Moscow in 1922, at a time when his productions were politically charged with
revolutionary fervor.3 By the time the production went into rehearsal, however,
Meyerhold’s theater had been closed, a victim of the budget cuts and internal politics
which seem to plague the arts in every society and every era. Forced to scrounge for both
performance space and money to stage the new play, Meyerhold turned to the
Constructivist artists associated with Moscow’s Institute of Artistic Culture (Inkhuk),

2
also part of Narkompros, whose work had impressed him for its ideological seriousness
combined with the rebellious and often playful spirit of the avant-garde. He hoped these
nonrepresentational artists, who shunned decorative touches, could create a thoroughly
utilitarian (and low cost) set which would allow his actors the multi-leveled creative
space required for a new style of theater he was developing, in which highly stylized
movement he called biomechanics inspired by the commedia dell’arte became the
dominant element in bringing a play to life.
After attempted collaborations with several artists failed to produce a final design,
Meyerhold turned to Liubov Popova, an artist with whom he had worked in the past but
who was reluctant to take on this new assignment for ideological reasons. The
Constructivists, and Popova in particular, sought to infuse everyday life (byt in Russian)
with artistic values forged in the new Soviet reality of materialist, collective society.
They had turned away completely from “easel painting” which they viewed as a relic of
bourgeois oppression, and Popova was full of reservations that designing for the theater
was inconsistent with the Constructivists’ strict utilitarian principles.4 In the end Popova
created what is generally regarded as a masterpiece of Constructivist design (and which
incidentally met Meyerhold’s economic needs). Where Crommelynck called for a
“watermill” Popova created a kinetic whirligig of a construction: wheels, sails, slides,
stairs, even a revolving door (Figure 1). Meyerhold called all of these elements into play
in a dazzling display of nonstop action (Figure 2). The costumes, also designed by
Popova, consisted of a basic worker’s coverall called a prozodezhda, augmented with
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Fig. 1: Model of Liubov Popova’s set for The Magnanimous Cuckold, 1922. The wheels turned in any
direction, operated by black-clad stagehands who were fully visible to the audience. Reconstruction built
in 1967. A.A. Bakhrushin State Central Theatre Museum, Moscow.

Fig. 2: Actors employing biomechanical movements become one with the kinetic set
to create a living work of art in Meyerhold’s The Magnanimous Cuckold, 1922.
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accessories appropriate to the
character. The Magnanimous
Cuckold marked their public
stage debut in what Meyerhold
saw as a prototype for a true
workers’ theater. Popova’s
initial reluctance gave way to
Fig. 3: Popova’s set design, gouache, 1922. She credits herself
at the bottom not for design but for “construction” (ustanovka).

what constituted “the happiest
moment in her life” according

to Ivan Aksenov, Cuckold’s Russian translator.5 She was to die tragically of illness two
years later.
Scholars and critics are in general agreement that “the success of the project was
largely due to the shared creative and aesthetic aspirations of Popova and Meyerhold.”6
But what of the play itself and its once-celebrated author? Here history’s judgment has
been harsh. The play has been dismissed as a “rather indecent farce” which Meyerhold
used “merely as an experiment in pure acting and pure form,”7 and a “relatively
insignificant dramatic text.”8 One critic even consigned the play to the nineteenth century
despite its having been written in 1920.9 Yet Meyerhold in 1922 was consumed with
political theater under the banner of “Theatrical October,” and a supporter of Proletarian
Culture (Proletkult), a radical cultural movement to the left of the Bolsheviks’ rather
conservative views on art, drama and literature.10 The fact that The Magnanimous
Cuckold piqued and held Meyerhold’s interest while he was so politically preoccupied is
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a strong indication that the critics’ judgment of Crommelynck’s play warrants further
examination. If Meyerhold had simply wanted a vehicle to display his theories of stage
movement, why choose such an “undistinguished” play? Why not Macbeth, for
example?11
The answer, we will argue, is that Crommelynck’s Le Cocu Magnifique was
indeed political theater. This thesis will argue that Meyerhold presented Crommelynck’s
dark farce as a proletarian—and specifically Russian—critique of Western culture,
illustrative of the “organization of life” in a bourgeois society on the verge of collapse,
owing to the perversion of the social relations of production. The Russian character of
Meyerhold’s production is based in the historically “schizophrenic” nature of Russia’s
attitude towards the West, reflecting on the one hand envy and on the other fear and
contempt.12 Such an interpretation was true to Crommelynck’s own intention of
addressing the profound onset of doubt which gripped Europe in the wake of the
slaughter of World War I. Though Crommelynck may not have shared Meyerhold’s faith
in Marxist revolution as the cure for doubt, he did share the Marxist’s conviction that the
comfortable assurances of the Enlightenment philosophes were no longer adequate for
organizing modern life in the twentieth century. Popova’s kinetic set design, reproduced
in grainy photographs and sterile, stabile maquettes, is the most enduring record of this
singular artistic collaboration, but as John Bowlt cautions: “It is wise to remember that
[Constructivism] was not born in a vacuum and it should not be separated from its sociopolitical context.”13 One of the aims of this thesis is to remove the celebrated set from the
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museum and restore it to the production, and restore the production to its sociopolitical
context at the end of the Russian Civil War.
The letters CR ML NCK on the large wheel of Popova’s construction have been
the subject of much speculation. While they obviously refer to the playwright, their
presence is still enigmatic. Nick Worrall compares them to a clockmaker’s mark on the
back of the clock face;14 Spencer Golub sees in them a counter-revolutionary cry of
freedom against the dehumanization of Soviet acronyms;15 Roann Barris suggests that
they undermine expediency and represent a “noninstrumental goal” which “contribute[s]
to the demonization of function.”16 All three critics present well-argued theses, but all
depend to some extent on the diminution of Crommelynck’s contribution to the
production, which Popova obviously chose to emphasize by referencing him in her set. In
addition, the critics have all but ignored the Russian avant-garde’s history of including
fractured phrases in their paintings, mixing Roman and Cyrillic alphabets. The practice
can be traced back to the Futurist poet Aleksei Kruchenykh, who coined a Russian
neologism for this type of “transcendental language”: zaum, from za (“beyond”) and um
(“mind”)17. Kruchenykh was an important influence on the Suprematist Kazimir
Malevich, who in turn counted Popova among his principle disciples before the
Revolution. While Popova had both broken with Malevich and renounced easel painting
by 1922, the Cuckold set can still be seen as growing organically out of her earlier work.
The largely unilingual Russian audience may not have understood the reference to the
play’s author, but the looming presence of these identifiably Roman letters would have
served to place the action in the West.
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Despite their heartfelt commitment to collectivism, the art of the Constructivists
was obliterated under Stalin, a contradiction which has played out in the evaluation of
their place in art history. Some critics have tended to downplay their commitment to
Bolshevism. Spencer Golub, for example, contends that Meyerhold’s Cuckold was an
indirect attempt to warn against the Bolsheviks’ abuses of the “integrity” of language18, a
topic which Orwell addressed directly in 1984. Other critics, notably Boris Groys, have
argued on the other extreme that the Constructivists were precursors of Stalinism: “Under
Stalin the dream of the avant-garde was fulfilled and the life of society was organized in
monolithic artistic forms.”19 Such views are consistent with a certain Western moral
superiority, nurtured over a twentieth century of totalitarian criminality, that what was to
come should have been plainly obvious from the start. This view glosses over the reality
of the early 1920s, however, when intellectuals and common folk alike were deeply
ambivalent about the world war that had just ended, whose onset all belligerents had
hailed with patriotic fervor. In 1917, Lenin’s call for “Peace! Bread! Land!” sounded to
many like simple common sense.
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CHAPTER 2
THE PLAY AND ITS TIMES
Few problems have disturbed Russians more than the nature of their
relationship to the West…The Russian response to the inescapable
challenge of Western Europe was split—almost schizophrenic—
and this division has to some extent lasted down to the present.
James H. Billington
Crommelynck intended The Magnanimous Cuckold to be a play of its time,
despite its anachronistic atmospherics. The setting is present-day Flanders, with the
direction printed in upper case: “DE NOS JOURS EN FLANDRE.” The characters,
however, seem to be throwbacks to an earlier time—the Count in his castle, the
Herdsman, the sea captain of a three-masted ship—and would be as at home in a Molière
farce as in Crommelynck’s. The critic Silvija Jestrovic has termed this type of reference
to earlier theatrical styles “trans-theatrical inscription,” a technique which “brings the
theatricality of the performance to the foreground” and also “links to history.”20 By
specifying that the action takes place “in our time” Crommelynck signals to the audience
that it shares a history with the characters on stage, as anachronistic as they appear to be.
The historic parallel Crommelynck intends to draw is that, like the victors in World War
I, Bruno the Cuckold is only apparently at the top of his game. Though he has a beautiful,
loving wife and the respect of his community, he is consumed by doubt. As
Crommelynck’s biographers note, the playwright “ruthlessly caricatures the behavior of
his contemporaries in their futile quest for the absolute, their desperate search for answers
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during a troubled era that had seen the elegant sureties of the Belle Époque destroyed by
the First World War.”21
Those certainties so desperately sought could be found in emergent scientific
world views such as those of Freud and Einstein; and profound technological advances in
aviation, electromagnetics, and radiology, among other fields. Theories of social
engineering gained increased influence, including both eugenics and Frederick Taylor’s
management science, which aimed to bring factory workers and the engines of
production into ideally efficient alignment. Not surprisingly perhaps, atheism also
achieved a renewed respectability, and something of a Nietzsche revival took place
across Europe. Historian Dan Stone identifies among the Nietzscheans’ concerns:
the enfranchisement of women, the rise of labour, ‘alien’
immigration, a new science of sex….[W]hat unites almost
all of them is a concern with eugenics and race, understood
not in the narrow, Nazi sense, but rather in the broad sense
of new attempts to shape the demography of Europe
through technocratic management.22
Of these themes, the place of women in society is addressed directly in The
Magnanimous Cuckold, though not enfranchisement specifically (which was not to be
granted in France until 1945.) As the manager of the orderly progression of young men
through his wife’s bedroom Bruno is very much the technocrat, a role enhanced by
Meyerhold’s biomechanics and Popova’s machine-like set. Seen in this light Cuckold is a
travesty of contemporary European culture. The play rejects triumphalist history, and
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instead challenges Europe’s complacent insistence on its own cultural superiority in spite
of the bloodbath just ended. In their production, Meyerhold and Popova supplied the
Russian response to that challenge: perverted social relations of production result in
female oppression, a delusional world view and general chaos.
The following synopsis is based on Crommelynck’s original text in French, not
Meyerhold’s somewhat shorter version. Contrary to some critics, however, Meyerhold
did not “adapt” the play for Russian audiences. Rather, he and Popova created a
thoroughly Soviet production of Crommelynck’s already darkly satirical send-up of
Western social relations.
The Magnanimous Cuckold: Synopsis
ACT I: The curtain rises on a windmill in Flanders which has been converted into
a residence for Bruno, his wife Stella, and her old nurse Romanie. Stella is tending her
plants, tearfully pining for Bruno who is to return that afternoon with her seafaring cousin
Petrus, her childhood playmate. Bruno has been gone only one night, but it is their first
separation since their marriage. Cornélie and Florence, two women of the village, arrive
to tell Stella that Bruno is on his way. Florence gives Stella a flower from Bruno which
brings on more tears. Romanie tries to console her while Cornélie, bewildered by Stella’s
histrionics, thinks Bruno has put a spell on her (literally “eaten her brains.”) The women
leave to prepare for the upcoming festival.
Three would-be suitors arrive. First is the handsome but illiterate Herdsman who
is looking for Bruno to write a love letter on his behalf. He tells Stella he’s been in love

11
with her for almost a week, adding that he’s as handsome as her husband, as well as
younger and stronger. When Stella points out that he’s the same age as Bruno, the
Herdsman replies: “In years, maybe. But Bruno is educated, and knowledge has made
him an old man. As for me, I can’t even write my own name!” Stella thinks it’s ridiculous
that the Herdsman will woo her with her husband’s words, which makes him angry:
“Words belong to everyone,” he says. Anyway, he doesn’t need words—he will carry her
off bodily, which he attempts to do until Romanie comes to Stella’s rescue, knocking him
on the head with a cudgel.
The commotion attracts the unctuous Count, who is riding by on his horse. He too
professes to love Stella, and more: he has been spying on her for years and knows all
sorts of intimate details—how she sucks her own toes and has a birthmark under her left
breast. Stella chases him away with curses, as a beautiful young man with flowing hair
appears. He declares his love in flowery phrases and Stella runs into his arms. But it is
Bruno himself! He is sure he saw Stella run after him in her nightgown as he left, but she
tells him no, she was asleep having a dream which she has forgotten. Bruno makes a
point of ordering Stella to make ready the room next to their bedroom for Petrus.
Enter Estrugo the scribe. Not only does he take dictation for Bruno, but in
physical appearance he is Bruno’s double. According to Crommelynck’s stage directions
Estrugo is tongue-tied to such an extent that he can barely get his words out at all,
compensating with elaborate gesticulations. [In the Meyerhold production, Estrugo is
entirely mute.] Having seen Bruno’s flair for amorous prose poetry we now see him
tackle the mundane: a legal proclamation for the Mayor and a real estate listing for the
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Count’s chateau. The Mayor arrives, and Bruno ostentatiously dictates both assignments
simultaneously to Estrugo, but his mind is also on Stella, whose charms he cannot stop
describing. He commands Stella to lift her skirts so the embarrassed Mayor may better
admire her. He points to the line of her ankle and calf, how it continues upwards to her
“heavenly” buttocks, proceeds to the nape of her neck, down to her breasts, before
plunging to her nether regions to “vanish like a wave on a sandy beach….And there are
millions of such lines, each one perfect!” Petrus arrives and Bruno goes even further,
ripping Stella’s dress to reveal her breast “like a pearl ready to burst.” Petrus can’t help
but stare; Bruno slaps him hard but immediately begs forgiveness, beginning the wild
swings between aggression and contrition which will continue until the final curtain.
Alone with Estrugo, Bruno’s jealousy begins to obsess him, and he demands to
know whether Stella has been faithful. Estrugo says nothing (since he is mute), which
Bruno takes as a sign that the scribe is conspiring with Stella to hide her lover’s identity.
Bruno cross-examines Estrugo relentlessly, supplying on his own the mute scribe’s
incriminating answers. Convinced he is a cuckold, Bruno confronts his wife: “Tell me
something you cannot tell me,” he demands. Stella at first thinks it is a riddle game, but
when she sees he is serious she is flustered. She tells him the Herdsman and the Count are
both in love with her, but Bruno angrily replies that he already knows that. He demands
the name of her secret lover, the one she was going to meet in the vision he had. She
denies there is a lover, but Bruno accuses Petrus, who appears at the top of the stairs.
Petrus tells Bruno he’s crazy, and storms out of the house. Bruno is again remorseful and
blames his suspicions on… Estrugo! Stella scolds Estrugo and bursts into tears, bringing
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Bruno to anger once again. “Why are you crying? Who are you crying for?” he demands
as the curtain falls.
ACT II: The shutters are drawn as Bruno and Estrugo tiptoe into the house. Bruno
looks years older than he did in Act I, gray and sickly. Jealousy is eating him alive, and
he again tries to extract the name of Stella’s lover from the silent Estrugo. Stella is now a
virtual prisoner in the mill, but Bruno concocts an elaborate (and fictitious) scenario by
which Stella has stolen his keys to arrange a tryst. Stella appears wearing a grotesque
mask Bruno has fashioned to keep her admirers away. She is completely docile, however,
full of compassion for Bruno and agreeing to everything he says. Bruno believes her
compliant behavior is all a trick. He orders her to remove her mask so he may see the
deceit in her whore’s eyes, but again is filled with remorse. He sends her back to her
room just as another young man comes by for a love letter. Bruno obliges (with Estrugo
taking dictation) but his letter takes a sinister turn: “Our souls must be one! If your
thoughts should differ from mine, I’ll kill you!” The young man recoils, and Bruno again
recollects himself and laughs off the excesses as poetic license. Of course Stella is the
man’s love object, and he also knows where her birthmark is. (“Everyone knows,” he
says.) Bruno suddenly must “go out on business,” but tells the would-be lover “my wife
will keep you company,” and he summons Stella. Bruno spies on the pair through the
window as they sit apart in awkward silence. “They don’t move an inch, knowing that I
will catch them!” he cries, as he attacks the stranger, who runs.
The incident inexplicably cheers Bruno up. He tells Estrugo to fetch Petrus so he
can make amends. Stella thinks Bruno is cured. “Not yet,” he says, “but you shall cure
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me.” He has come to a realization: it is doubt of her fidelity that grinds him down. The
cure is certainty…of her infidelity. Stella must cuckold him or he will die, and her
paramour must be…Petrus! Petrus arrives, hears Bruno’s proposal and decides it is a
huge joke. Bruno calls Petrus a coward. “Come, cousin,” says Petrus to Stella. “Let’s
give the cuckold what he wants.” They ascend the stairs to the bedroom and shut the
door. Estrugo, spying through the keyhole, confirms through gestures that Petrus has
been as good as his word and Bruno is undoubtedly a cuckold. Bruno calls Estrugo a liar,
but grabs his gun to kill the lovers.
At that moment the Mayor arrives with a posse of villagers to arrest Bruno. Bruno
explains that his wife is with another man, to which the Mayor responds that Bruno is
free to kill her at his convenience, but as Mayor it’s his duty to prevent a scandal. Petrus
emerges with a jaunty air and bids a fond farewell to Stella. Bruno suddenly declares they
were not lovers at all, that it’s all a trick, to which Petrus says, “You are as stupid as a
man can be.” With the danger past, Bruno is released. He turns to the villagers and
commends Stella to their care. He tells Stella emphatically that he is cured. Suddenly his
demeanor changes: “Estrugo, if it isn’t Petrus, who is it?”
ACT III: When the curtain rises we see Bruno (looking even worse than before)
facing a group of young men. Estrugo enters and indicates that Stella is taking these
young villagers to her bedroom one after the other. It’s all part of his plan, Bruno says.
He has ordered Stella to sleep with every man in the district, knowing the one she refuses
will be her true lover. But Bruno assures Estrugo that Stella is only pretending to obey
him so that he will relax his vigilance in pursuit of the real lover. Happy in his delusion,
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Bruno cheerfully keeps the parade of young men moving in an orderly fashion through
Stella’s bedroom by providing them love letters at 20 sous apiece, while Stella by all
appearances is greatly enjoying herself.
Who should arrive but the smitten Herdsman, who aims to put a stop to the whole
immoral business by shaming the men of the village. An indignant Stella tells him to go
away, saying: “I can do whatever I like, as long as Bruno lets me.” When he refuses to
leave, Stella tells him to get in line with the others. He’s about to be attacked by the
expectant lovers when the Mayor enters, vowing to arrest the first person who moves. It
seems the men for miles around are dreaming of Stella instead of working. Bruno is
delighted, since by his logic the more men who take their turn, the closer he is to the truth
he seeks. Another clamor is heard, this one from a mob of women—betrayed wives and
lovers—come to throw Stella into the river. The Mayor orders the doors barred, and
confides to Bruno that the situation is so bad even the animals are involved.
Neighborhood kids have taught the birds to sing, “Bru-no co-cu!” Bruno insists he will
not cease his investigations, and the Mayor warns him things could get very bad for him
at that night’s festival. But the festival, with masquers and revelers, gives Bruno another
idea. Having had no luck so far, he will don a mask and take a turn with Stella himself.
Stella, meanwhile, has had enough. She resolves to take no more lovers—and to
leave Bruno. Having made her decision she wearily but happily goes to bed alone, only to
be awakened by two masked figures climbing a ladder under her window, accompanied
by musicians. It is Bruno and Estrugo in disguise. The masked Bruno sings her a love
song in a ridiculous falsetto, and Stella finds herself strangely attracted to the stranger—
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he reminds her of the old Bruno with the flowing hair. She begs him to go but Bruno
persists. Stella confesses her love but will not yield. “Let me give myself little by little,”
she begs. “Let me deserve you.” Bruno, rejected when so many others have been
welcomed, is furious (and oblivious to the irony that in rejecting him Stella has, by his
own strange logic, identified him as her true love.)
Just then the mob of women returns to punish whoever is in Stella’s bedroom.
Bruno tears off his mask to the cheers and laughter of the women, who drag Stella to the
river. Alone with Estrugo, Bruno is again seized with doubt: Stella recognized him (he
believes) so his trick revealed nothing. Stella returns, rescued by the Herdsman whose
outlandish greatcoat she is wearing. Soaking wet, she calmly tells Romanie that she will
stay with Bruno, that her sins have been washed away. The Herdsman insists Stella come
away with him, but she refuses. He demands his coat back, which she also refuses
because she is naked underneath. He moves to take it from her and she hits him as hard as
she can. Bruno, seeing this, is triumphant—the Herdsman is the one she refuses! He is the
secret lover. Bruno raises his gun to shoot his rival, but Stella impulsively throws herself
around the Herdsman’s neck, kissing him passionately. “Promise me,” she says, “swear
to me that I may always be faithful to you.” The Herdsman carries her off in his arms,
leaving Bruno momentarily stunned. But he quickly recovers: “She thinks I’m stupid,” he
says, “But this is another one of her tricks. She can’t fool me again!” The curtain falls.
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CHAPTER 3
A CRITICAL OVERVIEW
So I shall suppose that some malicious, powerful, cunning demon has
done all he can to deceive me…I shall think that the sky, the air, the earth,
colours, shapes, sounds and all external things are merely dreams that the
demon has contrived as traps for my judgment...I shall stubbornly persist
in this train of thought; and even if I can’t learn any truth, I shall at least
do what I can do, which is to be on my guard against accepting any
falsehoods, so that the deceiver—however powerful and cunning
he may be—will be unable to affect me in the slightest.
René Descartes
While we do not know exactly what attracted Meyerhold to The Magnanimous
Cuckold, theater historian Nick Worrall is probably right that “what seems to have
interested him most in the play was that which interested him in A Doll’s House—namely
a historical attitude toward women.”23 Other critics have declined to speculate at all on
what should be an important question regarding “a milestone in the history of the Russian
theatre.”24 Alma Law notes that Meyerhold began work on the production as soon as he
had a translation, yet concedes that his reason for choosing a play “whose theme of
jealous love seems so remote from the concerns of the Revolution, cannot easily be
explained.”25 That judgment is questionable, however. Many women fought in the
Russian Civil War and adopted soldierly values. “Happiness in those years was
understood not as a pretty dress, a successful marriage, or a cozy flat,” recalled a nurse
who served at the front.26
The Russian avant-garde was particularly open to women, much more so than the
avant-garde in western Europe. According to Bowlt, “there seems to have been no
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professional jealousy [within the avant-garde] between the male and the female factions
in general or between partners in particular...They painted and exhibited together,
cosigned manifestos, illustrated the same books, spoke at the same conferences, and
seemed almost oblivious of gender differences and gender rivalry.”27 For artists seeking
to infuse everyday life with revolutionary values, the issue of relations between the sexes
would not have been far removed at all. Bourgeois westerners, infused with centuries of
literature depicting romantic love and (in 1922) Freudian theory, tend to view jealousy
primarily in emotional and psychological terms. Marxists, and a fortiori Bolsheviks, see
jealousy primarily as a manifestation of oppressive sociopolitical relations between the
sexes centered on the conjoined notions of property, ownership, and class (at least in
theory). Seen in this light, The Magnanimous Cuckold covers the same political ground
as A Doll’s House with the added attraction (for Meyerhold) of theatrical sensibilities
reminiscent of his beloved commedia dell’arte. As a showman for whom making a
connection with the audience was paramount, Meyerhold would also have been
appreciative of the play’s success in Paris. Meyerhold’s challenge was to take his vision
of a revolutionary theater out of the workshop and onto the stage. In this, Crommelynck’s
play was not a “mere” farce whose faults were to be overcome, but a full partner in what
became a historic production.
Worrall and Golub have each written somewhat dazzling analyses of the
Meyerhold-Popova production from parallel linguistic points of view. Worrall references
the work of Ferdinand de Saussure, the Swiss linguist and father of semiotics, whose
theories gained currency around the time of the Revolution. He admits that any utilization
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of semiotic theory on the part of Meyerhold would have been “unconscious” since it is
unlikely that the director had any more than a passing familiarity with De Saussure’s
work.28 Nonetheless his analysis contains many cogent observations based on the signsignifier-signified dynamic of semiotics, which reinforced the theatricality of the
production by further distancing the audience from a depiction of reality. Commenting on
the non-representational scenery and props, such as Popova’s geometric “flower” (Figure
5) he writes:
It became clear from this production that the ambiguity,
emptiness or fullness of otherwise neutrally defined objects
and locations, derived their meaning not from being
faithfully depicted according to existing models, but by
being defined through a process of use...The meanings
which arose may be said to have belonged to both the local
world of the play’s action and, more broadly, to a historical
context from which other sets of meanings arose.29
But the “historical context” he cites is not, in fact,
historical except in a metaphorical sense. Rather he is
addressing “the kind of history which produced this kind of
mill [represented on the stage]—harnessing nature for man’s
particular ends, but ultimately dependent on the vagaries of
nature.”30 The stage mill, he argues, reverses this process

Fig. 4. Popova’s abstract
design for a prop flower
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since its actions are controlled by man, (i.e., the stagehands who quite visibly set
Popova’s wheels in motion) and it in fact responds to the drama by turning at appropriate
times. “For the actors to spin the wheels in any direction they chose...was to reveal the
power of active choice in reversing a previously immutable order,” thus transforming the
power of man to control nature into “literally, a matter of ‘child’s play.’”31 This series of
intellectual chess moves brings Worrall to conclude that “the notion of child’s play is
central to what appears to have been Meyerhold’s reading of the farce.”
The deepening of experience as a consequence of sex,
becomes suppressed, or is consciously ignored, with results
that are disastrous. In this respect, the child’s play which
characterized the stage activity was, at another level, a
paradigm for the prolongation of childish immaturity in the
figures of Bruno and Stella.32
He also notes that Bruno wore a pair of babyish pom-poms around his neck (Figure 5),
though the pom-poms, which hark back to Harlequin or
Pierrot of the commedia dell’arte, could also be seen as
parodical testicles befitting a cuckold.
All theories as to Meyerhold’s intentions in The
Magnanimous Cuckold are of necessity speculative.
However, the debates that were current in avant-garde
circles and the cultural bureaucracy at the time, coupled

Fig. 5. Actor Igor Ilinksy as
Bruno, with pom-poms.
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with the evidence of Meyerhold’s choice of productions before and after Cuckold,
strongly suggest that Worrall is off the mark in identifying quasi-Freudian ideas about
sex and childhood as “central” to Meyerhold’s thinking. “Child’s play” denotes carefree
innocence, but Meyerhold’s clownish stage mayhem was neither carefree nor innocent.
Rather it was intended as a grotesque and comic manifestation of some very base adult
human tendencies: exuberant certainly, but not innocent.
Worrall’s analysis of the windmill as both harnessing nature’s power and subject
to nature’s vagaries is likewise troubling for two reasons. First, Crommelynck actually
specified a watermill, which is virtually unaffected by nature’s vagaries. Popova’s mill
could be a watermill or a windmill—critics are divided. The main wheel could be the
waterwheel seen through the structure (which resembled a building in the framing stage),
or it could be an enormous gear mechanism, or it could be part of a windmill. The
ambiguity in the set design demonstrates that the question of the mill’s power supply was
irrelevant to Meyerhold. Second, the mill is no longer active as a mill, but has been
converted into a residence. For Crommelynck, the old mills dotting the Flemish
countryside were living symbols of the profound changes the new century had wrought,
the passing of a way of life and indeed an entire cultural heritage. This is “the kind of
history” the mill setting, which was chosen deliberately, invokes. Worrall acknowledges
as much when he interprets Popova’s construction as a sort of time machine, “a model of
a period of history, as a machine by which elements of time past are regained.”33 There is
a nostalgia in this view which is present neither in Crommelynck nor in Meyerhold’s
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staging. For Crommelynck, the bucolic past is invoked as the wellspring of our present
confusion, while for Meyerhold the past is to be understood as a time of oppression.
For the Marxist Meyerhold the former mill was also a former factory,
permanently removed from production, emblematic of the decay of the bourgeois West.
The director was particularly taken with the idea that the chute formerly used to slide
sacks of flour be repurposed in the set design to deliver “processed” lovers from Stella’s
bedroom down to stage level.34 As comical as it was, the chute idea also drove home the
idea that the machine historically exacerbated the exploitation of women: “after the
invention of machinery, the labour of women and children came to be more widely
used.…They are more submissive, more easily intimidated.”35 Stella herself must be seen
as a cog in the wheel of this perverse factory, as a “sex machine” in modern parlance,
with Bruno assuming the role of manager. He maintains an efficient supply of raw
material, collects the revenue (love letters at 20 sous apiece), and ensures quality control
by inspecting the finished goods to determine whether the secret lover has been
unmasked. Meyerhold’s biomechanics and Popova’s prozodezhdii were perfectly suited
to this parody of the factory floor, which would have resonated immediately with the
proletarian audience.
Spencer Golub’s article “Clockwise-Counterclockwise: The Vowelless
Revolution” attempts to find a place for The Magnanimous Cuckold within a theoretical
context centered on the Russian philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin. Bakhtin’s philosophy of
“dialogism” maintained that language takes its full meaning from context supplied by
past events and anticipated future events, in addition to the speaker’s intended meaning in
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the present. These past and future contexts are supplied by the hearer: “Language is not a
neutral medium that passes freely and easily into the private property of the speaker’s
intentions; it is populated–overpopulated–with the intentions of others [i.e., the
hearers]...The word in language is half someone else’s.”36 Golub terms these lacunae in
meaning “gaps” and likens them to the gaps in the vowelless inscription CR ML NCK on
the largest wheel in Popova’s stage design, which is “incapable of spelling the author’s
name without the audience accepting the responsibility of making the image whole. ”37
The audience can grasp this meaning, he maintains, only when the wheel revolves (which it
did in both directions), hence the double-edged meaning of “revolution” in the essay’s title.
Bakhtin first put forward dialogism in the late 1920s, so the theory could have had
no direct influence on Meyerhold, Popova, or Crommelynck. Nonetheless there are
interesting parallels to be found between Bakhtin’s writings and the play. Golub argues
that what interested Popova and Meyerhold is that Cuckold “addresses the question of
inter/personal responsibility”38 which, given the gaps in meaning requiring communal
action to bridge, brings the very act of being understood into a social and ethical context.
He argues that neither Bruno nor Stella “takes responsibility for his/her actions”39 while
“the community [i.e. the villagers]... participates in the act that legitimizes dishonesty”40
by going along with Bruno’s pimping out his wife. The act of filling in the gaps, Golub
argues, creates “integrity” (as in an integrated whole) which he says Bakhtin likened to
responsibility. In failing to fill in the gaps, the community is complicit in a dis-integration
of the society depicted on stage. Golub then supplies the historical context he believes
compelled Meyerhold to produce the play:
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When one recalls the malaise engendered by revolutionary
and wartime instability, along with early 1920s New
Economic Policy (NEP)-era cynical opportunism in the
name of greater individual opportunity, the possible
significance to Meyerhold of Crommelynck’s otherwise
relatively insignificant dramatic text becomes clearer. The
play can be read as a representation of cultural and
linguistic instability and collateral gapping in terms of
behavioral and representational signs....The disenvoweled
name of “CR ML NCK” achieved the illusion of linguistic
integrity through actor- and spectator-assisted revolution,
much as did the multiple acronyms and the capitalized
neologisms that cluttered the postrevolutionary Soviet
landscape like future remnants or else like the detritus of a
nominally post-historical culture which has legitimized the
betrayal of hope without admitting responsibility for its
loss.41
There are several problems with Golub’s argument. Perhaps the most obvious is
that only well-educated members of the Moscow audience would associate CR ML NCK
with “Crommelynck” or even recognize the inscription as “vowelless.” To the vast
majority of the audience—workers and soldiers who received cheap tickets courtesy of
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the state42—the inscription would be as meaningless as its Cyrillic equivalent КР МЛ НК
would be to a Western audience.43
More troubling, however, is Golub’s contention that Meyerhold was attracted to
Cuckold as a response to the “malaise” in Soviet society caused by the privations of the
Civil War and the opportunism associated with NEP. In none of the productions
immediately preceding or following The Magnanimous Cuckold did Meyerhold address
Soviet malaise. Rather, his productions tended to veer to the left of the Bolshevik regime
toward ultra-patriotic, pro-revolutionary fervor, when not indulging in blatant proBolshevik agit-prop. Nor is there ground to suggest that Meyerhold was concerned with
linguistic issues in 1922. His regimen of biomechanics was designed explicitly to
supersede language in the theater. His was a theater of action and movement first (hence
Popova’s kinetic set), words second, and emotional content a distant third. Some critics,
including Golub, have suggested that Popova’s wheels spun in response to Bruno’s
emotions, but it is far more consistent with Meyerhold’s theatrical vision that they spun
in response to the actions on stage, not the characters’ emotions. As Barris writes, “From
the kaleidoscopic visual effect created by the movement of the wheels to the occasional
replication of the set in the actors’ movements, the set played a role quite similar to that
played by clowns in a circus performance. Everything emphasized motion….”44 Alma
Law quotes Popova herself, who stated that the wheels’ “movements and speeds were
intended to underscore and emphasize the kinetic meaning of each moment of action.”45
Law’s descriptions of Meyerhold’s actual staging effectively convey the true
spirit of The Magnanimous Cuckold:
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The revolving doors, for example, were constantly called
into play, spinning, slamming, causing characters to appear
and disappear in a flash. Petrus’ arrival and the Mayor’s
departure in Act I, for instance, launches a whole cascade
of “play with the door,” turning the moment into a
miniature vaudeville act. Taking his leave, the Mayor
bows, hitting the right half of the door with his rear and
causing the left half of the door to strike Petrus who is
standing in front of it. Petrus flies forward landing on the
bench, hitting Estrugo who is sitting on it. Estrugo lands on
the floor and Petrus remains sitting on the bench. Again,
the Mayor unconsciously presses against the right half of
the door, thus causing the left half to strike him on the nose.
Grabbing his nose, he goes through the door. Bruno runs
through the right half of the door after him. The Mayor
appears in the left half. They rotate three times, each in turn
bowing in front of the door as he appears.46
Law, like Worrall, sees in Meyerhold’s staging “child-like innocence, which so
startlingly undercut[s] at every turn the erotic content of Crommelynck’s play.”47 But
there is nothing innocent in Meyerhold’s staging. Rather it veers toward the subversive
(as befitting a revolutionary) much as Harpo Marx’s idiot grin masks his propensity to
chase after any passing blonde. Donald McManus argues that such a “contradictory
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impulse is a part of clown’s performance logic and naturally implies a criticism of the
nature of authority.” The clown, therefore, frequently serves political ends: “the political
metaphor is inevitable if the dramatists or directors who turn to clown have a political
motive.”48
For all its darkness and brutality (both mental and physical) it is as a farce that
The Magnanimous Cuckold achieved its great popularity. It was a dark and satirical
critique of Western culture, and that is how Meyerhold presented it—except from the
point of view of a Soviet audience at far remove from the west. As Popova herself wrote,
“The theater’s new production is not the depiction of life but the exemplary illustrative
organization of life and people (whether positive or negative).”49 The Magnanimous
Cuckold is not the story (depiction) of Bruno and Stella, it is an illustration of the forces
of history (organization of life) at work in western Europe. From the point of view of the
post-Revolutionary Soviet worker in Meyerhold’s audience, Europe’s predicament is not
dark but farcical.
The real source of Bruno’s problem is that he is a man from another age, a poet
with seventeenth century sensibilities. He is in thrall to an idea of romantic love as
sharing identical dreams and identical thoughts with one's beloved. At the beginning of
the play Stella is also this type of romantic: she says that she will remember her dream
once Bruno returns, since their dreams are the same. When Bruno imagines Stella has a
secret lover, he draws the logical conclusion that she must entertain the same thoughts.
His reasoning is a travesty of Molière’s contemporary, Descartes: “I think, therefore she
thinks the same.” To both Crommelynck and Meyerhold, the Cartesians’ fetish for reason
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and certainty is untenable in the twentieth century, though they came to this conclusion
for different reasons. For Meyerhold, the social relations of production take precedence
over reason; for Crommelynck, World War I has shown “reason” to be a sham.
The ostensible theme of the play is jealousy, but as the critic Thierry Maulnier has
observed, it is not a psychological study of jealousy but a metaphysical one,50 emerging
along the same fault line from which emerged the Enlightenment itself: doubt. “This
doubt, this doubt which grinds me down,” Bruno declares to Stella, “I will conquer it, I
will destroy it this very day….I have the cure for this doubt, the absolute, immediate
cure, the universal panacea. To no longer doubt your fidelity I must be certain of your
infidelity!”51 The Enlightenment philosophers also sought to conquer doubt with
certainty. The Rationalists, following Descartes, believed certainty came from reason; the
Empiricists, following Newton and Locke, believed that certainty came from the senses.
Bruno employs both strategies in his quest to unmask Stella’s lover.
Descartes wrote his Meditations partly in response to the crisis in the Catholic
Church brought on by Galileo’s telescopic observations and support of Copernicus’s
heliocentric theory. To a man of science like Descartes, the Church’s demand that Galileo
recant under penalty of torture provoked both a crisis of faith and a crisis of knowledge.
Surely Galileo saw what he saw, but how do we know that our senses provide us with
true knowledge of the world? In fact, how do we know there is an external world, or
anything at all for that matter? Could it all be a trick conjured up by a malevolent demon?
In peeling back the onion of his doubts in the Meditations Descartes arrived at what he
felt was an incontestable truth—cogito, ergo sum: there is a thinking being—“I”—who
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exists. Intellect is undeniably real; propositions which can be logically deduced from
other true propositions, must themselves be true. As for the malevolent demon tricking us
into false perception, Descartes resorted to faith to dismiss this notion: God, he insisted,
would not deceive us.
God has no place in Bruno’s universe, however, and his strategy to achieve
certainty backfires. Far from curing his doubts about Stella, her wanton behavior (which
she indulges in at his insistence and out of love for him) fills him with certainty that she
is deceiving him in order to prevent him from learning the identity of her true lover: “She
will pretend to obey me until I have completed my investigations.”52 As Maulnier
discerned, Bruno’s quest for certainty is philosophical, not psychological. Bruno is
repeatedly confronted with undeniable evidence of Stella’s infidelity, yet he refuses to
believe his eyes—or more likely, his alter ego Estrugo’s eyes. Estrugo is very much the
Empiricist, peeping through keyholes and reporting the facts as he sees them. Bruno
proceeds like a Rationalist, skeptical of the senses’ reliability. Instead he conjures up
Descartes’ demon and deduces that his wife is only pretending to sleep with every man in
the village. Caught on the horns of this dilemma, Bruno’s Rationalism compels him to
deny the very evidence Estrugo’s Empirical method uncovers. He is an irrational
Rationalist and a blind, deaf, and dumb Empiricist. Or as Petrus tells him, “You are as
stupid as a man can be.”53 But his stupidity also places Bruno firmly in the clowning
theatrical tradition of commedia dell’arte (also dating from Descartes’ time) which
Meyerhold sought to bring into modernity. As David McManus writes: “While the
behavior of normative characters is based on their emotional responses to the plot and
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other characters, the clown’s behavior stems from an attempt to logically negotiate the
arbitrary rules that govern the plot and characters.”54 For this reason it is problematic to
compare The Magnanimous Cuckold to Othello as many critics have done (e.g., Spencer
Golub calls Crommelynck’s play “Othello as written and performed by Molière”55).
Othello has indeed been duped, but a farcical treatment of his tragedy would more closely
resemble The Merry Wives of Windsor: the audience would be in on the joke. In The
Magnanimous Cuckold Bruno is not duped; rather, he mistakenly claims to have been
duped because he has elevated his powers of reason over the evidence of his senses. Far
from being in on the joke, the audience is as baffled by Bruno’s stupidity as the other
characters. In this way Crommelynck’s farce owes much to Molière but little to Othello.
Shakespeare is not absent from Cuckold, however. If one was looking for a
Shakespearean retelling in Crommelynck’s play, Romeo and Juliet might be more apt as
a source than the tale of the Moor. Before Bruno’s one-night absence and the profound
change he suffered on his return, his marriage to Stella was a model of romantic love.
Had Shakespeare’s star-crossed lovers eloped to Flanders (accompanied by the faithful
Nurse who remains Stella’s boon companion) instead of committing suicide, their
marriage might have resembled the idyllic union of Bruno and Stella before Bruno was
consumed by doubt. There are indeed numerous references and allusions to the Western
literary canon in Cuckold. In the bawdy “Reeve’s Tale” in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales a
miller is cuckolded in his own home. Cyrano, like Bruno, wrote love letters on behalf of
his rivals. Petrus, the romantic seafarer, is a stock figure whose roots can be traced at
least to Odysseus, while the lonely Stella awaiting Bruno’s return fights off suitors like
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Penelope. In Act II Bruno imprisons Stella à la Bluebeard. No longer a miller himself,
Bruno is the town factotum, and one hears echoes of Rossini’s Largo al factotum in his
Act I tour de force speech: the “thousand million lines” which merge to create Stella’s
image and “transport love to my heart.”56 His masked serenade in Act III is reminiscent
of Don Giovanni’s Deh, vieni alla finestra in Mozart’s opera. Even the odious Count,
whom Stella calls a “werewolf” (loup-garou) and whose white teeth fill her with fear57 is
likely a reference to Bram Stoker’s Dracula, which was popular in the early twenties.
And of course there is Estrugo, faithful Sancho Panza to Bruno’s delusional, windmilltilting Quixote.
Crommelynck’s pastiche of European culture makes the point that Bruno’s
affliction is history’s affliction, that doubt clouds even the judgments we make of the past

Fig. 6. The chemin creux in war (Flanders, 1918), and peace (Northern France). Romanie’s attention to
the “powder” that “sticks like a stain” may be a reference to gunpowder or gas warfare.

because they have led to the present, i.e., the slaughter of World War I. When Bruno
returns to the mill, Romanie the nurse immediately takes his clothes for cleaning. “This
dust, I know it. It’s the powder of the chemin creux; it sticks like a stain.”58 A chemin
creux, literally “sunken road” (Figure 6) is the thoroughfare between fields in rural
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Brittany and Flanders, part road and part ditch. During World War I both military and
civilian personnel used the chemin creux as a trench, but it offered little protection. Petrus
also travels the chemin creux on his way to the mill, though he remarks that it did not
frighten him as it did in his childhood.59
As an educated man and something of a protégé of the Mayor, Bruno represents
not only an indictment of the past, but a jaundiced view of the future as well. In his Act I
attempt to woo Stella, the Herdsman claims to be handsomer, stronger and younger than
Bruno. You’re the same age, Stella counters. “He’s educated, he knows a lot of stuff,” the
Herdsman replies. “You can’t know all that without turning into an old man.”60 In
destroying the youth of a continent, the war left Europe at the mercy of the same
generation of old men who started the war in the first place in their futile quest for the
absolute, their desperate search for answers during a troubled era.61
Those caricatures would have been received very differently in Russia than in the
West. In the West, The Magnanimous Cuckold was a funhouse mirror, reflecting back a
distorted image of the prevailing bourgeois culture in all its glorious, dubious heritage.
But Meyerhold’s Russian production was emphatically not a reflection of Soviet society.
It was rather a farcical view through Peter the Great’s so-called Window on the West,
from a separation not only of geography and cultural history, but also of politics. If the
bourgeoisie had not exactly been eliminated in Russia by 1922 it had certainly been
rendered politically powerless. In Sheila Fitzpatrick’s view, the pre-revolutionary
intellectuals (except for those who had joined the Bolsheviks, like Lenin, Trotsky,
Bukharin, etc.) were cast as the leaders of the bourgeoisie and reclassified “bourgeois
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specialists.”62 Bruno, the educated idiot and misogynist, was their Western cousin, still
standing as capitalist society crumbles around him. Had Meyerhold set out to make
Bruno a Russian spetsy (as the specialists were called) he would no doubt have altered
the ending and left Bruno to the mercy of the mob. But he left Crommelynck’s ending
intact, with Bruno saying “It’s another trick!” in the face of Stella’s all-too-real desertion.
There was no need for Meyerhold to rework Crommelynck’s “boulevard comedy,” as so
many critics have claimed (e.g., Bowlt, Hoover, Barris) because it was never a boulevard
comedy to begin with.
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CHAPTER 4
THE AVANT-GARDE, SOCIALISM,
AND THE ROOTS OF CONSTRUCTIVISM
Satire is a moral victory, lacking a material victory….Herein lies its truly
great ability to triumph, its scorn of its adversary and its hidden fear of
it; herein lies its venom, its staggering energy of hate….Herein lies the
contradiction of satire, herein lies its dialectics.
Anatoly Lunacharsky
European society in the years before the start of World War I was characterized
by an increased awareness that the unseen forces of nature described by science had
immense practical—and often liberating—consequences on everyday life. The
automobile, the airplane, radio, and motion pictures all appeared within a few years of
each other, as did the publication of
Einstein’s special theory of relativity and
Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams. The
European artists of that era, unconsciously
perhaps, were as affected by these
developments as other sectors of society.
Across national boundaries painters began
turning away from depicting mere objects—
Fig. 7. Kazimir Malevich, The Knife Grinder,
1912. The subject’s motion over time is
conveyed through the repeated images.

landscapes, portraits, still lifes—and instead
abstracting more fundamental elements and
transferring these to the canvas.

35
Through their eyes the modern world consisted of geometric shapes, intersecting
planes, and discreet color fields. With the understanding that spatial and temporal
relationships changed constantly, even the passage of time found its way into the static
picture and put the observer in a state of continuing ambiguity vis-à-vis the subject matter
depicted, as in Malevich’s Knife Grinder (Figure 7). Some artists turned their back on the
entire history of creativity, declaring in effect that modern mass production itself was art.
Together these artists constituted what has come to be known as the avant-garde, a term
with military “take-no-prisoners” connotations: a movement focused completely on the
future, indifferent both to history and the niceties of conventional society.
In parallel with the artistic avant-garde, the pre-war era saw the emergence of a
political avant-garde: Lenin’s “vanguard” of the working class revolution, the Bolshevik
party. The notion of a vanguard party, outlined in Lenin’s 1903 pamphlet “What Is To Be
Done?,” was controversial among Marxists: according to Lenin the party was to consist
of professional revolutionaries rather than actual workers. Lenin never waivered from this
conviction, and those who disagreed with him he accused of playing into the hands of the
ruling class. Even after gaining power the Bolsheviks continued to act as a vanguard
leading the workers to build the classless utopia, ensuring that single-party rule became
the dominant feature of Soviet politics.63
The artistic avant-garde and the revolutionary vanguard had a common enemy in
the bourgeoisie, a shared belief in the primacy of science and technology, and a shared
fearlessness with regard to direct action. But prior to World War I the avant-garde, in
spite of vaguely held anarchist sympathies, lacked a coherent or cohesive vision of the
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new society that might emerge after the bourgeoisie was brought to its knees. For the
Russian avant-garde artists, Lenin’s victorious Bolshevik vanguard party filled this
political void. The Russian avant-garde became full-throated supporters of Bolshevism
and were quickly enlisted by the new regime in the important task of defining Soviet
culture. The year 1920 saw the founding in Moscow of two important institutions: Higher
Art and Technical Studios (Vkhutemas), which served as an art academy; and the
Institute for Artistic Culture (Inkhuk), whose brief was no less than establishing “the
objective criteria of artistic value.”64 Inkhuk encompassed not only artists but also critics,
journalists, and philosophers, under the leadership of Wassily Kandinsky. Together they
established workshops and studios, published journals (notably the influential Lef), staged
exhibitions, and engaged in theoretical debate, much of it hostile. Kandinsky himself was
forced out in 1921 after it became clear that Inkhuk’s direction would be established by
the newly formed left-leaning Constructivist Working Group under the indefatigable
artist Alexander Rodchenko.
Inkhuk was under the aegis of the Commissariat of Enlightenment—known by its
Russian acronym Narkompros—which functioned as the ministry of education and
culture. The education division was headed by Lenin’s wife, Nadezhda Krupskaya, while
the cultural division fell under her nominal boss, the Commissar Anatoly Lunacharsky.
Lunacharsky was an affable bear of a man, and a popular figure among the workers in
spite of his intellectual credentials.65 He and Lenin were old friends and comrades, yet
argued constantly. They remained on good terms, however, perhaps because Lunacharsky
always ended up deferring to the leader. Lunacharsky was an able advocate for the
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Futurists (as the avant-garde artists were called by the regime) and they accumulated the
lion’s share of the available resources for the arts. His personal tastes did not run to
abstract art, but he scrupulously argued that the government should not dictate the path
culture was to follow.66
The Influence of Proletkult
A point of commonality between the Inkhuk circle and the Commissar was their
sympathy for the important cultural movement known as Proletarian Culture, or
Proletkult. Both Constructivism and Meyerhold’s approach to theater developed in
tandem with Proletkult and shared many of the movement’s central beliefs. Proletkult
came into being between the Russian Revolutions of 1905 and 1917, when Lunacharsky
was in exile within the congenial confines of Maxim Gorky’s villa on the Isle of Capri.
Like many intellectuals of the day (though not many Marxist intellectuals) Lunacharsky
was a Nietzschean. The philosopher had died in 1900 but he was more popular than ever,
even among the masses, “his face as famous as his aphorisms.”67 Lunacharsky was
among those Nietzscheans who saw in his writing the possibility of a new, socially
engineered society.68
Progressive movements worldwide (and fascist ones as well) supported a variety
of social engineering strategies, from birth control and sterilization to public education to
vaccination. Lunacharsky sought to redirect the superstitious (i.e., religious) energies of
the proletariat through a Nietzscheism idea he called Godbuilding, “an ennobling and
empowering illusion…the worship of the immortal spirit of collective
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humanity…designed to keep the revolution alive by converting long-suffering masses
into heroes willing to fight and die for socialism.”69 Joining Lunacharsky at Gorky’s villa
was his brother-in-law Alexander Bogdanov: physician, philosopher, and Bolshevik, who
was destined to play an important oppositional role after 1917. Their discussions of
Godbuilding led to further speculations into what came to be called Proletkult, which
among its most extreme adherents held that all pre-revolutionary culture was bourgeois,
exploitative, and ought to be destroyed. This was certainly not the view of the triumvirate
on Capri, who focused not on past culture but “a new cultural system, that is, a new
morality, a new politics, and a new art, in order to succeed against the old elite.”70
In the absence of an actual revolution, however, these discussions remained
theoretical. But Bogdanov’s theories so angered Lenin that he wrote an entire book,
Empirio-Criticism and Historical Materialism: Critical Comments on a Reactionary
Philosophy (1908-1909), to refute them. The main thrust of Lenin’s arguments with
Bogdanov were epistemological, not political, having to do with the role of perception
and the possibility of knowledge of an objective reality independent of human
experience. Lenin essentially accused Bogdanov and his followers of Enlightenment-style
idealism, excommunicating them as it were from the materialist, Marxist fold. The
vehemence of Lenin’s attack was prompted by more than intellectual differences.
Bogdanov’s faction, Vpered (“forward”), “were serious contenders for the soul of the
Bolshevik center,” and with their focus on cultural life—including such important aspects
as child care, education, and working conditions—were popular with rank and file party
workers.71 Proletkult also espoused radical views on the family (a “negative force that
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posed a powerful threat to proletarian collectivism”72) and advocated equality for women,
though here they met with significant male resistance, even from Bolsheviks.73
Bogdanov’s reading of Marx, shared by Lunacharsky and strongly influencing
Constructivist theorists to come, argued that “the ideological superstructure was more
than a reflection of society’s economic base”74 and that art had the power to effect social
change. In the Leninist interpretation of Marx which became Marxist gospel, art belongs
to the superstructure of society (laws, governments, institutions, etc.) built over time by
the ruling classes for the purpose of maintaining power. True social change can only
come about through attacking the root causes of oppression—that is, the class structure—
not merely the government or legal system or cultural artifacts built on top of that
structure in order to perpetuate it. As the proletariat displaces the bourgeoisie, changes in
laws, government, and cultural practices will reflect the new order, but the proletarian
revolution is primary. In Bogdanov’s “reinterpretation” as summarized by Mally,
culture had the function of organizing human perception
and hence shaping action in the world. Because of the
existence of social classes, there could be no unified,
common basis to human perception. It was the proletariat’s
task to create its own ideology, its own way to structure
human experience. Because the working class was
organized collectively through a labor process that
enhanced comradely social relations, proletarian culture
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would contain a more unified, harmonious view of the
world than the class cultures that preceded it.75
The notion that perception itself was determined by sociopolitical (i.e., class)
forces intersected naturally with ideas under development by the avant-garde at the time,
whose non-representational art was aimed directly at challenging the bourgeois worldview. Once the Bolsheviks had achieved power, both Lunacharsky and Bogdanov were in
positions to put many of these theories into practice. Lunacharsky’s first decree as head
of Narkompros in 1917 stated that “the people themselves, consciously or unconsciously,
must evolve their own culture…[and] workers’, soldiers’ and peasants’ culturaleducational organizations must achieve full autonomy…in relation to the central
government.”76 He thus paved the way for (and funded) the Proletkult movement, which
by 1919 had half a million members in 300 organizations across Russia.77
For Inkhuk, the guiding principle became the Proletkult-inspired idea that art had
a practical function: that of organizing the perceptions of the proletariat as they came to
understand the new, collective social order. “Art into life” (in Russian, byt, meaning
“everyday life”) became the slogan. “Easel painting” was banished as mere decoration.
The new watchword was tselesoobraznost’ or “expediency,” also meaning “formed in
relation to a goal.”78 Kandinsky and Malevich who were “interested in the physiological
reception and reaction to sensations such as energy and color”79 were denied a place at
the table. Kandinsky was convinced that his psychological approach was scientific and
therefore Marxist, but he was labeled “subjective” by Rodchenko and his circle, who
called for “objective analysis.”80
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Boris Arvatov and American Dynamism
The end of easel painting may have limited the creative options of the
Constructivist group, but not the theoretical contributions of Inkhuk’s philosophers such
as Aleksei Gan and especially Boris Arvatov. Arvatov was a highly original thinker who
embraced Bogdanov’s philosophy of class-based perceptions, but found his real
inspiration in America (even though he never left Russia).81 The Constructivists saw
Europe as hopelessly bourgeois, but American dynamism and efficiency were widely
admired in Russia. (Lenin himself was a Taylorite.82) Arvatov elaborated on this theme in
an article defending Proletkult against an attack from Trotsky, whom Arvatov declined to
name and identified only as a “comrade.” The comrade’s analysis was flawed, Arvatov
wrote, because he had “known only the bourgeois world of things,” that is, he was mired
in a European outlook and an outdated one at that, “formed in the middle of the previous
century.”83
For the bourgeois, Arvatov stated, the Thing (roughly, the consumable) is
divorced from its production and exists only in terms of individual, private ownership:
“‘my’ things and ‘someone else’s’ things.”84 The bourgeois byt therefore consists of
Things which have emerged from the factory into a separate world defined by who owns
what: “the Thing as something completed, fixed, static, and, consequently, dead—this is
what characterizes bourgeois material culture.”85 In contrast to this necropolis Arvatov
looked not to the new Soviet Union but to America. Here one finds “capitalism in its
most developed form...characterized above all by the grandiose productive
collectivization of society,”86 by which he meant the massing of workers in skyscrapers
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and subway cars, sharing an electrical grid, water and sewer system and other municipal
infrastructure. He presciently posited a new “numerous subgroup” of the bourgeoisie
which he dubbed the “technical intelligentsia,” whom we might today call “knowledge
workers.”87
The complexity of the modern city, Arvatov wrote, dictated a new way of relating
to Things, embodying Constructivist principles:
Glass, steel, concrete, artificial materials, and so on were
no longer covered over with a “decorative” casing, but
spoke for themselves. The mechanism of a thing, the
connection between the elements of a thing and its purpose,
were now transparent....The thing was dynamized.
Collapsible furniture, moving sidewalks, revolving doors,
escalators, automat restaurants, reversible outfits, and so on
constituted a new stage in the evolution of material
culture...The Thing of consumer byt...once static and dead,
has now, through the methods of its construction and
through its function, subordinated itself to the productive
thing.88
But Arvatov cautioned that American dynamism “is deeply individualistic.” Only “under
socialism...when the productive forces of humanity begin to be operated by mechanics,
electrical fitters, machinists, drivers, and conductors will the dominion of Things—as
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instruments directly connected to both the people and the forces of nature that operate
them—begin.”89
Arvatov’s article appeared in 1923, but its themes were no doubt discussed in
Inkhuk prior to its publication. Certainly the theme of “dynamization” is evident in The
Magnanimous Cuckold, both in Popova’s kinetic set and in Meyerhold’s biomechanics.
Arvatov may well have had biomechanics in mind when he wrote that “the new world of
Things, which gave rise to a new image of a person as a psycho-physiological individual,
dictated forms of gesticulation, movement, and activity. It created a particular regimen of
physical culture.”90 That Meyerhold chose American jazz as incidental music for Cuckold
also reinforces the connection between Constructivism and an idealized America.
Did Constructivism Lead to Socialist Realism?
While there were many theorists contributing to the Constructivist project, Boris
Groys focuses particular attention on Arvatov as an “illustrative example” of his claim
that Constructivism morphed into Socialist Realism.91 In Groys’s reading, Arvatov
claimed that “artists should organize the life of society down to the smallest everyday
details”92 but that the goals of that organization must come not from the artists but from
the Party. “All that remains for the artist is to fulfill limited functions” as dictated by the
Party.93 “Socialist realism,” he writes, “is oriented toward that which has not yet come
into being but which should be created,” namely the bountiful harvests and muscular
workers we have come to associate with the genre. Art is “the visual realization of stillemerging party objectives” which are determined solely by Stalin, “who is the real
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creator of reality.” The avant-garde, he claims, was the precursor to this view because of
its “demand that art cease representing life and begin transforming it by means of a total
aesthetico-political project” which would be realized only when art’s transformation of
life—the creation of what “should be created”—was absolutely correct.94 He
acknowledges that artists are fallible creatures, and their failure to read Stalin’s mind
correctly could result in death. This danger, he argues, added a “truly aesthetic experience
of terror” to the otherwise “trite” art of the period.95
Christine Kiaer, while acknowledging that Arvatov’s reputation as an adherent of
“a totalizing technism…is to a great extent well deserved”96 sees him instead as a
forerunner to Walter Benjamin’s “materialist philosophy of history”97 and modern
cultural theory. She summarizes Benjamin’s view in this way: “in order for the creative
forms of technology to bring about a socialist culture, they must ‘redeem the past’ in the
form of the ‘ur-historical’ promise of harmonious relations between human beings and
nature.”98 Arvatov, she asserts, expressed a similar idea in his claim that the socialist
consumable was no longer divorced from production as it was under capitalism. Arvatov,
she writes, calls for “a return to socially harmonious structures of making and using the
object.”99 The purpose of art in this reading is not to transform life according to Party
objectives, but to achieve a utopian socialist harmony through the processes of
production and consumption (i.e., use). As for modern cultural theory, the Proletkult
claim that perceptions are determined by one’s class status is in line with the positions of
Jacques Derrida and other postmodern philosophers. This does not make them correct,
but it does serve to highlight a way of thinking that elevates the individual’s role in
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relating to the world, rather than ceding to a political leader the role of “real creator of
reality.”
Kiaer’s aim in defending Arvatov is to cast Constructivism in a more humanist
light, in part “to demonstrate that it imagined a future socialist version of modernity that
would develop in dialogue with Western modernity.”100 Such a view is consistent with
this thesis’s argument that The Magnanimous Cuckold is a critique of the West—not of
Western modernity but of moribund Western culture. Meyerhold used Western forms of
theatrical criticism—commedia dell’arte and Chaplinesque comedy—to emphasize the
differences between the socialist society the Russians were engaged in building (modeled
in part on America’s dynamism) and the dysfunctional European society they were
rejecting. As Kiaer notes, the question of Constructivist complicity in Stalinism still
divides scholars.101 However, reflecting on our own tumultuous times a century after the
Russian Revolution, we can get at least a dim idea of a society undergoing a profound
political change.
Like virtually all segments of early Soviet society, the Constructivists were
obsessed with class, and being members of the right class.102 Their primary goal in
Inkhuk was to create a theory which would establish the artist as a member in good
standing of the proletariat.103 Hence the banishment of “elitist” easel painting and the
establishment of Production art, through which the creative forces of the artists would
infuse the everyday life of the workers. Such a project could lead to totalitarian political
outcomes (such as those envisioned by Evgeny Zamyatin in We) but did not necessarily
have to. Arvatov envisioned a modern technological society such as America's with the
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crucial difference that the workers, as owners of the means of production, stood in a very
different relation to consumer goods than did their counterparts under capitalism. At the
heart of Arvatov's vision is the Marxist notion of alienation.
The alienation of workers is perhaps Marx's most enduring idea, and the most
relevant in modern times. He theorized that as production moved from the artisan’s
workshop to the factory, the division of labor (i.e., job specialization) would increase to
the point that work became dehumanized: the rote tasks required no intelligence,
creativity, or decision-making. Marx blamed the capitalist system and theorized that
when the workers owned the factories they would restore humanist values in the
workplace in place of the capitalist requirement to maximize profits. This is the level at
which the Constructivists sought to embed creativity into the production process, and the
byt. In Marxist theory, by locating art within the sphere of social relations of production,
art became an agent of social change rather than a mere artifact of society's
superstructure. Of course, not just any artistic influence would be allowed, but only that
conforming to socialist values. Formulating those theories of “Production Art” became
the task of Inkhuk.
Groys claims that Stalin’s cultural program was exactly the same, except that the
Party (i.e. Stalin) became the arbiter of artistic values. But Stalin had no interest in
integrating art into production. For Stalin, art’s sole purpose was to further the Party’s
interests through the depiction of life (in Popova’s phrase) in an imaginary worker’s
paradise made vividly real. Appearances were of prime importance to Stalin, whether it
was the appearance of treason in a show trial; the appearance of selfless devotion to labor
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in a Stakhanovite worker; or the appearance of bountiful harvests, well-fed children, and
(most of all) the sagacious, compassionate Leader in Socialist Realist art. Given Stalin’s
reliance on appearances to shape policy, abstraction was completely unacceptable.
Groys’s assertion that the “black squares” could have peacefully coexisted with tractor
art—that content was not a factor in Constructivism’s condemnation—is further called
into question by Stalin’s policies regarding other art forms. Shostakovich’s Lady Macbeth
of Mtsensk, for example, was condemned not for its dissidence but for its dissonance.
And like Bruno, Groys goes to great lengths to ignore the evidence of his own eyes. In both
theory and practice, the adulatory art of the Stalin era echoes not the abstractions of the
early twentieth century but the neoclassical grandeur of the nineteenth (Figures 9 and 10).
Tectonics: Art As a Force of Nature
The “bible” of Constructivism was the 1922 Constructivist Manifesto written by
the critic Aleksei Gan, along with artists Aleksandr Rodchenko and Varvara Stepanova.
The Manifesto put forward the “three disciplines” of Constructivism: Tectonica, Faktura
and Construction. While the latter two disciplines have been much analyzed by scholars,
relatively little study has been devoted to tectonics, the most overtly political discipline of
the three. In early discussions in the Constructivist Working Group both Rodchenko and
Stepanova expressed impatience with this “geological” concept as having nothing to do
with the work of artists, and according to Bowlt they were not alone in regarding Gan
with “disdain.” But Bowlt also maintains that Gan “crystallized” many ideas which were
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Fig. 8 (top): Jacques-Louis David, The Coronation of Napoleon, 1807. 33 x 20 ft..
Fig. 9 (bottom): Oleksi Shovkunenko, Platon Biletsky, and Igor Reznik, Anthem of the People’s Love,
1950-51. 20 x 13 ft. Socialist Realism betrays its bourgeois roots. The responsibilities of statecraft as
symbolized by the grand edifice and enormous canvas endow the leader with an air of false humility.
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current at the time into an aesthetic theory in which tectonics took pride of place.104
According to Gan:
Tectonic emerges and forms itself based on the one hand on
the characteristics of Communism, and on the other on the
expedient use of industrial materials. The word tectonic is
taken from geology where it is used to define eruption from
the earth’s centre. Tectonic is a synonym for the organic,
for the explosion from an inner being. The tectonic as a
discipline should lead the Constructivist in practice to a
synthesis of the new content and the new form. He must be
a Marxist educated man who has once and for all outlived
art and really advanced on industrial material. The tectonic
is his guiding star, the brain of experimental and practical
activity.105
While Gan does not specify which “characteristics of Communism” go to form
tectonica, his subsequent elaborations point to certain elements of Communist ideology.
First and foremost is materialism: Communism is not conjured out of religious
superstition or the musings of Enlightenment sages. As Engels wrote, “political
revolutions are to be sought not in men’s brains, not in man’s better insight into eternal
truth and justice, but in changes in the modes of production and exchange” of material
goods.106 In Gan’s view, the modes of production and exchange are analogous to the
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geological processes which shape the earth: they are “organic” in the sense that they are
self-perpetuating, but they are also volatile. Arvatov echoed these ideas when he
criticized the technical intelligentsia as being unable, due to their bourgeois
individualism, to regard “production as a giant system of collaboration between humanity
and the spontaneous forces of nature.”107
“Production,” especially as regards the “production art” which the Constructivists
sought to create, is often interpreted specifically as factory production or manufacturing.
This interpretation favors the view that the aim of production art was ultimately to create
utilitarian objects. (The Constructivists themselves were often prone to this narrow
interpretation.) But such a narrow view of production is not found in Marx and Engels:
“Life involves, before everything else, eating and drinking, a habitation, clothing, and
many other things. The first historical act [i.e., the first activity of the human race] is thus
the production of the means to satisfy these needs, the production of material life
itself.”108 These needs could not be filled by individuals acting alone, so humans formed
cooperative relationships which Marx termed the “social relations of production” and
included, first and foremost, the procreative relationship: the male-female bond. Thus
The Magnanimous Cuckold takes as its theme a social relationship so central to Marxism
that the ensuing “explosions” are well in keeping with Gan’s explication of tectonica.
Groys notwithstanding, Constructivist theory had no impact on Inkhuk's relations
with the government. Lenin forced Lunacharsky to accept that autonomy for Proletkult
essentially created a parallel commissariat of culture answerable to no one.109 The fact
that Proletkult was headed by Bogdanov, still Lenin’s political and ideological opponent,
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made Lunacharsky’s position even more difficult. Artists were also attacking him from
both left and right: from the left for funding “traditional” artists whose work they deemed
bourgeois, and from the right for funding the “Futurists” who they accused (sometimes
accurately) of wanting to destroy all art from the past.110 That Lunacharsky survived at all
was due to a combination of intellectual consistency, diplomatic skill, and personal
warmth. It was into this maelstrom of denunciations, accusations and recriminations that
Lunacharsky called upon Vsevolod Meyerhold to head up the theatrical section of
Narkompros in 1920.111
Vsevolod Meyerhold
During the years leading up to the Revolution Meyerhold was a rising star. In the
summer of 1905 he was brought on by Stanislavsky himself to join the Moscow Theater
Studio, a new company formed (according to Meyerhold) to explore “new methods in
staging and acting.”112 This was a momentous year, beginning with the Bloody Sunday
massacre of unarmed demonstrators in St. Petersburg at the hands of the Tsar’s troops,
followed by strikes and protests throughout the Russian Empire. The tsar, under
ministerial pressure, enacted some promising reforms but remained spectacularly tonedeaf to his subjects. Still, the period between the 1905 and 1917 revolutions was “a time
of unexampled freedom, diversity, and brilliance in Russian theatre and all the other
arts,”113 as well as “extraordinary freedom of expression” generally, characterized by
“intense discussion among the intelligentsia” of religion, women’s rights, sexual
morality, suicide, and other formerly forbidden topics.114 Illegal revolutionary
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publications such as Pravda flourished in spite of the efforts of the Okhrana to shut them
down. Exiled revolutionaries including Lenin and Bukharin were part of a thriving and
disputatious expatriate community in western Europe, supported financially in large part
by bourgeois Marxists.
Meyerhold’s views on theater developed along an intersecting trajectory with
Marxist thought. Marxism in its many interpretations was widely discussed throughout
Europe (and especially among Russians) in the late 1800s and into the twentieth century.
In the early 1900’s Meyerhold began to move away from the so-called “naturalistic”
theater of the nineteenth century, characterized by realistic sets and costumes, and an
acting style which emphasized convincing mimicry of emotional expression. In 1912 he
wrote, “The public comes to the theatre to see the art of man, but what kind of art is it to
walk on the stage as one really is? The public expects fantasy, acting, skill, and instead
sees either life or a slavish imitation of it.”115 In his view, this style of theater causes the
audience to become more voyeuristic and less engaged. In political terms, even if the
content of the play questions existing social relations (as in Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, for
example) the conventions of the naturalistic production style serve to reinforce those
social relations by removing the drama from everyday life. (Meyerhold’s adaptation of A
Doll’s House was the production immediately preceding Cuckold in 1922. Meyerhold
called it: Doll’s House; or, How a Lady of Bourgeois Background Opted for
Independence and a Job.116)
Like the avant-garde artists of this time who turned to “primitive” art forms such
as African masks and Russian folk art in order to escape the rigidity of bourgeois norms,
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Meyerhold looked back to earlier and “primitive” theatrical forms, especially the
fairground, the circus, and commedia dell’arte.
The stock types of the commedia were an illuminating
contrast to the individual psychological portrayals on the
stage of [Stanislavsky’s naturalistic] Moscow Arts Theatre,
and the strolling player’s continuous communion with his
audience was an answer to the problem of breaking down
the division between actors and audience. Finally, after the
Revolution, it was the gaiety, humour, topicality, and mass
appeal of the comedians which corresponded closest to the
spirit of liberation and dynamism which took hold of the
theatre.117
It became a firm tenet of Meyerhold that the audience should always be conscious
of the actor as actor, and to this end he devoted a great deal of attention to the notion of
the mask, whose importance derived directly from commedia. The mask and the stock
character more generally forces the spectator to engage with the actor on a more active
level than would be required in the naturalistic theater. Significantly, the mask prevented
the actor from communicating by mimicking psychological states (i.e., “emoting”) in the
naturalistic style, and instead demanded exaggerated physical movement, that the actor
“contort his body in such positions that the dead mask becomes alive.”118 In this way the
commedia dell’arte laid one of the foundations for Meyerhold’s signature acting
technique of biomechanics, first brought to the stage in The Magnanimous Cuckold:
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rigorously choreographed, highly exaggerated, and physically demanding stage
movement combining elements of gymnastics, ballet, and the music hall. Biomechanics
rested equally on an ideological foundation, namely an uncompromising Marxist
materialism, Taylorist efficiency, and the ideal of purposeful “expediency” as expounded
by the Constructivists.
In Sheila Fitzpatrick’s view Lunacharsky expected Meyerhold, a consummate
theater professional, to steer a middle course between left and right factions.119
Meyerhold, however, having been imprisoned by the Whites during the Civil War, was
by 1920 a committed Bolshevik with decidedly Proletkult leanings. He saw in the
Revolution the political equivalent of the breakdown of the theatrical fourth wall, i.e., the
metaphorical barrier between audience and actors, the elimination of which was a goal of
political theater. He immediately began experimenting with ever greater levels of
audience engagement and participation in the stage action under the slogan, “Put the
October Revolution into the theater.”120 For example, he staged a free production of an
overtly political play called Les Aubes (The Dawns in English and Zori in Russian) by
Emile Verhaeren (like Crommelynck, a Belgian)
tailored to revolutionary needs. Leaflets were tossed from
the stage on opening night challenging the audience as
workers of the world to repel the tyrannical pressure of
capitalist countries on the borders, to form Soviets, and to
hail the world commune of labor; political posters and
slogans were displayed on the walls of the auditorium.121

55
At a subsequent performance one of the characters reports the actual capture of a
city in the Crimea signaling a Red victory in the Civil War, bringing the audience to its
feet, singing the Internationale.122 Far from delighting in such a spontaneous
demonstration of revolutionary zeal, Krupskaya took to the pages of Pravda to denounce
Zori for throwing party discipline to the wind, while privately taking Lunacharsky to task
for appointing Meyerhold in the first place.123 A very public debate on the arts followed,
engaging the Party’s Central Committee, which affirmed creative freedom but also began
a reorganization of Narkompros, which would severely limit its funding. But these
political machinations were, for Meyerhold and the avant-garde in general, mainly a
distraction. Not only did Lenin, Krupskaya, and others opposed to Proletkult and the
Futurists fail to curtail their activities, the opposite occurred. The avant-garde embarked
upon a period of remarkable creativity and the leftleaning artists and critics of Inkhuk achieved ever
greater influence.
The Party’s views on the arts were not
irrelevant, but they were part of a cacophony of
cultural influences acting upon Russia after the
Revolution, and not the loudest voice in the room.
The popularity of American culture—the cinema,
Fig. 10. Popova’s 1921 design for a
generic prozodezhda for “Actor No. 5,”
later used in The Magnanimous
Cuckold.

vaudeville, and jazz—cannot be underestimated.
Only later would America come to represent the
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great capitalist enemy of Soviet Russia. In the immediate post-Revolutionary period that
honor fell to England and France.124 In Petrograd the Theater of Popular Comedy offered
unabashedly lowbrow and satirical American-style entertainment that came to be called
eccentrism, urbanism, chaplinism, or pinkertonism.125 This hugely popular theater
inspired imitators, including a Proletkultist group which called itself FEKS, an acronym
for the Factory of the Eccentric Actor, whose manifesto included the line, “We revere
Charlie Chaplin’s ass more than the hands of Eleonora Duse!”126 Meyerhold would not
have disagreed with the sentiment expressed in that slogan: Duse was celebrated for her
ability to “inhabit” a character emotionally in the realistic style championed by
Stanislavsky, while Meyerhold firmly held to the primacy of physical movement which
was Chaplin’s forte. But it was not simply Chaplin’s physical comedy that made him so
popular in Russia: his Little Tramp was penniless and relied solely on his wits, while his
foils were thugs, bosses, and overfed members of the bourgeoisie.
Meyerhold’s Magnanimous Cuckold incorporated all these trends: Chaplinesque
theatrics mocking bourgeois culture, but from the superior point of view of the victorious
Russian proletariat. The separateness of Soviet Russia from the bourgeois spectacle
onstage was further driven home by Popova’s costumes: the work uniforms or
prozodezhda. These were originally conceived not for a specific production (although
Cuckold was the first to see their use) but for Proletkult worker/actors who would
presumably go from the factory floor to the stage to perform in workers’ theater.127
Cuckold was performed with professional actors, although Meyerhold viewed the
production as a kind of workshop for future productions featuring ordinary workers.128
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From the audience’s perspective, what they saw were professional actors dressed as
Soviet workers portraying Crommelynck’s absurd characters. The play-within-a-play
dynamic was further emphasized by frequent “mugging” on stage (rolling of eyes, etc.) as
if the worker/actor was communicating directly with the audience, commiserating on the
stupidity of the character he was portraying.
That The Magnanimous Cuckold brought the relationship between postRevolutionary Russia and the West into such sharp relief is often lost because of the
overwhelming Russian-ness of the production. Popova’s Constructivist set and
Meyerhold’s biomechanical acting techniques were exclusively Russian phenomena,
springing from the rich ideological soil of the Russian avant-garde and the Revolution.
And while it is true that Meyerhold relegated text to a secondary position behind
movement, he never advocated the abandonment of the text. Most important, however, is
the political content of the production, which was enhanced by the Meyerhold-Popova
partnership. But without the counterpoint of bourgeois culture under attack, as it is in
Crommelynck’s play, the politics of the Russian avant-garde in this production are
incomprehensible. For example, Stella in Act III seems to enjoy her new role as
communal property, but not from the standpoint of free love as advocated by the
Bolshevik feminist Alexandra Kollontai. Stella is clearly oppressed, telling the Herdsman
she can do what she likes as long as Bruno approves. The Parisian audience would have
seen Stella as a typical romantic heroine besotted by love for a cad. In Moscow, however,
Stella’s predicament would be seen as a textbook example of what Marx called false
consciousness.
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Liubov Popova
Popova and Meyerhold formed an ideal collaborative partnership. Both were
serious theoreticians but possessed of great warmth and humor (not unlike Lunacharsky).
Popova came from wealth. Her father owned textile mills, and judging by the trajectory
of her career she became fascinated early on both by the nuts and bolts of industrial
design as well as the creative artistry of fashion. She showed immense talent as a student
of Cubism in Paris, and joined Malevich to create the Suprematist journal Supremus.
According to Sarabianov, however, while she was eager to learn from Malevich “they
were not on friendly terms.”129 She married in 1918 and quickly got pregnant, but her
husband, a historian of Russian architecture, died of typhus less than a year later. (Popova
also contracted the disease, but survived.) Grief and motherhood drove her into seclusion
in 1919 and she did little work for a year. The formation of Vkhutemas and Inkhuk in
1920 brought her back to the studio as both artist and teacher. Constructivism and
production art became her life’s work, and she became fast friends with Rodchenko and
his wife Varvara Stepanova. The two women sought to bring “art into life” through
textile design and production with mixed success. Popova met a tragic end in 1924,
catching a fatal illness from her son, whose death was followed a few days later by
Popova’s own.
Popova recognized there is more than one road to expediency, and refused to limit
herself to any one interpretive approach. In the years 1920-21, her last as an easel painter,
Popova created a series of paintings entitled Spatial Force Constructions. These works
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featured intersecting elements reminiscent of scaffolding or netting130 but veering off the
perpendicular axes, often accompanied by circular or semicircular elements. The
“netting” conveys a force that continues outward past the picture boundaries, as well as a
skeletal solidity. The circular elements convey an internal, recursive force, like a turbine.
These works convey an inner energy, an almost kinetic sense of movement, that accounts
for the “spatial force” of the series title. As Dmitri V. Sarabianov writes, “a powerful
dynamic was realized in the movement of these line-arrows; they hold an inner force, a
charge of some sort.”131
Popova painted over a dozen of these Spatial Force Constructions, changing the
perspectives, degrees of solidity and other elements as she experimented with graphic
treatments of materiality. Thought of as scaffolding, the rectilinear elements are often
compared to literal construction, i.e. architecture. Thought of as netting, however, they
can also be seen as highly magnified textiles, foreshadowing Popova’s textile designs of
1923-24 whose bold geometric patterns brought to the fore the underlying warp and woof
of the fabric. The Spatial Force Constructions were Popova’s entrants in the 1921 exhibit
5 x 5 = 25, which “was consciously recognized as the last stand of easel painting.”132
Meyerhold saw the exhibit and was immediately struck by the convergence of ideas of
these visual artists and his new theater of movement. It was then that he and Popova
embarked on their remarkable collaboration, “a brilliant demonstration of harmony in
staging and directing, of mutual understanding and goodwill between the director and the
artist, their joint efforts on common creative problems and stylistic inquiries.”133
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The construction (the term preferred by the artist over “set”) for The Magnanimous
Cuckold seemed to grow organically out of the Spatial Force Construction series of
paintings (Figures 11-14) but Popova also reached back to her Cubo-Futurist period
around 1915 when she was influenced by Malevich. The Russian avant-garde had a long
history of including fractured phrases in their paintings, mixing Roman and Cyrillic
alphabets. The practice can be traced back to the Futurist poet Aleksei Kruchenykh, who
coined a Russian neologism for this type of “transcendental” language: zaum, from za
(“beyond”) and um (“mind”). Kruchenykh compared zaum to the cubist’s defiance of
perspective which “gives expression to a new fourth dimension (the essence of cubism).
The modern bards have therefore discovered that the incorrect construction of
sentences…gives expression to movement and a new perception of the world and
conversely—movement and a change in the psyche give rise to strange ‘meaningless’
combinations of words and letters.”134 Although it would seem that such quasi-mystical
theorizing would be anathema to the Constructivists, fourth dimensionality was a very
real, very important concept in the early years of the century, thanks to Einstein.135
Comparing Malevich’s work from the 1910s to Popova’s Cubo-Futurist work
from the same period, his influence on her is manifest (figures 15-18). A good example is
The Traveler (1915).136 Like Malevich’s Englishman in Moscow (1914), The Traveler
presents a thoroughly disjointed image of its subject. Both paintings include word
fragments, and in the case of Popova’s “they are quite fragmentary and enigmatic,”
especially as compared to an earlier version of the painting.137 The “enigmatic” words
and letters include РОРЪ! in the upper left corner. If read as Cyrillic type this is a
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Clockwise from top left: Fig. 11. Popova, Spatial Force Construction, 1921.
Fig. 12. Popova, Spatial Force Construction, 1921.
Fig. 13. Detail from The Magnanimous Cuckold set model (see Fig. 1).
Fig. 14. Detail from The Magnanimous Cuckold set model rotated ninety degrees clockwise. Note that
Figs. 12 and 13 approximate vertical mirror images.

62
nonsense word, “ROR’!” However, if read as Roman type it is likely a fragment or
abbreviated version of the artist’s name, POPOVA, with a Russian soft sign that of
course would be a “strange, meaningless” addition, or possibly an artifact from a
different visual plane. Since The Traveler is almost certainly meant to be Popova herself
(compare the treatment of the hair in The Traveler and the Self-Portrait in Fig. 18) these
meaningless linguistic signs would be consistent with the “movement and change of
psyche” she is undergoing as a voyager between cultures. Interestingly, the painting is
unsigned, so this bit of zaum might be a proxy signature much like CR ML NCK, the
enigmatic letters on the giant wheel in The Magnanimous Cuckold. Seeing the letters as
zaum would also be consistent with the displacement of Crommelynck’s characters from
Flanders to Moscow.
Popova’s goal in The Magnanimous Cuckold was to bring her spatial forces into
three dimensions (and possibly four, if the lettering is supposed to lead us “beyond
reason”). With its moving parts, the construction is also a machine, getting its power
from both the action on stage and the historical/logical forces that compel so much of the
action. Popova may have been thinking of a film projector, which her set somewhat
resembles, mechanically and relentlessly compelling the actors forward. Meyerhold’s
biomechanics exaggerate gesture and movement, and Popova’s machine exaggerates
those movements yet again (for example, when Bruno slaps Petrus, Meyerhold directed
the wheels to spin138). The unity of purpose between the mechanical and biomechanical
objects on stage, all moving with Taylorist efficiency, is a perfect example of
Constructivist expediency.
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Fig. 15. Liubov Popova, The Traveler, 1915. Oil on
canvas.

Fig. 17. Liubov Popova, Self-Portrait, 1915.
Oil, wallpaper, and pasted paper on canvas.

Fig. 16. Kazimir Malevich, An Englishman
in Moscow, 1914. Oil on canvas.

Fig. 18. Liubov Popova, details from The Traveler (left)
and Self-Portrait (right).
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Fernand Crommelynck
In geology, tectonics is largely concerned with the movement of masses of rock
against each other along fault lines. Using Gan’s analogy, the political equivalent of
geological fault lines would involve social classes, cultures, and nations. Flanders, the
birthplace of Fernand Crommelynck and the setting for The Magnanimous Cuckold, is a
land of fault lines. During the Reformation the region was wracked by religious and
dynastic warfare. Its strategic position between the great powers of France, Germany, and
the Netherlands have made Belgium a battleground for centuries. In World War I
Flanders was a slaughterhouse, claiming the lives of hundreds of thousands of French,
British, and German troops. Perhaps these sociopolitical fault lines have influenced the
course of Belgian, and specifically Flemish culture, which is characterized by a dark
strain “wherein the grotesque, the absurd, and the morbid mingle in an atmosphere of
unrestrained joy.”139 Those masters of the grotesque Hieronymus Bosch and Pieter
Breughel were both Flemish, as was their predecessor Jan Van Eyck, who pioneered
unflinching portraiture which seemed to read into the deepest—and darkest—thoughts
of his subjects. Crommelynck’s contemporary Maurice Maeterlinck has been
compared to Shakespeare, but also to Edgar Allan Poe. Crommelynck himself was
compared to O’Neill, Ibsen, and Strindberg for his disturbing treatments of relations
between the sexes.
Crommelynck’s characters reveal fault lines as well. As Piette and Cardullo note,
“the central conflict of Crommelynck’s theater occurs between immaculate Madonna
figures and mud-slinging gargoyles, between symbols of purity and caricatures of vice.”
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The biographers observe that Crommelynck’s plays would be “eminently Christian” were
it not for the fact that “there is no redemption in the end.”140 This dim view of human
nature was perfectly compatible with Marxism as long as the gargoyles could be seen as
members of the ruling classes. Bruno is a parasite (somewhere between an intellectual
and a kulak), the Herdsman an honest peasant. Stella ultimately chooses the peasant, but
it is far from clear what her future with the Herdsman will be: one of happy toil in the
fields or anger and resentment at being an unliberated woman? Crommelynck leaves the
question hanging. That Meyerhold also left it hanging is a further indication that these
characters are not the bold socialists of his agit-prop plays, or even Nora in his politicized
Doll’s House. They are relics of Western culture, unredeemed by revolution.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION
Hegel remarks somewhere that all facts and personages of great
importance in world history occur, as it were, twice. He forgot
to add: the first time as tragedy, the second as farce.
Karl Marx
As Christine Kiaer has pointed out, the Constructivists remain controversial. A
2017 exhibit at the London Royal Academy entitled “Revolution: Russian Art 19171932” prompted a rather hysterical column by Jonathan Jones in the Guardian: “The way
we glibly admire Russian art from the age of Lenin sentimentalizes one of the most
murderous chapters in human history.”141 But to borrow the title of the MeyerholdPopova production immediately following The Magnanimous Cuckold, even an Earth in
Turmoil cannot help but create art. The times were
complex, and were to become even more so. Popova died
of natural causes; Meyerhold did not. He was arrested in
1939, tortured, and shot a few months later. His wife
Zinaida Reich, who played Stella in the 1928 revival of
Cuckold, was not even given the [in]dignity of an arrest.
She was found dead in their apartment shortly after
Fig. 19. Meyerhold's wife
Zinaida Reich as Stella in the
1928 Cuckold revival, with the
Act II mask designed by Popova.

Meyerhold’s arrest with “her eyes cut out and seventeen
knife wounds....Only documents were missing, and there
was no police investigation. Her death was thought of…as
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a general threat to wives.”142 Like The Magnanimous Cuckold, their story has no moral.
It does come with a caution, however. This year marks both the centenary of the
Russian Revolution and the start of the first term of the forty-fifth President of the United
States. Many individuals who believed they were a part of history (as the Constructivists
most assuredly did) now find themselves instead staring up from the bottom of its dustbin.
On this point especially, Kiaer’s reference to Walter Benjamin is most apt. Like
Crommelynck, Meyerhold, and Popova, Benjamin struggled to make sense of art and society
in the 1920s and 1930s, and found history itself inadequate to the task. As Stuart Jeffries
writes, Benjamin rejected historicism, “that soothing, triumphalist, positivistic sense that the
past could be scientifically apprehended as it was.”143 Rather, Benjamin focused on “the
overlooked…the very things that didn’t make sense within the official version of
history…[I]n looking into the past, and finding there the forgotten, the obsolete, the allegedly
irrelevant, Benjamin sought not just to redeem the past…but to redeem the future”144 by
removing it from the grip of triumphalist chroniclers.
The Constructivists in general and The Magnanimous Cuckold in particular are the
overlooked, the forgotten, the allegedly irrelevant. The “official version of history” has seen
to that. While Kandinsky and Chagall enjoyed spectacular careers in the West, their fellow
Russian avant-gardistes have languished in comparative obscurity, alternately portrayed as
proto-Stalinists (Groys and Jones) or as Stalin's victims who never fulfilled their potential.
Meyerhold, who was regarded as Stanislavsky’s equal in the teens and twenties, is a virtual
unknown in the West outside the small community of theater historians.
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Even greater neglect befell the women of the Russian avant-garde. In spite of the rare
shows like the Guggenheim’s “Amazons of the Avant-Garde” (1999-2000) and the Tate’s
“Rodchenko & Popova: Defining Constructivism” (2009), the women of the Russian avantgarde remain largely unknown. Supremely talented, innovative, and independent as they
were, these women simply do not conform to the “official version” of art history. How else to
explain passages like the following from Peter Schjeldahl’s review of the “Making Space:
Women Artists and Postwar Abstraction” (2017) at the Museum of Modern Art in New
York:
Great artists, defined as those who establish ideals for
subsequent artists, classically emerge from generational
cohorts, or gangs, and often in rivalrous pairs: Delacroix and
Ingres, van Gogh and Gauguin, Picasso and Matisse, Pollock
and de Kooning. There are few hints of such shared, and
contested, history in “Making Space.” For the most part,
female abstract artists of the period made it—whatever “it”
constituted at a given time—one by one, often aided by
connections to men who had made it already. Anni Albers
was married to Josef, Lee Krasner to Jackson Pollock, Elaine
de Kooning to Willem, Dorothy Dehner to David Smith, and
Hedda Sterne to Saul Steinberg. Helen Frankenthaler was
mentored by her teacher and lover Clement Greenberg, before
she left him to marry Robert Motherwell.145
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Art history, in this view, is the history of aggressive male rivalries, while the passive
females rely on their connections to men. But as Charlotte Douglas wrote in the catalog to
“Amazons of the Avant-Garde,”
if we now see these women as belonging to a different
category from the men, it is because we are accustomed to
seeing male artists as the norm, and women as somehow
deviant from it. There is some evidence that the same
attitude initially held true in regard to the women
themselves, but such comments became rarer with time, as
society was inundated by war and revolution.146
Yet outside exhibits like “Amazons of the Avant-Garde” the triumphalist version
of history (i.e., the version as written by the victors) still holds sway. In this version the
Russian avant-garde, whether considered as Marxists, Stalinists, or Stalin’s victims, are
among history’s vanquished. From the perspective of a Walter Benjamin, however, the
avant-garde was not destroyed; rather it has been cast as irrelevant because it did not fit
comfortably within the accepted parameters of twentieth century history.
The greatest danger of triumphalism is complacency, as we in the West are
learning rapidly. As the Western democracies abandon international cooperation for petty
nationalism (in 140-character bursts), this century does indeed appear to be the farcical
sequel to the horrors of the previous century. But we could just as easily be acting out the
first act of an even greater tragedy. Here Benjamin’s meaning becomes clearer:
triumphalism distorts not only our view of the past but our vision for the future. A fresh
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look at the Russian avant-garde and Meyerhold’s The Magnanimous Cuckold is a
worthwhile step in redeeming both a misunderstood past and a very uncertain future.
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