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To What Extent Do Visual and Literary Sources
Present a ‘Sexual Revolution’ for Women in
Revolutionary Russia?

Georgia Taylor Stidwell

D

iscussions of ‘sexual revolution’ in
revolutionary Russia sit at the intersection of wide historical debates
oscillating between both continuity or rupture, and
toleration or control. The term ‘sexual revolution’ is
used carelessly contemporary to the 1920s and in
modern scholarship, it remains largely unexamined
in the Russian context. Assumptive historical classification of the 1920s as a period of ‘sexual revolution’ has arguably led to a disregard of represented
female experiences to fit the narrative of hedonistic toleration. When examined, representations of
femininity and the female body show continued
attitudes of violence, distrust and degradation both
internalised and from wider society. In order to
challenge the notion of a ‘sexual revolution’ taking
place for women I have defined it broadly: radical overthrowing of ideas and behaviours which
trigger widespread change, greater toleration and
a degree of longevity. I will examine presentations
of female experience in visual imagery and literature. In the Russian context, the persistence of a
government sanctioned sexless model of society
has limited the effect of the archival revolution.1
Historians of Russian sexuality have increasingly
investigated culture not as evidence of ideological
currents rather than simply the zeitgeist. Visual
sources are crucial where the nation is so ethnically diverse, attempting to read the universal visual
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landscape gives a broader scope of presentations regarding women and sexuality. That being said, my
urban focus, partially a result of source limitations,
privileges literature and film. In looking at cultural
presentations of women and femininity both within and without the domestic sphere, it is clear that
the presented evidence cannot be termed a ‘sexual
revolution’. The beginning of the New Economic
Plan (NEP) in 1921 and the Cultural Revolution
1928 provide useful bookends for discussion. However, the period itself is anything but orderly with
regard to sex, insidious doubt, ambiguity and contradiction permeate the discourse, especially with
regard to the female body. It is perhaps because of
this that conflicting ideas of ‘sexual revolution’ reverberated throughout the cultural sphere. Often
in the same source, femininity and sexuality are
simultaneously degraded and venerated. The volume of cultural presentation dealing both implicitly and explicitly with anxiety about female identity
and sexuality in the new society indicates it as a
site of ideological anxiety. What is observed in Soviet cultural representations cannot be categorised
as ‘sexually revolutionary’ in the way the 1960s in
the West was. However, to account for more individualised and disparate instances of rebellious
ideas and behaviours, I put forward a new characterisation of the period as one of ‘sexual rebellion’.
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A new tide in the historiography
Investigation of Russian sexuality is a relatively new
field of inquiry. Restrictive characterisation of ‘sexual revolution’ and – more significantly – the hold of
Western theorisation (namely of Michel Foucault)
have been limiting factors. Foucault’s influence has
distorted the significance of Soviet state power in
the realm of sexuality. Application of his ‘modern
disciplinary regime’ to early Soviet society gives
the illusion of coherent, monolithic power which
underplays the agency of the Russian people and
denies the society’s inconsistency and uncertainty.2
In recent debate, the question of the applicability
of Western developed models and analysis to Russian history has been raised. This is spearheaded by
Laura Engelstein in her ‘Combined Underdevelopment’. Engelstein cites the failed development of liberalism as evidence for distinct Russian historical
progression. She suggests the rule of law in Russia
was critically stunted by conservatives and radicals
who discredited liberal notions. Engelstein, therefore suggests that Foucault’s model, developed with
reference to early-modern Western monarchies,
cannot be applied to Russia.3 Engelstein critiques
Foucault’s ‘mechanisms of control’ – something
also revised by Gregory Carleton in Sexual Revolution in Bolshevik Russia. Although neither historian
denies the existence of mechanisms of control, they
question their complete social domination and
suggest that it cannot be taken to have the same
effect or power as seen in the West. According to
Engelstein’s argument, Russian society represents
an overlapping of all Foucault’s modes of order:
the Polizeistaat with the moral codes of the Tsarist order armed with distinct mechanisms of control. Her argument can therefore be extrapolated

to suggest there was no ‘sexual revolution’ in
Russia due to the persistence of Tsarist moral
discourse combined with mechanisms of power. It is perhaps too soon to observe the impact
that post-modernist revisions will have on the
study of sexuality in Russia, yet it prompts reconsideration of solidified historical assumptions.
Engelstein’s argument is not without concern. Her assertion that the reign of power in
knowledge and discourse never came to Russia is
particularly significant. Existing scholarship, most
obviously Eric Naiman’s Sex in Public, is heavily influenced by The History of Sexuality and Foucauldian mechanisms of control.4 Naiman is particularly
occupied by the role of discourse in control. Engelstein dismisses a regime of power and knowledge in
Imperial Russia – but it is perhaps not her intention
to dismiss the power of discourse which Naiman is
so attached to in the Soviet context. For such a large
assertion, Engelstien leaves it conspicuously unexamined within her wider argument for Russian history’s unique path. It would seem short-sighted to
deny the power of discourse in the context of Soviet Russia. Carleton’s aim to complicate rather than
deny the completeness of the narrative represents
a more productive approach. Furthermore, Engelstein’s characterisation of Tsarist Russia as a liberal
failure is problematic.5 Debates of Russian liberalism are so far unconsidered in the context of control and sexuality.6 The argument of Russian Liberalism making headway before First World War
fighting would undermine Engelstein’s criticism of
Foucault. This gives foundation to the oversimplification criticism levied at Engelstein. She is charged
with idealising the West to illustrate failures in
the Russian example.7 Despite overlooking fin de
siècle international liberalism debates, reassertion
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of Russian exceptionalism is ground-breaking.8 Engelstein does not advocate rejecting Foucault – her
work underlines need for amended theorisation.9
Foucault’s ‘modern disciplinary regime’ denotes
complete power, which is not something applicable
to a society where, especially with regard to sexuality, discourse is incoherent and fragmented. Asserting that the ‘invention of sexuality’ was a calculated
manoeuvre to ensure self-governance amongst the
population cannot be applied to the 1920s wherein
sexual discourse and representation follow disparate and sometimes subversive tracks.10 It is crucial
to consider Foucault’s impact in gender studies –
something perhaps neglected by Engelstein. His influence is tangible in ‘Gender: A Useful Category of
Historical Analysis’, particularly in the concept of
gender as “signifying relationships of power”.11 By
historicising sexuality Foucault paved the way for
Joan Scott’s rejection of the fixed quality of binary
opposition between the genders.12 Considerations
of how increased sexual discourse during this period impacted the historical construction and destruction of gendered identity is crucial in examination of presentations of femininity and changes
in perceptions of sex. The idea that the history of
sexuality can only ever be a story of power, holds
much credence, but it is what form and what coherence this power holds that is so much questioned.
A difficulty with ‘sexual revolution’ is establishing a point from where ‘revolution’ completely
transforms sexual mores. In the Russian context
this is something regularly neglected. Identification of a point of repression is insufficient – it is
further necessary to diagnose the repressed. To add
further complication, contemporary views of these
subjective elements are potentially opposed to each
other and the historian. This is crucial to consider when reading literature and visual sources due
to wide variance in diagnoses of oppression. With

regards to cultural representations of women, despite the cacophony of voices, a constant emerges
in the continual condemnation of femininity as
polluting and dangerous for the new socialist utopia. ‘Sexual revolution’ was a term used by contemporaries of the 1920s; the term varied subtly in
meaning across the world. American ideas of sexual revolution were influenced by pseudo-Freudian theory which encouraged the expression of
repressed sexuality, whereas the Russian conception is more associated with class narratives.13 Similarly, Western concerns of an increased female
work-force was seemingly more significant than
in Russia where there was already a numerically
significant female work-force and the cult domesticity was less opaque.14 Female emancipation, as a
key element of ‘sexual revolution’, followed a distinct progression in Soviet Russia. Encouragement
of women into heavy industry had a huge cultural reverberation.15 Distinct female issues had the
potential to weaken working class hegemony and
the coherence of a proletarian identity.16 This is
perhaps a significant factor in debasement of femininity and the continued marginalisation of female
experience in cultural representation. The strong
denial of femininity in cultural discourse, does not
find a Western comparison. The prioritisation of a
class consciousness, over a female one, is a major
limitation to ideas of ‘sexual revolution’ in Russia
where a viable feminist movement, such as those
in the West, was unable to form. Such differences
simply in the way the term ‘sexual revolution’ yields
meaning highlights a major issue with its analytical
use. For historical study it would seem productive
to postulate a new term, one of sexual rebellion. As
a new term it has the benefit of sidestepping geographical and historical disparity. More significantly, rebellion over revolution has has connotations
of an incomplete, surface and fractured change.
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Especially with regard to representing women’s
experiences, this is a more productive term to explain cultural currents in the early Soviet period.

Presentations of ‘sexual revolution’ inside the domestic sphere
Work which questions Foucauldian models has
begun to also examine the applicability of separate spheres to the Russian context.17 However, for
the purposes of presentations of sexuality, especially when focussed on the female experience, to
delineate between spheres is productive. Not only
to show a degree of continuity across the revolutionary divide within the domestic sphere but to illustrate the double damnation of women. Accused
of backwardness in the domestic sphere and denied their femininity outside the domestic sphere.
Attitudes to maternalism in both literature
and visual sources reveal anxieties about women being polluting. Distrust of backwards women who were inextricably tied to the Soviet future
through their maternity leads to their condemnation on both fronts. It has been suggested that
the revolutionary mother is one of the few positive female character tropes of the NEP era; this is
overly simplistic.18 A surface positive portrayal of
motherhood is illustrated in the female protagonist
of Cement, Dasha. She places her daughter in the
Children’s Home, but remains affectionate: “She
lifted Nurka in her arms… This was the old Dasha
again.”.19 Her emotions are explicitly linked to the
pre-revolutionary past; her husband observes in
her a likeness to her “old” self. It is only upon Nurka’s death that Dasha is fully transformed, her link
to the past destroyed. Nurka presents her weakness: her sickness nearly causes Dasha to betray

her dedication to the Revolution. Upon Nurka’s
death, Dasha’s maternal love becomes collective
love as she embodies the metaphor of Mother
Russia.20 Transformation is a common trope of
Soviet Realist fiction, expressed at the moment
of Nurka’s death Dasha: “realised there was another, more powerful love than a mother’s for
her child”.21 Such articulation likely is Gladkov
expressing not only anxieties about the dismantling of the family unit, but anxieties about maternity eclipsing the primacy of revolutionary zeal.
Despite efforts to move childbirth into
the realm of science, the persistence of female reproduction as a site of mystery contributed to the
distrust of motherhood. Medical texts perpetuated visions of mysterious and even sinister reproductive workings.22 It was suggested menstruation
was the result of capitalist influence on the female
body, rather than having an annual ‘fertility period’, women bled monthly due to male conditioning.23 Vasilisa Mulygina, communicates such revulsion at menstruation. It is explicitly linked to Nina
Konstantinovna, Vasilisa’s petit-bourgeoise and
feminine love rival. Vasilisa is too thin and anaemic to menstruate, removing her from association
with the capitalist pollution in her own body. In
the original Russian, anaemic means a literal lack
of blood furthering Vasilisa’s bodily dissociation
from capitalist functioning.24 Upon falling pregnant, she is presented as possessing a collective
love much like Dasha in her support for communal childcare: “What do you mean I’m all on my
own?... we’ll set up a crèche”.25 Vasilisa’s pregnancy
is completely omitted, perhaps due to the concerns
that cloak motherhood – the eclipsing potential of
motherly affection and the fear of female reproductive organs. The paradoxical incompatibility
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of mother and child is presented in Women of
Ryazan. The character Anna is raped by her husband’s father and falls pregnant; her husband’s
subsequent rejection of her and her child results
in climatic suicide. Again, a mother’s association
with her child links them both to a backwards past.
The heroine of the film, Vasilisa, the embodiment
of the ideal Soviet woman, removes the child from
this ‘past’ and takes them to her newly constructed
Children’s Home. The parallel between the Children’s Home which was built from a decaying country estate, and removing the child, the metaphorical future, from these people is clear. The seeming
necessity of splitting mother and child is indicative
of discomfort with maternalistic instincts as threatening to collectivist mentality. Presentations of
maternity express anxiety about the polluting potential of mothers, spoiling the embodiment of the
future. The consistency on the theme of maternity
across visual culture and between disparate literary genres indicates its anxious cultural resonance.
Perhaps even more culturally significant
than maternalism were ideas of the destruction of
the family. As has been articulated, the family was inherently female. Despite female emancipation being
linked to the destruction of the family, anti-family
rhetoric led to degradation of femininity within the
cultural sphere.26 The NEP era saw a weakening of
the family throughout discourse – such backdrop is
central to the male collective as a pseudo-family alternative.27 Alexander Blok’s 1918 poem The Twelve
illustrates the harmony of a male regiment momentarily derailed by the ideologically dubious Katka.
She is murdered accidentally by her lover: “But
where is Katka?... A bullet hole clean through her
head!”.28 Her death emphasises the incompatibility
of women with the male collective and ultimately

with the Civil War period.29 The degradation of her
body, left to “Lie in the snowdrift then, like dung!”
whilst “Onward the twelve advance,” dehumanises
Katka, a mere ideological hindrance to the ‘twelve’.30
Blok’s poem is contemporary to the violence of
the Civil War and perhaps explains such specific
emphasis on masculine comradeship. Dog Alley
provides a NEP era comparison l to Blok’s poem.
The tragic heroine Vera mirrors Katka’s promiscuity and most significantly her death at the hands
of her former lover, Burov.31 However, upon Vera’s
death there is only suffering and solitude as Burov
commits suicide and Khorokhorin’s failed attempt
to take his own life leads to self-imposed isolation
in Siberia.32 The tale is void of redemption in the
form of the male collective, indicating a shift in
its importance by 1927, a result of the increasingly distant masculinised utopia. Lev Gumilevsky as
a Young Guardist was concerned with portraying
‘sexual realism’. Although Dog Alley was misinterpreted by contemporary criticism, it clearly is condemnatory of the behaviour it describes.33 Methodological differences between Blok and Gumilevsky
explain the discrepancy between their respective
endings. Gumilevsky’s dark realism was felt to represent a greater creative maturity than the heroes
of The Twelve. Bed and Sofa presents an image of
male companionship as eclipsing marital relationships. Unlike The Twelve, it is not clear who is condemned and who celebrated in Room’s ambiguous
and much criticised ending.34 In Bed and Sofa, Liuda does appear emancipated with the destruction
of her unorthodox family unit. However, this is not
before she is marginalised by the increasingly strong
companionship between her two husbands. Presentations of the male collective as a family alternative do not have a strong female equivalent: women
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are marginalised for sake of masculine cohesion.
The onus for transformation was solely on women, which degrades the female position and makes
such transformation problematic. This is evidenced
by cultural presentations of death and isolation
as opposed to co-option into masculine groups.
Presentations of unorthodox marriage sit
uncomfortably in the Soviet rhetoric of familial
destruction. The majority of such representations
are characterised by emotional callousness. This is
perhaps a result of anxiety surrounding perceived
sexual licence following weakening of family values and the subsequent acceptability of unregistered marriage. The reoccurrence of unorthodox
marriage themes in Soviet culture is indicative of
its resonance. Black Fritters exemplifies Romanov’s
characteristic emotional reservation and lack of authorial voice. The narrative follows rural wife Katerina who comes to the city to confront her husband,
who she believes to be having an affair. The surprising mutual respect articulated between the two
women, at the exclusion of their husband, is warmer
than either of the women’s relationships with him.35
Superficially, the story appears to be in favour of
such unconventional relationships, as events pass
without scandal, however the pervasive tension between Andrei and Katerina complicates this. The
story is typical of Romanov who was condemned
for a failure to be didactic. As a writer, he frustrated
critics: where Romanov saw encouragement of interpretive readership, they saw abandonment.36 Romanov’s famed Without Cherry Blossoms, published
in 1926 in the Young Guard, situated him firmly as
a Young Guardist. This indicates the purpose of his
literature was to be provocative, exploring a darker
side of experience not because he was pessimistic
but because this was his perceived reality.37 Black
Fritters maintains an air of sexual conservatism as
none of the relationships are overtly sexual. Kollontai’s infamous Three Generations appears the antithesis of such conservatism. However the almost
dystopian presentation of free love is indicated

by emotional detachment of the character Zhenya. It is significant that such portrayal comes from
Kollontai – this short story is distinct from her
other more moralising literature. The book’s ambiguity is similar to Romanov’s, the story mostly
being told in letter form, asking for advice which
is never given. The absence of a moralising ending aids the understanding of the cultural impact
Three Generations had, and the intense fear it incited in Soviet authorities.38 Naiman argues Kollontai is implicitly sexually conservative in Vasilisa
Mulygina, as she condemns overt femininity. It is
plausible that Three Generations is also somewhat
conservative and Kollontai is repulsed by the emotional detachment of this new generation. Drafts of
her memoirs reveal her life appears to have some
similarities with the character Olga, representative
of the second generation who do not understand
the actions of their children.39 However, Naiman’s
reading of Make Way for Winged Eros which deals
with similar subject matter to Three Generations
as “reductive and puritanical” denies Kollontai’s
ground-breaking significance.40 Kollontai’s endorsement of free love within limits must be placed
in its 1920s context wherein her speech brought the
concept out from the shadows of bohemianism.
Whether or not she personally endorsed the practices of Zhenya is insignificant compared to her
impact in driving notions of free love and unorthodox marriage into the mainstream of early Soviet
cultural development. The unease and inconsistency in representations of unorthodox marriage
is perhaps characteristic of the incompatibility of
underlying – perhaps even subconscious – sexual
conservatism with progressive policy and ideas.
With regard to a presentations of a ‘sexual
revolution’ within the domestic sphere, a great deal
of continuity can be observed in the form of women’s
continued marginal status. Sexually ‘revolutionary’
ideas combined with the fundamental anxiety of
the NEP-era can be seen to have produced the unintended effects of fundamentally degrading rather
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than uplifting feminine spaces and behaviours. This
said, the surface discussion of these ideas, even if
short lived and with questionable motivation, indicates the existence of some sexually rebellious
units, particularly amongst the youth (as articulated by Kollontai). It is significant that the youth
represent these sexual rebels as they are most likely to be presented outside of the domestic sphere.

Presentations of ‘sexual revolution’ outside the domestic sphere
Outside the domestic sphere, presentations of
women have less association with sexual conservatism, as this is rooted in the home. However, NEP anxieties were more explicitly projected
onto femininity. Solidification of the workforce
as a masculine entity can be seen to combine with
continued degradation of all things feminine due
to both the perceived female ‘backward’ ideological taint as and their sexually destabilising potential. It is in this more masculine sphere where
uneasy relationships between communism and
feminism are obviously articulated within culture.
A somewhat contradictory image of the
women as a victim of male conditioning, but still
condemned as ideological seductresses, emerges
in visual and literary presentations. Despite prominent beliefs that backwards women were a male
capitalist creation, this was the extent of their victimisation; they were thought to have become monstrous in their vengeful seduction of men.41 The
development of male defined femininity was felt
to have solidified with each generation leading to
naturalisation of men desiring obvious femininity.42 Male attraction to femininity – the embodiment of backwardness – represented significant

ideological weakness. Women throughout cultural
representations are blamed for their weakness or
incomplete ideological transformations. Klasha,
The Komsomol Girl explicitly deals with this theme.
Klasha’s character is known for her feminine beauty: “In front of us was a terribly pretty, well-dressed
girl with a plaited braid, and in it a bow that
bounced like some kind of butterfly”.43 At a Komsomol meeting she is berated by secretary Dmitruk as a carrier of “petite-bourgeois ideology”.44
However, upon renouncing her feminine trappings
she becomes ‘a man in a skirt’, no longer of interest
to the communist boys.45 The charge of hypocrisy is clear: “even our renowned secretary Dmitruk altogether favours a certain girl among them”,
referring to more feminine women.46 Despite the
hypocrisy of Dmitruk, Kartashov does not engender sympathy for Klasha. The ease with which she
is able to shed her problematic femininity perpetuates the idea that female weakness above all has
caused their incomplete ideological transformation. Naiman argues that intense fear of women’s
power of ideological seduction was perpetrated by
belief that women were angry at men for their continual degradation.47 Certainly articulation of this
can be found in the examples he proposes. Most
clearly The Devil's Wheel where the link between
attraction to women and involvement in the past
is articulated in the narrative and repeated clock
motif.48 However, The Devil’s Wheel, like much
of early Soviet avant garde cinema, was a critical
flop. Prostitute Killed By Life, a more commercially
successful film, presents a woman, victim of gross
exploitation, saved primarily by her model Komsomol boyfriend. The existence of the two opposing
narratives screening only a year apart is indicative
of the contradictory nature of woman both as a victim and an ideological threat. The common cultural
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solution appears to have been separation of women and femininity, idealising a de-sexed masculine woman who posed less threat whilst simultaneously perpetuating the misogyny of society.
Concerns that the socialist utopia, imagined
during the Civil War, was becoming increasingly
distant can be seen to manifest in literature as hatred of the female form. “Revolutionary Anorexia”,
a problematic term coined by Naiman, is used to
describe a perceived cultural hatred of the female
body.49 Although Naiman’s fleeting definition of
anorexia does aptly describe an increasingly emaciated feminine ideal in early Soviet literature, he
fails to consider the nuance of the term and is painfully simplistic in his discussion of an “adolescent
female” disease.50 Aside from the problems of his
terminology, the idea that fanatical concern with
excess translated to food and sex was prevalent in
early Soviet culture. The two are closely associated
and seen in the opening scenes of Prostitute as shots
cut between women’s legs and men eating. With
regard to femininity the emphasis seems to be on
communicating ideological purity through being
thin rather than necessarily abstaining completely
from sex. The denial of female secondary sex characteristics is perhaps the ultimate expression of the
distain for femininity is visible throughout Soviet
culture. Kollontai opens Vasilisa Mulygina with description of Vasilisa as “thin and under nourished
looking you might…have taken her for a boy”.51
Similarly, Sisters and Black Fritters describe communist women as perceivably thin. Naiman’s characterisation of this as a solely female phenomenon
overlooks instances where ideological purity in
men is linked with physical scrawniness. Bed and
Sofa highlights Volodia’s skinny fame alongside his
dynamism at Rabochaia gazeta.52 For women, being thin served a double function not only demonstrating a denial of excess in eating and therefore an
implicitly superior dedication to socialism, but also
a denial of their overt femininity. Complicating
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this idea of “revolutionary anorexia” as a female
concern further dissolves Naiman’s term. Presentations of thin women as ideologically pure
cannot be seen in visual culture, casting doubt
upon how pervasive the link between body and
ideology was – perhaps more a preoccupation of
soviet intellectuals. Despite not permeating cinema in this form, female transformation associated with a denial of secondary sex characteristics is a repeated motif and further expression
of hatred, distrust and fear of the female body.
Sexuality as a destabilising force is linked to
distrust of femininity; it is presented as needing to
be controlled for the sake of the youth and the future
of communism. Female sexuality represents the
culmination of utopian anxieties of pollution: links
to the past, potential for disease and vulnerability
to penetration. Penetrative vulnerability is articulated in the violence toward women across cultural
mediums. Presentations of female rape and vulnerability served as metaphorical articulation of their
status as a weak point in utopian ideology. Women
who are presented as politically unaware in popular culture are often presented as victims of rape.
Cement articulates the shocking rape of the character Polya. Dasha and Polya are attacked by the same
assailant, however Dasha is strong enough to fight
the attacker off where Polya is unsuccessful. Gladkov’s presentation of the rape scene is significant in
its justification as result of Polya’s own political and
moral weakness.53 The frequency with which works
of literature or cinema deal with rape suggests the
depth of anxieties of female vulnerability both ideologically and sexually. In light of this, cultural
presentations of prostitutes as victims are surprising. However, they lack agency, characterising a social problem rather than a woman.54 Liubka articulates this in Prostitute, as she passes haphazardly
from one abuser to the next. Although it is through
fellow prostitute Manka that she gains work, her
boyfriend Shura is responsible for her ideological
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awakening: “Write, Liuba… to the government
court… A petition”. The scene juxtaposes Shura’s
activity with Liubka’s passivity underlining her lack
of agency. Prostitute draws pointed distinction between current attitudes to prostitution and those
of the pre-revolutionary period. Manka recalls her
pitiful experience: “Medical examination each Saturday…Pursued”. The film cuts to prostitutes being
chased and hiding behind trees, recalling imagery
of hunting prey. Such image of women as prey, finds
parallel in The Twelve where Katka is preyed upon
by men soliciting, but ultimately is seen as a disposable ideological taint. The men she sleeps with
are seen as polluting her with bourgeois influence,
something she pays the price for.55 The ambiguous
position of prostitutes in Soviet culture is presented in Kollontai’s Sisters wherein the main character
encounters two disparate types of prostitute. The
first is denied characterisation beyond ‘rouged and
drunken, an unmistakable type’ suggesting her
makeup and drinking are enough to condemn her
as ideologically unsalvageable.56 In comparison, the
second prostitute, a ‘tall, slender woman’ is not so
quickly judged; her ‘slender’ body is understood
as representative of ideological purity.57 This explicitly indicates the distinction between the type
of prostitute who is deserving of sympathy. Even
in Kollontai’s short story, the worthy prostitute is
denied agency in that she is saved by the woman
retelling her experience. The relative tolerance of
prostitutes deemed ‘worthy’ is perhaps a hangover
from Russian literary tradition which is characteristically tolerant of fallen women.58 The distinction between presentation of prostitution in The
Twelve and that of the NEP era reveals a greater
degree of tolerance in terms of victimisation, however this is undermined by denial of agency again
contributing to the uneasy relationship of sexual
conservatism alongside more progressive voices.
The most obvious realm of female

marginalisation in Soviet culture is the masculinised sphere of work. The first representation of the
female worker appeared in 1920 (see Figure 1) as
assistant to the male blacksmith.59 Even though
styled after the men with muscular forearms, her
figure is marginalised as the only woman presented. The depiction is particularly significant as
women did not work in hot shops, even as assistants. The image was likely intended to be an allegorical representative of the female role helping
man forge the new socialist world.60 Women of
Ryazan presents a late example of the female blacksmith’s assistant image (the image had lost vogue
by the NEP era). Vasilisa’s character is the heroine
of the film, where she has to overcome her father
to marry her love, the blacksmith. Scenes present
two characters working in the hot shop despite being shunned by their neighbours. Vasilisa’s character demonstrates physical strength and emotional
resilience in her husband’s presence and when he
leaves to fight in World War One. It is plausible
that the film, much like Figure 1, intended to underline heroic status as derived from her husband’s
blacksmithing. Since Vasilisa is stronger than her
husband it is more persuasive to suggest that she
draws heroism more broadly from association with
blacksmithing as representation of forging the future, something Vasilisa’s character is continually
associated with However, even Vasilisa is not able
to remain in the masculine sphere: after the revolution she is moved to a more traditionally feminine
role in building the new Children’s Home. Vasilisa
is physically akin to masculinised women in poster
art (see Figure 2), both the antithesis of the ideologically aware emaciated woman of literary representations. This perhaps is indicative of a wider
split in culture, in the quest for realism ‘posterism’
was condemned by Young Guardists in literature
and ‘new’ directors, in Soviet cinema as culturally
immature.61 However, the commercial success of
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Women of Ryazan, especially over films favoured
by ‘new’ directors is indicative of a gulf between
truly popular culture and Soviet intellectual culture.62 Presentations denying female secondary
sex characteristics in representations on both
sides of the cultural debate seems indicative of the
reality that female ‘emancipation’ was not from
oppression, but condemned overt femininity.

with pre-revolutionary attitudes apparent in the
domestic sphere and more outright degradation
of femininity apparent outside of it. Such pervasive
distrust of femininity across Soviet cultural debates
and throughout the decade encourages us to question categorisation as a period of tolerance and
‘sexual revolution’. Uneasy coexistence emerges
between underlying sexual conservatism and permissive ideas which contributes not only to expression in a hatred of femininity, but also some of the
cultural paradoxes of the period such as the forced
masculinisation of women who wished to be emancipated. To account for such permissive ideas I suggest the term ‘sexual rebellion’, although the 1930s
prove rebels unsuccessful, the ground-breaking nature of their articulation of ideas of sex and female
agency in mainstream 1920s culture cannot be overlooked. Rebellion seems best placed to indicate the
disorganisation of Soviet culture during the formative years of the 1920s, thoroughly revising the perceptions of monolithic state power and hegemony.

Figure 1- Dmitrii Moor, May Day: All
Russian Voluntary Work Day (1920).

Literary and visual presentations of female
experiences cannot be seen to present a ‘sexual revolution’. Both inside and out of the domestic sphere
femininity is degraded, distrusted and condemned.
The result of such cultural distaste for femininity is the forced transformation of women, rather
than men, to fit the new socialist society. Although
there are cases where women (as separate from
their femininity) are uplifted, there is always a caveat limiting any truly revolutionary feeling about
the female position. Nuance can be observed between presentations of women inside and outside
of the domestic sphere: there is more continuity

Figure 2- Adolf Strakhov, Emancipated Women
Build Communism (1926).

Vincent Bohlinger, ‘Engrossing? Exciting! Incomprehensible? Boring! Audience survey responses to Eisenstein’s October’, Studies
in Russian and Soviet Cinema, 5 (2011), p. 20.
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