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A Proletarian Classics?
Henry Stead”

THE BACKSTORY

The relationship between the study of Greek and Roman classics and
European communism, particularly in the ussr and the Soviet bloc, has
attracted increasing critical attention over the past decade. There have
been several international conferences organized by scholars, including
my coeditors David Movrin and Elzbieta Olechowska, which have
resulted in the volumes Classics and Communism (2013) and Classics
and Class (2016).! More recently, ancient theater and (mainly) Soviet
communism in Central and Eastern Europe has been the subject of
an international conference, resulting in a third volume, Classics and
Communism in Theatre (2019).* The subject is gaining momentum.
A new network established by The Centre for Classical Studies at the
Institute of Philosophy of the Czech Academy of Sciences, Prague,
and collaborating with Oxford’s Archive of the Performance of Greek

*  University of St. Andrews, School of Classics, Swallowgate, Butts Wynd,
St. Andrews KY16 9AL, UK; has22@st-andrews.ac.uk.

1 Karsai, Klaniczay, Movrin, and Olechowska, Classics and Communism; Movrin
and Olechowska, Classics and Class. This publication came from the original
meeting of the network, organized by Gy6rgy Karsai, Gabor Klaniczay, and Jerzy
Axer. The project was funded by Thyssen Foundation and was conducted by Col-
legium Budapest and the University of Warsaw. It was initially called “Gnoéthi
Seauton! - Classics and Communism: The History of Studies on Antiquity in
the Context of the Local Classical Tradition.”

2 Movrin and Olechowska, Classics and Communism in Theatre. See also
Olechowska, Classical Antiquity on Communist Stage in Poland. Exceptions
included the Western panel, resulting in Hall, “American Communist Idealism
in George Cram Cook’s The Athenian Women (1918),” 1-22 and Stead, “British
Communist Theatre and Aristophanes: The Case of Ewan MacColl and Joan
Littlewood,” 23-43. On the panel also were Justine McConnell, presenting on
CLR James’ Toussaint Louverture (1934), and Rosa Andujar, on Greek fidelity in
Fidel’s Cuba.
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and Roman Drama and the University of St. Andrews’ Centre for the
Receptions of Antiquity is embarking on an exploration of “Classics
and Cold War Theatre 1956-1989.” In the British context, A People’s
History of Classics (2020) has shown glimpses of the creative influence
of Soviet communism on several scholars, writers, and artists who
worked with classical antiquity in Britain.’ There have been plenty of
discrete studies conducted over the years, many of which have been
collated on the “Brave New Classics” website’s research page.* But
there is an extraordinary amount of work yet to be done on classics
and communism as both a dominant and countercultural ideological
force worldwide.

Whilst the discipline of Classics (especially the study of ancient
Greek and Latin) suffered under the Soviet regimes, in other and
sometimes surprising ways, “classics” — as cultural activity surroun-
ding the ideas, images, texts, and other remains of ancient Greece
and Rome - can be seen to have flourished both within and beyond
the academy. For example, even within the Soviet bloc, classical
translation and Marxist-Leninist ancient history and archaeology
thrived in certain areas, as the closing segment of this issue illu-
strates with examples from Poland and Slovenia. The confluence of
technological advances and increased leisure time in the twentieth
century (not to mention the concentration of effort within the ussr
on creating “proletarian culture”) also meant that cultural participa-
tion burgeoned, and this included engagements with ancient Greek
and Roman antiquity. The classics (broadly defined) were therefore
accessible for the first time to mass audiences and mass readerships,
where before they were largely limited, by education and means of
access, to wealthy elites, who had nurtured them in the imperial
European tradition of the ancien régime. The classics may not have
entirely lost their former class connotations, even if the franchise
was dramatically expanded.

The international workshop in which the following articles were
initially presented as papers was held online in October 2021. Hosted
by the School of Classics, University of St. Andrews, and sponsored
by the Classical Reception Studies Network, it aimed to explore fur-
ther the conflicted and complex relationship between classics and
communism, using the prism of the ambiguous or polysemic con-
cept of proletarianism. What, after all, is “a proletarian classics”? We

3 Hall and Stead, A People’s History, esp. 476-495. See also Stead and Hall,
“Between the Party and the Ivory Tower,” 3-31.
4  Brave New Classics, www.bravenewclassics.info.
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invited colleagues to discuss how classical antiquity was received by
inhabitants of communist states. We asked how Soviet ideology and
cultural policy could change the experience of “classics” both inside
and beyond the Soviet Union and its satellites. Although in our call
for papers we explicitly invited colleagues with a view on classics
and communism outside of Europe, e.g., in Africa, Asia, Australasia,
South and Central America, and the us, where we know there are
interesting tales yet to be told, we did not manage on this occasion
to attract papers. We did, however, receive a range of abstracts from
people examining classical engagements in Belarus, Bulgaria, East
Germany, Ireland, Italy, Norway, Poland, Russia, Scotland, Slovenia,
and Ukraine.

PROLETARIAN LITERATURE

In 1925 Leon Trotsky argued that there was “no such thing as proleta-
rian culture and [...] there never will be” His thinking was that before
the revolution, the workers would remain too oppressed to create,
and then after it, there would no longer be any proletarians because
it would be a classless world. The concept did, however, catch on. In
1935 William Empson wrote:

One might define proletarian art as the propaganda of a facto-
ry-working class which feels its interests opposed to the factory
owners; this narrow sense is perhaps what is usually meant but not
very interesting.’

He even agrees with Trotsky that “You couldn’t have proletarian lite-
rature in this sense in a successful socialist state.” But then he moves
onto an altogether more expansive sense of the term, including “such
folk-literature as is by the people, for the people, and about the people.”
Empson is non-committal on whether it has to be all three at once.
For him, the concept of proletarian literature is at once “vague” and
“somehow obvious.™ He explains that even the Bolshevik Russians
did not seem to have a single accepted definition.

Vague the term may be, but bland and unimaginative proletarian art
need not be. In the 1934 All-Union Congress of Soviet Writers, Maxim
Gorky described how socialist realism sought to have a real trans-
formative effect on the world, but it aimed to do this by myth-making:

5 Empson, Some Versions of Pastoral, 6.
6 Ibid., 17.
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Myth is invention. To invent means to extract from the sum of a
given reality its cardinal idea and embody it in imagery - that is how
we got realism. But if to the idea extracted from the given reality we
add - completing the idea, by the logic of hypothesis — the desired,
the possible, and thus supplement the image, we obtain that roman-
ticism which is at the basis of myth and is highly beneficial in that it
tends to provoke a revolutionary attitude to reality, an attitude that
changes the world in a practical way’

Immediately preceding this passage, Gorky shows the real-world
power and application of myth in classical terms:

This same folklore in our days has raised Vladimir Lenin to the level
of a mythical hero of ancient times, equal to Prometheus.

Gorky’s speech was delivered at a pivotal moment in Soviet cultural
history, the adoption of “socialist realism” in the place of the more
radical and sectarian concept of proletkult. This coincided with the
anti-fascist “Popular Front” period (1934-1939), which precipitated a
shift away from the more militant “for the worker, by the worker” model,
toward more inclusive models, including, e.g., “about the worker” and
simply “in service to the class struggle” Proletarian literature — in the
sense of what an anti-fascist writer should produce according to the
Communist International - became capacious enough to envelop
the works of Western, middle- and (more rarely) upper-class “fellow
travelers” Their attitude toward Soviet communism or the brand of
communism espoused by their national Communist Party (not always
the same) was sometimes less than enthusiastic. This said, the canon
of Soviet-endorsed Western “progressive writers” might surprise most
students of English and Modern Language Studies today. Some of the
most celebrated and popular foreign authors, while published widely
throughout the Soviet Union and its satellites, are scarcely read today
(e.g., Jack Lindsay and James Aldridge).

DISCIPLINARY MATTERS
Our two-day workshop ended with a round table in which respon-

dents Edith Hall (Durham University), Neville Morely (University of
Exeter), and the Chinese Studies specialist Gregory Lee (University

7 Gorky, “Soviet Literature,” 25.
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of St. Andrews) reflected on the workshop papers and discussed
broader matters. Given that there has been considerable scrutiny
of the discipline in recent years in terms of its associations with
imperialism, racism, misogyny, ableism, classism, it is unsurprising
that talk turned toward the state of the discipline. Far from being a
summary of that day’s discussion, the following is a reflection inspired
by our conversation. Given its formerly privileged status in modern
society, the story of classics has long been told by people for whom
the elitist narrative benefits. The study of ancient Greek and Roman
classics - so the story goes - is uniquely valuable and rigorous: the
literary classics have, after all, “stood the test of time,” and the kind of
education (largely linguistic) required to read them and the cultural
activities that surround it are therefore considered to be delivered,
conducted and consumed by an intellectual elite. This narrative has
lost considerable currency over the past century, but it is stubborn.
Since our disciplinary histories have long tended to focus on the
receptions of an elite, both within and beyond the ivory tower of
academia, the discipline and classical culture, especially literature,
have strong associations of elitism.

However, this is just one side of the story. The extent and im-
portance of the other side are still largely unknown. The projects of
recovering both working-class engagements with classics, against the
wider (and also true) narrative of exclusion, and the recovery of leftist
classics, against the received narrative (also true) of its disciplinary
and aesthetic conservatism are aligned. This was one of the aims of
Edith Hall’s and my A People’s History of Classics (2020), which told
the story of Classics “from below;” but also included many radical
classicists, who in various ways were engaged in the workers’ struggle.
Recovery is a necessary step toward exposing the underlying corrup-
tion of the existing narrative and challenging its hegemony. As Neville
Morley warned, however, in the round table, it is also the case that the
working-class and radical classicists we recover may have inadvertently
contributed to the maintenance of the cultural hegemony enjoyed by
the classics. I have considerable sympathy with this view, but I also feel
a responsibility to counter the dominant narrative, skewed as it is by
selection bias, rather than either cede the discipline and culture upon
which it is founded to the reactionary right or consign it to the flames.

Those who lived in the Soviet Union and its satellites faced a
similar dilemma in the wake of the October Revolution. Radical
factions demanded the eradication of what they saw as the bourgeois
or counterrevolutionary classical education, but pockets of resistance
held, and the discipline was protected through the actions of seve-
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ral brave figures. This is the conventional story, but it applies more
comfortably to the fate of classical philology than a Classics more
broadly conceived.

It is important to remember that the histories of both classical cul-
ture and communism in every region are different, sometimes subtly,
sometimes dramatically. When we study Western communist classics,
we tend to find excitingly countercultural radicals, using Marxist
ideas and pioneering Soviet aesthetics to challenge local convention.®
They were very often also passionate advocates for civil rights and
the kinds of freedom of expression that were denied their “Second
World” counterparts. In the ussr and the nation states forming the
Soviet bloc, for many, Marxism-Leninism was the oppressive con-
vention against which the spirited rebels yearned to defy. That said,
as we shall see, space is now emerging for more nuanced evaluations
of the debt of Marxism to the discipline. Elzbieta Olechowska put it
well when she said at the beginning of the workshop:

To date, we have focused on persecution and difficulties. The time has
come now to recognize that half a century of communism did not
result only in a spectacular economic and ideological collapse of the
practical application of communist principles, but also accelerated a
much-needed transformation of methodology and focus, resulting
in a better understanding of the ancient world.?

This step from a narrative of disciplinary decline via persecution
toward a more balanced assessment of classical culture in the age of
Marxism and Leninism opens up exciting new ground both in parts
of the world where communism was a dominant and often oppressive
ideology and where it was a countercultural and liberating force attrac-
tive to internationally minded and anti-capitalist artists and writers.

PEACE AND CULTURAL EXCHANGE

That we can now access more fully proletarian classics is surely, in
part, a result of the changing political climate. Between November
1989 and February 2022, we have enjoyed more or less free collabo-
ration across Europe and high levels of access to formerly restricted
archives. We have managed to tell our shared histories in ways that the

8  Bertolt Brecht, Isadora Duncan, Joan Littlewood, for example, were all conside-
red parents of their art form.
9  Spoken in the opening session of the workshop, October 23, 2021.
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polarizing Cold War environment precluded. The present invasion of
Ukraine by Russian forces has reminded us once more how fragile and
precious peace is. Quite apart from the tragic loss of life and terrible
living conditions of the victims of the invasion, the war has also recon-
structed all too familiar barriers which serve to separate us. The present
situation reminds us how we must fight to keep avenues of cultural
and intellectual exchange open, even when freedom of movement is
restricted. The pandemic catalyzed and quickly normalized affordable
and accessible international collaboration. Our online 2021 workshop
was an example of this. We benefited hugely from participation from
scholars across the world, including both Ukraine and Russia. These
scholars now write from very different worlds to those in which they
prepared their papers for the workshop, as do we all.

LEFT BEHIND

Another renewed urgency for the project has perhaps been provided
by the high-profile appropriation of classical culture by bigots and
fascists (including the so-called Alt-right) in the service of overtly
harmful ideas (misogyny, racism, xenophobia, classism). Nevertheless,
away from the extremes (and as briefly discussed above), the busi-
ness-as-usual model of “Classics,” complete with its associations with
reactionary politics and elitism, continues quietly to shore up social
division and intensify the privilege of the powerful and wealthy, in the
UK and the us atleast.” This background fuels several of the following
explorations of classics and communism. When the discipline seems
poisonous enough to elicit calls from within to be “burned down,”
we might profitably look to ways in which the same cultural entities
(ancient Greece and Rome) have been dealt with and harnessed in
other times and cultural contexts by “progressives” (both radical
and less so). It is worth noting that these “progressive” appropria-
tions may, at times, be just as harmful, repulsive, mind-numbing,
or misinformed as their reactionary counterparts. The difference is
that we have simply not focused on this side of our intellectual and
cultural history while we have happily plumbed the depths of our
rightist history. A rigorous “both/and” approach is required. The
history of fascist Italy and Germany, for example, has been recently

10 For contemporary rightist and racist abuses of classical antiquity see, e.g. Dozier,
PHAROS. See also Zuckerberg, Not All Dead White Men, for misogynist abuses
of classics by the contemporary us right.
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well addressed by scholars,” but explicitly anti-fascist, anti-capitalist,
or “red” classics are comparatively underexplored.

One of the aims of the workshop was then to help recover the
contribution of leftist thought (especially Marxism-Leninism) to
our conception of the classical. The international, if not quite global,
focus of our discussion, as well as the provocation and flexibility of
the term “proletarian,” has enabled us to access this “other side” of
classics. We are very much at the beginning of this project, but the
present issue of Clotho constitutes a significant step forward in our
assembly of case studies illuminating twentieth-century non-elite
and anti-capitalist classics.

THE ESSAYS

The articles that follow are unified by their rich interdisciplinarity
and showcase a broad range of methods and approaches to the sub-
ject of “proletarian classics.” Ancient historians rub shoulders with
literary and reception scholars. The receptions engaged with here
range across the intersecting fields of the history of scholarship, the
history of the book, theater studies, comic book studies, political
theory, cultural studies, and, of course, classical studies. The issue
also presents two summarized and translated interviews with scholars
whose careers were to different degrees and in different ways framed
by the communist era in which they studied and their careers were,
for the most part, conducted. The issue is illustrated by a photo essay
depicting a visit to Greece by Slovenian students in 1958, which has
been preserved and presented by one of the photographers herself,
Ksenija Rozman.

The first essay introduces readers to the presentation of the classical
world within a Workers” Encyclopedia, Arbeidernes leksikon, produced
between 1931 and 1936 by intellectuals aligned to the Communist Party
of Norway (NkP). Eivind Seland analyses the revolutionary classical
education condensed into the entries of this encyclopedia, with a par-
ticular focus on historical narrative. Unlike contemporary reference
works, this Marxist encyclopedia provided an ancient history based on
the concept of class struggle. It presents proletarian heroes, such as the
Gracchi and Spartacus, in largely positive terms, while ancient “class
consciousness” is shown to have been suppressed by the delivery of

11 See, for example, Han Lamers and Bettina Reitz-Joosse, Fascist Latin Texts,
available online; and for twentieth-century fascism and classics, see Roche and
Demetriou, Brill’s Companion to the Classics, Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany.
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entertainments, economic sops, and a cross-class dependence on slave
labor. Working-class solidarity is emphasized and promoted throughout.
Every opportunity to prove the validity of Marxist analysis is taken.
Seland shows how the emphases placed on social injustice, poverty,
gender, ethnicity, slavery, and imperialism in the 1930s encyclopedia
foreshadow scholarly preoccupations, which would only be taken up
in earnest by Western historiography in the 1970s.

In the second article, Vittorio Saldutti focuses on the reception
of Athenian democracy in the Soviet Union. His main subject is the
German Professor of Ancient History and communist political leader
Arthur Rosenberg (1889-1943), who was the first publicly to compare
ancient Athenian democracy to contemporary German and Russian
councils. In his hands and later those of the Dutch revolutionary An-
ton Pannekoek, Athenian democracy becomes a benchmark of true,
uncorrupted democracy, as opposed to bourgeois democracy and later
the “democracy” experienced in the Soviet system.

Our third article heralds a section of three essays on the reception
of Spartacus. This cluster of independent studies on the commu-
nistic image of the Thracian slave leader across different times and
places is helpful in that it effectively explodes the myth of Comin-
tern monoculture, based on the idea that communist-controlled
constituencies followed a dogmatic cultural policy formulated in
Moscow. While the dogmatism and presence of centralist cultural
policy are undeniable, their eventual manifestation was almost as
kaleidoscopic and various as the people involved in its creation and
the social contexts in which they created them. As we shall see,
several strong common aesthetic, thematic and ideological features
unify them, but there is also space for significant divergence and
individuality concerning creative approach, medium, and even
content. The representation of Spartacus in the public sphere is a
vast subject, and the three essays here illustrate well the diversity
of communistic receptions across time.

While actively engaged in military service in defense of Ukraine,
Oleksii Rudenko heroically managed to complete his research on
early Soviet performance receptions of Spartacus in Kyiv in the latter
part of 2022. As his essay explains, Tiberius Gracchus, Marcus Junius
Brutus, and Spartacus were the only ancient historical figures to be
included in a list compiled by Lenin in 1918 of subjects of “monumental
propaganda.” In practice, Spartacus was the only figure of the three to
be welcomed wholeheartedly into the Bolshevik parade of heroes. The
Italian writer Raffaelo Giovagnoli’s 1874 novel Spartaco was translated
into Russian in 1881. It became a key source for Soviet receptions of
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Spartacus. Rudenko traces the extent of the influence of this Italian
mediation as he analyzes the theatrical receptions of Spartacus written
by Vladimir Mazurkevich (1920) and Vladimir Volkenstein (1921). He
also investigates the presentation of Spartacus in early Soviet mass
performances. These were colossal audience participatory events,
with vast casts and often performed out of doors and comprising pa-
geant-like processions of revolutionary heroes. Such processions would
frequently be peopled by Spartacus and his slave army. Rudenko tracks
these early Soviet representations onto contemporary Soviet historio-
graphy and, where possible, government policy. Contemporary reviews
of performances in a thriving genre of Soviet theatrical criticism are
addressed to reveal a fast-changing and energetic engagement with
what became, in this revolutionary moment, an extremely familiar
and popular feature of Roman antiquity.

Miryana Dimitrova’s essay on the reception of Spartacus by Bul-
garian comic creators from 1979-1983 further explores the extraordi-
nary popularity of the tale of Spartacus. She highlights the (perhaps
surprising) diversity of the slave hero’s representation within the Soviet
bloc through an in-depth discussion of his unique Bulgarian reception,
which includes an enthusiastic adoption of a conjecture by a German
philologist in 1955, which transformed Spartacus’ origin story. Instead
of hailing from an indistinctly “nomadic” Thracian tribe, Spartacus
becomes a member of the “Maidi” tribe and, therefore, from a region
in southern Bulgaria. Dimitrova thus shows a Bulgarian nationalistic
reception of the Soviet hero. Her analysis brings Spartacus’ reception
up to the post-Soviet present day, which enables her to demonstrate
the ideological malleability of the slave leader, stemming - as she
persuasively argues - directly from the lack of concrete evidence
about Spartacus’ life before Batiatus’ gladiator camp.

We complete our Spartacist hat-trick by turning back in time and
to Ultima Thule (specifically Caledonia), with an article by Scott Lyall,
a Scottish literature specialist, who explores how Spartacus’ slave
army was envisaged by James Leslie Mitchell (alias Lewis Grassic
Gibbon, 1901-1935), a radical Scottish leftist and working-class au-
thor. Mitchell’s pen gave Scotland one of its most celebrated modern
classics, the trilogy A Scots Quair (1932-1934), the opening book of
which, Sunset Song (1932), is the most well-known. It would be tele-
vised in 1971 and adapted into a film in 2015. In 1933, at the height of
his creative powers, Mitchell wrote Spartacus, a novel based on the
Third Servile War, 73-71 BC. As well as presenting the first in-depth
analysis of this novel’s relationship with its classical sources, Lyall’s
essay presents Mitchell’s distinctive blend of utopian pessimism and
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atavistic progressivism with admirable clarity and nuance. Spartacus
radically focuses the narrative exclusively on the enslaved, leaving
“the masters” (the Romans) all but uncharacterized. They become
the faceless mass. Mitchell’s creative process of self-professedly
propagandistic myth-making from historical sources feeds into his
broader reflection on what a revolutionary anti-capitalist writer in
the 1930s should do. It is interesting to note that Mitchell seems to
have come to a similar conclusion to his contemporary communist
historical novelist, Jack Lindsay (1900-1990), who in 1937 advocated
for a similarly propagandistic historical mode in an American com-
munist monthly, New Masses.™

In a letter to the Scottish author Naomi Mitchison, now held in
the National Library Scotland, Mitchell wrote:

For years I've wanted to write the story of Spartacus and the Gladiator
chaps. This year I did it. And all the while I wrote - and even while I
corrected the proofs — I was scared that the next issue of [Jonathan]
Cape’s Now and Then would tell me that Naomi Mitchison had done
the same. It seemed impossible she could keep off the subject for
long - it was so essentially hers.»

Naomi Mitchison (1897-1999) never did write a Spartacus, but - as
the following essay by Barbara Goff shows - the Scottish writer and
activist did on several occasions contemplate revolution in antiquity
in her historical fiction. Mitchison’s classical writings stretch the
bounds of “proletarian classics” in exciting ways. She came from
a prominent aristocratic Scottish family but worked tirelessly on
the left of the parliamentary Labour Party Uk, then committed to
gradualist reform rather than revolution. As Goff demonstrates,
Mitchison used antiquity as a site of experimentation with forms
of political and social radicalism. While the novels discussed in the
essay tended to sell well and - as evidenced by Mitchell’s fan mail,
cited above - enjoyed an enthusiastic following among readers on
the left, Goff asserts that “in terms of long-term popular or critical
success they have not been favored,” but they do, she continues “fail
in interesting ways.”

12 Fora discussion of Lindsay’s historical fiction based on his Brief Light (1939) see
Stead, “Class Struggle in Catullan Rome.”

13 Letter from James Leslie Mitchell to Naomi Mitchison, dated “Tuesday”
[August? 1933]. National Library Scotland: Papers of Naomi Mitchison and her
family. Acc. 5885.3.
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Failure is a concept infrequently discussed in Classical Recep-
tion Studies.™ It is, however, something with which those of us who
study the work of radical leftist writers, artists, and scholars on the
western side of the Iron Curtain - i.e., in the uniquely polarizing
context of the Cold War and its anti-communist aftermath - are all
too familiar. History is often kinder to authors and artists than the
days in which they lived. Mitchison is currently enjoying something
of a renaissance, with the reprinting of her novels and the imminent
release of Edinburgh University Press’s Naomi Mitchison: A Writer
in Time, the first scholarly volume on her as a writer.”

Goff’s discussion of Mitchison’s ancient revolutions exposes the
author’s fascination not only with female emancipation but also myth
and ritual, influenced by the kinds of anthropology in vogue at the
time performed by James George Frazer and those scholars associated
with the “Cambridge Ritualists” label. Both cultural anthropology
and “failure” feature prominently in Claudio Sansone’s essay on Pier
Paolo Pasolini, Aeschylus’ Oresteia, and the “irrational.” He traces the
Italian writer and filmmaker’s relationship with Aeschylus’ tragedies,
exploring Pasolini’s attempt “to excavate patterns of ideological re-
sistance” in them. It was not so much in critical accolades that Sansone
deems Pasolini to have failed, but in his ultimate disappointment with
his own notion that the irrational in Greek tragedy had revolutionary
potential. Pasolini’s attempt to turn the classical to political ends is
shown to have been frustrated. The study ranges across different kinds
of evidence: archival, play scripts, translator’s notes, published essays,
a posthumously published novel, and an unfinished study for a film.
From this collage of sources, we witness the struggle of the Italian
artist to make engaged versions of the classical. His classicism and
radical politics appear held in an antithetical conflict from which no
synthesis would ultimately be found. The Cambridge Ritualists, E. R.
Dodds (esp. The Greeks and the Irrational, 1951), Antonio Gramsci, and
the communist professor of Greek at Birmingham, George Thomson
(esp. Aeschylus and Athens, 1941), are identified as key sources for Pa-
solini’s shifting conception of the revolutionary irrational. Ultimately,
Sansone offers the study of Pasolini’s frustration as a cautionary tale,
advising against reading revolutionary content into “elite products of

14 In 2019 Rosa Andujar and Daniel Orrells (Kings College, London) called for
papers on negatively received theatrical receptions of antiquity for a Society for
Classical Studies conference entitled “Problems in Performance: Failure and
Classical Reception Studies.”

15 Purdon, Naomi Mitchison: A Writer in Time.
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past literary history,” which might themselves be antithetical to such
readings.

Also focused on the reception of Greek tragedy is Natasha Re-
moundou’s article, which primarily takes on Sophocles’ Antigone
in the hands of the Irish poet, writer, and playwright Aidan Carl
Mathews (b. 1956), staged at the Project Arts Centre in Dublin in 1984
- abusy year for Antigone in Irish theaters.' She opens, however, with
a discussion of an earlier Irish reception of Antigone in the anonymous
poem “The Prison Graves.” The poem, which appears to date to March
1918, takes a recent production of Antigone at the Abbey Theatre as a
contemporary hook on which to hang a politically motivated elegy to
the executed Irish diplomatist turned anti-colonial rebel, Roger Case-
ment (1864-1916), whose remains, first buried in Pentonville Prison,
were reinterred in a Dublin cemetery as late as 1965. The anonymous
poet uses the grief of Antigone to express their own at the death and
lack of proper burial of Casement, but also (and quite strangely) uses
a topical allusion to the recent interment of an executed murderer in
the grounds of the prison to demonstrate the relevance of both the
ancient play and the poem’s subject. An elaborate publicity stunt? But
Mathews’” The Antigone (1984) is the main subject of Remoundou’s
posthuman lens. It may be conceived as a proletarian classic as it of-
fers a radically class-conscious interpretation of the tragedy. Set in a
dystopian, post-nuclear, militarized, surveillance state where atrocities
and violence have become normalized. The Polynices character (Poly)
has been spirited away and suffers a Stalinesque damnatio memoriae.
Antigone’s bleak struggle is never ending and apparently hopeless:
tragedy and history repeat themselves indefinitely. The essay intro-
duces readers to two underexplored and hard-to-access receptions of
Sophocles’ tragedy.

The final two essays move us away from tragedy and Western
leftist receptions of classical antiquity and into the realm of the disci-
plinary history. On the Eastern side of the Iron Curtain, we observe
the impact of Marxism-Leninism on the activity of classicists in the
Federal People’s Republic of Yugoslavia and the Polish People’s Repu-
blic. David Movrin presents an exciting archival find in the recently
rediscovered personal papers of the doyen of Slovenian classicists in
the postwar period, Anton Sovre (1885-1963). Unlike several other
Slovenian classicists, Sovre was not considered a threat by the com-

16  See, e.g., Macintosh, “Irish Antigone and burying the dead”; Torrance, “Post-
-Ceasefire Antigones and Northern Ireland.” Full bibliography in Remoundou’s
article.
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munist authorities. It was to him that the job of preparing a document
on the future of classical philology for the Third Yugoslav Five-Year
Plan fell. Movrin shows how Sovre attempted to use the document to
counter the suspicions Party officials had about the discipline, which
had a bourgeois reputation and was thus frequently scapegoated.
Movrin’s analysis of this fascinating document reveals not only what
Sovre wrote but also uses his knowledge of the unique social context to
read between its lines since Sovre was not untouched by the brutality of
Tito’s regime. Movrin also presents part of an interview he conducted
in early 2022 with the scholar, Kajetan Gantar (1930-2022), who was
named prominently in the 1959 document. Gantar revealed that the
document was essentially a hasty collaboration between the two men.
Movrin sets their plan for classical philology in its wider context of
seemingly pointless bureaucracy and abortive planning cycles. The
plans, however fanciful they may have been for the historical moment
in which they were produced, were — Movrin explains — slowly and
successfully put into practice over the succeeding generations.

Elzbieta Olechowska rounds off the essays, and she comes out
swinging: “For Poles, Communism has become synonymous with
Soviet domination at the end of World War 11, an ideological smoke-
screen hiding imperial aspirations inherited from czarist Russia.” In
addition to revealing and embodying a trend in the former Soviet
bloc of deeply felt anti-communism, her article reminds us that there
were few Marxists among Polish classicists following World War 11.
Those few, however, who survived the decimation of the War played
an instrumental role in maintaining the discipline and providing
an institutional space within which students and colleagues of all
ideological inclinations could learn and then ply their trade. One
such was Kazimierz Majewski (1903-1981). In spite of his communis-
tic worldview, explains Olechowska, he was not only tolerated by the
academic community but widely respected for his scholarship and the
vital role he played in organizing and contributing to the intersecting
fields of philology, ancient history, and archaeology, first in Wroclaw
and later in Warsaw.

That concludes the essays of this issue of Clotho, but not the
issue itself. There are two interviews, summarized and translated by
Olechowska, conducted by Adrian Szopa and Andrzej Gillmeister on
April 22, 2016. The first is with the Polish historian and papyrologist
Professor Ewa Wipszycka (b. 1933), whose work, especially in the history
of the Christian Church in Egypt during late antiquity, has been widely
lauded. The second is with Professor Benedetto Bravo (b. 1931), Ewa’s
husband, a historian of ancient Greece. Their interviews complement
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Olechowska’s article on Majewski well since Wipszycka and Bravo
were in the same Warsaw University as Majewski in the early stages
of their academic careers. Another interview, with Professor Ferenc
Horcher from Budapest, provides another and different window into
the region during the decades that followed.

The essays collected here represent a continuation of the Classics
and Communism project, but also the early stages of a new strand
of the project seeking to uncover, or recover, the leftist tradition of
engagements with classical antiquity both inside and outwith the
academy. Many such engagements have been suppressed or obscured
by Cold War attitudes. For the many and now well-documented
limitations and shortcomings of Soviet classical studies, applying a
Marxist lens had a dramatic impact on academia on both sides of the
Iron Curtain. Studies conducted under, or influenced by the strictures
of Marxism-Leninism were sometimes decades ahead of Western
scholarship (e.g., imperialism, slavery). It would be a mistake to suggest
that these approaches and analyses were not already developing in
Western Europe and the States, but they were undoubtedly energized
by the electricity of the revolutionary period and sustained by the (for
a time) utopian symbol of the Soviet alternative.

Beyond the academy, class-conscious and politically motivated
creative practitioners learned from public-facing studies written by
scholars with communist sympathies. The broad-rimmed and perhaps
slightly quizzical lens of “proletarian classics” will, we hope, continue
to provoke, to generate new “ways in,” and encourage new ground to
be broken by students and scholars across the globe.
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The Classical World in
a Norwegian Workers'
Encyclopedia:
Arbeidernes Leksikon
(1931-1936)

Eivind Heldaas Seland”

AN ENCYCLOPEDIA FOR THE WORKING CLASS

In 1927 the first issue of the weekly illustrated Arbeider-magasinet was
launched. Published, edited, and written by people sympathetic to the
Communist Party of Norway (NkP), the magazine was editorially inde-
pendent and aimed at the education and entertainment of the working
class.! Arbeider-magasinet became an instant commercial success. The
magazine statutes required that parts of the profits should be set aside
for cultural purposes, and it was decided that some of the proceeds
would be used for the long-desired publication of an encyclopedia
for the working class. The project was assigned to the experienced
historian, journalist, and socialist activist Jakob Friis (1883-1956), who
was soon joined by historian Trond Hegna (1898-1992). The resulting
Arbeidernes leksikon — “Workers” Encyclopedia® — appeared in six
volumes and with c. 10,000 keywords in 1931-1936.3

Few encyclopedias are written from scratch. Most projects borrow
and copy material from earlier works, with or without permission
or due credit.* Arbeidernes leksikon was explicitly inspired by “The
Great Soviet Encyclopedia” (Bolshaya sovetskaya entsiklopediya, first
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edition in 65 volumes, 1926-1947) and “The Small Soviet Encyclope-
dia” (Malaya sovetskaya entsiklopediya, ten volumes, 1928-1931).5 The
preserved editorial correspondence reveals that traditional bourgeois
Norwegian, Swedish, and German encyclopedias were, in fact, also
extensively used.® Nevertheless, it soon became clear that the project
was overwhelming. All articles had to be edited, and many of them
had to be written anew to reflect Norwegian conditions. Editorial ef-
forts to recruit qualified contributors from the labor movement were
complicated by the opposition from the Labor Party (pDNA), which at
that time still identified as Marxist, but which propagated a line of
democratic reformism, opposed to the revolutionary line of the ency-
clopedia editors and Nxp” The leading DNA newspaper, Arbeiderbladet,
called for all party members to withhold support for the project,® which
resulted in the editorial ignorance of the publication of the work and
critical review in the party press. The solution found by the editors
was to draw on Hegna’s network within the independent but com-
munist-leaning and revolutionary Marxist organization and journal
Mot Dag (“Towards dawn”), run by students and young academics,
mostly affiliated with the University of Oslo.® In 1933 the project was
formally subcontracted to the organization, Friis remaining editor
only by name.” Most articles are unsigned, but the major entries on
ancient Greece and the Roman empire were authored by the historian
and classical philologist Jorgen Fredrik Ording (1902-1987). He was a
part of the inner circle of Mot Dag, and was also responsible for many
other articles on classical history as author or editor. The question of
authorship, however, is not essential in this case, as the encyclopedia
was conceived as a collective endeavor.

In the end, all six volumes were successfully published only one
year after the original schedule, and the planned print run of 10,000
copies was sold out. The encyclopedia was generally well received
in the communist and independent labor press but reviewed briefly

5 Friis and Hegna, Arbeidernes leksikon, vol 1., preface.

6 Correspondence to [Ole Christian] Gundersen, March 3, 1933, ARK1719 Mot
Dag, box p-0002, folder “diverse,” Arbeiderbevegelsens arkiv og bibliotek, Oslo;
Report from meeting on how to speed up the publication process of Arbeidernes
leksikon, January 7, 1933. ARK1536 Trond Hegna, box p-Lo024, folder “diverse
korrespondanse, Arbeidernes leksikon,” Arbeiderbevegelsens arkiv og bibliotek,
Oslo.

7 Bull, Mot Dag og Erling Falk, 219.

8  Arbeiderbladet, “Et arbeidernes leksikon.”

9  Bull, Mot Dag og Erling Falk, 219.

10 Ibid.; Friis, Bevegelsen Og Milet, 165-66.
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and negatively in bNa-affiliated newspapers and in Christian, central
and right-affiliated publications. Both chief editors and several key
contributors joined or re-joined bNa when Mot Dag was reconciled
with the party in 1936 and later became prominent members of the
democratic labor movement in Norway, which abandoned its Marxist
orientation after World War 11. The Communist Party became gra-
dually marginalized in the labor movement and lost popular support
after 1948. Thus, there was little demand for new editions of the
revolutionary encyclopedia. It was only in the connection with the
publication of a new, although not explicitly political, encyclopedia
published by the labor movement publishing house Tiden in 1975,
that the project was rehabilitated, and its pioneering effort in ad-
vancing working-class identity was recognized.” The only reprint is
amuch-abridged version published by the (then) socialist publishing
house Pax in 1978.

RESEARCH HISTORY, SOURCES, NARRATIVE THEORY

Some correspondence and other records from the project are pre-
served in the archives of Friis, Hegna, and Mot Dag in the Labor
Movement Archives and Library (Arbeiderbevegelsens arkiv og
bibliotek) in Oslo.”” The Norwegian National Library has digitized
most of the newspapers from the period. These contain advertise-
ments, opinion pieces, and reviews about the project. Arbeidernes
leksikon is barely mentioned in the relevant volumes of the official
history of the Norwegian labor movement® and figures only in
short passages in the memoirs and biographies of the key figures
involved in the project. Only limited academic scholarship has been
undertaken about it. Kjell-Olav Hovde’s Ma thesis on the represen-
tation of the history of literature in the work highlights the inbuilt
tension of the encyclopedia between establishing a working-class
counterculture while at the same time educating its readership in
theoretical Marxism.” As we shall see, this duality is also present in
the representation of classical antiquity, although arguably to a lesser
degree. In the illustrated volume accompanying a 2012 exhibition
on the history of encyclopedias in the Norwegian National Library,

11 Gerhardsen, Hojdahl and Sannes, Tidens Leksikon, vol. 1, preface.
12 ARK 1065, ARK 1140, ARK 1536, ARK 1719.

13 Pryser, Klassen og nasjonen; Maurseth, Gjennom kriser til makt.
14 Bull, Mot Dag og Erling Falk; Friis, Bevegelsen Og Malet.

15 Hovde, “Arbeidernes Leksikons litteraturhistorie for fremtiden.”
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Arbeidernes leksikon figures as a prominent example in the chapter
devoted to “Knowledge and ideology.*®

This article will focus on the reception and representation of the
classical past in the encyclopedia. In Norway, as elsewhere, classical
education long remained the preserve of male members of the upper
classes. Mandatory Latin was removed from the curriculum in Norway
with the introduction of three-year gymnasia in 1869. Nevertheless,
it remained popular, with ca. one-third of the students still majoring
in the language in the period when Arbeidernes leksikon appeared.”
History, however, was an essential subject in primary and secondary
schools, and despite the emphasis on Norwegian and Bible history,
children with the working-class background would have had some
exposure to classical history after graduating from the mandatory
seven-year public school system. This was even more the case for aca-
demically successful students who progressed through the selective
two-plus-three years of middle school and gymnasium education. The
explicit aim of Arbeidernes leksikon, stated in the preface to the first
volume, was to prepare the working class for their historical mission:
to assume power. What need would future rulers have for ancient
history? Quite a bit, as it turns out.

Since the so-called linguistic turn of the 1970s, historians have
been increasingly conscious that their activity intrinsically entails the
construction of narratives.® On a general level, Philippe Carrard, in
his study of the French nouvelle historie movement of the twentieth
century, demonstrated that this applies to all historical texts, even
those that explicitly reject a narrative approach.>® New History, with
an emphasis on description and structure, emerged partly in reaction
to Marxist historiography,” which does have an explicit narrative of
historical development at its core. Nevertheless, New History’s insistence
on structure over narrative is an interesting parallel to encyclopedias,
with their alphabetical organization and claim to comprehensiveness
and factuality. For Carrard, the hidden narratives of historical texts
may be investigated through what he calls “the poetics of history:” the

16 Bergetal., All verdens kunnskap.

17 Statistics Norway, Graduates of general secondary schools, upper stage, available
online.

18  Friis and Hegna, Arbeidernes leksikon, vol. 1, preface.

19 See Veyne, Comment on écrit I’histoire; White, Metahistory: The Historical Ima-
gination in Nineteenth-Century Europe; Lowenthal, The Past Is a Foreign Coun-
try.

20 See Carrard, Poetics of the New History.

21 Carrard, Poetics, 43.
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rules and conventions that historians adhere to in their writing. What
poetics of history may be found in a Marxist encyclopedia? Paul Veyne
has operationalized the study of historical narratives by pointing out
how they consist of events organized into a plot.* There is clearly a
plot of history in Arbeidernes leksikon, but how is it constituted? Jérn
Riisen throws out a more fine-meshed net by distinguishing four types
of historical narratives: the traditional, the exemplary, the critical, and
the genetical.” For Riisen, these regulate our sense of time along three
axes: memory, continuity, and identity. Below, these three approaches are
rolled out on selected articles about classical history from Arbeidernes
leksikon. This will demonstrate the ways different kinds of historical
narratives defined by Riisen are used by the authors and editors of that
work to organize events in a series of historical plots according to Veyne.
These are then combined into a coherent overarching metahistory as
established by Carrard.

THE GLORY THAT WAS GREECE

Riisen’s “traditional narrative” constitutes historical memory by
describing the “origins constituting present forms of life.” It highlights
continuity by arguing that these have permanence and establishes
identity by “affirming pre-given patterns of self-understanding.”*
Such narratives, frequently idealizing, have been influential in classical
studies and remain common, particularly within popular culture.
Examples would include descriptions of ancient Greece as the starting
point of traditions of philosophy, political thought, art, and literature
that continue through history and still serve to identify some people
and specific cultural traits as “Western” even today. As expected
from an explicitly revolutionary work, the traditional narrative is
not dominant in Arbeidernes leksikon. Nevertheless, examples may
be found, for instance, in the sizable parts of the article on Greek
history describing literature, language, art, and architecture® and in
the many short, unsigned articles on ancient biography, mythology,
monuments, and geography. These accounts are brief but generally
positive, highlighting Greek culture’s innovative, unique, and las-
ting qualities. That ancient Greek temples, sculptures, and works of
literature are considered relevant and vital to a Norwegian working-

22 See Veyne, Comment on écrit I’ histoire.

23 Risen, History, 1-19.

24 Riisen, History, 12.

25 J.E. Ording, “Hellas,” in Friis and Hegna, Arbeidernes leksikon, vol. 3, 835-841.
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-class audience of the twentieth century shows that the editors of
Arbeidernes leksikon considered knowledge, education, and culture
valuable, independently of the revolutionary cause. The Marxist per-
spective is still visible, for instance, in emphasis on artisans and skill
over artists and individual genius and Greek culture as a collective
enterprise.”® Thus the twentieth-century working class is included in
the traditional narrative of ancient Greece; it also becomes part of
their heritage and identity.

ELITE OPPORTUNISTS AND A PROLETARIAN HERO

More critical and generally less positive in their evaluation of the
classical world are the many “exemplary narratives.” For Riisen,
exemplary narrative gives cases that exemplify the application of
general rules of conduct. They demonstrate the validity of such
rules across time and serve the purpose of identity building by
generalizing historical experience to such rules of conduct.” Such
narratives are found in biographical articles on Greek and Roman
rebel leaders and rulers. A point in the case is the articles on the
Gracchi brothers,?® who spearheaded attempts at agricultural and
political reform in the Roman Republic of the second century Bc.
The grievances addressed by the two reformers are seen as caused by
social injustice grounded in the relations of production. The focus is
on the existence of a large group of propertyless and destitute citizens
living in dependence on smaller aristocracy with large, slave-run
landholdings. While the social problems were real, Tiberius and
Gaius Gracchus are not seen as true champions of the people in
Arbeidernes leksikon, but as members of a new and ascending elite
using the ordinary people to promote their individual and group
interests. This contrasts with the gladiator Spartacus, who led an
influential slave uprising in southern Italy from 73-71 BC. Spartacus
is perceived as a true revolutionary whose project failed due to the
lack of class consciousness among the rebelling slaves, who were
more interested in looting or running away than in effecting revo-
lutionary change.” Biographical articles on ancient rulers are brief
but also exemplify Marxist historical theory. Caesar and Augustus

26 E.g., Ording, “Hellas,” 826.

27 Riisen, History, 12.

28 Ording, “Graccherne,” in Friis and Hegna, Arbeidernes leksikon, vol. 3, 513-515;
Ording, “Romerriket,” ibid., vol. 3, 123-124.

29 Ording, “Romerriket,” 125-126; Friis and Hegna, “Spartacus,” ibid., vol. 3, 478.
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are, for instance, seen as driven by personal ambition but acting as
the champions of a business- and slaveowner aristocracy locked in a
power struggle with the traditional senatorial elite. The Roman people
were diverted from their genuine class interest through entertainment,
economic support, and access to slave labor.*®

The exemplary narrative in these articles is that class struggle is
a constant in history. The ancient protagonists might be driven by
personal ambition and patriarchal concern for the welfare of the
people. However, the conflicts that bring them to the head of history
for a brief time are brought about by structural tensions between
new and old elites and between these elites, the free poor, and the
large slave population. The constancy of class struggle throughout
history demonstrated in these accounts confirms the validity of
Marxist doctrine, and the failure of ancient revolts to turn into real
revolutions due to a lack of class consciousness is a reminder of the
importance of class solidarity to present-day workers.

IN THE SHADOW OF THE ACROPOLIS

Critical narratives, also called “anti-stories” by Riisen, challenge
the origin stories and notions of continuity voiced in traditional
narratives and create an identity through the rejection of tradition.”
These are common in Arbeidernes leksikon, as the premise of Marxist
theory is that past (ancient and medieval) and current (capitalist)
modes of production were based on exploitation. Following that
view, a radical break from the past was imminent and inevitable.
Again they may be exemplified through the extensive article on
ancient Greece, which contains detailed discussions of Athens
and Sparta.?> While the radical nature of Athenian democracy in
the context of the ancient world is underlined, it also stresses how
the system excluded women, discriminated against foreigners and
descendants of mixed marriages, and rested on the exploitation of
slave labor. This caused widespread unemployment among the free
poor, who became dependent on state handouts, paid military ser-
vice, and imperial expansionism. It is also emphasized how a small
elite dominated the formally quite open system due to the wealth,
education, and rhetorical training required to take an active part

30 Friis and Hegna, “Augustus,” ibid., vol. 1, 428; “Cesar,” vol 2, 122-123; Ording,
“Romerriket,” 127-129.

31 Riisen, History, 12, 14.

32 Ording, “Hellas,” 818-828.
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in democratic processes. Sparta is described as a “democracy for
the ruling classes” with strong egalitarianism within the tiny elite
of male citizens. At the same time, it rested on the exploitation of
the helots, described as serfs and state slaves, and discrimination
toward the Perioeci.

Readers familiar with classical history will recognize the various
elements of these descriptions from any textbook and classical sources.
They are presented in matter-of-fact language, and the narrative is
driven by events and facts. Although laudable aspects of Greek culture
are highlighted (see “traditional narrative” above), it is nevertheless
clear to the reader that Greek freedom and democracy were not
for all but rested on privilege, colonialism, and the exploitation of
enslaved people.

UNDER THE YOKE OF ROME

The most crucial type of narrative of ancient history in Arbeidernes
leksikon is, however, Riisen’s “genetical narrative,” which relates the
memory of the “transformation of alien forms of life into proper
ones.” The most explicit example of this is probably the article on the
Roman empire, which fills no less than 21 columns or 11 pages.* As
in traditional accounts, Rome is highlighted as a point of departure
for later political, military, juridical, and religious development. But
the plot of the article (in Veyne’s sense), which serves to organize the
events and facts that are presented, is not the importance of Rome for
later history but the rise and fall of the slave mode of production seen
as characteristic of the ancient world in Marxist historiography. It
explains how agricultural land and political rights were concentrated
in aristocratic hands during the royal period and the early republic,
leading to reliance on slave labor and the formation of a propertyless
urban proletariat. The resulting tension was relieved by imperialism
and government handouts. Imperialism led to the formation of new
commercial elites, bringing about the end of the republic and the
establishment of the principate. The concentration of capital in elite
hands and the lack of new areas to colonize led to the civil wars of
the third century. They were described as a revolutionary movement
spearheaded by the soldiers, which failed to lead to social reform.
They ended in a military and religious dictatorship, reinforcing
economic stagnancy and decline, ultimately leading to the downfall
of the Western empire.

33 Ording, “Romerriket,” in Friis and Hegna, Arbeidernes leksikon, vol. 6, 115-136.
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This narrative is established by casting critical events as the
result of class struggle. The republican system was founded when
the aristocracy successfully ousted the king but remained locked
in a struggle between traditional and new elites who owed their
wealth to slavery and used poor citizens as assets in their quest
for power. The struggle of the orders, slave rebellions, social and
civil wars, imperialism, populares, the collapse of republican
institutions, and the establishment of hereditary rule all fit in.
Important actors, whether the Gracchi, Catiline, Cicero, or Cae-
sar, become figureheads of class interest, frequently motivated by
personal ambition. On the one hand, the argument is circular;
on the other, theory and history mutually reinforce the plot. In
this manner, 1200 years of history and one of the largest empires
of the premodern world become proof of concept for Marxist
historical doctrine.

EVENTS, PLOT, POETICS

Zooming out from the specific narratives in the articles discussed
above, the genetic narrative of the Roman Empire also exemplifies
the grander historical narrative of Arbeidernes leksikon, constituted
by hundreds of short and a handful of longer articles relating various
aspects of history. History becomes a stream of repression, exploi-
tation, and imperialism, provoking rebellions and revolutions that
are often either unsuccessful or otherwise co-opted by elite agents
and interests. This allows us to read the alphabetically organized,
factual, and mostly jargon-free encyclopedic accounts as parts of
a larger plot.

While the articles on ancient Greece and the Roman empire
contain historical narratives aligned with Marxist historical theory,
the many shorter articles need to be read in context to grasp the
overarching narrative. Carrard’s concept of “poetics of history,”
the rules and conventions that historians adhere to in their texts,
might help exemplify how this was done in Arbeidernes leksikon.
On a basic level, this is visible in the (actually quite limited) use
of Marxist terminology, such as proletariat, class, exploitation,
revolution, or mode of production, and the conscious selection of
topics and assignment of space. Thus Aristonicos, the leader of a
rebellion mobilizing slaves and the poor against Roman rule in
Pergamon 133-129 BC, gets a full page that includes bibliographic
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references. In contrast, Aristides, the great Athenian statesman, gets
a mere ten lines.>*

On a more sophisticated level, Carrard divides historical texts
that have no overt narrative structure into the categories of “descrip-
tions” and “metahistories.” Descriptions are texts that ask not “what
happened” but rather “what were things like.”® Thus, they lack the
events that propel the plot in Veyne’s approach to narrative history.
This seems to be an apt parallel for an encyclopedic approach to
history, which, although it contains many events, fails to organize
these into a plot explicitly. Carrard finds two narrative structures
even in descriptive texts, the “tour” and “the map.”™ Arguably Arbei-
dernes leksikon makes use of both. The map consists of many small
descriptions of historical conditions and processes, all playing out
according to the same set of rules (e.g., slave mode of production, class
struggle), and thus all situated within the same historical landscape.
The tours are constituted by cross-references between articles that
connect short factual articles with each other and the longer narrative
accounts of ancient Greece and the Roman Empire. The article on
Aristonicos, for instance, refers to the Gracchi. That article, in turn,
references the article on the Roman empire. Carrard’s “metahistories”
are texts that engage with prior works and discuss already existing
information in light of these® Arbeidernes leksikon contains only a
few explicit references to other texts. However, given that the whole
project depends on bringing history in line with Marxist historical
thought, there is a specific metahistorical dimension. At times this
becomes overt, for instance, in the article on ancient Greece, which
enters the modernist-primitivist debate on the nature of the ancient
economy on the modernist side? The article on the Roman empire
polemicizes against explanations for the decline of Rome that were
popular at the time: racial degeneration and excessive luxury, and
argues that declining economic productivity and the inability to re-
form caused the downfall of the Western empire.*° The descriptions
and the metahistorical aspects of Arbeidernes leksikon contribute to
the more common and familiar narrative of historical stages.* Here

34 Friis and Hegna, Arbeidernes leksikon, vol. 1, 366-368.
35 Carrard, Poetics, 37-47.

36 Carrard, Poetics, 38.

37 Carrard, Poetics, 38.

38 Carrard, Poetics, 41.

39 Ording, “Hellas.”

40 Ording, “Romerriket.”

41 Carrard, Poetics, 47-54.
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classical antiquity is just the first main stage in a development that has
led to the capitalist world of the twentieth century, to a communist
revolution in the Soviet Union, and that will also necessarily lead to
a revolution in Norway and other industrial countries shortly.

THE CLASSICAL WORLD IN ARBEIDERNES LEKSIKON

There is no doubt that history is vital in Arbeidernes leksikon. While
the emphasis is on contemporary and recent history, as well as the
history of the socialist movement, premodern history, including the
classical world, received broad coverage. The encyclopedia was expli-
citly Marxist and revolutionary, and history constituted evidence that
Marxist analysis was valid. On a general level, Carrard’s and Veyne’s
approaches to historical narration shed light on how this story was
told consistently within the restraint imposed by the encyclopedic
genre’s requirement of brevity, factuality, alphabetization, and the
multitude of non-historical content. On a more specific level, however,
Riisen’s typology of historical narratives shows that this was not the
only story told of the classical past.

On the one hand, ancient history and classical heritage are
represented as subjects of independent, even eternal significance,
as typical in traditional historical works and encyclopedias of the
period. This may be ascribed to ambitions to educate the working-
-class audience that the encyclopedia was written for, as well as to
create a work that was an alternative to mainstream encyclopedias
in terms of comprehensiveness. On the other hand, social injustice,
poverty, discrimination toward women and foreigners, imperialism,
and reliance on slave labor are characteristic of the ancient world. In
this, the encyclopedia foretells topics that, although well-attested and
known, only entered mainstream Western historiography in earnest
in the 1970s. A third program, even if less overt, may also be discerned:
The emphasis on revolutionary leaders, popular rebellions, and the
hard work, skill, and industriousness of ancient slaves, artisans, and
workers not only serves to establish historical consciousness but also
indirectly credits the working class with the glory that was Greece
and the grandeur that was Rome, thus appropriating the traditionally
bourgeois domain of classical history for the people.
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Fig 1: The six leather-bound volumes of Arbeidernes
leksikon (1931-1936) instill the liberating value of
education and knowledge. The illustration on the back
of the volumes depicts a human climbing toward the
sunlight on a staircase built by a set of Arbeidernes
leksikon.
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ABSTRACT

The Norwegian Arbeidernes leksikon, “Workers’ Encyclopedia,” was
published in six volumes from 1931-1936. It was inspired by The Great
Soviet Encyclopedia, explicitly aimed at working-class readers, and
establishing an alternative to the hegemonic bourgeoise discourse.
The editors and many of the contributors belonged to the Communist
Party of Norway (NkP) and the independent communist intellectual
organization Mot Dag (“Towards Dawn”). This article investigates
the reception and representation of the ancient world in Arbeidernes
leksikon based on selected articles through the lens of narrative theory.
Classical education was traditionally the domain of the upper classes.
It is argued that the Workers’ Encyclopedia demonstrates that reorien-
ting the reception of ancient history was considered essential both to
rewrite history according to Marxist doctrine and to establish workers’
culture as a full-fledged alternative to its bourgeoise counterpart. In
the Workers’ Encyclopedia, the classical past is celebrated not for its
empires and rulers but for the effort of the masses and their struggle
for freedom.

KEYWORDS: book history, classical reception, encyclopedias, counter-
culture, historical narratives



THE CLASSICAL WORLD IN A NORWEGIAN WORKERS" ENCYCLOPEDIA 45

Klasi¢na antika v norveski Delavski enciklopediji (1931-1936)
1ZVLECEK

Norveska Delavska enciklopedija, Arbeidernes leksikon, je med letoma
1931-1936 izsla v Sestih zvezkih. Zgledovala se je po Veliki sovjetski
enciklopediji, ki je bila izrecno namenjena bralcem iz delavskega
razreda in je predstavljala alternativo prevladujo¢emu mes¢anskemu
diskurzu. Njeni uredniki in $tevilni sodelavci so pripadali Komunis-
ti¢ni partiji Norveske (NkP) in neodvisni komunisti¢ni intelektualni
organizaciji Mot Dag (»Proti zori«). Clanek skozi prizmo teorije
pripovedi na podlagi izbranih ¢lankov raziskuje recepcijo in repre-
zentacijo anti¢nega sveta, kot ga slika Arbeidernes leksikon. Klasi¢na
izobrazba je bila tradicionalno domena visjih slojev. Clanek Delavsko
enciklopedijo predstavi kot dokaz, da je bila preusmeritev recepcije
pri anti¢ni zgodovini bistvena tako za reinterpretacijo zgodovine v
skladu z marksisti¢no doktrino kot za vzpostavitev delavske kulture kot
polnopravne alternative svoji mes¢anski vzporednici. Delavska encik-
lopedija klasi¢ne preteklosti ni vrednotila zaradi imperijev in vladarjev,
temve¢ zaradi prizadevanja mnozic in njihovega boja za svobodo.

KLJUCNE BESEDE: zgodovina knjige, klasi¢na recepcija, enciklopedije,
protikultura, zgodovinske pripovedi
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Democracy, Workers'
Councils, and Leftist
Criticism of Stalinist
Russia

Vittorio Saldutti”

INTRODUCTION:
MARXISM AND ANCIENT DEMOCRACY

“The political form at last discovered under which to work out the
economic emancipation of labor.” With these words, Karl Marx, ad-
dressing the General Council of the International precisely 150 years
ago, described the revolutionary experiment of the Paris Commune.’
The German philosopher had always been very cautious in defining the
political form of the new society that would come into being following
the seizure of power by the working class.> Even though in the years
following the establishment of Bonaparte’s government he continued
to have hopes about the political potential of universal suffrage for
the proletariat, in general, he had been silent about the future political
organization of a socialist society and increasingly suspicious of any

Universita degli Studi di Napoli “Federico 11,” Corso Umberto 1 40, 80138 Napoli,

vittorio.saldutti@unina.it.

1 Marx, “Civil War in France,” 142. This phrase was added in the third draft of
the text, with many other observations on the political nature of the Commune
lacking in the first two drafts.

2 His main task after his break with the Hegelian tradition had been the analysis

of how to obtain the “economic emancipation of labor,” but “the features of this

future order were [...] never outlined,” as Nippel says in Ancient and Modern

Democracy, 288. Hudis, in “Marx’s Concept of Socialism,” describes the general

solely economic predictions as “intimations of the future” and sketches a brief

history of their evolution through Marx’s works.
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election as a potentially revolutionary tool* The French proletarian
revolt filled that gap. In Marx’s eyes, there was a novelty in the orga-
nization of the Paris Commune of 1871 and how the communards took
decisions amid their resistance against the German army. Marx under-
lined that the revolutionary government “was formed of the municipal
councillors, chosen by universal suffrage in the various wards of the
town, responsible and revocable at short term [...] a working, not a
parliamentary body, executive and legislative at the same time” He then
went on to say that the Paris Commune “supplied the republic with
the basis of really democratic institutions.”* The revolution of 1871 thus
demonstrated that representative democracy was not a real democracy.

The impression left by the French events was so deep that it led
Marx and Engels to make their only revision to the Communist
Manifesto. In the preface to the German edition published in
1872, they wrote, “One thing especially was proved by the Com-
mune, viz., that ‘the working class cannot simply lay hold of the
ready-made state machinery, and wield it for its own purposes.”
This belief — which, as we shall see, was fundamental in the later
struggle between Bolsheviks and social democrats — was, moreover,
the starting point for further studies on the meaning and nature of
democracy, ancient and modern, which engaged Marx and Engels
in their late years.

A much-debated question is whether Marx’s reflections re-
garding the meaning of democracy influenced his opinion about
ancient democratic Athens. Indeed, he did not share a classicist
notion that saw ancient Greece and Rome as a golden age and
model for a future society, and that is also true for Athens. Even
if he recognized the outstanding achievements of Hellenic culture
and civilization, a social order economically based on slavery was
hardly suitable as a model for an exemplary society. However, it

3 Doveton, in “Marx and Engels,” 555-591, analyses the development of Marx’s
ideas regarding democracy from the warm support of his early works to a more
skeptical later vision of any kind of electoral and representative governing
system.

4 Marx, “Civil War in France,” 139-142 (my emphasis).

5  Marx and Engels, “Preface to the German Edition,” 175. The German original
runs as follows: “Namentlich hat die Kommune den Beweis geliefert, daf3, die
Arbeiterklasse nicht die fertige Staatsmaschine einfach in Besitz nehmen und
sie fiir ihre eigenen Zwecke in Bewegung setzen kann.”

6 According to Marx, in “Economic Manuscripts,” 47-48, Greek art shows that
ancient times were “the childhood of humanity” in “the most beautiful form.”
Nevertheless, he recognized the “immature social conditions” and the “imma-
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is also evident that his judgment was not limited to this general
statement. In his last years, Marx deepened his analysis of ancient
societies. After reading the works of Lewis Henry Morgan, he was
confirmed in his idea that ancient societies were initially egalitarian
and that the State was coincident with society” In this framework,
Athenian democracy was a peculiar form of communitarian
resistance, implemented by the demos, against the development
of social classes. This interpretation of ancient societies emerges
clearly from a reading of Marx’s Ethnological Notebooks, written in
1880-81. Here the philosopher traces the evolution of Greece, and
Athens in particular, from its primitive gentile institutions to the
political State. The economic evolution of Athenian society enabled
the transition from a pristine society, organized according to the
gentile origin of everyone, to a political society, where “all registered
citizens [were] free and equal”® Cleisthenes’ reforms were a crucial
moment in that progress, marking the point at which “the relations
to gens or phratry ceased to govern the duties of an Athenian as
a citizen. The coalescence of the people into bodies politic in ter-
ritorial areas [was] now complete” Only after the Roman period
did “the element of property, which [had] controlled society to a
great extent during the comparatively short period of civilization,
give mankind despotism, imperialism, monarchy, privileged classes,
and finally representative democracy”°

In Marx’s line of reasoning, slavery was in the background. Engels
brought it to the fore in the Origin of the Family, Private Property and
the State, a work inspired by the same readings as his friend. Conclu-
ding a chapter on “The Emergence of the Athenian State,” he writes,
“the class antagonism on which the social and political institutions
rested was no longer between the nobles and the common people, but
between slaves and freemen, wards and citizens.”™ Engels exonerates
the Athenian democratic system from the allegation that it had caused

ture stage of the society in which it originated.” The concept was brilliantly
summarized by Engels in “Anti-Diihring,” 168: “Without slavery, no Greek state,
no Greek art, and science; without slavery, no Roman Empire.”

7  This idea was first developed by Marx in Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s
Philosophy of Law, 31, where he writes, “in the states of antiquity, the political
state makes up the content of the state to the exclusion of the other spheres.”

8 Krader, Ethnological Notebooks, 214.

9 Ibid,, 215.

10 Ibid., 233 (my emphasis).

11 Engels, “Origin of the Family,” 222.
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the fall of the polis,” distinguishing economic and political struc-
tures; however, the emphasis on the first element made it prevalent
among the first generation of Marxist scholars, who were unable to
read Marx’s Notebooks, since these were only published almost a
century later.” In any case, neither Marx nor Engels explicitly stated
that ancient Athenian democracy could be a model for the future
proletarian real democracy.

During World War 1, the split inside the social democratic parties
was fought in the field of theory and politics. The red line dividing
the two political factions was the democracy they were fighting for.
Right-wing and centrist social democratic theorists such as Eduard
Bernstein and Karl Kautsky thought that the only possible democracy
was the parliamentary and representative form that existed at that
time. The main task, in their view, was to acquire universal suffrage
and win general elections to lead the society from capitalism into
socialism. On the other hand, Leftist leaders defended Marx’s ideas
about breaking up the old state machinery and establishing a new
democratic order.” In The State and Revolution, Lenin, defending
the Dutch revolutionary Anton Pannekoek against the criticism of
Kautsky, returned to the problem of the early examples of an actual
democratic regime. Writing on the eve of the October Revolution,
he prophesized: “Under socialism much of ‘primitive’ democracy
will inevitably be revived, since, for the first time in the history of
civilized society the mass of population will rise to taking an indepen-

12 Engels, “Origin of the Family,” 222: “It was not democracy that caused the down-
fall of Athens, as the European schoolmasters who fawn upon royalty would have
us believe, but slavery, which brought the labour of free citizens into contempt.”

13 The impact exerted by Engels’ “Origin” on early Marxist studies of the ancient
world is well testified by its reception among scholars such as Franz Mehring and
Karl Kautsky. Mehring cited Engels as an undisputed authority in his pamphlet
“Uber den historischen Materialismus,” 289-343, and Kautsky used the study
in his description of class struggle in antiquity in many of his historical works.
Cf. Kloft, “Karl Kautsky,” 311-331.

14 I must emphasize the adverb “explicitly,” since many scholars have argued that
ancient Athens was an implicit model for Marx and Engels’ idea of democracy.
Among classicists, Marcaccini, in Atene Sovietica, 49, and briefly in “What
Has Marxism,” 353, has elaborated on this conclusion; while among experts on
Marxist thought, Hunt, in Political Ideas, 82 (taken up by Femia, Marxism and
Democracy, 75-76), and McCarthy, in “Praise of Classical Democracy,” the latter
in the context of Marx’s so-called “humanism,” suggest this possible source of
inspiration.

15 Steenson, Karl Kautsky, 207-211, briefly summarizes the controversy.
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dent part, not only in voting and elections, but also in the everyday
administration of the State. Under socialism all will govern in turn
and will soon become accustomed to no one governing.” “Primitive
democracy” is a suggestive expression, which was, in all likelihood,
not about ancient democratic Athens.” Lenin, in the same book, wrote:
“Freedom in capitalist society always remains about the same as it
was in the ancient Greek republics: freedom for the slave-owners,”®
demonstrating a vision of ancient democracy that is anything but
positive. When talking about a “primitive democracy,” Lenin was
perhaps thinking of the Russian village communities called obshchi-
nas.® More probably, he was evoking the rudimentary and naive trade
union democracy criticized by Bernstein and Kautsky, but defended
by Lenin as a valuable tool for the governance of a socialist society.>

To recapitulate, Marx and Engels stated that direct democracy
without a division of powers was the only proper form of democracy.
However, until the Russian Revolution, no one explicitly referred to
the Athenian democratic regime - since it was based on the slave
mode of production - as a possible model for the socialist revolution.

ARTHUR ROSENBERG'S ATHENS
AS A PROLETARIAN REPUBLIC

A few years later, Arthur Rosenberg (1889-1943) was the first to do
so. A promising alumnus of Eduard Meyer, who later became his
Doktorvater and principal supporter,”” Rosenberg studied at Berlin

16 Lenin, “State and Revolution,” 492-493.

17 Marcaccini, in Atene Sovietica, 109-111, seems to be leaning toward that hypo-
thesis.

18 Lenin, “State and Revolution,” 46s.

19 Even if he could not have been aware of the then-unpublished correspondence
between Marx and Vera Zasulich on the potential revolutionary role of pea-
sant village communities, he would certainly have known of Marx and Engels’
“Preface to the Russian Edition,” 426, where, in a summary of that debate, they
wrote, “the present Russian common ownership of land may serve as the starting
point for a communist development.”

20 This possibility is suggested by the context. The expression “primitive
democracy” was coined by Beatrice and Sidney Webb in “Primitive Democracy,”
397-432, in reference to the internal organization of trade unions, and was uti-
lized by Bernstein and Kautsky with a derogatory tone. Lenin, in “What has to
be done?” 481-482, agreed with them at first.

21 Rosenberg’s problematic relationship with Meyer, who would also become his
principal opponent within German academia, has been studied by Wirsching
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University.> At first, his research was devoted to Italic and Roman
political institutions. Due to his expertise in Roman constitutional
history, he edited several substantial entries in the Pauly-Wissowa.”
Writing the entry Res publica, Rosenberg began to investigate ancient
democracy as a self-government of the people, and this would go on
to be the main topic of his later research. During the war, he decided,
like many others in his position, to adhere to the German Fatherland
Party, a conservative political organization founded by Ludendorff. As
the war was ending, his thoughts on ancient history intersected with the
events of contemporary history, and his life was redirected as a result.
The sudden collapse of the Wilhelmine regime fostered the setting
up and spread of workers’ and soldiers’ councils all over the country,
particularly in Berlin, where he lived. Rosenberg was so impressed
by the newly established governing bodies, which he thought were
similar to the organs of self-governing ancient democracies, that he
made a political U-turn. He decided to side with revolution, joining
the rank and file of the Independent Social Democratic Party (uspD),
the party most sympathetic to the idea of a workers’ state based upon
the power of councils.

In 1919 Rosenberg went a step further than Marx and Lenin con-
cerning Athens and workers’ democracy when he wrote the article
“The most ancient proletarian republic in the world.”>* The article was
published in the Freie Welt, an illustrated weekly magazine attached to
social democratic newspapers. Its editorial location, layout, phraseo-
logy, and appealing title were all directed at educating working-class
readers to perceive Athenian democracy as a helpful lesson from the
past. He argued that “Athens in [the] period of the dictatorship of the
proletariat had a constitution which conforms in its fundamental lines
to the elements characterizing the system of councils. [...] Thus, the
Athenian republic was characterized by the direct self-government of
the proletarian masses.” To demonstrate the existence of a proletarian
republic, the historian described the Athenian social and economic
organization in highly original terms compared to the well-established
Marxist reading. Its main target was the importance and role of slaves

in “Politik und Zeitgeschichte.”

22 Recent detailed biographies of Arthur Rosenberg are Riberi, Arthur Rosenberg,
and Kefller, Arthur Rosenberg. Less exhaustive is Senatore, “La vita e le opere di
Arthur Rosenberg,” 177-232. Canfora’s Comunista senza partito remains useful.

23 Imperator (9.1, 1139-1154); Imperium (9.2, 1201-1211); Ramnes, Ravenna, Regia,
Regifugium, Res publica, Rex, Rex sacrorum, Romulia, Romulus (1 A, 1137-1139;
300-305; 465-469; 469—472; 633-674; 702-721; 721-726; 1074; 1074-1104).

24 Rosenberg, “Alteste proletarier-Republik.”
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in Athenian production, which, in Rosenberg’s opinion, constituted
only “a small minority of the population, perhaps one-fourth of the
total population” Consequently, “the vast majority of productive work
was already done by free workers.” This was the premise of Rosenberg’s
peculiar history of Athenian democracy, which he argued had been led
by a bourgeois government until Ephialtes put it in the hands of the
working class. This innovative reconstruction of Athenian democratic
history caused a lively debate on the pages of the cultural insert of the
authoritative social democratic newspaper Leipziger Volkszeitung.”
The reply to Rosenberg was first entrusted to Otto Jenssen, then to the
Italian socialist historian Ettore Ciccotti. The response was consistent
with the Second International orthodox reading of Marxism, and the
controversy, therefore, took on the character of a struggle between the
old and new approaches to Marx’s texts.*

At the end of 1920, Rosenberg joined the Communist Party (kpD).
The following year, he learned from the lessons of the previous debate
and further explored his ideas about the development of Athenian
democracy in a textbook of ancient history for the workers’ university
entitled Democracy and Class Struggle in the Ancient World.” Here
he made explicit the comparison between ancient democracy and
contemporary councils:

It is possible to discover close similarities between the Athenian
constitution of the period of proletarian democracy and the politi-
cal organization developed by the Paris Commune in 1871: in both,
there were small districts from which poor people sent their delegates;
both paid civil servants a worker’s salary; both had a central authority,
wielding at the same time advisory and executive power, formed by
delegates from small districts. In addition to this, regarding the effects
that the ideas developed by the Paris Commune had on the present
Councils’ Republic in Russia, it is easy to find many analogies between
that political system and the Athenian constitution.?

Rosenberg was reading about Athenian democracy with Marx’s Civil
War in France and Lenin’s State and Revolution lying open before

25 Jenssen, “Die ‘Proletarierrepublik’ Athen”; Rosenberg, “Nochmals die Proleta-
rier-Republik”; Ciccotti, “Athen eine ‘Proletarierrepublik’?”

26 The debate has been analyzed in detail by Saldutti, “Origini di Demokratie.”

27 Rosenberg, Demokratie und Klassenkampf. Saldutti, in “Arthur Rosenberg,” has
underlined the educational framework and aims of the book.

28 Rosenberg, Demokratie und Klassenkampf, 37-38 (my translation).
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him.* He was thus led to the conclusion that “the three constitutions
[i.e., of ancient Athens, of the Paris Commune, and the Soviet Union]
rested on the same fundamental principle: the aim that the poorest
working population could self-govern as far as possible,” to such an
extent that “in Athenian society class distinctions withered away.”°
In this manner, the classicist brought his interest in ancient societies
into convergence with the goal of socialist revolution, even at the
cost of straying from the conventional social democratic reading of
ancient societies >

DEMOCRATIC ATHENS
AND THE SOVIET REGIME
IN ROSENBERG'S CRITIQUE

Rosenberg’s career progression within the Communist Party was
swift. Elected city council member in 1921, he took part in the
Congress of Jena, where he sided with the Party’s left wing, led by
Ruth Fischer. In 1924 his faction obtained the majority in the Party,
and he became a member of the central committee and then mp.
His commitment took two directions. First, he was involved in
the parliamentary committee of inquiry into the German defeat in
World War 1. This assignment significantly impacted his decision
to abandon ancient history in favor of contemporary history. Even
more important was his role as a German member of the executive
committee of the Communist International. From this vantage point,
he could see first-hand the decline of the International under Stalin.
In subsequent years he maintained his critical stance until he left
the Communist Party in 1927. Like many other left-wing communist
leaders, he saw what was happening in Russia as a decisive deviation

29 Riberi, Arthur Rosenberg, 57-58, has emphasized Rosenberg’s debt to Lenin’s
State and Revolution.

30 Rosenberg, Demokratie und Klassenkampf, 41 (my translation). Worthy of note
is that Rosenberg here uses the verb “verschwinden,” the same peculiar verb
used in the German translation of Lenin’s State and Revolution to describe the
slow disappearance of the state after the conquest of power by the revolutionary
movement.

31 The analogy between ancient Athens and contemporary politics was pursued
in other aspects as well. In Rosenberg’s description of the split within the Athe-
nian proletarian party after Pericles’ death and the consequent struggle between
Cleon and Nicias (Demokratie und Klassenkampf, 52-53), it is possible to read
between the lines an analogy of the clash between social democrats and com-
munists.
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from Marxism: degeneration from proletarian democracy to the
dictatorship of a bureaucratic clique.**

When his appointment as MP was over, Rosenberg decided to write
books on contemporary history* In 1932 Rosenberg published a History
of Bolshevism.** Here he tried to sketch the evolution of Bolshevism as a
peculiar kind of Marxism characterized by two distinctive elements. The
first was the prominent role of a centralized Party in the revolutionary
struggle. The second was Lenin’s refusal to limit the Party’s task to the
emancipation of industrial workers alone. According to Rosenberg,
“Lenin regarded social democracy as the great leader of the Russian
nation in its struggle for freedom,” and “the difference between Lenin
and all other social democrats consist[ed] in his including in his plans,
in addition to the proletariat and the middle class, the immensely
powerful class lying between them ™

This description of Bolshevik political theory owed much to the
renewed interest of Rosenberg in Marx and Aristotle, simultaneously,
in the early thirties. Several publications on the father of scientific
socialism, as well as Rosenberg’s final article in classical studies on
the meaning of democracy and dictatorship in the Politics of Aris-
totle, date to those years.”” This last article reacted to Werner Jaeger’s
salient study on the evolution of Aristotle’s thought,”® which served
as a pretext for him to return to his previous interest in ancient

32 Inhis resignation letter, “Rosenberg begriindet seine Austritt,” he said that “the
sharp turn made at the 14th Congress of the Bolshevik party in domestic policy
must have as a logical consequence the dissolution of the Third International.”
The reference was to both the implementation of the “Socialism in one country”
theory and the emergence of Stalin as the one and only leader of the party, rati-
fied at the Russian party congress of 1925.

33 He began with a monograph on the birth of the German Republic: Rosenberg,
Entstehung der deutschen Republik.

34 Rosenberg, Geschichte des Bolschewismus, cited in its English translation, His-
tory of Bolshevism.

35 Ibid., 29.

36 Ibid., 41.

37 On Marx, see Rosenberg, “Marx und Engels” Rosenberg, “Karl Marx.”
Rosenberg was the editor of Marx, Das Kapital. On Aristotle, see Rosenberg,
“Aristoteles tiber Diktatur.”

38 Jaeger, Aristoteles: Grundlegung. The main difference between Rosenberg and
Jaeger lay in their stances on Aristotle’s judgment about democracy in books
3 and 4 of his Politics. While Jaeger thought that the Stagirite resumed Plato’s
harsh criticism of democratic regimes, Rosenberg believed that he had already
broken with the political ideas of his master and was thus less critical of those
regimes.
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political philosophy?* Rosenberg once again stated explicitly that
most of his theoretical ideas on contemporary politics derived from
ancient history and political philosophy. Since his first attempt to
understand Athenian democracy in the light of Marx’s thought, he
had difficulty comparing the modern proletariat with ancient social
classes, which differed from industrial workers.*° Thus, even though
the political form of ancient and contemporary democracies could
be compared, their social bases were, at first glance, very different.
Reading Aristotle’s principal political work and Marx’s most influential
essays, Rosenberg found a solution to this dilemma. He underlined
that the philosopher from Stagira had defined the constitutions based
on their class composition. Democracy was the regime of the poor,
and oligarchy was the regime of the wealthy, irrespective of how
numerous they were.#* Aristotle’s analysis refers to a conservative
and even oligarchic definition of democracy as the regime of the poor
and the worst. This contrasted with democratic ideology, portraying
democracy as the government of the majority and thus of the entire
civic body.+* The Stagirite observed that the reason why democracy
could appear to be the constitution of the majority was that in every
city, the poor outnumbered the wealthy. He ended his reasoning with
the paradox that if by coincidence, the poor people were a minority in
a polis, and they led it, it must be described as a democracy. Aristotle
concluded that a constitution’s social and economic bases determined
its political definition. According to Rosenberg, this was also true of
modern, industrialized societies.®

39 Canfora, Comunista senza partito, 66.

40 Rosenberg’s terminological inaccuracy was one of Ciccotti’s main criticisms.
Rosenberg attempted to reply in Demokratie und Klassenkampf, 3, saying that
“in ancient times, the proletarian was the product of poverty alone.”

41 Arist., Pol. 3.1279b16-1280a6, 4.1290a30-b3.

42 The democratic ideology was exposed by Hdt. 3.80.6, who defines democracy as
mAR0og [...] dpxov, hinting at the sovereignty of the majority; and by Thuc. 2.37.1,
who makes explicit the idea of a regime based on majority rule, saying that:
dvopa pev S1a TO iy €6 OAiyovg AN €¢ mAeiovag oikelv dnpokpatia kéKAnTat.
In sharp contrast to this image, Ps.-Xen., Ath. pol. 1.2-9, describes Athenian
democracy as follows: oi pé¢v yap mévnteg kal oi dnuotat kal oi xeipovg €b
TPATTOVTEG Kal ToAAolL oi TotoDToL yryvopevol Thv dnpokpatiov adfovotv- ¢av
8¢ ed pdTTWOtY of ThodaotoL kal oi XpnoToi, ioxvPOV TO EvavTiov o@ioLy avToig
kaBiotdotv oi Snuotikoi. Plato, Resp. 8.557a, agrees with this image of democratic
government by saying that it is the regime of the poor, while oligarchy is the
regime of the wealthy.

43 Rosenberg, “Aristoteles tiber Diktatur,” 352.
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Once again studying the history of Bolshevism, Rosenberg con-
cluded that Marx had the same idea as Aristotle: “In Marx’s view,
true democracy in a modern industrialized state can only mean
the government of the proletariat in the sense that the working class
assumes the leadership of the middle class and the peasantry.** The
proletariat and oppressed groups did not completely overlap, and
since contemporary society is divided into two layers, the working
class must be the leading group of a broader social coalition. This
meant that poverty was the link between ancient and contemporary
oppressed classes and the social basis for any democracy. Lenin,
inheriting this conception from Marx, favored the formation of the
typical democratic coalition of all the poor.

At the start of the revolution, Lenin tried to organize this hetero-
geneous social bloc into the political system proper to the Russian
uprising, that is, the soviets. “[In] the Soviet Lenin recognized the
existence in a weak and elementary form of an entirely new type of
working-class government which could only be compared histori-
cally with the Paris Commune of 1871”4 Soviets were created by the
popular masses themselves, and for this reason “the Bolshevik Revo-
lution was able to base itself upon the sole democratic and national
representative body, i.e., the Soviet Congress”*® Given its social basis
and constitutional organization, Soviet Russia was initially a true
democracy in the definitions of both Marx and Aristotle. However,
wartime communism, the NEP, and the subsequent rise of Stalin rati-
fied the Party’s victory over the councils and resulted in the defeat of
democracy. Rosenberg clarified: “As will presently be demonstrated
in detail, the educated (so-called) Soviet government that has been
in power from 1918 to the present day has nothing in common with
this type of government.”¥ He confirmed this statement in his work
on Aristotle as well, where he wrote: “[ Assuming Aristotle’s point of
view] Soviet Russia of 1917 and 1918 would have been a democracy,
while [our] contemporary French republic would be an oligarchy+
Compared with ancient Athens, the democratic experience of Soviet
Russia was over definitively. Drawing his conclusions on the Soviet
Union of his days, Rosenberg said:

44 Rosenberg, History of Bolshevism, 12 (my emphasis).
45 Rosenberg, History of Bolshevism, 97.

46 1Ibid., 119.

47 1Ibid., 99.

48 Rosenberg, “Aristoteles iiber Diktatur,” 355.
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Socialism is inconceivable unless accompanied by the exercise of
self-determination on the part of the people. For socialism is the rule
of freedom under which the State disappears. An over-bureaucratized
administration based on the employment of force, and which the
masses must obey, is irreconcilable with the socialist organization
of society and can only be regarded as a middle-class institution.*

Rosenberg’s judgment of the evolution of Russia from Lenin to Stalin
was driven by the idea — developed through his research on ancient
Athens - that democracy is, in the end, the people’s self-government,
presupposing the sovereignty of the poor. The Athenian model is, in
some way, the benchmark for every attempt to establish a democratic
regime, something that happened at the beginning of the Soviet re-
gime but did not last long. Contemporary Russia was thus no longer
a democracy, as the Athenian comparison showed.

PANNEKOEK ON COUNCIL DEMOCRACY
AND STALINIST RUSSIA

The use of Athenian democracy as a touchstone for the degeneration
of the Soviet Union under Stalin was even more explicit in Anton
Pannekoek’s final works. As we have seen, Anton Pannekoek (1873—
1960) was already a recognized leader of the leftist and revolutionary
tendencies of European social democracy before the Great War.>* Since
the foundation of the Dutch Social Democratic Party, he had been a
fierce opponent of reformist and revisionist attempts. He came into
contact with German social democracy in 1906 when he was chosen
to be a teacher at the central Party school in Berlin.

In 1912 he defended, against his former friend Kautsky, the need
for a violent revolution to overthrow capitalism. His controversy with
Kautsky became a fundamental point in the ensuing struggle between
the left and center of the Party, even if he had no well-defined idea
regarding the new political system to be established after capitalist
power had been broken. The Russian and German revolutions sug-
gested to him the missing piece of his reasoning. Like Rosenberg,
Pannekoek was impressed by the spread of soviet councils in Russia

49 Rosenberg, History of Bolshevism, 262.

50 The most exhaustive biographies of Pannekoek are Malandrino, Scienza e Socia-
lismo, and Gerber, Anton Pannekoek. The works contained in Anton Pannekoek
are devoted to investigating his background in academic astronomy and the
impact this had on his political theories.
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and their work as revolution engines. This impression was confirmed
by the November Revolution in Germany and led him to become a
passionate advocate of council democracy as the only way to win the
revolution and establish a workers’ regime.

Later on, he became increasingly critical of the Soviet regime in
Russia and the strategy of the Communist International, to the point
that Lenin’s criticism of left-wing communism was directed mainly at
him. Pannekoek’s organization, the Ritekommunisten (Communist
Councils), disapproved of the international tactics and the Party’s
dominant role in the Russian Revolution in the establishment of the
socialist State. Pannekoek became a point of reference for all commu-
nist critics of the Bolshevik hegemony in the international workers’
movement. It is unknown whether Pannekoek ever met Rosenberg,
but he certainly knew his works and his ideas since they both spent
much of their life in Germany in the same political field >

During World War 11, he took stock of his political experience and,
in 1946, published his definitive work, Workers” Councils.5* The task
of the book was to fight back against both bourgeois democracy and
Soviet communism and to defend the meaning of council socialism.
Against parliamentary and representative democracy, he stated:

Council organization, in this respect, is quite the opposite of par-
liamentarism. Here the natural groups, the collaborating workers,
and the personnel of the factories act as unities and designate their
delegates. Because they have common interests and belong together
in the praxis of daily life, they can send some of them as real repre-
sentatives and spokesmen. Complete democracy is realized here by

51 Riberi, in Arthur Rosenberg, 92, postulates the existence of political connections
between the left wing of the kpD, Rosenberg in particular, and the Dutch ultra-
left, led by Pannekoek. During the twenties and thirties, both shared an interest
in the work of the Marxist philosopher Karl Korsch (a close friend of Rosen-
berg until his death), who inspired many observations in Rosenberg’s History
of Bolshevism and Pannekoek’s Workers” Council, as noted by Riberi in Arthur
Rosenberg, 381-402, Kefller, in Arthur Rosenberg, 122-125, 232-233, and Gerber,
in Anton Pannekoek, 192.

52 The first Dutch edition, De arbeidersraden, was published under the false name
Aartz. The English translation was published, with a new chapter and major
revisions, in 1950 as Pannekoek, Workers’ Councils. The complex history of this
book’s publication has been summarized with archive references in Gerber,
Anton Pannekoek, 195, with notes. I cite from the first Dutch edition with my
own translation.
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the equal rights of everyone who takes part in the work [...] This
labor democracy is entirely different from the political democracy
of the former social system s

Council organization is a real democracy, as Marx stated about the
Paris Commune and Rosenberg wrote during the German Revo-
lution. Pannekoek also shared with both of them the idea that the
distinction between legislative and executive power would disappear
in a council society.

Many chapters of his book analyze what happened in Russia du-
ring and after the revolution. He defined the economic system of the
Soviet Union as state capitalism and criticized the political decline
of the Bolshevik Party after 1919, saying that:

The soviets were gradually eliminated as organs of self-rule, and
reduced to subordinate organs of the government apparatus. [...]
The Russian Revolution initially gave a mighty impulse to the fight
of the working class. For the first time in history, the working class
could overthrow a corrupt government, which was shaken by huge
strikes. On the basis of strike committees, which already existed,
the Russian Revolution built up the councils, that is, self-governing
political bodies [...]. But Russia was an underdeveloped country, and
its working class was too weak and small to realize true workers’
control over production [...]. The councils were soon left powerless,
subjugated to the already dominant bureaucracy.’+

According to Pannekoek, however, beyond capitalism and state
capitalism, there remained the possibility of establishing a society
of councils and a genuinely democratic one.

Casting his net further back, Pannekoek found that this future
society had models beyond the Paris Commune and the first two
years of Soviet Russia. In a chapter devoted to analyzing the evolution
of the idea of democracy in history, Pannekoek uses ancient Athens
as his central positive paradigm: “Like in ancient Greek towns [...]
democracy was the usual organizational form of the community
[...]. Democracy was the form of collaboration and self-rule of free

53 Pannekoek, De arbeidersraden, 39-40. In the English translation, the phrase
continues: “The so-called political democracy under capitalism was a mock
democracy, an artful system conceived to mask the real domination of the
people by a ruling minority.”

54 1Ibid., 74-76.
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and equal producers, each master of his own means of production,
his soil or his shop and his tools. In ancient Athens, which produced
this kind of democracy in its most perfect form, it was the regular
citizens, gathering every month and every week, that decided on
public affairs.” He goes on to address the problem of the modern
distinction between legislative and executive power, saying that:
“The administrative functions, which were already developed, were
not performed by professional, governmental employees, but by the
citizens themselves, who held those functions for short periods only,
which were circulated by lot.™® Of course, in this kind of primitive
democracy, there were various problems, particularly slavery, along
with the imperialist attitude of Athens, but this was not the point.
Much more interesting, in Pannekoek’s view, was the role of ancient
democracy as a trailblazer for every subsequent democratic form of
government in history, in particular that of the workers” councils.
This becomes even more evident some pages later. Defending the
word ‘democracy’ from both bourgeois and Stalinist appropriation,
he continues:

Workers must be strongly persuaded that council organization is
the most perfect and superior form of juridical equality. Adhering,
then, to the emotional value attached since ancient times to the word
“democracy,” we may say that council organization represents the
higher form of democracy, the true democracy of labor. Someone
may ask whether the word “democracy” really meant this, since the
word -kratia means supremacy, government, power. In the word
itself there is the idea of control from above, from the side of the
government, which is above the people themselves, even if it has
been elected by the people. In a council organization, this problem
will not exist [...] since the government will be the people itself,
comparable to some extent with the ancient democracy of Athens>

Thus, ancient Athens was, in Pannekoek’s eyes, a forerunner of
council democracy, and council democracy was the only way for
the workers to escape the double trap of capitalism on one side and
Stalinism on the other.

55 Pannekoek, De arbeidersraden, 133 (my emphasis).
56 Ibid., 133.
57 1Ibid., 140-141 (my emphasis).
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CONCLUSION

Stigmatized as a slave society in the theoretical elaboration of the
Second International, Athens became a political model in the years that
followed the Russian and German revolutions. Thanks to Rosenberg,
the organization of Athenian democracy was seen among the ultra-left
of the Communist International as the forerunner of contemporary
council democracy, a true democracy compared with the bourgeois
false one. This idea was used once again in subsequent years when the
dream of a socialist republic in Russia faded away. The NEP and the
adoption of the “socialism in one country” theory were perceived by
the leftist and council communists as a betrayal. The Athenian model
was thus used to stress the distance between genuine democracy and
the bureaucratic regime established in the Soviet Union, which was
seen as a parody of the previous council system.
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ABSTRACT

“The political form at last discovered under which to work out the
economic emancipation of labor.” With these words, Marx descri-
bed the Paris Commune of 1871. It “was formed of the municipal
councillors, chosen by universal suffrage in the various wards of the
town, responsible and revocable at short term [...] a working, not a
parliamentary body, executive and legislative at the same time” The
political tradition of the Commune was inherited by the Russian so-
viets and inspired Lenin, who explained the role of those governing
bodies as a “reversion to primitive democracy.” Arthur Rosenberg,
professor of Ancient History at Berlin University, tried in his book
Democracy and Class Struggle in the Ancient World to offer historical
ground for the ideas developed by Lenin in State and Revolution and
compared ancient Athenian democracy to the contemporary German
and Russian councils. During the 1920s, as a communist leader and mp,
Rosenberg, recalling his ideas on Athenian democracy, criticized the
political degeneration of the Russian workers’ State. He stressed how
Soviet Russia, in limiting the power of the councils, had suppressed
the governing body of socialist direct democracy. In his work Workers’
Councils, Dutch revolutionary Anton Pannekoek renewed Rosenberg’s
criticism at the end of World War 11, returning to the image of ancient
democratic Athens as a forerunner of the socialist councils.

KEYWORDS: Arthur Rosenberg, Anton Pannekoek, democracy,
Athens, workers councils
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Anti¢na atenska demokracija, delavski sveti
in levicarska kritika stalinisti¢ne Rusije

1IZVLECEK

»Naposled odkrita politi¢na oblika, pod katero je mogoce uresniciti
ekonomsko emancipacijo dela.« S temi besedami je Marx leta 1871
opisal Parisko komuno. Sestavljali so jo »ob¢inski svetniki, izvoljeni
s splodnimi volitvami v razlicnih mestnih okrozjih, odgovorni, ki
jih je mogoce hitro odpoklicati [...] delovno in ne parlamentarno
telo, izvrsilno in zakonodajno hkrati«. Politi¢no tradicijo komune
so podedovali ruski sovjeti in navdihnila je Lenina, ki je vlogo teh
upravnih organov pojasnil kot »vrnitev k prvotni demokraciji«. Arthur
Rosenberg, profesor anti¢ne zgodovine na berlinski univerzi, je v svoji
knjigi Demokracija in razredni boj v anticnem svetu poskusal ponuditi
zgodovinsko podlago za ideje, ki jih je Lenin razvil v knjigi Drzava
in revolucija, in primerjal anti¢no atensko demokracijo s so¢asnimi
nemskimi in ruskimi sveti. V dvajsetih letih 20. stoletja je Rosenberg
kot komunisti¢ni voditelj in poslanec s sklicevanjem na svoje ideje o
atenski demokraciji kritiziral politicno degeneracijo ruske delavske
drzave. Poudarjal je, da je sovjetska Rusija z omejevanjem moci svetov
zatrla vodilni organ socialisti¢cne neposredne demokracije. Nizozemski
revolucionar Anton Pannekoek je ob koncu druge svetovne vojne v
svojem delu Delavski sveti obnovil Rosenbergovo kritiko in se vrnil k
podobi anti¢nih demokrati¢nih Aten kot predhodnice socialisti¢nih
svetov.

KLJUCNE BESEDE: Rosenberg, Anton Pannekoek, demokracija,
Atene, delavski sveti
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Spartacus and His
Early Soviet Theatrical
Representation

Oleksii Rudenko”

Everyone who is fighting for freedom, for a better future for
humanity, will put on their placard just one word - and this word
will be Spartacus.

Vladimir Mazurkevich, 1920.!

INTRODUCTION

In some respects, the year 1918 predetermined the future of the
Classics in the early Bolshevik republics. It was in that year that
Lenin’s plan of “Monumental Propaganda” emerged, which provided
the first official list of Bolshevik heroes of the past and indicated
to whom new monuments should be erected. This plan originally
comprised two documents: an April statement that demanded the
destruction and removal of monuments to the czars and their ser-
vants, and a July decree that enlarged the list and ordered the design
of new monuments to the socialist revolution.? This task was pri-

*  Central European University, Quellenstrafle 51, 100 Vienna, Austria;
Rudenko_Oleksii@phd.ceu.edu.

1 Finishing this article would have been far easier in times of peace. Russia
began a full-scale invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022. I dedicate this
article to my colleague, the historian Dmytro Yevdokymov (b. 1998), who gave
his life defending the Ukrainian people in late March 2022, and to everyone
defending and supporting Ukraine today. I am grateful to Henry Stead for
inviting me to the workshop in October 2021 and for his attentive remarks
and kind suggestions when editing this article. My anonymous reviewer/s
significantly contributed to the final shape and methodology of this essay.

2 Stead and Paulouskaya, “Classics, Crisis and the Soviet Experiment to 1939,”
128-36; “Decree on Monuments of the Republic,” 95-7; “Decree on the
Approval of the List of Monuments to the Great People,” 118-9.
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marily entrusted to a special committee comprising the Commissar
of Enlightenment (Education), the Commissar of the Property of
the Republic (Finances), and the chair of the art department at the
Commissariat of Enlightenment.

One of the Soviet leaders responsible for the politics of re-
membrance, Anatoly Lunacharsky (1875-1933), soon announced:
“We begin to erect in the public gardens and other districts of the
capital monuments which will rather pursue the purpose of wide
propaganda than immortalization.” Early in August of 1918, a list of
monuments that were supposed to be erected in Moscow and across
socialist Russia was published.* The list included six categories.
The first, entitled “Revolutionaries and Public Leaders,” began with
Spartacus, followed by Tiberius Gracchus and Marcus Junius Brutus.
No monuments, however, to Gracchus or Brutus appeared within
the next two decades, and even Spartacus remained a rare subject
of Soviet sculpture, appearing only in the later periods of the Soviet
era.’ Although it was easy enough for the classically-educated Marx
and Engels to establish continuity between these ancient figures and
the proletarian revolution, it was clearly more problematic for their
Soviet descendants to harness any such continuity to propagandistic
ends.® This difficulty ensured that Spartacus, Brutus, and Gracchus
were kept on the margins of communist monumental politics. The
politics of monumental commemoration was rather biased toward
the heroes of the modern world. Especially common were statues
commemorating Karl Marx (1818-1883); communist and military
leaders, such as Vladimir Lenin (1870-1924) and Joseph Stalin
(1878-1953); poets like Taras Shevchenko (1814-1861) or Mikhail
Lermontov (1814-1841); French revolutionaries, including Maximilien
Robespierre (1758-1794), Georges Danton (1759-1794) and Jean-Paul
Marat (1743-1793); Red Army soldiers; and abstract “Heroes of the
Revolution.”

3 Lunacharsky, Ob Izobrazitel’'nom Iskusstve, 51-2; translation mine.

4 “The List of Figures to Whom Monuments Should Be Erected in Moscow and
Other Cities of RSESR.” See also Dekrety Sovetskoy Vlasti, T. 111, 118—-9; Michalski,
Public Monuments, 109; Stites, Revolutionary Dreams, 89. There were no other
Greco-Roman heroes than Spartacus, Gracchus, and Brutus on the list.

5  For instance, one of the very few monuments to Spartacus in Ukraine was
erected in Odesa as late as 1988.

6 See selected mentions about Marx and Engels reading the Classics: Marx and
Engels, Collected Works 41, xx111, 265; Marx and Engels, Collected Works 42,17,
31, 52. For a recent overview of Marx’s knowledge of ancient history, see Nippel,
“Marx and Antiquity,” 185-208.
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Nevertheless, unlike Gracchus or Brutus — who never quite captu-
red the Soviet imagination as they might have — Spartacus remained
firmly on the Bolshevik agenda, entering public discourse by other
means than visual monuments. His prominent representation in
history-writing and textbooks, toponymy, onomastics, and sport’ all
contributed to Spartacus’ unrivaled reputation in the early Soviet era
as a precursor to the Bolshevik hero.

Theater and mass performances beginning in the 1920s also helped
shape the proto-Soviet image of Spartacus. Such spectacles were espe-
cially effective in conveying simple messages to large audiences. They
proliferated in the revolutionary era primarily due to the “vacuum of
authority and control” that followed the October Revolution.® Censor-
ship principles and practices were rapidly changed. Together with the
ostentatious willingness of the Bolsheviks to create a new proletarian
culture, such changes sparked many artistic and theatrical experiments,
including those engaging with the image of Spartacus. It is important
to remember that until the late 1920s, Soviet culture was open to
new, experimental tendencies in art, literature, cinema, and theater.
In the 1930s, however, this all stopped. The repression of Ukrainian
non-conformist authors, poets, and intellectuals, for example, was in
line with the wider curtailment of artistic freedoms throughout the
Soviet Union and Soviet-inspired states.

Theater and cinema had long been considered entertainments for the
bourgeoisie. After the revolution, these media forms were opened up
to the proletariat. Tickets became affordable and new cinemas opened
across the cities of the Soviet Union.® While their programming was
not yet extensive, the sheer number of films, frequently experimental,
produced by such artists as Dziga Vertov (1896-1954, ca. 26 films),
Sergei Eisenstein (1898-1948, 14 films), and Oleksandr Dovzhenko
(1894-1956, c. 15 films), who began their careers in the 1920s and 1930s,
indicates the high status that cinematography acquired in the newly
founded Bolshevik state. Film and performance art more broadly
became key mechanisms for promoting Bolshevik ideas.”® This essay

7 In Soviet sport, Spartacus gave his name to the famous Spartakiads (Spartacus
competitions) and to “the people’s team” Spartak, e.g., the famous rc Spartak
Moscow (est. 1922).

8  For the concept of the “vacuum of authority and control,” see John Von Szeliski,
“Lunacharsky and the Rescue of Soviet Theatre,” 416.

9 Maksakov, “Teadelo na Ukraine,” 20. In 1928, the price for a theatre ticket in
Ukraine was 73 kopecks compared to 1 ruble 43 kopecks before 1914.

10 Maksakov, “Teadelo na Ukraine,” 20.
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will concentrate mainly on theater, with some attention paid to mass
performances, where the material remains are comparatively scarce.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND METHODOLOGY

Mass propaganda, or controlling the minds of the crowd, has been
crucial for achieving specific political goals since antiquity.” In the
aftermath of the Bolshevik coup in 1917, the role of mass performances
and theater was reconsidered as they achieved new significance in
their capacity for influencing the citizens of the newly established
Soviet republics.” Although these republics were officially independent
states under separate Bolshevik governments, Ukraine, Belarus, and
the Caucasian republics were under the implicit control of the central
government in Soviet Russia. A decision made in Moscow on a particu-
lar matter promptly became a guiding light for other republics.” The
Greco-Roman classics and the educational discipline founded upon
them, which in the czarist era (as in contemporary Western Europe)
was considered a marker of high cultural achievement and intellectual
esteem, also experienced a new fate.* As Stead and Paulouskaya have
shown, before the Stalinist suppression of a cultural practice widely
associated with the ancien régime, revolutionary Russia experienced a
flood of classical culture, as the wave of the so-called Slavic renaissance
broke on the seemingly impervious shores of the emerging Soviet
republics.” This article explores how and why the image of Spartacus
was employed in early Bolshevik propaganda.

Since the role of toponymy, sport, and history-writing in shaping
the image of Spartacus is relatively well explored, other key issues shall
be the focus here.”® First, the utility of the ancient hero in Bolshevik
propaganda will be investigated. Second, the way Soviet theater and
mass performance became an important site for experimentation

11 See several classical works on the topic, beginning with Republican Rome: Mou-
ritsen, Plebs and Politics in the Late Roman Republic; Morstein-Marx, Mass Ora-
tory and Political Power in the Late Roman Republic; Yakobson, Elections and
Electioneering in Rome; Edwards Jr., Luther’s Last Battles.

12 Stites, Revolutionary Dreams, 93-7.

13 Heller and Nekrich, Utopia in Power, 70-7.

14 Stead and Paulouskaya, “Classics, Crisis and the Soviet Experiment to 1939,” 142;
Fitzpatrick, The Cultural Front, 37-64.

15 Stead and Paulouskaya, “Classics, Crisis and the Soviet Experiment to 1939,”
128-47.

16 Phillis, “Spartacus and Sports in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe™
Rudenko, “The Making of a Soviet Hero.”
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with the classical will be demonstrated. Third, the representation
of Spartacus and his uprising in the most important Soviet plays
and performances created in the first few years after the October
revolution will be analyzed. The greatest attention will be paid to
the two most popular dramas about Spartacus’ uprising, which were
written by Vladimir Mazurkevich (1920) and Vladimir Volkenstein
(1921).” Where available, contemporary critical reviews will be used
in determining how the plays were received. Finally, the narratives of
Spartacus’ uprising will be compared in order to show how each writer
reflects upon the events surrounding the 1917 Revolution through the
lens of the ancient world.

Given the centrality of classical education among the intelligentsia
and Czarist cultural practice more broadly, it is perhaps unsurprising
that classical antiquity should have played a crucial role in Bolshevik
propaganda after 1917. Classical culture’s associations with Czarism
and aristocratic power made it an attractive area to turn upside down.
Revolutionary examples from antiquity would help the Bolsheviks
implement their proletarian narratives into the public sphere. These
narratives emphasized several key features: class struggle, modest descent
as a defining factor of a human’s worth, the destruction of the state,
the dictatorship of the proletariat, and the fight against the bourgeoisie
(broadly defined).” It was, however, not easy to find a proletarian or
socialist hero in the distant past. The democratic system of Athens or
the military devotion of Sparta did not align with Bolshevik political
concepts, which primarily praised the dictatorship of the proletariat.”

Where then to look for heroes of antiquity, suitable for symboli-
zing seemingly eternal proletarian ideals? The solution was clear to
the Bolshevik leaders: in figures opposing those regimes. Hence the
appearance of the three ancient heroes in Lenin’s above-mentioned
plan: Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus, Spartacus, and Marcus Junius
Brutus.?® Both Gracchus and Brutus originated from aristocratic
families, and despite the simplified historical narrative about their
resistance toward the optimates and Caesar, neither of them could
serve as a convincing example in a discourse of class struggle. A slave,

17 When referring to the plays about Spartacus, I use “drama” and “play” inter-
changeably, bearing in mind that the plays about Spartacus’ uprising were only
dramas.

18 Heller and Nekrich, Utopia in Power, 50-77. Lenin formulated these key postu-
lates in his State and Revolution, written in August-September of 1917.

19 Chiesa, “Lenin and the State of the Revolution,” 106-31.

20 A hero, in this case, does not imply any axiological value.
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however, a gladiator with humble Thracian origins, thus descending
from the “periphery” of the ancient world, without any preserved
images or detailed biography, absolutely could. As Frederick Ahl
bluntly put it, “Spartacus was the historical proof that these people
could rise and menace any society which had wealthy employers
and mistreated employees, even though his rebellion was ultimately
crushed.”™ The Bolsheviks henceforth considered themselves as the
revolutionaries who successfully managed to convert the actions of
their revolutionary predecessors, including the Spartacists, into a
new society. The image of Spartacus therefore became that of a heroic
proto-Bolshevik revolutionary in the Soviet republics in the first two
decades of their existence.

SPARTACUS AND THE CLASS STRUGGLE

In the unofficial competition between the “big three” ancient revo-
lutionaries, Spartacus acquired several other advantages over Gra-
cchus and Brutus. In a frequently cited letter to Engels, Marx called
Spartacus “the most capital fellow in the whole history of antiquity”
and a “real representative of the proletariat of ancient times.”* Con-
sequently, according to the quasi-religious adherence of Soviet society
to the writings of Marx, Spartacus’ uprising became a seminal and
exemplary revolutionary event in world history. Furthermore, in a
speech at the Polytechnic Museum in Moscow in 1918, none other
than Lenin referred to Spartacus as an initiator of the war, “fighting
against the yoke of capitalism”* With the advocacy of both epony-
mous fathers of Marxism-Leninism, who both readily projected the
language of capitalism and class struggle back into antiquity, it is no
wonder Spartacus was so widely celebrated in the Soviet republics.
Lenin’s speech and the general attitude of the Bolshevik leaders toward
Spartacus defined the future image of Spartacus in the Soviet era both
inside and beyond the academy.

21 Ahl, “Spartacus, Exodus, and Dalton Trumbo,” 77.

22 “Spartacus emerges as the most capital fellow in the whole history of antiquity.
Great general, of noble character, a real representative of the proletariat of
ancient times.” See Marx and Engels, Collected Works 41, 265.

23 All translations from the Russian are mine unless otherwise stated. Lenin, “The
State: A Lecture Delivered at the Sverdlov University,” 470-88. George Hanna’s
translation seems to be slightly incorrect as in its original version Lenin claimed
that Spartacus began the war “in the defence of the suppressed class.” For Rus-
sian original see Lenin, “Rech na mitinge v Politekhnicheskom muzee,” T. 37,
65-70.
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Yet, the transition of historiographical discourse toward a uni-
form class-struggle narrative was not entirely smooth. It began to
be implemented in the 1920s, when it was adopted in the first So-
viet textbooks, but it became predominant only in the 1930s.>¢ This
period of transitioning from Russian imperial scholarship to the
newly established Soviet historiography was not merely academic
but heralded serious real-world implications. This era, for example,
brought with it significant changes in the composition of ancient
history departments at institutes and universities.” It also led to
the substitution of leading historians from the Czarist era with the
newly-emerging ‘stars’ of Greco-Roman studies in the Ussr, such as
Alexandr Mishulin (1901-1948) — who named his nephew Spartak
- and Sergei Utchenko (1908-1976).¢

Finally, by naming their revolutionary movement after Spartacus,
the German communist movement Spartakusbund (the Spartacus
League), created in 1916, attempted to establish historical continuity
in the Bolshevik struggle for power.” In a powerful act of invoking
ancient exemplarity, Rosa Luxemburg (1871-1919) even conflated the
name of Spartacus with German communism in her 1918 speech: “We
of the Spartacus Group, we of the Communist Party of Germany, are
the only ones in all Germany who are on the side of the striking and
fighting workers.”® Hence, the broad lacunae in Spartacus’ own biog-
raphy, his ostensibly modest (or at least unknown) descent — which
fitted within the narrative of the centuries-long struggle in defense of
the “oppressed class,” his recognition in the Marxist-Leninist scriptures
as one of the key symbols of the ancient proletariat, and his invoca-

24 Rubinsohn, Der Spartakus-Aufstand, 14-5, 48.

25 Mishulin, “Drevniaia istoriia v srednei i vysshei shkole,” 9-15; Braginskaya,
“Studying the History,” 35-50. On the fate of classical pedagogy in the early
Soviet Union, see, e.g., the contributions of Braginskaya, Budaragina, Fayer
and Yasinovskyi in Movrin and Olechowska, Classics and Class; Takho-Godi
and Rosenberg, “Classical Studies in the Soviet Union,” 123-27. For Soviet
classics, see Baryshnikov, “New Threats, Old Challenges,” 3-6, with a full
bibliography of Russian language sources. See also Karpyuk and Malyugin,
“Soviet antiquity, view from the 21st century,” 459-64; Krikh, Obraz drevnosti
v sovetskoy istoriografii: konstruirovanie i transformatsiya, 118-41.

26 See more in Rubinsohn, Der Spartakus-Aufstand; Rudenko, “The Making of a
Soviet Hero,” 342-46. See also Shaw, Spartacus and the Slave Wars, 17. Spartak
Mishulin (1926-2005) became a celebrated Soviet actor.

27 Rubinsohn, Der Spartakus-Aufstand, 9.

28 Luxemburg, “On the Spartacus Programme (December 1918),” 87-90; Rubin-
sohn, Der Spartakus-Aufstand, 9.
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tion by the German radical left, all reserved for the humble Thracian
gladiator a central place in the front rank of early Soviet pageantry.®

Raffaello Giovagnoli’s novel Spartaco (1874) was translated into
Russian in 1881. It has been cited by Richard Stites as one of the key
“radical propaganda stories” to which “conscious workers” in the Soviet
Union were regularly exposed. As we shall see, this novel contributed
significantly to the subsequent shaping of Spartacus’ image, since it
became an important source and model for the Soviet Spartacus plays
and films in the 1920s.3° A few decades after its composition, Giova-
gnoli’s tale was to become in the Soviet Union an exemplary historical
novel narrating an ancient uprising.

However, the plot of Giovagnoli’s novel was more complex than any
of the early Soviet plays. The plot begins during Sulla’s dictatorship
(82-79 BC) and features both Catiline and Julius Caesar as glorious
heroes of the ancient struggle against the aristocrats. Giovagnoli
introduced dozens of characters, both Roman and gladiator rebels.
Thus, Spartaco may be seen as providing the sequence of events or
the blueprint for the early Soviet dramas. Furthermore, we ought to
remember that Giovagnoli presented Spartacus as a “parallel character
to Garibaldi” His focus, therefore, was more on unification in the face
of a common danger rather than exclusively on the social demands of
freedom.” For Giovagnoli, unity was the keyword of his novel, but for
the Soviet authors, the key idea was the confrontation between slavery
and freedom. Each playwright had to decide how closely his script
would resemble the well-known Italian novel. There was considerable
room for experimentation.

EDUCATING THE MASSES

Theater, mass performance, and cinema became essential channels
of Bolshevik propaganda and communication for enlightening the
masses.’> Immediately after the revolution, the very idea of the theater
was reconsidered. The theater was now required primarily to convey

29 Michalski, Public Monuments, 108-12.

30 Siegelbaum and Sokolov, Stalinism as a Way of Life: A Narrative in Documents,
83; Gross, Like a Bomb Going Off: Leonid Yakobson and Ballet as Resistance in
Soviet Russia, 244-5; Stites, Revolutionary Dreams, 31. Further work on Giovag-
noli’s novel would be welcome given its importance in Soviet receptions. Short
discussions appear, e.g., in Shaw, Spartacus and the Slave Wars, 20-22, and
Rudenko, “The Making of a Soviet Hero,” 340-2.

31 Lapefia Marchena, “The Stolen Seduction,” 175; Hardwick, Reception Studies, 41.

32 Fora discussion on mass performances, see Leach, Revolutionary Theatre, 39-46.
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Bolshevik narratives to the masses in a clear and simple manner.
Anatoly Lunacharsky, the People’s Commissar of Enlightenment for
the Russian Federation (1917-1921), recognized the theater’s utility in
shaping the minds of the people.? He implemented the idea of “new
content in old forms” and promoted ways of rethinking the classics of
world culture in diverse formats: dance, theater, poetry, art, and trans-
lation.>* Going to the theater became cheaper (sometimes free) in the
1920s, and the theater section of the Commissariat of Enlightenment
was established as early as 1918.%

Participation and accessibility were key factors in the prominence
of theater in the broader cultural landscape. With levels of illiteracy
remaining relatively high in some regions, the audiences for performed
spectacles were significantly larger than the readerships of printed
works. The key differences between theater and mass performance
were: 1) the venue where the play was staged (i.e., in a theater build-
ing or in open spaces, such as public squares) and 2) the topic. Mass
performance had the potential for large-scale and creative audience
participation, which could produce an immersive effect.’® As Natalia
Murray has underlined, mass performances promised to bring art
to common people, giving them a chance to participate in their very
creation. Mass performances — even more than theater and cinema -
brought a sense of belonging and immersion in the events the actors
were reenacting.” Such grand spectacles were deemed revolutionary
since they eliminated the border between the spectator and the par-
ticipants, creating a mysterious, quasi-spiritual entity by the end of
the performance. Mass spectacles in the early Bolshevik era fostered
a specific sense of belonging and collective identity, similar to the role
of mass celebrations or carnivals in the Middle Ages.*®

Soviet mass performances, however, never focused exclusively on
the figure of Spartacus: he was merely one figure among many other
revolutionaries. But due to his centrality in revolutionary history,
he was one that could not easily be overlooked. These performan-
ces often had a peculiar, pageant-like format and their content was

33 Fitzpatrick, Cultural Front, 20-2. For more on Lunacharsky, see Fitzpatrick,
Cultural Front, 90-s5.

34 Von Szeliski, “Lunacharsky,” 419; Stead and Paulouskaya, “Classics, Crisis and
the Soviet Experiment to 1939,” 129.

35 Von Szeliski, “Lunacharsky,” 416; Leach, Revolutionary Theatre, 24.

36 Fischer-Lichte, Transformative Power of Performance, 37-39, 138.

37 Seealso Leach, Revolutionary Theatre, 23.

38 Leach, Revolutionary Theatre, 39-40; Stites, Revolutionary Dreams, 97-100. See
also Fischer-Lichte, Transformative Power of Performance, 32.
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propagandistic, yet the role of contingency, or unpredictability, was
significantly higher than in any theatrical play. For example, Spar-
tacus frequently appeared alongside revolutionaries of different eras
— French or early modern Muscovite rebels, and the viewers in the
streets or city squares gladly joined in singing or marching during
the performances. Such performances strove for grandeur and impact
rather than historical accuracy, which resulted in historical events
being presented in a simplified and unidimensional manner, easily
digested by the new mass audience.

New theater journals and magazines were published, highlighting
the elevated role the Bolshevik leaders assigned to drama. These in-
cluded: Zrelishcha [Spectacles] (1922-1924), Vestnik teatra [Bulletin of
Theater] (1919-1921), Vestnik teatra i iskusstva [Bulletin of Theater and
Art] (1921-1922), Kultura teatra [Culture of Theater] (1921-1922), Zhizn
iskusstva [Art Life] (1923-1929), Sovremennyi teatr [Contemporary
Theater] (1927-1929), Novyj zritel [The New Spectator] (1924-1929), and
Vestnik rabotnikov iskusstva [Bulletin of Cultural Workers] (1920-1926),
to name a few. Zrelishcha announced: “We are expecting from the
theater something saturated with ideas and meaningful in a drama-
tical way. We are expecting a theater of a new organizational thought.
A play should be a trumpet of new thoughts and feelings, a herald of
the new universe” Theater critic Aleksandr Kugel (1864-1928) — who
sometimes used the pen name Homo novus — claimed that the aims of a
theatrical director and performance were “to amaze the audience with
something previously unseen and with the originality, or the beauty
and amusement of the show.”*° These principles were implemented in
Soviet plays based on the story of Spartacus.

Theater directors were, of course, crucial intermediaries between
the script and the staging of the play. Their roles in early Soviet theater
deserve critical attention.# Due in part to the difficulty - caused by
the Russian aggression against Ukraine and the continuing silence
from many Russian scholars - in accessing sources, the following
analysis limits its focus to the available published materials. The first
Soviet-era Spartacus play appeared before the institutionalization
of the image of Spartacus in the Soviet republics. Its author, Yurii
Sandomyrskyi (c. 1870-1927), published his play Spartacus in five acts
in Odesa in 1917. It is said to have been closely based on Giovagnoli’s

39 Mass, “Nakaz Zimnemu Sezonu,” 4; translation mine.
40 Kugel, “Teatralnyie zametki,” 4; translation mine.
41 For performance reception studies see, e.g., Hall and Harrop, Theorising Perfor-

mance.
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Spartaco. Sandomyrskyi’s play became the first Spartacus play to be
staged in Soviet theaters.* In his play, Sandomyrskyi appears to have
employed the same characters, tropes, and narrative lines as Giovag-
noli. Giovagnoli’s text also stood as a key source for several subsequent
dramatic portrayals of the Soviet Spartacus. The 1917 Spartacus play
did not gain nearly as much popularity as the following one, written by
Vladimir Mazurkevich (1871-1942) and published in Petrograd in 1920.

MAZURKEVICH'S SPARTAK

Giovagnoli’s Spartaco was at the beginning of Bolshevik represen-
tations of Spartacus, yet his word was not the last to be said on the
matter. Mazurkevich’s Spartacus: The Slave Uprising was a short
one-act drama (20 pages) about Spartacus and his revolt that craftily
depicted the ancient gladiator as the main leader of a great slave revolt.
While it was based on the famous novel, its truncated form granted it
significant freedom from its source.

The first edition of the published play contains a four-page intro-
duction of unknown authorship, which provided a brief overview
of the historical circumstances of the Late Republic. It served as a
justification for referring to the figure of Spartacus and established
the link between the ancient gladiator uprising and the Bolshevik
revolution. The author of the introduction focused on the social di-
vision between the patricians and the plebeians and emphasized the
emergence of a separate “class of people who had nothing™ -i.e., a
proletarian class (free but impoverished).

After an explanation of the division between patricians and ple-
beians, the author stated: “in fact, the entire population of Rome was
divided into freemen and slaves,” underlining once more the Bolsheviks’
image of a bipolar world (divided into owners and slaves).** Beyond
the inaccurate dating of the beginning of Spartacus’ uprising (73-71
BC) as 72 BC, the introduction also provided a simplistic interpretation
of Roman history. For example, the author claimed that together with
seventy other gladiators, Spartacus headed to Southern Italy and de-
stroyed the cells and prisons on their way, liberating the slaves. Soon
after, Spartacus had command over an army of 50,000 soldiers, including

42 Unfortunately, the only readily available edition of Yurii Sandomyrskyi’s play
can be accessed at the Russian National Library in Saint Petersburg, so at the
time of writing, an analysis of the play is impossible.

43 Mazurkevich, Spartak, 3; all English translations of the text are mine.

44 Ibid., 4.
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shepherds and peasants who were “languishing under the oppression
of the landowner-patricians” and “joining Spartacus who saved them
from slavery and dependence”# Unlike Giovagnoli’s novel, credited
as its source, the active phase of Spartacus’ uprising was, according to
this introduction, limited to 72-71 Bc; the introduction also does not
go into details of battles, successes, and the various factions within
Spartacus’ army.

The final battle, the reader is told, happened during “the siege of
Rome” [sic], after the rebels persuaded Spartacus to attack the city, yet
as it was unsuccessful, Spartacus died and six thousand of the slaves
were crucified along the road leading to Rome.* The conclusion of
the introduction states:

Spartacus fell, but the enterprise he began is alive and throughout the
thousands of years it is resurrected every time in the fire of people’s
uprisings. Today, Spartacus’ name is written on the banner of German
communists who are leading their proletariat to a social revolution.¥

The brief historical introduction provided not only general contextu-
alizing information but also offered a vision of continuity between the
ancient ideas and the revolutionary reality. This imagined continuity
argued for the play’s contemporary relevance, explaining why the figure
of Spartacus should matter to the people supporting the Bolsheviks.
There is no clear indication of who penned the introduction, since
its title is simply “Introduction to Vladimir Mazurkevich’s play.”
Given the numerous mistakes in dating and a schematic explanation
of Spartacus’ uprising, it seems that the introduction was crafted by
someone with limited knowledge of ancient Roman history - or with
a desire to simplify the course of events for the audience.
Inconsistencies between the stated source text (Spartaco), the intro-
duction, and the text of the play itself occur several times, making it
highly unlikely that the introduction was written by Mazurkevich.
For instance, in a discussion about the next steps of the gladiator
army, Oenomaus (mistakenly called Oknoman) persuades Spartacus
that in the beginning of the uprising there were 150 gladiators who
escaped from Capua, but their army now consists of 73,000 soldiers.

45 Mazurkevich, Spartak, 5.

46 Ibid., 5-6. Mazurkevich preferred historical accuracy - for instance, his version
of the final battle happens in Southern Italy instead of Rome - to the impression
the play might have on the viewer.

47 1Ibid., 6.
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The introduction, however, had counted 70 gladiators in the beginning,
and their band had grown to an army of 50,000 soldiers; Giovangnoli,
on the other hand, amasses an army of 60,000 from 600 gladiators.*
Nevertheless, such inconsistencies need not have been conveyed to the
viewer, due to the script’s intensive focus on the last days of the uprising.

The play offered only a few protagonists: Spartacus, his sister
Mirza (a fictional character adopted from Giovagnoli’s novel), three
gladiators of Gallic, German, and Greek origins, the Roman consul
Lucullus, and two unnamed gladiators in the guard.

Mazurkevich continuously emphasized Spartacus’ noble goal of
world liberation, resembling Giovagnoli in the description of Spar-
tacus’ aims (“to install justice and equality in the entire world”) and
the illustration of treachery and infighting among the gladiators,
which led to his ultimate downfall in the battle against the Romans.*
Mazurkevich completely ignored the romantic relationship between
Spartacus and Valeria Sulla that shines through Giovagnoli’s text.®
During negotiations with a Roman legate (who turned out to be
consul Lucullus - another plot twist adopted from Giovagnoli’s
novel), Spartacus explicitly argues against the institution of slavery,
harking back to times when “everyone worked their own land” in a
world with “no proprietors, no slaves, no owners, and no servants.”™

Mazurkevich presented Spartacus’ agenda in clearly Bolshevik
terms: it was a fight against slavery and landlords, and a struggle for
equality among the people. Mirza expresses her opinion of her brother
thus: “You, Spartacus, devoted your whole life to the noble aim of
liberating the suppressed.™ The anthem that the gladiators sing when
they are heading to their final battle transmits similar ideas, asking
(rhetorically) whether the gladiators would prefer to die in the arena
“for the entertainment of the flatulent rich” or during the fight for
their freedom» This anthem was Mazurkevich’s invention. It does
not appear in Giovagnoli’s novel.

For reader and viewer of the play alike, the comparison between
the Roman patricians and Russian imperial landlords must have been
obvious. In the introduction, however, the author preferred to make
the connection explicit using the technical terms patritsii [patricians]

48 Mazurkevich, Spartak, 5, 10; Giovagnoli, Spartaco, 196.
49 Ibid., 270.

so Ibid., 129-32.

51 Mazurkevich, Spartak, 15; Giovagnoli, Spartaco, 264-70.
52 Mazurkevich, Spartak, 13.

53 Ibid., 20.
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and pomeshchiki [landlords], a word used to define the landlords of
the Russian Empire, thus a clear symbol of the fallen regime. Sur-
rounding the 1917 Revolution, the theme of land ownership was crucial
for the Bolsheviks.>* This is perhaps why the vocabulary of landlordism
features prominently in the introduction, while in the play the topics
of freedom and slavery have center stage.

Later, quarrels in the camp between the gladiators and mistrust
and accusations of treachery lead to an unsuccessful battle and the
death of Spartacus.® Spartacus, wounded in the battlefield, delivers
a speech more consistent with a Bolshevik politician bent on the
emancipation of the international proletariat than with a leader of a
slave uprising in ancient Rome:

A day will come when in the whole world the suppressed will rise
against their oppressors ... They will destroy the old world ... And on
the ruins of the past they will build a new world, bright and pleasant,
where everyone will be equal, where liberty and equality will reign.
Everyone fighting for freedom, for the better future of humanity, need
put only one word on their placard - and this word is Spartacus.>®

This final speech appears to engage with Spartacus’ speech from
Giovagnoli’s novel. Ahead of the final battle, Spartacus claims that
“when we die, we will leave as revenge to our successors the flag of
freedom and equality, stained with our blood as our legacy.”™”
Mazurkevich’s play bears several traces of traditional plays of
the Russian Empire. As a transitional play, it is not yet fully fluent
in communist parlance. Sometimes the author employs old spelling
conventions, and his execution of these conventions is not always free
from error. For example, years are counted as the Russian equivalent
of Bc “before [the birth of] Christ” [do Rozhdestva Khristoval, in-
stead of BCE “before the Common Era” [do nashei ery]; similarly, the
interpretation of the goals and motives of the rebellion is simplified.
Nevertheless, Mazurkevich was successful in conveying the main action
of the Spartacus uprising to a large audience in a short one-act play*

54 Fitzpatrick, Cultural Front, 17-9.

55 In Giovagnoli’s novel, quarrels occur between a Greek woman, Eutibida, and
German and Gallic gladiators. In Mazurkevich’s play, the German gladiators
are at the origin of the quarrelling.

56 Mazurkevich, Spartak, 22.

57 Giovagnoli, Spartaco, 399; Hutcheon and O’Flynn, A Theory of Adaptation, 20.

58 The publication of Mazurkevich’s play went almost unnoticed until the first
plays were staged. It was published “on spec,” or as literature, i.e., ahead of any
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VOLKENSTEIN'S SPARTAK

The same year as Mazurkevich’s play was published, Vestnik Teatra
announced a competition for authors to write a play about a revolutio-
nary character, and Giovagnoli’s Spartaco was again mentioned as the
primary example.’® We should not, however, jump to the conclusion
that the winner fully adopted Spartaco as a template without making
his own unique contribution. The prize money was significant: 30,000
rubles for the runner-up and 40,000 rubles for the best revolutionary
play. Next year, Kultura Teatra notified that the state printing agency
accepted Vladimir Volkenstein’s (1883-1974) tragedy Spartacus (5 acts
in ca. 70 pages) for print and for staging in the First Theater of the
Russian Socialist Republic.®® Reinhold Gliere (1875-1956), one of the
most famous composers of the era, was commissioned to arrange a
musical accompaniment for the play’s production in Moscow’s Bolshoi
Theater.

Volkenstein based his Spartacus on Plutarch’s biography of Crassus,
but he also refers to information sourced from other ancient texts.**
Volkenstein’s sources might have been especially diverse because he
was a graduate of Saint Petersburg University and spent a year at Hei-
delberg University in Germany, famous for its classical scholarship.®
He mentions, for example, the wars with Mithridates and the figures
of Lucullus and Gaius Marius, whose description is found in the works
of Plutarch, Appian, Sallust, and Livy.** But he also worked from his
imagination, creating several of his own characters, including two
female advisers to Spartacus, Melissa and Julia, who do not feature
in Giovagnoli’s novel.®

theatrical production. No significant reviews appeared following its publication.
Although the play was later staged in some local theatres, it was not reprinted,
and thus only a few copies of the 1920 edition have been preserved.

59 “Konkurs Proletkulta,” 19.

60 “Tragedii V. M. Volkensteina,” 52.

61  “Bolshoi Teatr,” 53.

62 Plutarch, Life of Crassus, 8-11.

63 Henry, “Les Errants de Vladimir Volkenstein au premier Studio du Théatre
d’Art,” 8o.

64 Plutarch, Life of Pompey 21.1-4; Plutarch, Life of Crassus 8-11; Appian, Roman
History: The Civil Wars 1.14.116-21; Sallust, Histories 3, fr. 90-94, 96-102, 106; 4,
fr. 22-23, 25, 30-33, 37, 40-41; Livy, Summaries 95-97; Shaw, Spartacus and the
Slave Wars, 130-51.

65 Volkenstein, Spartak, 8-107. This edition was based on the original play staged in the
Theatre of the Revolution in 1923 with only minor details changed since 1920 version.
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The play takes place between 73-71 Bc and unlike Mazurkevich’s
play or Giovagnoli’s novel, they begin in the gladiator school in
Capua. Here, Spartacus is ordered to kill his best friend Berisad
in the gladiators’ playfield — another departure from Giovagnoli’s
plot.®® Berisad, however, persuaded Spartacus before the battle
to make an oath that in case the bloodthirsty crowd of Romans
should demand him to kill Berisad, Spartacus will organize a
revolt and force the gladiators to escape their slavery.”” In re-
sponse Spartacus claims that “freedom must return to us; the
sky and earth will be ours,” defending personal [sic] freedom as
the highest value.®®

Counterposing Spartacus to the “old regime,” Volkenstein de-
picts the Romans as crude, petty and greedy people. Giovagnoli,
by comparison, shows a fascination with the Roman army in his
novel. In Volkenstein’s Spartak, for example, the main concern
of the praetor Toranius upon hearing of Spartacus’ revolt is that
it will result in the cancelation of the gladiatorial games that he
was traveling to Capua to see.®® Additionally, the least frivolous
news discussed among the aristocratic characters is that Crassus
has bought himself a new mansion.”

The Romans are also characterized as cowards. Several candidates
for consulships withdraw themselves for fear of Spartacus’ army.”
The only Roman who dared undertake the military campaign against
the slaves was Crassus, but even he was motivated more by envy of
Pompey, who had been called back to Italy by the Senate, than by
patriotism.”* The Romans exhibit no sense of patriotism or honor
throughout: Crassus even claims that if Spartacus were to capture
Rome, he would simply escape to his new estate on Crete.”> Such
a disparaging characterization of the Romans was a significant
departure from Giovagnoli’s novel.# In the latter, the Romans are

66 Volkenstein, Spartak, 24-26.

67 Ibid., 20-21.

68 Ibid., 28-29.

69 Although Toranius was a quaestor at the time, Volkenstein mistakenly calls
him a praetor. See Sallust’s account in Shaw, Spartacus and the Slave Wars,
145.

70 Volkenstein, Spartak, 32, 38, 73.

71 Ibid., 39-41.

72 Ibid., 75-77.

73 Ibid., 76.

74 Discrepancy between Volkenstein’s and Giovangioli’s representation of the
Roman commanders became a reason for Stepun’s critique of Volkenstein’s
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described as worthy opponents of the gladiators, putting the two
armies on par. Spartacus invests much effort, for example, to model
his army on the Roman legions. Moreover, he considered Crassus
to be one of the most notable Roman commanders.”s

Meanwhile, Volkenstein describes Spartacus’ intentions with
a great deal of pathos, following the tradition established by Gio-
vagnoli’® In Volkenstein’s narrative, Spartacus’ main desire was
not merely to free the slaves who had joined his army, but rather
to trigger the overthrow of slavery and tyranny worldwide and put
power in the hands of the slaves. This would be a slave revolution
to match the Bolshevik drive toward a worldwide proletarian revo-
lution. Beyond simple freedom, Spartacus believed that “the world
ought to belong to the slaves. The ground is fortified with their work,
they created the roads, buildings, and temples.” “Let the decrepit
structure of Rome fail,” implores Spartacus, “It was cruel. On its
wicked ruins, I will erect a glorious state.”” The desire to build a
new state is shown more explicitly here than in Mazurkevich’s short
play. Spartacus, however, remains the key political agent compared
to the depersonalized historiographic concept of a slave revolution
(or mass agency) that would become more common in the 1930s.
Spartacus, in the more pageant-like mass performances, for example,
would feature as merely one of the many historical figures involved
in an ancient fight for the “new order,” which closely resembled
Bolshevik aspirations.

The play presents the slave camp as internally divided on the
question of Spartacus’ motivation: Is he motivated by revenge or the
desire to construct a new world? Predictably, as a heroic leader of the
revolution and as a tragic hero, Spartacus is shown to follow the second,
idealistic path, driven as he is to “create a new law” and urging his
comrades that even if their uprising fails, “another army will gloriously
finish our affair,” again hinting at the Bolshevik present’® Similarly
to Mazurkevich’s play, Volkenstein’s drama depicts the camp of the
slaves as being ravaged by mistrust and treason, resembling the earlier
description in Giovagnoli”® The Gauls and the Germans are strongly

drama, reviewed below. See Stepun, “O Suschnosti Tragedii,” 37-43.
75 Lapefia Marchena, “The Stolen Seduction,” 175; Giovagnoli, Spartaco, 265, 386.
76 “Is it the freedom we are bringing to all the slaves?” wondered Spartacus in
Giovagnoli’s Spartaco, 210.
77 Volkenstein, Spartak, 43-44, 52, 103.
78 1Ibid., 72, 98-99.
79 Giovagnoli, Spartaco, 314-27.
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implicated, although Volkenstein also describes drunkenness and
the abuse of wine as the key factors which led to the slaves’ defeat.

Unlike Mazurkevich, Volkenstein did include a romantic line in
his plot. He introduced Julia, the daughter of an unnamed Greek free-
man, who rebels against the Romans and is killed by the gladiators
because of her tremendous impact on Spartacus’ decision-making.®
By inventing Julia, Volkenstein moved closer to representing Spar-
tacus as a tragic hero, driven both by his high ideals of liberating the
oppressed and his more mundane romantic feelings for his lover.
Julia’s role mirrors Giovagnoli’s Valeria, who presents Spartacus with
aletter containing an appeal to abandon the uprising in favor of their
love.® Spartacus, however, driven by idealistic beliefs and the pursuit
of a noble aim, declines Valeria’s offer.

Volkenstein’s play was performed regularly in the largest theaters
of the Soviet republics, such as Moscow’s Theater of the Revolution
(whose director at the time was Vsevolod Meyerhold), where it was
staged on September 6, 1923, directed by Valery Bebutov.* Volkenstein’s
Spartacus was well received as a literary text and was reprinted in the
USSR in 1921, 1927, 1962, and 1971.% However, the critical reception of
the play on stage (and through it Volkensteins text itself) was mixed.
One of the first reviews, published in October 1923 about the production
in the Theater of Revolution, claimed that the play was “boring and
does not possess any specific merits ... It is staged in such a way that
not only is the modest artistic dignity of the play not sustained, but
its revolutionary sense is also darkened. The hero of Rome, Publius
Crassus, is depicted as a foolish Polizeimeister or a petty tyrant.”* This
perception of 1923 play was backed up by 1922 review of the text itself,
written by the philosopher and sociologist Fyodor Stepun (1884-1965),
who began his attack on Volkenstein with a remark on the presentation
of Roman backwardness: if the Romans were so backward, why had
Spartacus lost and what was the value of his entire uprising?®

80 Volkenstein, Spartak, 52-53.

81 Giovagnoli, Spartaco, 392-93.

82 Leach, Revolutionary Theatre, 153.

83 Vladimir Volkenstein, Spartak: Tragediia (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe izda-
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It is not clear whether Volkenstein’s play was billed as a tragedy per
se. Even so, drawing loosely on Aristotle’s Poetics and the European
philosophical tradition engaging with it,* Stepun argued that Vol-
kenstein’s play was not a tragedy “from the point of view of theatrical
tradition,” since the tragic hero is always “guilty without guilt,” unlike
Spartacus, who had no sin.*” Stepun followed the Aristotelian tradition,
where “authentically tragic guilt is ambiguously ‘guiltless,” and there-
fore could not comprehend Volkenstein’s ignorance of this factor.®

Moreover, Spartacus in Volkenstein’s play did not have a strong
opponent (such as Crassus in Giovagnoli) and important causes for
which he was fighting, hence Stepun concluded that “no unsolvable
problem is solved with Spartacus’ death” and the drama “turns out
to be an artistically defective thing, not a bronze but a plaster cast
painted like bronze.” This criticism, combined with Stepun’s general
opposition toward Bolshevik policy, led to his forced exile in 1922
together with other representatives of the early Soviet intelligentsia.®
The negative review, however, did not diminish the popularity of Vol-
kenstein’s play, which was henceforth called “a heroic drama” rather
than a tragedy. Twenty-five years later (1947), under the oppressive
cultural doctrine of Zhdanovism, the play would be criticized for its
simplistic ideas of drama and incorrect “social characteristics.”*

Other magazines and reviewers were more generous. For instance,
the review in the September 1923 issue of Zhizn iskusstva praised the
experimental character of the drama, asserting that: “Spartacus staged in
the Theater of Revolution is the first cornerstone in the construction of
anew theater. The staging, play, and acting are marked on a completely

might possibly fuel Stepun’s dismay. Unfortunately, there is no way of knowing
if Stepun was acquainted with Giovagnoli’s novel.

86 The leading figures on the side of that tradition, on whom Stepun also appears
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87 Stepun, “O Suschnosti Tragedii,” 40. Daniel Greenspan aptly formulated this
concept for ancient Greek tragedy as follows: “Tragic guilt must be of a specific
kind and its parameters are a matter of character and action.” See Greenspan,
Passion of Infinity, 92.

88 1Ibid., 144-5.

89 Stepun, “O Suschnosti Tragedii,” 40-41.

90 See his memoirs, Stepun, Byvshee i nesbyvsheesja, 617-28.

91 Osnos, Sovetskaja istoricheskaja dramaturgija, 46; Fitzpatrick, Cultural Front,
177-81.



88 OLEKSII RUDENKO

different scale’ In October 1923, the Theater of Enlightenment in
Petrograd (now Saint Petersburg) also staged “the revolutionary play
Spartacus [by Volkenstein], written in sincere, lively, colorful tones,
rich with beautiful and courageous claims, saturated with activity”
The reviewer suggested that it might be difficult to stage, “yet it has
brilliantly organized mass scenes,” an important demand for plays,
which became even more prominent in the 1930s when the concept
of the slave revolution rather than the heroic uprising of Spartacus
became the preferred narrative.»

The play, therefore, corresponded to the growing requirement
for the presentation of mass agency, in contrast to a revolution led
by a single intellectual. This was the revolution of the proletarian/
enslaved masses. While scholars argue that early Soviet plays tended
to emphasize the success of any enterprise coming from the efforts
of a collective of people rather than a single individual ** Spartacus
was a figure who attempted to lead a proletarian uprising alone and
thus always deserved a separate, idealized, and somewhat awkward
place in Soviet theater. This feature marked both Mazurkevich’s and
Volkenstein’s dramas. Spartacus is alone in his struggle, especially
after the treason. In Giovagnoli’s novel, Spartacus is surrounded by
advisers and friends in the gladiator camp. In the 1930s, a solitary hero
like Spartacus did not fully represent the participation of the people
to the level the Bolsheviks aspired to achieve.

SPARTACUS IN THE EARLY SOVIET REPERTOIRE
AND MASS PERFORMANCE

Plays about Spartacus were popular in early Soviet theaters. Soon the-
atrical seasons, especially the autumn season, were being opened by
one of the three Spartacus plays (i.e., Sandomyrskyi, 1917 Mazurkevich,
1920, and Volkenstein, 1921) in many theaters across the Soviet republics.
The famous Bolshevik theatremaker Vsevolod Meyerhold (1874-1940)
invited Valery Bebutov (1885-1961) to produce Volkenstein’s play in
Moscow on September 6, 1923, at the Theater of the Revolution.” When
the new Khamovnicheskii district theater was opened in Moscow in 1923,
Yurii Sandomyrskyi’s Spartacus was selected for production as the key

»

92 IA. A, “Moskva: Teatr Revolyutsii ‘Spartak,” Zhizn Iskusstva, September 18,
1923, NO. 37: 21.

93 S.M.,, “Teatr Prosvescheniya,” Zhizn Iskusstva, October 16, 1923, no. 41: 16.

94 Michalski, Public Monuments, 114; Von Szeliski, “Lunacharsky,” 417.

95 Leach, Revolutionary Theatre, 153.
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dramatic play.*® The selection of which version of Spartacus to produce
is likely to have been dictated by practical issues. Mazurkevich’s play
would have been considerably easier to stage than Volkenstein’s. Smaller
theaters tended to prefer shorter plays, involving fewer characters and
requiring less elaborate set design.

The First State Moscow Circus in 1924 announced the staging
of a “propagandistic-educational” pantomime called Spartacus.”
Smaller theaters followed suit. In 1924, the Proletarian studio at the
Theatrical College performed a preview of Spartacus in Odesa, and in
Ivanovo-Voznesensk one of the few plays staged in the local theater
was Spartacus (although the play’s author is not mentioned).”® A new
small district theater in Petrograd in 1923 also staged Spartacus.® In
1928, a letter to the editor of Novyi Zritel [The New Spectator] from
Kharkiv, which was the capital of Ukraine at the time, announced that
Spartacus would soon take place in the Odesa Opera House." Such
dispersed archival findings are not the result of an exhaustive survey,
but they do suggest that Spartacus enjoyed a central position in the
early Soviet repertoire.

The figure of Spartacus appeared not only in the theater but also
in the streets and other urban spaces as a part of broader mass per-
formances. He might not have received as much attention as in the
dramas dedicated solely to him, but his appearances still form an
important aspect of his reception.” In the main square of Astrakhan,
on May 1, 1921, the Second City Theater initiated a performance en-
titled A Revolutionary Mystery.* Around 500 workers and Red Army
soldiers were dressed as rebels from the times of Spartacus and the
insurrections led by Stenka Razin (1630-1671) and Yemelyan Pugachev
(1742-1775). As the local journalist described:

At 9 p.m,, the signal came. The director and writer comrade Dolev
made an introduction and the 10,000- to 15,000-person crowd began to
contemplate [the spectacle]. The mystery, of course, was not a literary
work, but it recounted, in an epic manner and using a very primitive

96 “Khronika: Moskva,” Zhizn Isskustva, 1923, no. 31: 28.

97 “Khronika,” Rabochii i Teatr, 1924, no. 4: 20.

98 M. Shumskij, “Po Federatsii: Odessa,” Zhizn Isskustva, 1924, no. 4: 24; “Ivanovo-
Voznesensk,” Zhizn Isskustva, 1924, no. 3: 27.

99 “Kto-Gde,” Zrelishcha, 1923, no. 60: 25;

100 Maksakov, “Teadelo na Ukraine,” 20.

101 Leach, Revolutionary Theatre, 23.

102 “R.S.E.S.R. Pervoe Maya v Provintsiyah,” Vestnik Teatra, June 15, 1921, no. 91-92:
5.
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and non-developed dialogue, the events of separate moments in the
Russian, French, English, and other revolutions. But the impression
was great. Every tirade against the yoke of the capitalists caused a
storm of applause. In the final moment, when the slaves rush on the
czar, his family, and the ministers, the crowd of workers and children,
inspired by the revolutionary spirit, joined the choir in singing the
proletarian anthem The International

A similar performance, involving around one thousand participants,
took place in Moscow in 1928, when the Bolshoi Theater organized
a pantomime about Spartacus during the Spartakiad competition.’*
However, the grandest and the most famous mass performance
was The Mystery of Liberated Labor, staged in Petrograd on May 1,
1920.” The aim, as Natalia Murray points out, was to “legitimise the
revolution, implying that it was inclusive and mass in nature*¢ The
Mystery employed strong symbolism and an emphasis was placed
on the quintessentially Marxist division between the “oppressors”
and “oppressed.” A number of figures from unrelated historical eras
(“Roman slaves led by Spartacus ran toward the red banners, followed
by peasants with Stenka Razin ahead of them ...”) were united under
an imagined umbrella of fighting for proletarian ideals.'” This eclectic
symbolism was underlined when “in the grand finale, the Kingdom
of Socialism was revealed in the form of a rising sun, a red star, a
tree of liberty around which the victors reveled, red banners and a
figure of Liberated Labor in front of which the soldiers exchanged
their weapons for the implements of peace”°® Reports claim that
thirty-five thousand people watched the mystery, and this was
exactly the kind of impact the Bolsheviks envisioned for outdoor
mass performances.” While Spartacus did not hold a leading role
in such cases, the mere presence of his figure in mass performances
and mysteries strengthened that image of his which the theater was
promoting in the 1920s.

103 “R.S.E.S.R. Pervoe Maya v Provintsiyah,” Vestnik Teatra, June 15, 1921, no. 91-92:
5.

104 “Teatralnaya Zhizn v Moskve,” Sovremennyi Teatr, July 29, 1928, no. 30-31:
519.

105 Also translated as The Mystery of Freed Labour. See its description in Leach,
Revolutionary Theatre, 40-1, and Stites, Revolutionary Dreams, 94-5.

106 Murray, “Street Theatre,” 230.

107 Leach, Revolutionary Theatre, 40; Murray, “Street Theatre,” 236.

108 Murray, “Street Theatre,” 236.

109 Leach, Revolutionary Theatre, 40; Murray, “Street Theatre,” 236.
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CONCLUSION

Spartacus served as a symbol of the revolutionary proletarian myth
throughout the Soviet era. His name became so widely disseminated
throughout early Soviet popular culture that newborn babies were
often named Spartak. In the utopian sci-fi novel The Coming World
(1923) by Yakov Okunev (1882-1932), for example, Spartacus is used
as a revolutionary name." Spartacus’ name even became celebrated
in lullabies. The following was sung to a child in a 1928 play:

Sleep Spartacus, my dear boy, hush-hush,
From the wall Bukharin looks into your cradle.™

Theatrical plays, mass performances, and numerous reprintings of Giova-
gnoli’s novel promoted a specific image of Spartacus: a brave leader of
the slaves, a hero acting in the name of the ancient proletariat, and the
only ancient precursor to the Bolsheviks.

To define the early Soviet dramas about Spartacus as mere adaptations
of Giovagnoli’s Spartaco would risk underestimating the creativity of
the 1920s playwrights, especially Volkenstein. The setting and political
coloring of Giovagnolis novel (a tale intended for its own historical
moment) did not align with the propaganda needs of early Bolshevism,
therefore significant levels of originality were required by both Soviet
writers."> Mazurkevich’s Spartacus turned to his Italian source for se-
veral plot points and inspiration for his eponymous hero’s programmatic
speeches. Volkenstein's text followed Giovagnoli’s novel more closely, yet
he still diverged significantly from it, engaging also with other sources,
including ancient historical ones. He excluded certain elements that would
have been impractical for staging and completely omitted Giovagnoli’s
final battle scene.

Neither of the Soviet writers drew upon Giovagnoli’s description
of Spartacus’ learning from the example of the Roman army: the old
world could not offer anything beneficial for the new order under con-

110 Stites, Revolutionary Dreams, 174-5; Heller and Nekrich, Utopia in Power,
217.

111 Arkhangelskii, Pustynin, Alekseev, “Konkurs na Luchshuyu Semyu,” 25.
Bukharin was a member of Politburo and one of the Soviet leaders of the
era.

112 “This explains why, even in today’s globalized world, major shifts in a story’s
context — that is, for example, in a national setting or time period - can change
radically how the transposed story is interpreted, ideologically and literally.” See
Hutcheon and O’Flynn, A Theory of Adaptation, 28.
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struction by Spartacus, and thus the Bolsheviks.”> Both Mazurkevich
and Volkenstein changed the primary focus: the concept of unity, while
remaining essential, became secondary to the theme of fighting for the
liberation of the oppressed masses. The Soviet authors also tended to
divert attention away from Spartacus’ idealistic image toward the ideals
for which he was fighting.™

While theater, toponymy, and sport were important in shaping the image
of Spartacus in the Soviet epoch, there were also attempts to introduce
Spartacus to ballet and cinema,” both of which would deserve critical
attention. The libretto for Spartacus the ballet was completed as early as
1933, but it was not be performed until the celebrated Leonid Yakobson’s
premiere in 1956." In the 1920s, it was generally believed that ballet could
not fulfill the aims of Bolshevik propaganda in terms of accessibility and
appeal for the masses."” As the practice and performance of dance was
state-sponsored in the early Soviet Union, the importance and utility of
ballet was reconsidered in the decades following World War 11."¢

The first Soviet films telling the story of Spartacus were also pro-
duced during the 1920s. In 1926, the All-Ukrainian Photo Cinema
Administration (1922-1930) filmed its own version of Spartacus, based
on Giovagnoli’s novel. Sadly, the film is now lost." The premiere took
place in December 1926 in Kyiv and more than a year later (January 1928)
in Moscow. After several favorable reviews, Soviet theatrical reviewer
Khrisanf Khersonskii (1897-1968) criticized the film for being “an opera,
high-style product” He denounced its superficial handling of the subject
and its “oversimplification of the gladiators, their causes and aims”**
His review was part of a general shift of attitude, coinciding with Stalin’s

113 Lapefia Marchena, “The Stolen Seduction,” 175.

114 Hardwick, Reception Studies, 41.

115 One of the first mentions of the ballet on the theme of Spartacus and his uprising
is in Sovremmenyi Teatr 1928, no. 36. See also Searce, “The Recomposition of
Aram Khachaturian’s Spartacus at the Bolshoi Theater, 1958-1968,” esp. 362, 368.

116 Ferndndez, “Choreographies of Violence,” 111; Janice Gross, Like a Bomb Going
Off, 48. For more on Yakobson’s ballet Spartacus, see ibid., 241-300.

117 Murray, “Street Theatre,” 239. Ballet dancers were involved in several mass per-
formances, such as The Storming of the Winter Palace in 1920.
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136-37.
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accession to power during the 1920s and 1930s, when several earlier
artistic innovations were abandoned.”™ What had been a prerequisite
for the early-1920s “proletarian” theatrical depiction of Spartacus, i.e.,
the simple clarity of ideological messaging, was therefore condemned
less than a decade later in the new medium of film.

The October revolution had provided both the stimulus and
opportunity to radically rethink society’s relationship with antiquity.
More work is required, but the general pattern may already be per-
ceived. From the mid-1930s “Spartacus’ uprising” gave way to the idea
of a slave revolution, i.e., it went from the narrative of an individual
hero to one of mass agency and the overthrow of a whole economic
system. Government policy, scholarly practice, and public perception
rarely work in unison, but this general pattern tracks suggestively if
not definitively with contemporary discussions among Soviet histo-
riographers.” It was no accident that this shift occurred in the early
1930s when the idea of building socialism in one country replaced the
idea of the worldwide proletarian revolution.

Early propagandists (and utopian revolutionaries alike) wanted to
open up the previously restricted cultural realm of classical antiquity
and make it accessible to the people. All three plays appearing in
the first few years after the 1917 coup - written by Sandomyrskyi,
Mazurkevich, and Volkenstein, respectively - remained popular for
the next few decades of Soviet theater. Theater and mass performances
(and later cinema and ballet) continued to shape and transform the
image of Spartacus after cementing his popularity in the 1920s. Early
Soviet theater showed Spartacus striking the flint for a worldwide
proletarian revolution in the modern era. Gracchus and Brutus,
Spartacus’ parallel figures on Lenin’s list of heroes, could not estab-
lish the continuity that the Bolsheviks sought to create between the
“ancient proletariat” and the oppressed workers of the modern world.
On the other hand, Spartacus (or at least his theatrical image in the
early 1920s) could. His heroic example would shape the perception
of Greek and Roman antiquity in the popular imagination for several
decades to follow.

Making of a Soviet Hero,” 340-2. [In this article, the transcription of Kherson-
skii’s surname is corrected.]

121 Platt and Brandenberger, Epic Revisionism, 8-9.
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ABSTRACT

Spartacus became one of the key figures of Soviet dramaturgy in
the 1920s. He was presented as the only ancient predecessor of the
Bolsheviks and his theatrical image significantly shaped the later icon
of the gladiator as a brave leader of the oppressed masses and a hero
acting in the name of the proletariat. This article explores the image of
Spartacus in early Soviet theater and mass performance and outlines
the correlation between the template of Spartacus’ portrayal, Raffaello
Giovagnoli’s novel Spartaco (1874), and the first dramatic adaptations
by Vladimir Mazurkevich (1920) and Vladimir Volkenstein (1921). The
article examines the use of the ancient hero in Bolshevik propaganda
and traces the ways in which Spartacus’ image morphs and maps onto
wider shifts of Soviet political and cultural policy in the early decades
of the UssR.

KEYWORDS: Spartacus, Soviet Union, Raffaello Giovagnoli, Vladimir
Mazurkevich, Vladimir Volkenstein
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Spartak in njegova zgodnjesovjetska gledaliska reprezentacija
IZVLECEK

Spartak je v dvajsetih letih prejsnjega stoletja postal ena klju¢nih
osebnosti sovjetske dramatike. Predstavljal je edinega anti¢nega
predhodnika bolj$evikov in njegova gledaliska podoba je pomembno
oblikovala poznej$o ikono gladiatorja kot pogumnega voditelja
zatiranih mnozic in junaka, ki deluje v imenu proletariata. Clanek
raziskuje podobo Spartaka v zgodnjem sovjetskem gledali$¢u in mno-
zi¢nih predstavah ter sledi povezavam med predlogo za upodobitev
Spartaka, romanom Raffaella Giovagnolija Spartaco (1874), ter prvima
dramskima priredbama Vladimirja Mazurkevica (1920) in Vladimirja
Volkensteina (1921). Clanek tudi prikazuje, kako so anti¢nega junaka
uporabljali v boljseviski propagandi, in preucuje, kako se je Spartakova
podoba spreminjala in prilagajala $irS§im premikom sovjetske politicne
in kulturne politike v prvih desetletjih zssr.

KLJUCNE BESEDE: Spartak, Sovjetska zveza, Raffaello Giovagnoli,
Vladimir Mazurkevi¢, Vladimir Volkenstein
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Crushing the
Imperial(ist) Eagles:
Nationalism,
ldeological Instruction,
and Adventure in the
Bulgarian Comics

about Spartacus -
the 1980s and Beyond

Miryana Dimitrova’

With his muscular body and determination to fight the Roman
imperial oppressor, Spartacus became the standard bearer of the
ideology of class struggle rooted in the nineteenth-century socio-
-political currents in Europe and the us and flourishing in Marxist
communist thought. Impressed by Appian’s depiction of Spartacus,
Karl Marx famously praised him as a noble, great general, a true
hero of the ancient proletariat.' The Spartacus League, formed and
led by Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxembourg during World War 1,
fought against the involvement of Germany in the conflict and saw
revolution as the only way to destroy the capitalist class and empower
the proletariat. It was precisely the Spartacus League, which after the
war renamed itself the Communist Party of Germany, that brought
to post-revolution Soviet Russia the idea of Spartacus as the epitome
of class struggle. The gladiator was “elected” as a leading ideological
personality to be praised and employed as a role model for the masses.

Asin many other European countries, in Bulgaria too, the figure
of Spartacus was appropriated and reimagined to reflect and em-
body early twentieth-century socio-political struggles. Communist

*  King’s College London alumna, miryana.dimitrova@gmail.com.
1 Marx and Engels, Collected Works, 265.
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movements were suppressed in the kingdom of Bulgaria until the
end of World War 11, and all manifestations of Marxist ideas in
culture and art were curbed, including Raffaello Giovagnioli’s book
Spartacus. Published in 1874 and praised by Garibaldi himself, it
enjoyed great popularity at the time but was officially condemned
as subversive reading.? Nevertheless, the freedom fighter acquired
prominence in Bulgarian society in the 1920s and 1930s, inspiring
many artists and intellectuals whose minds and hearts were open
to communist ideals. Two examples that stand out are the poems
“Severniat Spartak” [The Northern Spartacus] and “Gladiator” writ-
ten by the celebrated Bulgarian poet Hristo Smirnenski in 1921 and
1922, respectively. In “Severniat Spartak,” a profound and emotional
call to arms, expressed in the first person singular, the author likens
himself to Spartacus, whose righteous revolt against the injustices
inflicted by the ruling classes on the poor cannot be stopped by the
Roman legions:

In vain, the legions raise their banners!
In vain, you seek to bar my way!

I throw against your gold cuirasses

My million-strong iron masses,

With burning breast, I join the fray?

September 1944 saw a sea change — as the Red army made an unopposed
entry into the country, it overturned the monarchy, paved the way for
the foundation of the People’s Republic, and brought a new cultural
and ideological reality in its wake. Bulgaria became one of the most
devoted Soviet satellites and sustained its close relationship with the
big Russian brother for decades. Soviet-flavored Spartacus flourished
in all spheres of public life.

Among the best-known appropriations of the name and the ideal
it came to represent were the mass sports competitions, the so-called
republican Spartakiads. Based on the Soviet original, which rose
as the alternative to the Olympics, condemned as a manifestation
of the exploiting capitalist forces, these games became an essential

2 The book is a perennial classic — the first edition currently available at the
National Library in Sofia was published in 1896; the most recent one is from
2004.

3 Hristo Smirnenski, Selected Poetry and Prose, translated from Bulgarian by
Peter Tempest, 59. The poem “Gladiator” can be found in the same volume,
55-56.
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part of Bulgaria’s sports scene for decades.* The fact that the official
newspaper of the Bulgarian army reported that a naval Spartakiad
for cadets took place as recently as August 2021 points to the stability
of tradition.’ The particularly felicitous amalgam of Spartacus’ good
physique and gladiatorial and military prowess, on the one hand, and
his idealistic and humane character, on the other, created an image
of perfection resonating well with the idea of athletic achievement:
football clubs (following the Soviet model), gyms, a public swimming
pool in Sofia, and a security company still proudly bear the name
Spartak.® As an echo from the communist days, Spartacus remains
ingrained in Bulgarian culture.

In his insightful article on the Soviet reception of Spartacus, Oleksii
Rudenko suggests that the Soviet influence on the countries in the
Eastern bloc was uniform: “given the same influences of the ussr on
the Central and Eastern European region, the image of Spartacus had
become artificially imposed on them. Therefore, the true reception
in the context of these countries is hardly worth considering: it was
a constructed image that has quickly disseminated in historiography
and cultural life.”” However, taking issue with the suggested uniformity
of appropriation, I argue for the uniqueness of the Bulgarian adop-
tion of Spartacus based on his undisputed place of origin - ancient
Thrace - a territory occupied mainly by modern-day Bulgaria and
thus determining a complex relationship between past and present
that reaches far beyond Soviet influence.

Bulgarian historical fiction writers reveled in the suggestion made by
Konrad Ziegler in 1955 that due to the corruption of the text, Plutarch’s
description of Spartacus as belonging to a nomadic tribe (“nomadikou”)
should be read as belonging to the Maedi tribe (“maidikou”), known to
have occupied the lands along the river Strimon (nowadays Struma in
southwestern Bulgaria).® This intrinsic geographic connection, accepted

4 On the historical and ideological foundations of the Spartakiads, see Gounot,
“Between revolutionary demands and diplomatic necessity,” 197-8; on Bulga-
rian Spartakiads, see Girginov, “Bulgarian sport policy 1945-1989,” 515-538; also
Information Bulgaria, 572; 589; for examples from across the Eastern Bloc, see
Strozek, Picturing the Workers’ Olympics and the Spartakiads.

5  “Spartakiada po morski sportive,” available online.

6  Also noteworthy is the name of a notorious gay club - Spartakus — that existed
in Sofia in the early 2000s.

7  Rudenko, “The Making of a Soviet Hero,” 355-6.

8  Ziegler, “Die Herkunft des Spartacus,” 248-50; for an overview of Ziegler’s
hypothesis, see Fields, Spartacus and the Slave War 73-72 Bc, 28. Ziegler’s theory
is not accepted unanimously - for example, Keith Bradley prefers the reading
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by Bulgarian thracologists in the second half of the twentieth century,
legitimized an elevation of Spartacus into a national icon, an image
not necessarily replacing that of the Comintern hero but nevertheless
infusing it with a sense of superiority and pride.

This paper considers a specific strand of the myriad Bulgarian
literary depictions of Spartacus (there are at least a dozen historical
novels dating from the 1970s to the present day, many specifically
focused on the hero’s life in Thrace),® namely the comic series “Spar-
tak” published in the Daga magazine (1979-1983).” The plotline and
characterization of the comics illustrate an appropriation to specific
cultural ends - to establish the eponymous hero as a role model for
young Bulgarian readers and a national hero both by embodying the
proletarian anti-imperialist struggle but also by creating visual and tex-
tual links between his place of birth in ancient Thrace and modern-day
Bulgaria. My analysis sets the story within the context of a significant
cultural event in the country, the celebration of the thirteen centuries
anniversary of the founding of the Bulgarian state in 1981, and sees it
as a critical element of national propaganda, skilfully combining the
didactic and the visually spectacular to reach out to young audiences.
In the second part of the paper, I compare the narrative in Daga with
two contemporary Bulgarian comic versions of the story of Spartacus,
published in 2017 and 2020 (the latter is a new graphic novel based on
Daga’s story). Examining the main points of similarity (Spartacus as a
nationalist icon) and difference (Spartacus’ portrayal as an aristocrat
rather than a proletarian hero), I sketch the current creative tendencies
of interpreting the subject but also underscore the enduring potential
of the personality of Spartacus to serve as a well-crafted vessel of ideo-
logical instruction and entertainment.

DAGA AND “SPARTAK"

Daga (the Bulgarian word for rainbow) was launched in 1979 and
was regularly published until 1992. Its remarkably westernized aes-
thetic greatly impacted an entire generation and still sends ripples of

“nomadic” when quoting the passage by Plutarch; see Bradley, Slavery and Rebel-
lion in the Roman World, 92.

9  For example, Stajnov and Jankova, Legenda za mladia Spartak.

10 Allissues of Daga are available online, “Spartak” can be found in issues 2-11.
References in this paper follow the original page numbers, corresponding to the
page numbers of the uploaded scanned magazines. See the bibliography for more
details.
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nostalgia among those who read it as teenagers.” Even though comic
strips and cartoons in magazines and newspapers had been much
loved in Bulgaria for decades, Daga took the Bulgarian comic book
to a new level of variety and visual sophistication.” Moreover, it was
among the first officially endorsed full-scale comic publications after
decades of rejection of the “Western” genre as incompatible with the
progressive artistic values of communist society.” According to Anton
Staykov, the initial intention of the publishers to find a new propaganda
instrument, unexpectedly, even to them, led to the generation of huge
profit; so, after the first few issues, they simply closed their eyes to what
the creative teams in Daga were doing. This resulted in a more liberal
stylistic and linguistic expression, the broadening of the genre range,
and, finally, almost total freedom of scriptwriters and artists, as well
as a great joy to the readers. ™

Published by the state-owned publishing house Septemvri, the
magazine boasted impressive circulation. It occupied the shelves of
the newspaper kiosks and bookshops next to the hit comic magazine
Pif Gadget (one of the few Western magazines to reach Bulgaria,
mainly thanks to its ties with the French Communist Party) and
several children’s magazines imported from the ussr. The sixty-four
action-packed pages offered the young reader a remarkable selection
of stories ranging from adaptations of Bulgarian and world classics
(e.g., Robert Luis Stevenson’s Treasure Island, J. R. R. Tolkien’s Hobbit)
to specially commissioned sci-fi stories, historical fiction (e.g., series
about the great geographical discoveries), adaptations of folk and
fairy tales complete with puzzles, crosswords, origami tutorials and
letters from devout readers addressed to the editors. Special atten-
tion was paid to Bulgarian history - stories about medieval khans,
czars, and nobles featured prominently and often included additional
educational sections on the pages following the given episode - for
example, illustrations of the elements constituting the typical dress

11 Its popularity can be attested by a recent documentary featuring interviews with
writers and artists who have worked for the magazine, and the two collector’s
edition books (2012 and 2016), featuring specially commissioned stories by the
authors of Daga.

12 For an excellent introduction to comics in Bulgaria, see Staykov, Kratka Istoria
na Bulgarskia komiks, 8-17; “Bulgarian comics in the second decade of the new
century”; and Stefanov, ““The infantile genre,” 41-52.

13 Stefanov, ““The infantile genre,” 42-3.

14 Staykov, “Daga — detsko-yunosheskiat komiks kult.” Note that unless otherwise
stated, all translations from Bulgarian and Russian into English are by the
author.
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and weaponry in different periods of Bulgarian history.” This comic
cornucopia was well-measured in terms of form and content to attract
different age groups.

“Spartak” was published as a ten-episode series in issues 2-11 of
Daga (1980-1983). The series was written by Lyubomir Manolov and
illustrated by Georgi Shumenov, except for the first episode, illustrated
by Vladimir Konovalov. The introduction of a new illustrator changed
the visual style of the comic as the finer, more elegant drawings of
Konovalov were replaced by the more realistic and chiseled bodies of
Shumenov, allegedly because Shumenov was more skilled in drawing
horses.”® The first thing that attracts attention when looking at the series
against the rest of the magazine contents is that “Spartak” is distin-
guished by its monochrome style, while all other stories are drawn in
full color. As noted by Teodor Manolov, the son of the writer Lyubomir
Manolov and himself the author of a new comic version of the same
story to be discussed below, Konovalov was not given enough time to
color the panels before the publication of the first episode.” Instead
of becoming a disadvantage, the black and white layout became a
trademark as this seemingly more mature look could be seen to match
the gravity of the subject matter.

The key to understanding the significance of the comic is the
political and cultural context of the late 1970s. Daga began its life
in 1979 during a time of significant cultural activity related to the
celebrations dedicated to the thirteenth centenary of the founding
of the Bulgarian state in 1981 (counted from the arrival of the proto-
-Bulgarians on the Balkan Peninsula in AD 681). A major cultural
nationalist project presented the Bulgarian nation as an amalgam
(very peacefully formed) of three ethnic components — Thracians,
Slavs, and proto-Bulgarians. As early as 1976, a decree issued by the
central committee of the Communist Party initiated and funded a
remarkable array of wide-scale academic, cultural, and media projects
to celebrate the modern Bulgarian nation.” Various historical studies
were commissioned to popularize and commemorate the anniversary

15 Infact, an earlier 1970s illustrated book series entitled Bulgaria Drevna I Mlada
[Bulgaria ancient and young] is described by Petar Stefanov as “historical stories
in pictures” and seen by him as a precursor of the history-themed comics to
flourish later in Daga; Stefanov, ““The infantile genre,” 43.

16 Staykov, Kratka istoria na bulgarskia komiks, 93.

17 Manolov, Spartak, 7.

18 The special committee was headed by no other than Lyudmila Zhivkova, the
daughter of the dictator Todor Zhivkov. For an analysis of the political dimen-
sions of the celebrations, the use of historicity and the glorification of the past to



CRUSHING THE IMPERIAL(IST) EAGLES 107

and demonstrate the critical position of the Bulgarian state on the
map of Europe despite the Iron Curtain and, importantly, to exemplify
an ancient nation confidently marching toward the bright future of
communism. The writer of “Spartak,” Lyubomir Manolov, had even
worked on a script for a feature film about the gladiator. However,
his project was sidelined, and priority was given to motion pictures
dedicated to the proto-Bulgarian arrival in the Balkans and their
importance in forming the Bulgarian nation.” Manolov redirected
his creative energy toward the comic genre, and his project found
a place in Daga. Since its first issues were strictly programmed to
include ideologically grounded material before the magazine gained
relative creative liberty in the late 1980s, Spartacus emerged as a
crucial nationalist symbol of the same rank as iconic personalities
whose exploits were celebrated in the pilot issue of Daga. These were
Czar Simeon (and his victory against the Byzantines at Aheloi in AD
917) and Vasil Levski, the freedom fighter against Ottoman rule in
the late nineteenth century.

SPARTACUS THE THRACIAN,
SPARTACUS THE BULGARIAN

The Thracian provenance is crucial for the depiction of Spartacus.
Four out of ten episodes of “Spartak” take place in ancient Thrace,
with the narrative centering on the formative years of the hero and
the nurturing of his physical prowess and inherent opposition to
social injustices. The writer of the comic takes the liberty to create
an original and detailed picture of Spartacus’ early life and to situate
it within the divided and profoundly corrupt society of the Maedi
tribe. The story opens with young Spartacus, portrayed as the son
of the hunter Zoltes, carrying wood. Rhodopis, the daughter of lord
Remetalk, intrigued by the handsome boy (around the same age as
the reader of Daga), inquires whether he is a slave. Spartacus proudly
responds that the blacksmith to whom he is an apprentice is a slave;
he is an orphan.>

validate the communist doctrine, see Elenkov, “Humanno-klasoviat vtori Zlaten
vek,” 33-62; Kovachev, “1981.”

19 Manolov, Spartak, 7. The epic film Khan Asparuh, glorifying the proto-Bul-
garian people as founders of the Bulgarian state and allegedly featuring 60.000
extras, was released in 1981.

20 Manolov and Konovalov, “Spartak,” 3.4. References to all comic books include
page and panel numbers.
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Plutarch’s claim that Spartacus’” wife lived with him in Capua
and they escaped together (Crass. 8.3) inspired fully-fledged modern
fictional depictions of the gladiator’s female companions, most nota-
bly by Howard Fast and Raffaello Giovagnoli. Both were popular in
Bulgaria at the time. Giovagnoli’s novel had been rehabilitated by the
communist authorities. Fast’s Spartacus, written by a pro-communist
and blacklisted American author, was endorsed and published in Bul-
garian translation as early as 1954, just three years after its publication
in the us.” In light of these popular literary sources, the limited female
presence in the comic is striking. However, although the young Thracian
lady Rhodopis makes a much shorter appearance than her non-comic
counterparts, her role deserves attention as she is designed to provide
contrasting (more pragmatic) views to Spartacus’ working-class hero’s
maturing mindset.

The boy is punished for daring to converse with Rhodopis and is
warned by the blacksmith (his mentor who trains him to fight and
shoot) that she belongs to the ruling class, the lords. Nevertheless,
Spartacus, driven by his emotion but also by his still immature un-
derstanding of the world, insists that she is a good person. He also
asks himself: “Why does her father have the right to beat people?”
Moreover: “Why does slavery exist?”*> This demonstrates his acute
sensitivity to social inequality from an early age.

Later in the same episode, Spartacus shows disobedience while
serving at the lords’ banquet and is banished. He takes to the moun-
tains, where, as the caption on the final panel reads, “people are free.”

21 In Fast’s Spartacus, the Thracian meets the German slave girl Varinia at the
gladiatorial school; the romantic story is made even more central in Kubrick’s
film as their offspring becomes a symbol of the vitality of Spartacus’ cause over-
coming death. In Giovagnoli’s novel, the strong female presence falls into three
stereotypes: the filial devotion of Spartacus’ sister, Mirza; the scheming and
vindictive courtesan who joins Spartacus’ ranks to betray him because he rejects
her love; the virtuous and passionate Valeria Mesala - trapped in a loveless
marriage to Sulla — who becomes the mother of Spartacus’ daughter. In Hristo
Danov’s and Maria Daskalova’s novel, Spartacus’ wife, Fia, after leaving their
son in Thrace, joins him to fight for their people, is enslaved with Spartacus, and
stays with him until her death, shortly before the final battle. The other leading
female character is Sempronia, who is in love with Spartacus but realizes that
even after his wife’s death, he would never betray his cause and escape with her.
She begins to hate the regime that destroys Spartacus and the reader learns that
it is that hatred that would lead her to join Catiline’s conspiracy.

22 Manolov and Konovalov, “Spartak,” 5.2.

23 Ibid,, 8.4.
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This is a crucial allusion many Bulgarians would have recognized.
The communist partisans during World War 11 were persecuted by
the monarchy, then allied with Nazi Germany, and took refuge in the
mountains, conducting guerrilla raids from there.

The idea of class struggle within the Thracian society is made pro-
minent by the portrayal of the ruling Thracian aristocracy as cruelly
indulging in the mistreatment of the poor peasants and imposing
restrictions on individual freedom. After eight years of banishment,
Spartacus happens to save Rhodopis’ life in a dramatic episode in which
he confronts and slays a bison; this valiant act wins him the favor of
her father and the nobles. However, soon after that, in episode four,
Spartacus learns that the fate of Rhodopis is to become a priestess
of Bendis. Although the girl is unwilling to dedicate her life to the
Thracian goddess, she must obey the rule. This feels like a pivotal
moment in the story and has several implications. In a communist
society, women work shoulder-to-shoulder with men. However,
ancient Thrace is exposed as a community where women’s rights are
suppressed, and discrimination transcends class segregation. The fact
that the girl belongs to the aristocracy does not grant her the luxury
of choice. Furthermore, the fact that it is the cult of Bendis she must
serve stands out as an implicit condemnation of religion as interfering
with personal development and freedom. However, the inescapable
duty is not the only reason for her failed romance with Spartacus - the
story indicates that Spartacus and Rhodopis belong to two conflicting
worlds. Their worldviews clash during a romantic hunting scene, apt-
ly chosen as Bendis was known as a goddess of the hunt. He claims
that the world is not set right and is not fair. She responds that this
is how the world works, and nothing can be done about it. Spartacus
exclaims: “This is what torments me.™* Soon, Rhodopis disappears
from the story, confirming the rigidity of social roles in her world
and Spartacus’ firm resolve to fight against injustices.

In the following episodes, Spartacus participates in various mis-
sions, including the Mithridatic war - he fights among the ranks of
the Thracian horsemen opposing Sulla at Chaeronea. Although the
Pontians are defeated and the Thracians are forced to retreat, he fights
valiantly and spares the life of the centurion Flaccus, who acknowledges
Spartacus’ noble nature, even if barbarian. This fictitious inclusion is
among the many that create the trope of Spartacus’ compassionate
nature and readiness to help. We see him saving a Thracian shepherd
boy, saving Rhodopis from the bison (the episode noted above), and

24 Manolov and Shumenov, “Spartak,” #4, 4.5-6; 5.1.
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refusing to kill his opponent later in the arena or during the various
battles against the Romans after the outbreak of the rebellion. This
combination of strength, resilience, and ruthlessness toward the
oppressor, yet benevolence and rejection of pointless violence, con-
tribute to Spartacus’ appeal.

Back in Thrace, Spartacus again runs into trouble while defending
a group of innocent peasants from the Thracian lord Amadok’s cru-
elty. He is accused of insurrection, sent to prison, and sentenced to
death; however, as the Thracians begin to befriend the Romans, as
their natural allies in corruption, the king orders Spartacus to fight
Amadok in the arena to entertain the Roman envoy. The young man
wins but, in line with his ethos, spares Amadok’s life; the Roman
visitor is impressed and asks for Spartacus to be given to him to be
trained as a gladiator, a request the king is more than happy to grant.

It is worth mentioning that Manolov’s depiction of the events
leading up to Spartacus becoming a gladiator ignores the hypo-
thesis of the involvement of Spartacus as a mercenary serving in the
Roman ranks - an event likely related to his arrival at the school of
Lentulus Batiatus. Ancient sources, notably Appian, Plutarch, and
Florus, acknowledge that Spartacus came from the Thracian lands
but offer relatively brief and inconclusive accounts of how he ended
up at the gladiatorial school in Capua. Appian describes him as a
Thracian who served with the Romans and became a prisoner and,
subsequently, a gladiator (B. Civ. 1.116). According to Florus” impli-
citly hostile depiction, he was a Thracian mercenary who first served
as a soldier in the (Roman) army, then deserted, and finally became
a gladiator (Flor. 2.8).»

Bulgarian historians, both during the communist era and in con-
temporary studies, base their accounts of Spartacus’ life on ancient
sources. For example, in a historical survey published in 1964, Stoil
Stoilov states that Spartacus’ brilliance as a soldier won him a place
in Sulla’s army after the Thracians fighting on the side of Mithridates
were captured; later, he joined Lucullus’ legions and deserted when
forced to fight against his Thracian people. He was captured and sent
to the gladiatorial school.* Such an interpretation of the events does
not contradict the state-controlled image. However, the comic story
offers a particular and propagandistic take on this murky period of

25 For modern discussions of the conjecture of Spartacus’ service in the Roman
army, see Schiavone, Spartacus, translated by Jeremy Carden, 20-25; Fields,
Spartacus and the Slave War, 27-30.

26 Stoilov, Spartak, 55-59.
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Spartacus’ life - instead of being a prisoner of war, Spartacus, betrayed
by his tribe, becomes a victim of the oppressive regime of the corrupted
Thracian lords. This could hark back to the denigrated image of the
Bulgarian monarchy before the communist coup in 1944 and the
subsequent conflict between the publicly condemned remnants of the
degraded bourgeoisie and the virtuous workers and freedom fighters.
Episodes 6-10 depict the better-documented part of Spartacus’ life
and follow a less idiosyncratic and more mainstream interpretation
of events. Spartacus becomes a star of the arena of Lentulus Batiatus.
Unable to endure the prospect of yet another massacre to please the
Roman perverse addiction to violent spectacles, he decides that the
time for rebellion is ripe. Even though it is the spur of the moment,
Spartacus, with the clear vision of a leader, captures the armories and,
in the later scenes, demonstrates his talent in training and commanding
the slave army (no doubt innate and not acquired during his service in
the Roman army). He escapes the blockade at Vesuvius with the help
of rope ladders made of vines. Manolov’s Spartacus expresses his firm
conviction that it is his destiny to succeed: “We, the free people, will
pass”” Throughout the various battle scenes, the gladiator remains
true to his character and lets several captured Romans go free.
Another milestone event that defines Spartacus as a proletarian
hero is precipitated by strife within his ranks. Spartacus urges his
men to head north and live free out of reach of the Roman power,
while his comrade Crixus and others want to march against Rome
and plunder it - thus enriching themselves and exacting revenge.
Spartacus agrees against his better judgment.?® Here, the main
themes - Spartacus’ democratic and compassionate nature and his
innate qualities as a leader — are underscored and interpreted in the
light of the ideal figure of class struggle and proletarian virtues. In
the introduction to the 1983 Bulgarian edition of Giovagnoli’s novel,
the historian Hristo Danov summarizes what the communist regime
hailed as characteristic of historical Spartacus, namely his “complete
disinterest in private property and material riches altogether”* Thus,
when his comrades insist on attacking Rome, Spartacus consents

27 Manolov and Shumenov, “Spartak,” #9, 6.4.

28 Georgi Markov suggests that the popular perception that Spartacus initially
opposed the idea to march against Rome but agreed to do it in spite of himself
might have been influenced by Plutarch’s more sympathetic depiction of the
gladiator. However, Markov contends, Florus’ view that it was Spartacus’ plan
to lead his men to Rome, could be equally plausible; Markov, Buntat na Spar-
tak, 133.

29 Giovangnoli, Spartak, translated by Petar Dragoev, 463.
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because of his democratic nature — and not because of being tempted
by the prospect of rich plunder or revenge. The internal strife between
Spartacus and Crixus highlights the qualities Danov finds in this hero
of the “ancient proletariat” Unlike other revolt leaders who “consciously
fell back on the forms, insignia, and titles typical of the ancient east-
ern and Hellenistic monarchies, Spartacus created and applied [...] a
definitely democratic leadership, clad in the republican form.*

Following a fierce battle in which Spartacus and his men crush
the Roman eagles and send Lentulus into flight, the Gauls remain
resolved to march against Rome. All his attempts to stop them are in
vain. However, the armies of Crassus and Lucullus block the way to
Rome while Pompey advances from Spain. Betrayed by the Sicilian
pirates, Spartacus faces the fateful battle against Crassus’ legions.
Although he seeks Crassus to fight him in a duel, he is slain before
he can face the Roman general. Stoil Stoilov aptly describes a meta-
phorical confrontation of Crassus and Spartacus as a conflict of two
human types, or reality versus dream. “No other social order apart
from slavery-based society could exist at this stage of the historical
development of humanity.” In an implicit critique of a world in need
of reform, he concludes that “people like Spartacus are born once in
a thousand years, while every century has its Crassus.™*

Without dwelling on Spartacus’ psychological state, the comic,
following the general trend of the period, conveys a sense of ideolo-
gical isolation of the protagonist and his beliefs. Although gathering
thousands of followers, he struggles to withstand the greed, sava-
gery, and desire for revenge that surrounds him both in Rome and
within his ranks. Nevertheless, his death is not in vain - it sparks
what would become the blaze of war against slavery and would blend
with the proletarian class struggle for a new social order. The sense
that Spartacus transcends his late-republican world to reach out to
posterity and instruct modern generations in virtue is powerful and
visually striking in Daga. It reflects the official appropriation of the
gladiator as a symbol of proletarian struggle, but also establishes
explicit connections with contemporary Bulgaria both at the story’s
beginning and end. The page following the end of the first episode
transports the reader to contemporary Bulgaria and shows a photo

30 Giovangnoli, Spartak, translated by Petar Dragoev, 463.

31 Stoilov, Spartak, 77. The trope of the meeting between Crassus and Spartacus in
a failed attempt to negotiate is widely used (e.g., Giovagnoli, Danov, and Daska-
lova) and has its basis in Appian’s account (B. Civ. 1.14).

32 Ibid.
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of Spartacus’ statue in the city of Sandanski, its chiseled monumental
features reflected in the heroic look of the Daga protagonist.* The story
comes full circle with the final image in episode ten. Reassuring the
reader that the hero’s achievement would be remembered for the years
to come, the final caption, wrapped around an image of the head of
Spartacus towering over the mountains, reads:

Thus, in the spring of 71 Bc, died Spartacus - the leader of the greatest
slave rebellion in antiquity. The rebellion failed but shook the very
foundations of the vast empire spreading its dominion over three
continents. The leader of the first slave revolt in the history of the
Roman Empire was Thracian. Today, in the city of Sandanski, the
statue of Spartacus stands as an expression of our gratitude for the
immortal achievement of the hero born in these lands, according
to historians.**

So, back in the late 1970s and early 1980s, Daga offered a remarkably
colorful mix of Western pop culture visual style and communist, as well
as nationalist propaganda. Henry Jenkins recalls the notion of reading
comics (in the West) as the opposite of reading serious, meaningful,
as it were, literature: “we read in secret — under the covers by flash-
light, hidden in a textbook in class - with the knowledge that there
was something vaguely oppositional about our practices”* Daga was
different - if your teacher caught you reading these seemingly light,
superficial stories in pictures, you could point out that it was the story
of Bulgarian heroes that you were reading.*

Before discussing two contemporary Bulgarian renditions of
Spartacus’ exploits to underscore the complexity of Daga’s story, I
will briefly consider a Soviet comic that exemplifies a distinct ideo-
logical take on the subject matter that remains completely alien to
Bulgarian writers of the period. “Spartak” appeared around the
same time as the series in Daga, in the April 1980 issue of the chil-
dren’s magazine Vesyolie Kartinki (still in print, unlike Daga, which
did not survive the post-communism economic crisis in the 1990s).

33 Manolov and Konovalov, “Spartak,” 9. The statue, erected in 1978, is the work of
the sculptor Velichko Minekov, author of numerous state-commissioned monu-
ments glorifying the Bulgarian past.

34 Manolov and Shumenov,“Spartak,” #11, 9.10.

35 Jenkins, “Introduction,” 1.

36 Infact, scholars recognize that comics, by mixing images and text, can facilitate
understanding and memorizing of given study material and can thus be used as
an effective learning tool. Cf. Duncan and Smith, Power of Comics, 278.
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The entire issue is dedicated to celebrating Lenin’s birthday and is
replete with snippets of information about his childhood; on page
two, there is a poem dedicated to Lenin. The story lends itself well
to the glorification of the communist luminary. Based on Raffaello
Giovagnoli’s Spartacus, whose popularity in Bulgaria has already
been mentioned, the entire story, beginning with a quote by Lenin
stating that “Spartacus was among the most prominent heroes of one
of the biggest slave revolts around two thousand years ago,’” fills only
three pages. The warrior is taken captive by the Romans and then
made a gladiator. He cannot endure the humiliation and decides
to rebel. The highlight of the story is the Vesuvius sequence - after
descending the mountain slope by makeshift ladders made of vines,
Spartacus and his men surprise and defeat the Romans, bringing the
story to an end with a caption reading that “the news of Spartacus’
victory roused thousands of slaves to a battle for freedom.*® Even
though, admittedly, the format of the magazine entails shorter stories
oriented toward younger children, it is somewhat surprising how
schematic and superficial the story appears even when abridged.
The ending is indicative not only of the children-sensitive editing
of the contents but also of the selective propagandistic approach; by
omitting Spartacus’ death, the story negates it, and the hero takes
one step further toward immortality.

Daga’s comic is not only aimed at older teenage readers. It offers
more realistic (and therefore credible) character development. In
addition to the general outline of the events during the slave war, it
features details drawn from ancient historiography that contribute
to a more nuanced depiction.” Moreover, unlike the “Spartak”
in Vesyolie Kartinki, unabashedly striving to provide historical
justification for Lenin’s wisdom and guidance - the story seems
to have been included because of Lenin’s personal admiration for
Spartacus - “Spartak” in Daga flaunts a very Bulgarian, idiosyncratic
and nationalist agenda.

37 “Spartak,” 14.1. The author of the text is unknown, but the first panel announces
that the story is based on Giovagnoli’s novel. The story is illustrated by E. Goro-
hovskii.

38 Ibid., 16.1.

39 For example, Spartacus killing his horse in anticipation of the final battle, to
demonstrate that there is no way back, can be traced directly to Plutarch, Crass.
11.6. An exciting explanation is offered by Dimitar Popov, who claims that horse
sacrifice was common in Thracian ritualistic practice; Popov, Spartak Trakietsat,
144-5.
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POST-COMMUNIST SPARTACUS

His enduring fame attests to the fact that Spartacus was - and re-
mains — a perfect nationalistic role model. His afterlife in democratic
Bulgaria is rich and replete with his reincarnations in historical fiction
and comics, bearing the stamp of nationalistic, conservative features
which replaced the outdated proletarian struggle. The remainder of
this paper looks at examples of contemporary comics to map out the
transmutations of the hero to suit the post-communist (and anti-
-communist) ideological agenda and to nurture and empower a new
generation of Bulgarian teenagers. By tracing the characteristics of
this departure from the proletarian image, the comparison aims to
help single out the typical propagandistic traits of the original Daga
series and elucidate the points of nationalistic propaganda where old
and new comics overlap.

An important interpretative strand emerges, namely a firm de-
nunciation of Spartacus as a proletarian hero, related to a negation of
his humble origins lauded by earlier communist-era scholarship and
promptly reflected in Daga. In his introduction to a study of the life
of Spartacus, the thracologist Dimitar Popov states the necessity of
redressing the ideological agenda, especially the view that Spartacus
created a plan for a full-scale proletarian revolution — not least because
no proletariat in the modern sense of the term existed in antiquity.*°
Perhaps surprisingly, such critical opinion was expressed (and left
uncensored) as early as 1977 by a British scholar, J. G. Griffith, who
participated in a symposium dedicated to Spartacus in Bulgaria. He
wrote: “I cannot persuade myself that he was a prophet with a social
message, dying for a cause for which the time was not ripe”# Even
Stoilov, in his markedly propagandistic survey, admits that Spartacus’
cause was doomed, but at least the Thracian, “with his iron fist, opened
the first crack in the granite wall of the Roman supremacy”+

The notion of the low birth of the hero is also out of vogue. Popov’s
etymological analysis of the name Spartacus leads him to conclude
that there is a direct link with the royal line of the Odrysian kingdom,
thus rejecting the earlier reading that related Spartacus to the Maedi

40 Popov, Spartak Trakietsat, 8. A similar stance is taken by Bradley: it is “impossi-
ble to view the Spartacan movement as being in any way dominated by abstract
or ideological imperatives: freedom from slavery was the intent of the fugitives;
the slavery system itself remained unaffected”; Slavery and Rebellion, 101.

41 Griffith, “Spartacus and the Growth of Historical and Political Legends,” 69.

42 Stoilov, Spartak, 110.
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tribe.# This view harks back to the hypothesis put forward by Theodor
Mommsen that Spartacus was of noble, even royal lineage.** However,
as Popov himself and recently Georgi Markov argued, there are no
indications that Spartacus belonged to the aristocracy. If that had
been the case, his noble parentage would not have escaped ancient
historiographers’ attention.*

Such cautious treatment of the idea of aristocratic Spartacus is not
endorsed by contemporary comic renditions of the subject, which
make the hero’s princely pedigree the central theme of the story.
Spartak: Zashtitnikat na Trakia [Spartacus: The Defender of Thrace]
and Spartak: Buntat na robite [Spartacus: The Revolt of the Slaves] are
parts one and two of the story of the Thracian gladiator included in
a series of comic books on famous Bulgarian historical personalities
such as proto-Bulgarian khans and medieval rulers. Written by Mi-
roslav Petrov and drawn in monochrome realist aesthetic by Veselin
Chakarov, the two short, pocket-size comic books were published
in 2017 by the Vazdigane foundation, an organization that promotes
patriotic causes. In the book reviewing blog Knizhni Krile, Nenko
Genov welcomes these comics as more realistic treatments of the story
of Spartacus and distinguishes them from the propagandistic image
of the slave leader, an emblem of proletarian struggles in the past.+
Although tempting to take this laudation with a pinch of salt, such
opinions indicate the urge to liberate Spartacus from his communist
past, rediscovering him as a symbol of nationalistic pride. Part Two
follows the commonly accepted plotline depicting the events from the
onset of the revolt to Spartacus’ death and does not offer any unusual
interpretation. However, Part One starkly contrasts the depiction in the
Daga series and reveals much about Bulgarian society’s reimagining of
the proletarian hero. Spartacus is now a proud member of the aristo-
cracy — the prince of the Maedi people — who fights to protect his lands
from the Romans. Among his feats is the mission to liberate Macedonia
from the Roman invasion. Although this episode might be seen as a
chronologically plausible fictitious interpretation of historical events in
the Roman province of Macedonia, the twenty-first-century Bulgarian
reader can easily relate this to a political sore spot, the ongoing dispute

43 Popov, Spartak Trakietsat, 79-80; see also Velkova, “Der Name Spartacus,”
195-99.

44 Mommsen, History of the Roman Republic, 350.

45 Markov, Buntat na Spartak, 64-65; Popov, Spartak Trakietsat, 80-81.

46 Genov, “Spartak - Zashtitnikat na Trakia’ I ‘Spartak — Buntat na robite’ ot Vese-
lin Chakarov I Miroslav Petrov.”
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with North Macedonia regarding its language and ethnic and cultural
profile. By tentatively equating Bulgarian with Thracian, the episode
could be seen as furthering the nationalist agenda of those political and
social circles in the country refusing to acknowledge the Macedonian
language as distinct from Bulgarian and insisting on the common
Bulgarian origins of people living in the former Yugoslav republic.
In Spartak: Legendata [Spartacus: The Legend], the son of the
writer of the original series Lyubomir Manolov, Teodor Manolov,
an art director and artist, (re)created together with his father the
script of the series in Daga in a project advertised as consisting of
ten graphic novels. The first one was published in 2020. Featuring
many guest artists and colorists, this eye-catching volume preserves
the main plotline of the Daga series but elaborates on story details and
characterization - for example, Rhodopis is now a prophetess, thus
evoking the character of Spartacus” wife in Plutarch, described as a
bacchante (Crass. 8.3) and, it seems, is promised a more substantial
role in the series. More importantly, the story aims to reconcile the
different hypotheses about Spartacus’ provenance depicting him in
contradictory terms, namely that he is a highly educated man and
an experienced soldier but is also very close to the lower social class.
Spartak: Legendata discards the proletarian origins of Spartacus, but
unlike the comic discussed above, it finds the golden mean by pre-
senting him as the son of an impoverished landowner. Becoming an
orphan at an early age, he is sent to a distant relative, the local ruler
(paradynast) Remetalk, who, in turn, arranges for his armorer to look
after the boy and forgets about his existence, hence Spartacus being
raised as a commoner. The language of the comic abounds in deliberate
archaisms, which evoke folk tales or narratives from the Bulgarian
Revival period.* Subjecting the narrative about ancient Thrace to the
linguistic expression associated with national folklore tradition gives an
impetus to the identification process of Spartacus as a Bulgarian hero.
The fact that the book’s full title includes the description “a graphic
novel and an encyclopedia of our lands in antiquity” speaks volumes

47 InDanov’s and Daskalova’s 1977 novel, Spartacus’ wife is also portrayed as some-
one who has the gift of clairvoyance.

48 The Bulgarian national revival period is traditionally framed between the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries and, according to Roumen Daskalov, is cha-
racterized by three major processes: the struggle for the establishment of an
independent Bulgarian church, education, and literature. The revolutionary
movement was thus aiming to liberate the country from Ottoman power; Daska-
lov, Making of a Nation in the Balkans; see also Genchev, Bulgarian National
Revival Period, translated by M. Shipkov.
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about the insistence on historicity despite the seeming admission of
the creative license taken by the authors.

What unites all three comic stories considered in this paper is the
derision of anything foreign — be it the Roman invader or the Greek
influence, it is seen as potentially damaging and corrupting, and the
mission of Spartacus is to spearhead the Thracian opposition to it.

The most striking omission is the suggestion of Spartacus’ mercenary
service in the Roman army. In both Daga and Zashtitnikat na Trakia,
and very likely in the forthcoming books of Spartak: Legendata, as an
heir to the original story in Daga, Spartacus evolves as a commander
of the slave revolt not because of his previous military experience in
the Roman army but thanks to his innate talent and charisma which
enable him to channel his proletarian and nationalistic ideals.*

The notion developed in Daga, of degraded Thracian society that
sends Spartacus to his fate as a gladiator to please the Roman envoy;,
was already mentioned. The episode of the banquet during which
Spartacus refuses to obey the Thracian nobles is elaborated in Ma-
nolov Jr’s version. Spartacus arrives at the mansion and, dazzled by
Hellenistic luxury and beautiful decorations, observes: “We used to be
great, independent people, but today we are conquered by the Greeks
through their settlement in our lands.”® This may or may not be an
implicit critique of Plutarch’s depiction of Spartacus as bold, courageous,
and clever, qualities that align him more with the Greeks than with
the Thracians (Plut. Crass. 8.2). Inspired by Plutarch’s account Aldo
Schiavone describes his vision of Spartacus: “In a wholly unexpected
manner, a more faceted personality takes shape, happily positioned
between two cultures, if not between two anthropologies — Thracian
strength and Greek gentleness: a difficult synthesis of unsuspected
richness”s' Such an amiable and not entirely implausible picture of a
multicultural Spartacus is not welcome in Bulgarian popular culture.
The Thracian warrior’s allegiance to the national cause is clear-cut
and implicitly xenophobic, although keeping the limits set by political
correctness in sight.

An exhaustive comparison between the literary depictions of
Spartacus adherent to the communist ideals and the contemporary
post-communist, right-wing-leaning views is beyond the scope of this

49 Thus, Florus’ suggestion that he emulated the Roman custom of giving funeral
gladiatorial games - in his case, with Roman captives fighting each other (Flor.
2.9) - finds no place in the comics.

50 Manolov, Spartak, 38.5.

51 Schiavone, Spartacus, 20.
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paper. It would necessarily include the numerous works of historical
fiction that have enjoyed popularity for the past fifty years. Nevertheless,
the comics, presenting intriguing blends of ancient and contemporary
theories about Spartacus and by their genre ethos reaching a wide
readership, especially younger audiences, emerge as the touchstone
of the cultural currents and didactic agendas. The bottom line of the
present analysis is that the lack of concrete evidence about Spartacus’
life before his arrival at the gladiatorial school ensures a convenient
malleability of the image of the Thracian hero, shaped to suit desired
ideological goals. The legendary aura surrounding Spartacus’ prove-
nance is purposefully embellished in Bulgarian popular culture by
comic authors to create a shimmering image of the Thracian warrior
who, although at times defending proletarian ideals, remains first and
foremost a proud Bulgarian.
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ABSTRACT

Daga (the Bulgarian word for “rainbow”) was a Bulgarian comic
magazine launched in 1979 and regularly published until 1992. Its
remarkably westernized aesthetic greatly impacted an entire ge-
neration of readers. Included in its variety of stories (history, sci-fi,
literary classics) is an action-packed account of Spartacus’ exploits.
For ten consecutive issues (1979-1983), the story spanned the hero’s
life from a more fanciful narrative of his early years in Thrace to the
better-documented events in Italy and his death. The paper explores
the plotline, characterization, and visual aspects of “Spartak” to reveal
the eponymous hero’s significance for young Bulgarian readers in the
1980s. Drawing on the cultural and historical context, I argue that
Spartacus was well suited to serve as a role model and a national hero
by embodying the proletarian anti-imperialist struggle and also, no-
tably, because of his supposed place of birth near the river Strimon in
modern-day Bulgaria. I also look at examples of contemporary comics,
including a new graphic novel based on Daga’s story published in 2020,
and consider the transmutations of the hero to suit the post-communist
(and anti-communist) ideological agenda, characterized by a departure
from the proletarian image of Spartacus in favor of more conservative,
aristocratic features.

KEYWORDS: Daga, Bulgarian comic magazines, Spartakiad, Strimon,
Thrace
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Razbijanje imperial(isti¢)nih orlov: Nacionalizem,
ideoloski poduk in pustolovscina v bolgarskih stripih
o Spartaku v osemdesetih letih in kasneje

1IZVLECEK

Daga (bolgarsko “Mavrica”) je bila bolgarska stripovska revija, ki je
izhajala med letoma 1979 in 1992. Njena izrazito zahodnjaska estetika
je mo¢no vplivala na celo generacijo bralcev. Med raznolikimi objavami
(zgodovina, znanstvena fantastika, literarna klasika) je bil tudi akcijski
opis Spartakovih podvigov. V desetih zaporednih $tevilkah (1979-1983) je
o njegovih zgodnjih letih v Trakiji do bolje dokumentiranih dogodkov
v Italiji in njegove smrti. Clanek raziskuje zaplete, karakterizacijo in
vizualne vidike stripa “Spartak” ter prikazuje pomen naslovnega junaka
za mlade bolgarske bralce v osemdesetih letih prejsnjega stoletja. Na
podlagi kulturnega in zgodovinskega konteksta ugotavlja, da je bil
Spartak primeren lik vzornika in nacionalnega junaka zato, ker je
utelesal proletarski protiimperialisti¢ni boj, pomembna pa je bila tudi
domneva o njegovem rojstnem kraju v blizini reke Strimon v danasnji
Bolgariji. Clanek raziskuje tudi primere sodobnih stripov, vklju¢no z
novim grafi¢cnim romanom, ki temelji na zgodbi revije Daga in je iz$el
leta 2020, ter obravnava transmutacije junaka, ki so skusale ustreci
postkomunisti¢ni (in protikomunisti¢ni) ideoloski agendi, za katero
je znacilen odmik od proletarske podobe Spartaka v prid konserva-
tivnejsih, aristokratskih znacilnosti.

KLJUCNE BESEDE: Daga, bolgarski strip, Spartakiada, Strimon, Trakija
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“And so with the
moderns”: The Role
of the Revolutionary
Writer and the
Mythicization of
History in J. Leslie
Mitchell's Spartacus

Scott Lyall®

INTRODUCTION

“[T]he most splendid fellow in all ancient history.™ Karl Marx’s
description of Spartacus, the gladiator who led a slave revolt against
the Roman Republic from 73-71 Bc, demonstrates the Thracian’s emi-
nence in the revolutionary political tradition. The German Spartacists
took their name from him as they led an uprising against the Weimar
government in the wake of Germany’s defeat in World War 1 and this
inspired Bertolt Brecht’s play Drums in the Night, originally named
Spartakus.> The most famous twentieth-century fictional representation
of Spartacus is Stanley KubricK’s film of 1960, in which Kirk Douglas
played the slave leader. The movie is based on the American writer
Howard Fast’s bestselling novel, first published in 1951. Fast began
writing Spartacus on his release from prison, where he was incarcerated
for his refusal “to turn over to the House Committee on Un-American
Activities a list of supporters of the Joint Anti-fascist Refugee Com-

*  Edinburgh Napier University, Colinton Road, Edinburgh,
S.Lyall@napier.ac.uk.

1 Marx, “Letter of 27 February 1861 to Engels,” 141.

2 See Willett, The Theatre of Bertolt Brecht, 24.
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mittee.” Fast’s novel emerged in part therefore from the conditions of
American political life in the mid-twentieth century, in particular the
blacklisting of artists alleged to have communist sympathies;* as Fast
comments, “it was not the worst time to write a book like Spartacuss

Writers of different eras and contexts have retold the story of
Spartacus to galvanize revolutionary protest in their own times, and
while Fast’s Spartacus is modern fiction’s best-known representation
of the gladiator, J. Leslie Mitchell’s Spartacus was published almost
twenty years prior to Fast’s book, in 1933. Mitchell had long been fas-
cinated by the ancient figure of Spartacus and the modern Spartacists
who bore his name. This article will explore these influences and their
references throughout his work, taking in consideration Mitchell’s
significant source material for his novel. Like Fast, Mitchell, better
known for the work published under his pseudonym, Lewis Grassic
Gibbon,® was moved to write his Spartacus not only in condemnation
of the violence of ancient history but in opposition to the continuing
histories of violence during his own period in the 1930s, such as class
oppression and the rise of fascism. Mitchell’s position on the role
of the revolutionary writer is examined through analysis of the Left
Review debates of the mid-1930s. His radical perspective as a writer
is also made clear in Spartacus: to advocate for the common folk of
the world without resorting to political dogma or compromising his
critical standards. As the article will argue, alert to the entanglements
of historical reality and myth, Mitchell’s novel is myth-history more
than political or historical realism, and draws upon the legend of the
Golden Age to conceive a better modern world.

THE ROLE OF THE REVOLUTIONARY WRITER
AND THE LEFT REVIEW DEBATE

Mitchell (writing as Gibbon) declared his political position when
writing to Left Review in 1935: “I am a revolutionary writer. [...] I
hate capitalism; all my books are explicit or implicit propaganda.”” His
contribution was part of a debate in Left Review in the mid-1930s that

3 Fast, Spartacus, vii; see also Fast, The Naked God, 9o.

4  See Douglas, I Am Spartacus!

5 Fast, Spartacus, viii. In his memoir, The Naked God, Fast notes that Spartacus
was also attacked by members of the Communist Party; The Naked God, 120.

6 I refer to the author by the name under which the relevant work was written
and call him Mitchell; on the complexities of the Mitchell/Gibbon identities, see
Sassi, “The Shifting Identities of Mitchell and Gibbon,” 33-46.

7  Gibbon, “From Lewis Grassic Gibbon,” 738, 739.
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focused on the objectives of the recently-formed British section of the
Writers’ International, which according to Henry Pelling was a “front
organization” for the Communist Party of Great Britain (cpGB).* Founded
in October 1934 and issued monthly, Left Review was launched by the
Writers’ International with “an explicitly anti-fascist agenda”® Members
were asked to “use their pens and their influence against imperialist
war and in defence of the Soviet Union,” and Mitchell completed an
application form to join the organization.” However, despite Gibbon’s
contention that his work was a form of propaganda, his item in Left
Review robustly countered the suggestion from other contributors that
the Writers’ International should pursue the proletarianization of lite-
rary culture through the elimination of so-called bourgeois influences
from revolutionary writing. Far from being “decadent” and “narrowing
in ‘content™ as argued by previous correspondents in the debate, “the
period from 1913 to 1934” - broadly, the modernist period - had seen
a “continuous display of fit and excellent technique” according to Gib-
bon. While “capitalist economics have reached the verge of collapse,’
literature has achieved its “greatest efflorescence” - as the arts do, so
he argues — when civilization is decaying.” Modernism is a late literary
bloom reflecting societal decline. However, it is not itself a literature in
decline as his antagonists contend, whom Gibbon characterizes cut-
tingly as possessing merely “a little bad Marxian patter and the single
adjective ‘bourgeois’ in their vocabularies.”* The formal techniques of
his later novels, such as the rhythmical run-on sentences and multiple
narrative perspectives of Spartacus and A Scots Quair, mark Mitchell/
Gibbon as an experimental writer whose work anticipated his own
wish to see “a Scots Joyce, a Scots Proust” in Scottish literature.” It is
little surprise then that while stating his position in Left Review as that
of “a revolutionist,” he maintains this is “no reason for gainsaying my
own critical judgement,” and although “in favour of a union of revo-
lutionary writers,” he thinks only those who are good writers - “those

8  Pelling, The British Communist Party, 80.

9  Malcolm, Lewis Grassic Gibbon, 27. According to Malcolm, Left Review was “run
variously by eminent figures of the left such as Montagu Slater, Edgell Rickward,
Randall Swingler, Amabel Williams-Ellis and Tom Wintrigham,” with the latter
as “Mitchell’s main contact within Writers’ International.” Ibid.

10 “Writers’ International, Statement of Aims,” quoted in McGrath, “James Leslie
Mitchell,” 247.

11 Gibbon, “From Lewis Grassic Gibbon,” 737-38.

12 Ibid., 738.

13 Gibbon, “Literary Lights,” 164; for comparison of Gibbon and Joyce, see Lyall,
“On Cosmopolitanism and Late Style.”
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who have done work of definite and recognized literary value (from
the revolutionary viewpoint)” - should be admitted.™

Taking a broader view of the Left Review debate, Nick Hubble
draws a distinction between Proletcult (or Proletkult, i.e., “proleta-
rian culture”) and “proletarian literature.” Emerging from the 1917
Russian Revolution, the initial experimentalism of Proletcult would
give way to the cultural depiction of the assumed realities of wor-
king-class life, especially in industrial environments, combined with
a distaste for avant-gardism. Leon Trotsky objected in Literature and
Revolution (1925) to the notion that there could ever be a “proleta-
rian culture,” but Joseph Stalin’s increasing grip on power led to the
proscription of non-revolutionary literature and art and the revision
of historical narratives.” According to Michael James McGrath, the
Proletcult position from around 1928 was summed up in the motto
“Burn Raphael,” signifying antagonism to Western traditions of artistic
beauty.”® Propagandistic Soviet writing focusing on content and rejec-
ting formal experimentation is contrasted by Hubble with “proletarian
literature,” which they define as “books written about workers” but “not
necessarily always written by them or even (given the price of many
books) published for them?™ Mitchell, who was raised on a croft in
what is now rural Aberdeenshire, was not of the urban working class,
insisting, when writing as Gibbon in his essay “The Land,” that he

14 Gibbon, “From Lewis Grassic Gibbon,” 739.

15 See Hubble, The Proletarian Answer to the Modernist Question, 1-9.

16 “[TThere is no proletarian culture and there never will be any and in fact there is
no reason to regret this. The proletarian acquires power for the purpose of doing
away with class culture and to make way for human culture,” Trotsky, Literature
and Revolution, 185-86.

17 Soviet historians contrived theories to ensure that events in the ancient world
prefigured the culmination of Russian history in 1917. Wolfgang Zeev Rubin-
sohn explains that Stalin’s theory “of the division of human history into five
successive periods, defined on the basis of their social structure,” was based
“on a defective knowledge of history, and was quite simply wrong,” placing,
for instance, the end of Spartacus’ revolt in 63 BC rather than 71 Bc. Accor-
ding to Rubinsohn, “the theory of the two-phase or three-phase revolution was
developed” to account for the historical gaps created by Stalin’s thesis. This new
theory placed the Spartacus War at the end of the first phase of history, making
it “roughly the counterpoint in ancient history” to the revolution of 1905, which
preceded the revolutions of 1917. Spartacus, on these terms, was a historical har-
binger of the October Revolution; Rubinsohn, Spartacus’ Uprising and Soviet
Historical Writing, 6, 7.

18  McGrath, “James Leslie Mitchell,” 245.

19 Hubble, The Proletarian Answer to the Modernist Question, 2.
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was “of peasant rearing and peasant stock” and describing farmers
as “the world’s great Green International awaiting the coming of its
Spartacus”; his interest in Spartacus may have been stimulated by the
knowledge that, according to Barry Strauss, the slave uprising was
“overwhelmingly a revolt of the countryside”>

Mitchell was plain about his revolutionary sympathies, but the precise
nature of his political beliefs is less clear-cut. As a young journalist
stirred by the Bolshevik Revolution, he was on the Aberdeen Trades
Council committee of the “Industrial Council or Soviet” in 1918.
He claimed to be thrown out of the cpGB during his time in the army
(1919-23) for Trotskyism and was subsequently refused membership
when reapplying on two separate occasions in 1931.22 William K. Mal-
colm calls Mitchell a “hidden member” of the cPGB, someone known
to be sympathetic to communism but “for whom open declaration
of official membership could have proved professionally harmful,>
while Charles Ferrall and Dougal McNeill suggest that “Gibbon was
a Marxist who was never a Communist.”** However, Mitchell also
professed support for anarchism,” and Elinor Taylor is closest to the
mark when describing his politics as “more eclectic and continually
shifting” than the communist orthodoxy of the likes of the novelist
James Barke.* The Left Review debate indicates Mitchell’s aversion to
what he regarded as the dogmatism and philistinism of Proletcult ideas
and aesthetics. Yet, while there is an implied reflection of the present
in the past in Spartacus, as a historical novel with a primary focus
on Roman slaves rather than modern-day workers, it sits somewhat
awkwardly in relation to the definition of proletarian literature offered
by Hubble. Gibbon may have described himself as “a revolutionary
writer” in Left Review while at the same time defending aesthetic and
critical values, but Spartacus illustrates the limits of the writer’s role
in revolutionary action.

Mitchell’s skepticism toward the literary class can be gauged
through an examination of the character of Kleon in Spartacus.
Malcolm describes Kleon as “the classic Aristotelian deuteragonist,

20 Gibbon, “The Land,” 244, 247; Strauss, The Spartacus War, 41.

21  Malcolm, Lewis Grassic Gibbon, 19.

22 Ibid., 23-24.

23 Ibid., 24.

24 Ferrall and McNeill, Writing the 1926 General Strike, 141.

25 Mitchell described himself as “naturally an anarchist,” “Letter of 10 November
1934 to Linklater,” quoted in Malcolm, Lewis Grassic Gibbon, 24.

26 Taylor, The Popular Front Novel in Britain, 152.



132 SCOTT LYALL

second in the pecking order to the protagonist alone.” Yet, in some
ways he is the most important character in the novel, and certainly
the one most fully drawn by his author. Described as “a literatus,”
and so an “unchained” slave, the Greek Kleon reads to his master -
the Romans are often called “the Masters” in order to demonstrate
the continuing transhistorical significance of the particular social
relations described in the novel - in Greek, Latin, and Syriac.”® He is
sexually abused by his owner, who has Kleon castrated; on his escape,
Kleon emasculates his sleeping master in violent revenge and flees
carrying a copy of Plato’s Republic, a text often assumed to propose a
communist society that would influence Thomas More’s Utopia and
other fictional utopias.” Kleon is the novel’s skeptic and intellectual.
An atheist, believing in “no Gods [...] but Time and Fate,” his vision
in the face of life’s meaninglessness is an “order on a planless earth, of
endurance where all things meet and melt.”® Kleon seeks initially to
cynically craft Spartacus into his strongman leader who will deliver
political transformation, but he, in turn, is transformed by Spartacus’
qualities, in particular the Thracian’s compassionate nature and his
identification with the oppressed. Kleon the thinker and lawmaker,
who teaches the slaves how to vote and who formulates the laws of
the “New Republic,™' is one half of Plato’s philosopher king from The
Republic, with Spartacus, the man of action who becomes “the King
of the Slaves” (later echoed in Christ as “King of the Jews”), forming
the other half?* As Douglas Gifford comments, “Kleon is the head
to Spartacus’ heart.”

However, while Gifford’s contention that “Kleon’s maimed body
causes him to retreat into cold aridity of intellectual theory and his
playing with Platonic theory of a Republic is Gibbon’s [sic] way of
being ironic about political theorising” seems plausible on the surface,
it misses the possibility that Mitchell emasculates the literatus as a
self-reflexive comment on the position of the writer in relation to re-

27 Malcolm, Lewis Grassic Gibbon, 66.

28 Mitchell, Spartacus, 3.

29 For example, “our purpose in founding our state was not to promote the particu-
lar happiness of a single class, but, so far as possible, of the whole community,”
Plato, The Republic, 120. For a refutation of Plato’s communism, see Garnsey,
“Plato’s ‘Communism,’ Aristotle’s Critique and Proclus’ Response,” 6-30, which
points out that only the Guardians live communistically.

30 Mitchell, Spartacus, 16, 8o.

31 Ibid., 87.

32 Ibid., 47.

33 Gifford, Neil M. Gunn and Lewis Grassic Gibbon, 69.
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volutionary political action* Kleon’s “great Law, the Lex Servorum, to
use in the time when the leaders of the slave-legion sat in the Senate”
in Rome, counsels that “[o]nly by Law may the perfect State and citizen
be created,” but this is scoffed at by the Jew Gershom ben Sanballat,
who places “Jehovah” above human law, and undermined by Hiketas,
who believes in a “Golden Age” of “perfect freedom” where there are
no laws» Later, before the final battle against Crassus’ Roman legions
at which the slaves will be defeated, Kleon looks again “with unseeing
eyes” at the Lex Servorum and The Republic, and after a brief wish to
re-read them, “his eyes glazed [...] with weariness, and he put them
away.” Kleon, representative of the writer type — a figure in many
of the author’s novels” - appears initially to have a central role in
the formulation of a new state, but he is neutered not only in the act
of castration perpetrated by his master and by the immense forces
ranged against him and the slaves in battle, but by the very nature of
his role as an intellectual in violent conflict.

FROM SPARTACUS TO THE SPARTACISTS:
REFERENCES AND INFLUENCES

Malcolm’s claim that for Mitchell the primary function of writing is
as a “doctrinaire instrument” for revolutionary purposes does not
wholly align with the argument made by Gibbon in Left Review for the
importance of good revolutionary writing as opposed to a prescriptive
dogmatism.*® Mitchell’s aims become clearer in the references to
Spartacus and the Spartacists punctuating his work. His poem “Spar-
tacus,” in which “The creaking crosses fringed the Appian Way -,”
recalls a scene replayed at the end of the novel Spartacus and referred
to in Gibbon’s Grey Granite (1934). Ryan D. Shirey calls “Spartacus”
a “self-consciously Romantic poem,” as Mitchell’s verse tended to be.+
Formally conventional and mannered in its vocabulary, it is unclear
when the poem was written, although it seems likely to have been prior

34 Gifford, Neil M. Gunn and Lewis Grassic Gibbon, 69.

35 Mitchell, Spartacus, 134, 135.

36 1Ibid., 200, 201.

37 For example, John Garland and Andreas van Koupa in Mitchell’s Stained
Radiance, 142. While Koupa says of his retreat from idealism, “I will put by
the dreams of Spartacus and Christ,” Garland moves from a position of ironic
freedom to communism.

38 Malcolm, Lewis Grassic Gibbon, 29.

39 Mitchell, “Spartacus,” 186.

40 Shirey, “Gibbon, Shelley and Romantic Revolutionary Renewal,” 99.
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to the publication of the novel of the same name.* However, in spite
of its aesthetical limitations, the poem indicates Mitchell’s perspective
not only on the figure of Spartacus but on how he perceives his own
role as a revolutionary writer. Spartacus “lived for Freedom when the
Night / Had hardly yet begun” suggests Spartacus’ revolutionary goals
derive from an early period in the history of oppression.+* Although
over time, “the blind drift of days and ways forgot” Spartacus, “Thy
name, thy purpose: these have faded not!”# Spartacus’ name not only
lives on but shines out “from the darkling heavens of misty Time+
The first stanza, therefore, establishes Spartacus as a revolutionary
hero in historical time who has become a legendary figure, with the
grandiloquence of the language intended to communicate what Shirey
terms Spartacus’ “mythic status”’# The second shorter stanza focuses on
the use of Spartacus’ name as an enduring call to revolutionary arms:
“down the aeons roars the helots song / Calling to battle’# The slave
rebellion led by Spartacus may have been defeated, but he has given
to “the world the lordship of the slave!” and this remains vital to the
continuing activism of the revolutionary tradition.* Shirey argues that
“Spartacus triumphs in creating an idea, transmitted through word and
song, that lives on and inspires.’** However, it is not strictly Spartacus
who creates the idea, but those writers who work in “word and song”
and who, like Mitchell in poetry and prose, seek to apotheosize the
man as a myth so as to animate the revolutionary spirits of future
generations. As M. J. Trow points out, “Spartacus was not merely a
symbol of the heroism of slaves; he became an icon of freedom against
tyranny of any kind.’# Nevertheless, Trow’s Spartacus: The Myth and
the Man locates Spartacus solely in his own historical era and resists the
idea that Spartacus is relevant to the struggles of other periods, which
Trow regards as anachronistic: “In reality, he was Spartacus, not for
all time, but for his own time”s* In this, Trow willfully misapprehends
the manner in which history and myth are reagents catalyzing each
other through the work of the creative imagination. History and myth

41 On Mitchell’s poetry, see Bold, “From Exile,” 115-23.

42 Mitchell, “Spartacus,” 185.

43 Ibid., 186.

44 1bid., 186.

45 Shirey, “Gibbon, Shelley and Romantic Revolutionary Renewal,” 99.
46 Mitchell, “Spartacus,” 186.

47 1Ibid., 186.

48 Shirey, “Gibbon, Shelley and Romantic Revolutionary Renewal,” 99.
49 Trow, Spartacus, 221.

50 Ibid., 16.
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cannot be uncoupled, as Mitchell demonstrates in his poem and, as
we shall see, in his novel on Spartacus. The role of the revolutionary
writer is the recreation of myth-history in the cause of insurgency.
Mitchell’s interest in the Spartacists, especially the figures of Karl
Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg, emerges not only from political
conviction but from his approval of the way in which they carry on
Spartacus’ revolutionary legacy in Mitchell’s own period. The semi-
autobiographical Malcom Maudslay of Mitchell’s The Thirteenth Disciple
(1931) calls Liebknecht “still one of my heroes: one of the world’s great
heroes,” while Gay in Gay Hunter (1934) thinks that Liebknecht “had
been right” about militarism: “it was merely a half-witted ape dressed
in an old newspaper and leaf-hat, posturing, red-posteriord, before
admiring females...”s* The German Spartacists declared their opposition
to war in their Official Declaration of the Spartacus Union, from 1919:

The class rule of the capitalists — that was the real cause of the world
war in Germany and France, in Russia and England, in Europe and
America. The capitalists of all countries - these are the real initia-
tors of the slaughter of the peoples. International capitalism is the
insatiate Moloch into whose bloody jaws are thrown millions upon
millions of fresh human sacrifices.s

The Spartacists considered military war to be another aspect of class
war, with the World War 1 opening up the stark choice between
continued destruction or the overturning of capitalism; they argued
that “[o]nly socialism can save the people from this bloody chaos, this
gaping abyss.”* Mitchell’s poem “On the Murder of Karl Liebknecht
and Rosa Luxemburg” mentions neither figure directly but instead
represents the Spartacists as god-like figures sent to Earth to improve
the human lot: “Go down to the struggling Sons of Men, / And teach
Them all Ye know.™ The final lines of the poem - “And the longed-for
Dawn shall glint our Spears / And the Splendid Two return!” — suggests
not only the return to life of the murdered Liebknecht and Luxemburg
to lead the revolutionary battle, but a return to the historical era of
Spartacus himselfs® Mitchell’s various representations of Spartacus

51 Mitchell, The Thirteenth Disciple, 44.

52 Mitchell, Gay Hunter, 126.

53 The German Spartacists, 3.

54 The German Spartacists, 4.

55 Mitchell, “On the Murder of Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg,” 200.
56 Ibid.
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mythicize history in order to inspire a revolutionary future, while at
the same time exploiting classical sources to condemn his own era
and the civilization that produced them.

SOURCES AND PARALLELS
Ian S. Munro advises us that Mitchell’s “chief authority” for source
material on Spartacus and the Third Servile War was “the Greek
historian Appian,”s” presumably his Civil Wars, while according to
Malcolm, Mitchell’s wife Ray “helped her husband piece the Spar-
tacus legend together in preparation for his novel by sifting through
the main classical sources of the writings of Appian, Plutarch and
Sallust.™® Mitchell also consulted C. Osborne Ward’s The Ancient
Lowly: A History of the Ancient Working People from the Earliest
Known Period to the Adoption of Christianity by Constantine; McGrath
claims that Mitchell owned a copy of The Ancient Lowly and that Ray
Mitchell “recalled using Ward’s book while helping check the draft
of Spartacus.®

Originally published in two volumes in 1888, Ward’s book offers a
Marxian perspective on the working lives of ancient peoples. Ward’s
account mythicizes Spartacus, who is described as “one of the great
generals of history; fully equal to Hannibal and Napoleon, while his
cause was much more just and infinitely nobler, his life a model of the
beautiful and virtuous, his death an episode of surpassing grandeur;’
and who “committed no acts of brutality” in his campaigns against
the Roman administration.® Ward also draws historical equivalences
between the United States of his own time, “when working people
[...] are again on the rally and are forming the most compact and
extensive organizations that have yet existed,” and “the deeds of Eunus
and Cleon or of Spartacus and Crixius [normally Crixus]” during
the ancient slave rebellion.” Ward maintains that Spartacus’ rise to
a position of leadership among his fellow slaves from around 74 Bc

57 Munro, Leslie Mitchell, 126.

58 Malcolm, A Blasphemer and Reformer, 116.

59 McGrath, “James Leslie Mitchell,” 330. Ward’s book was a source, too, for Fast’s
Spartacus: see Fast, “Letter of 8 June 1979 to McGrath™ “Your letter is the first
time I have seen the name of Lewis Grassic Gibbon, and I have absolutely no
knowledge of his writings or his beliefs. [...] If you are curious about some of
the information I had in sPARTACUS, you might look at a very long, Marxist
historical work called THE ANCIENT LOWLY,” NLS, Acc. 1318.

60 Ward, The Ancient Lowly, vi, 264.

61 Ibid., 24.
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corresponded “with the movement of the Roman senate to suppress
the right of organization,” which was “followed by a great struggle”®
This suggests parallels with union-breaking practices in the United
States from the later nineteenth century onwards and corresponding
acts of worker resistance. Remarking on what he calls the “wholesale
suppression” of unionization in the Roman Republic, Ward’s claim
that Spartacus’ “remarkable conquest [...] in the industrial centers of
Italy actually revived the organizations or turned their membership
to his use” appears to situate the famous gladiator in late-nineteenth
century America and Roman Italy simultaneously.®® Ward’s descrip-
tions are informed by historical source material — an impressive list
prefaces the contents — while also recruiting Spartacus for socialist
political purposes in his own place and time, a technique consonant
with Mitchell’s creative methods as a revolutionary writer.
Influenced by Ward’s book, Mitchell used the phrase “the ancient
lowly” in Gay Hunter and Grey Granite to describe the oppressed.*
There are further parallels with Ward’s work in Spartacus, which
begins and ends with the following words: “It was Springtime in Italy,
a hundred years before the crucifixion of Christ.”> Ward proposes that
Spartacus was “the last emancipator” until Jesus, thus representing
the slave leader as Christ’s forerunner.® Spartacus ends with the cru-
cified Kleon’s vision or hallucination of Spartacus and Christ as one:

And he saw before him, gigantic, filling the sky, a great Cross with a
figure that was crowned with thorns; and behind it, sky-towering as
well, gladius in hand, his hand on the edge of the morning behind
that Cross, the figure of a Gladiator. And he saw that these Two were
One, and the world yet theirs; and he went into unending night and
left them that shining earth.”

Spartacus and Christ are united in mystical revolutionary brotherhood
in Kleon’s mind and although in historical time Spartacus is dead
and Jesus not yet born, the future of humankind belongs to their
ideals, represented here as identical. Association with Christ further
mythologizes Spartacus, who is described as “a God” and who him-

62 Ward, The Ancient Lowly, 243.

63 Ibid., 262.

64 See McGrath, “James Leslie Mitchell,” 226, 304.
65 Mitchell, Spartacus, 3, 210 (italics in the original).
66 Ward, The Ancient Lowly, 201.

67 Mitchell, Spartacus, 210.
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self believes “[t]here’s a God in men,” although an “Unknown God”
rather than the god of a particular religion.®® Malcolm interprets the
concluding scene as meaning that “[t]he legacy of Spartacus’ revolt
for posterity [...] is that it paved the way for the even more enduring
radicalism of Christ and of Christian teachings.” But the real mea-
ning of the image of Christ here is not simply the idea of Spartacus
as His radical precursor, but that a revolutionary politics to end the
recurrent history of the suffering of the common people must be suf-
fused with mythic power in order to transcend the violent material
circumstances creating that very suffering. This marks the limits of
Mitchell’s Marxism and indicates that his real aim as a revolutionary
writer is the mythicization of history in the propagation of a powerful
creative myth to inspire a radical transformation of the future.

MYTHICIZATION OF HISTORY,
CIVILIZATION, AND THE GOLDEN AGE

To better understand Mitchell’s approach to the mythicization of
history in Spartacus, an outline of his attitude to history is required.
Mitchell was an adherent of the anthropological theory of diffusio-
nism. The diffusionists believed that civilization started in one place
- Egypt - and was diffused to the rest of the world, as opposed to
the evolutionist theory, which proposed that civilization developed
in various locations simultaneously. Mitchell’s novels often contain
an intellectual propagandist for the theory, which he saw as the key
to understanding history and civilization. For Mitchell, prior to the
development of civilization — which, according to the diffusionists,
had arisen accidentally due to the growth of crops on the flooding of
the Nile Basin — humans had lived as free hunter-gatherers. Civiliza-
tion, growing from human rootedness to agricultural communities,
meant the development of repressions and taboos, religion, social
class, war, and gender oppression. Many of his novels suggest glimpses
of a pre-civilization Golden Age, with similarities to the thinking of
the Romantics and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, which informs Mitchell’s
political hopes for the future.°

Mitchell was especially interested in the death of civilizations. His
non-fiction book The Conquest of the Maya (1934) focuses on the decline
of the Mayan civilization and its ultimate defeat by the Spanish in the

68 Mitchell, Spartacus, 203, 195.
69 Malcolm, Lewis Grassic Gibbon, 68.
70 For Mitchell’s diffusionism, see Young, Beyond the Sunset, 9-22.
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sixteenth century — Mitchell calls the Spaniards “scum from the sea”
- and is written from a diffusionist perspective: Mitchell’s diffusionist
guru, Grafton Elliot Smith, provided a foreword.” Mitchell rejects
Oswald Spengler’s “theories of cyclic catastrophe,” then popular among
modernists, to explain the fall of Mayan culture.” Instead, he sees the
Mayans as a people conquered by imperialists who viewed them as
barbarians, when actually, for Mitchell, the simpler Mayan way of life
was superior to the modern civilization of the Spaniards and showed
glimpses of a lost Golden Age. This is captured in Mitchell’s comment
“that the motherland of the great civilization which built Chichen
Itza was Mu, another name for Atlantis,” an observation relevant to
our examination of Spartacus to which we will return.” Mitchell ends
The Conquest of the Maya by speculating whether the death of Mayan
culture serves as an “indictment for the codes and crimes of our own
civilization” and “prophecy for it of a fate as fantastic and terrible,” a
reminder that his accounts of historical violence are at the same time
denunciations of his own period.”* He comments that although the
Maya doubtless “had their moments of hatred of these rulers, and
possibly their moments of revolt,” “no tale comes to us of the rise of
a Maya Spartacus.””> According to this, the Maya did not mount an
organized resistance to protect their way of life from their invaders and
so their civilization was overthrown, to be buried in the mists - and
myths - of history. The story of the Maya is an implied warning to the
common people of Mitchell's own time that their peace and welfare
must be defended from the depredations of the powerful.

Spartacus can be classed as a historical novel since it is set in the
past and is based upon an identifiable historical episode. However,
as Douglas Young comments, it is not a historical novel “in the sense
of trying to re-create in detail the events and ethos of a period in the
past.””® Indeed Mitchell makes some historical blunders: for one, a
character reads Ovid, who was not contemporary with the action -
although it is relevant to the themes of Spartacus that Ovid writes
about the Golden Age in Metamorphosis”” Naomi Mitchison, who
wrote many historical novels set in the ancient world, such as The

71 Mitchell, The Conquest of the Maya, 266.
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73 Ibid., 29.

74 1bid., 269.

75 Ibid., 191.
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Corn King and the Spring Queen (1931), thought Mitchell failed to
understand the historical contexts of Spartacus: “He had put it into
modern terms without understanding what the ancient terms were”7
But as Malcolm points out, Spartacus is “a work that is less historical
simulation than political abstract”” Spartacus is, on one level, a his-
torical novel, but, contra Mitchison, it is less concerned with historical
verisimilitude - to represent the past through the knowledge we have
gained of it in the present — than to judge the present in light of the
past. What T. S. Eliot termed “the mythic method” of James Joyces Ulys-
ses, its “continuous parallel between contemporaneity and antiquity;’
is reversed by Mitchell in Spartacus, which asks its readers to infer
from the example of antiquity lessons for their own time.* Spartacus
is revolutionary myth-history, and the novel enables Mitchell to point
to historical degeneration and attack the moral and political sicknesses
of civilization, past and present.

While Rome might be regarded as one of the pinnacles of ancient
civilization, Mitchell characterizes the Romans as decadent and
sexually diseased, and slaves are often used cruelly as their sexual
playthings and “infected with the venereal diseases” of a degenerate
civilization.® Cossinus and Kharmides discuss the rumor that Spartacus
was “no Thracian, but a tribesman of remoter people [...] captured
from the Golden Age” and Cossinus dreams of owning Spartacus as
a “body-slave” to “debate the life of the Golden Age while he rubs me
in my bath.”® Cossinus is one of the kinder, more cultivated Roman
leaders, captivated by the Golden Age through his reading of Hesiod,
but even he fails to see the irony of debating the Golden Age - an
allegory of ultimate freedom — with a slave. Cossinus’ interest in the
Golden Age is merely historical, the whim of an educated patrician,
and a self-interested fantasy ofliving in even greater personal comfort
than at present. Mitchell’s Spartacus, on the other hand, is depicted as
a man-myth, aliving reminder of the Golden Age, whose campaigns
against Roman power seek not only freedom from slavery for himself
and his followers in their own historical time but everlasting liberty
for the commons of the world.

78 Mitchison, “Letter of 21 September 1983 to Malcolm,” quoted in Malcolm, Lewis
Grassic Gibbon, 64.

79 Malcolm, Lewis Grassic Gibbon, 6s.

8o Eliot, “Ulysses, Order, and Myth,” 178, 177.

81 Mitchell, Spartacus, 125; see Young, Beyond the Sunset, 65-66.

82 Mitchell, Spartacus, 59.
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Spartacus is a historical figure whom Mitchell characterizes in
archetypal terms as the Great Leader on whom history turns. Beco-
ming more authoritative as the novel progresses, he is described as
a “giant” of a man, possessed of immense strength and iron will, yet
also compassionate.” He is “the Voice of the voiceless,” a figure who
represents all of the oppressed, not only among the slaves but of all
time, as well as a romantic hero with whom women experience “wild
ecstasy” in bed.®* As Strauss points out, Spartacus “was a failure against
Rome” but “a success as a myth-maker” who was “whatever people
made of him.”® Mitchell is aware that inspirational myths can turn to
politically-motivated misconstructions, and the Spartacus “legend”
is not simply exaggerated in the Thracian’s favor but also consists of
scurrilous falsehoods: it is rumored he “tortured his captives and
had virgins brought to his tent in order that he might violate them
publicly. Also, he ate horses.” Kleon fears that “the story of the slaves’
insurrection” will become “dim and confused, in the ages to be,” and
that while “[p]oets and writers of tales will yet tell of it,” they will use
the uprising to emphasize their “own loves and hates, with us only
their shadowy cup-bearers.” An advocate of Plato’s Republic, where
poetry is distrusted,® Kleon believes it inevitable that history will be
distorted by fiction. Recounting the rebellion almost entirely from
the slaves’ perspective indicates its author’s resolve to fictionally retell
history from the side of the subjugated as opposed to the winners,
so countering some of Kleon’s apprehensions, which are a skeptical
antidote to the dangers of history turning into myth. Nonetheless,
Spartacus tells the story of a historical event “destined to become
legend and myth,” as Gifford puts it. Mitchell’s linking of the slave
rebellion to the Golden Age indicates his calculated complicity in the
mythicization of history of which Kleon warns.

Allusions to the Golden Age abound in Spartacus. Hiketas believes
there existed a Golden Age “when there were neither Laws nor swords,
Masters nor slaves —.”° Titul alludes to “the vanished Western Isle,”
and Kleon speaks of “the Islands of the Blest” which are “[b]eyond

83 Mitchell, Spartacus, 73.

84 1Ibid., 194, 196.

85 Strauss, The Spartacus War, 166, 185.

86 1Ibid., 57.

87 1Ibid., 194.

88 See Plato, The Republic, 67-93.

89 Gifford, Neil M. Gunn and Lewis Grassic Gibbon, 67-68.
90 Mitchell, Spartacus, 135.
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drowned Atlantis.™ Titul believes himself a descendant of the peo-
ple of the Western Isle, which, according to Kleon, “was the island
of Atlantis, for so Plato tells.”* Plato’s account of the rise and fall
of Atlantis in Timaeus and Critias sparked continuing debates as
to whether Atlantis was mythical or an actual place lost to history.
Atlantis became a metaphor for the myth of the Golden Age and an
allegory through which to criticize current societies; as Northrop
Frye explains, “utopia is a speculative myth; it is designed to contain
or provide a vision for one’s social ideas.™* In Mitchell’s work, the
Western Isle, Islands of the Blest, and Atlantis are different names for
a Golden Age which he professes to believe once existed and which
he uses as an ideal against which to measure the degeneration of the
present. In his science-fiction novel Three Go Back (1932), the pas-
sengers of a crashed airship are sent back in time to Atlantis and vow
on returning home to “preach Atlantis™: to evangelize for humanity’s
utopian potential and a radically better world.>* Titul's Western Isle
is a mythical utopia, which as Kleon understands, is “[n]Jowhere, in
fact” and does not actually exist.®> Malcolm regards Kleon the atheist
as illustrating a rational progression from the beliefs of Titul, whose
faith rests in the god Kokolkh and who is often described as insane; yet,
as referred to previously, Spartacus himself is represented by Mitchell
as an aspect of the Golden Age in which Titul believes.* Titul believes
in the reality of the myth, what we might term the Real, a feature of
human history that yet sits outside time of which the transient world
is merely a likeness, and in this, he might be a better Platonist than
Kleon. Kleon may be right to say that the Western Isle is “[n]owhere,
in fact” and so it cannot be discovered through exploration, but it
is found in the human imagination and various fictional worlds. As
Elpinice, Spartacus’ lover, says: “I think it’s neither in Thrace nor your
Islands, this land you mock. It lives in our dreams and our hopes,
and maybe we'll never attain it. But — we broke out of Batiates’ ludus
to try”” The Western Isle, Atlantis, the Islands of the Blest: these are
the mythic standard of perfection against which Mitchell’s capitalist
society, with its histories of violent oppression, is judged wanting. Far

91 Mitchell, Spartacus, 13, 46.

92 Ibid., 7.

93 Frye, “Varieties of Literary Utopias,” 205.
94 Mitchell, Three Go Back, 194.

95 Mitchell, Spartacus, 46.

96 Malcolm, Lewis Grassic Gibbon, 69.

97 Mitchell, Spartacus, 46.
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from discarding the notion of a mythic otherworld in the name of
political materialism or intellectual progress, Mitchell builds his case
for revolution around the idea of the Golden Age.

HISTORIES OF VIOLENCE

Elpinice’s observation that the Golden Age remains to be established
on Earth through revolutionary action indicates the importance of
her character. She has Spartacus’ ear and an equal place with the
men on the insurrectionists’ “council of war.”® Through her, Mitchell
endorses equality for women in the slaves’ prospective New Republic
as well as in his contemporary society. That a pregnant Elpinice is
raped and killed by the Romans illustrates in the most brutal terms
how far off the attainment of such hopes are, her unborn child with
Spartacus symbolizing a lost radical future. Elpinice’s murder happens
off page, but other violent scenes are depicted with visceral detail,
such as the capture of Roman legionaries by the slaves, described as
“an orgy of hate™

Pallid and filthy, denied the sun, denied the remembrance of wine
or warmth, the slaves of the mines went mad in a lust of revenge,
delighting in torments, bathing their arms to the shoulders in blood,
tearing the entrails from still-living bodies.”

The violence of the slaves is revenge for the violent oppressions they
have suffered at the hands of the Romans, but its gruesomeness suggests
that morally, the slaves may be no better than their masters. Further, it
raises a troubling question: to what extent does the originary moment
of violence in overcoming their oppressors undermine the ideals of
equality, peace, and freedom imagined by the slaves for their New
Republic - in short, is the violence justified? Gershom ben Sanballat
asks this very question of Kleon, who replies: “We must destroy before
we build.”*° Arthur Koestler’s The Gladiators (1939), a novel about the
Spartacus revolt that, according to its author, likewise infers “parallels
between the first pre-Christian century and the present,” suggests that
the violence of the slaves toward the achievement of their goals desta-
bilizes the “Sun State” of communistic liberty before it is ever attained;
Koestler’s disillusionment with Stalinist tyranny and the Marxian

98 Mitchell, Spartacus, 26.
99 Ibid., 40.
100 Ibid., 87.
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theory of history would be precipitated by researching and writing
The Gladiators and would see him quit the Communist Party in 1938."
Malcolm claims that in Mitchell’s novel, “the ideal of a free society”
can only be won “through violent revolutionary action** Although
Spartacus is far from the most bloodthirsty of the slave leaders and is
generally depicted as noble in purpose and action, Malcolm’s argument
is supported by Spartacus’ transformation “from a wayward slave to
an archon-tyrant”* But Mitchell’s real point in refusing to censor his
portrayal of violence is that civilization itself is built on the violence
- often invisible in modern societies — of hierarchical social relations.
The horrors of actual violence in Spartacus condemn the cruelties of
the ancient world in which it is set. However, it is also emblematic of
the slow violence enacted through oppression and inequality during
the period in which the novel was published.

Mostly reviewed positively on publication, Spartacus was criticized
for its graphic depictions of violence. While Compton Mackenzie
commented that “Mitchell has always had a pretty taste in horrors,
and in ‘Spartacus’ he has been able to indulge it legitimately,” Herbert
Read thought the novel “full of violence which is pathological and
not imaginative in origin,” and Ivor Brown complained that the
blood and gore undermined our sympathies for the slave cause.”*
The advertising card sent out by Jarrolds Publishers (Figure 1), which
claimed Spartacus was “comparable to the best in Flaubert or [Lion]
Feuchtwanger,” prompted dissent from some critics who objected to the
implied comparison to Gustave Flaubert’s historical novel Salammbo
(1862). The card even cites American writer Christopher Morley,
dedicatee of Gay Hunter, comparing Spartacus to Homer, perhaps in
reference to the violence of The Iliad. The ancient setting of Spartacus
allowed Mitchell to be especially extreme in his depiction of violence,
but the point applies to the modern age as well. This is made clear in
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his letter to the poet Helen Cruickshank, who had been troubled by
the novel’s extreme descriptions of violence:

Yes, horrors do haunt me. That’s because I'm in love with humanity.
Ancient Greece is never the Parthenon to me; it’s a slave being
tortured in a dungeon of the Athenian law-courts; ancient Egypt
is never the pyramids; it’s the blood and tears of Goshen; ancient
Scotland is never Queen Marys; it’s those serfs they kept chained in
the Fifeshire mines a hundred years ago. And so with the moderns.
I.am so horrified by all the dirty little cruelties and bestialities that
I would feel the lowest type of skunk if I didn’t shout the horror
of them from the housetops. Of course I shout too loudly. But the
filthy conspiracy of silence there was in the past is coming again
in Scotland in a new guise called Renaissance and objectivity, and
National art and what not. Blithering about Henryson and the
Makars, and forgetting the Glasgow slums.**

For Mitchell, civilization is not cultural glories such as the Parthe-
non, but the slaves and workers who built it. Civilization is not its
classics; it is the social cost of creating those classics. As Walter
Benjamin puts it, “[t]here is no document of civilization which is
not at the same time a document of barbarism,” a point made in
Spartacus through the Roman Cassius’ fear that the progress of the
slaves “meant the end of all beauty and culture.””

Mitchell’s final comment to Cruickshank concerns his objections
to the nationalistic Scottish literary renaissance of the 1920s and ’30s.
Powered by the poet Hugh MacDiarmid, this movement promoted
the renewal of Scots cultural forms and language, with MacDiarmid
basing his efforts in part on the example of early renaissance poets
(“Makars”) such as Robert Henryson (c. 1420-c. 1490) and William
Dunbar (c. 1460-c. 1520) - namely, the early twentieth-century
Scottish renaissance sought national revival through the cultural
retrieval of Scotland’s first renaissance.”*® For Mitchell, however,
the culturalism of the modern Scottish renaissance ignored the

106 Mitchell, “Letter of 18 November 1933 to Cruickshank,” NLS Acc. 5512; see also
Cruickshank, Octobiography, 89.

107 Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” 248; Mitchell, Spartacus,
132.

108 For an overview of the Scottish literary renaissance, see Lyall, “Hugh Mac-
Diarmid and the Scottish Renaissance Movement”; for the Scottish literary
renaissance in relation to Scots poetry of the fifteenth and sixteenth century,
see Dunnigan, “The Return of the Repressed.”
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appalling social conditions of an industrial city like Glasgow in the
1930s, as well as understating what he saw as the dangerous links
between nationalism and fascism.'® Similarly to Fast’s Spartacus,
then, Mitchell’s novel was written in the context of the Scot’s disquiet
at political and cultural developments in his own country, as well as
his disgust at continuing poverty and class oppression worldwide.
While fighting the violence of ancient Roman civilization, Mitchell’s
Spartacus symbolizes enduring revolutionary hopes for a just society
now and in time to come.

109 See Gibbon, “Glasgow,” 114-25, especially 121. In Fascist Scotland, Bowd
claims that the “noisy and fractious fringe of Scottish Nationalism [...] had
an at least ambivalent relationship with Fascism” in the interwar period, 138.
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ABSTRACT

The focus of this article is J. Leslie Mitchell’s Spartacus (1933), his
fictional representation of the slave rebellion in ancient Rome led by
the eponymous gladiator. The article begins by examining Mitchell’s
contribution to debates over the role of the revolutionary writer in Left
Review in the mid-1930s and his place in the British Left in this era,
before going on to survey the ways in which the figure of Spartacus
and the German Spartacists are represented across Mitchell’s oeuvre. It
then explores key source material utilized in the writing of the novel,
as well as outlining comparisons between Mitchell’s representation of
Spartacus and those of his fellow novelists Howard Fast and Arthur
Koestler. Including close readings of Spartacus and informed by archi-
val research and previously unpublished manuscript items, the article
argues that at the same time as denouncing the cruelties of Roman
rule, Spartacus also signals Mitchell’s passionate opposition to what he
considered the violent histories of oppression suffered by the commons
of the earth of all times, culminating in the capitalist crisis of Mitchell’s
own period in the 1930s. Mitchell creates this effect of historical simul-
taneity by writing a work of myth-history - as opposed to historical
realism or political propaganda - that employs the utopian legend of
the Golden Age to inspire radical dissent against modern deprivation.

KEYWORDS: Spartacus, J. Leslie Mitchell (1901-35), Lewis Grassic
Gibbon, communism, myth-history
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»In tako je tudi s sodobniki«: Vloga revolucionarnega pisatelja
in mitizacija zgodovine v Spartaku J. Leslieja Mitchella

1IZVLECEK

Clanek se osredoto¢a na roman Spartak (1933) avtorja J. Leslieja
Mitchella in njegov fiktivni prikaz suzenjskega upora v anticnem Rimu
pod vodstvom istoimenskega gladiatorja. Avtor najprej obravnava
Mitchellov prispevek k razpravam o vlogi revolucionarnega pisatelja
v reviji Left Review sredi tridesetih let 20. stoletja in njegovo mesto
znotraj britanske levice v tem obdobju. Zatem ¢lanek raziskuje, kako
so znotraj Mitchellovega opusa predstavljeni lik Spartaka in nemski
spartakisti. Sledi obravnava klju¢nih virov, ki jih je Mitchell uporabil
pri pisanju romana, in primerjava njegove upodobitve Spartaka z
upodobitvami pri pisateljih Howardu Fastu in Arthurju Koestlerju. Na
podlagi podrobnega branja in raziskave arhivskega ter prej neobjav-
ljenega rokopisnega gradiva clanek dokazuje, da roman Spartak obsoja
krutost rimske vladavine, obenem pa kaze tudi na Mitchellovo strastno
nasprotovanje temu, kar je po njegovem mnenju predstavljalo nasilno
zgodovino zatiranj, ki so jih dozivljale razlicne zemeljske skupnosti
poljubnih ¢asov in so vrhunec dosegla znotraj kapitalisticne krize
Mitchellove lastne dobe, tridesetih let 20. stoletja. U¢inek zgodovinske
socasnosti Mitchell doseze tako, da — v nasprotju z zgodovinskim rea-
lizmom ali politi¢no propagando — napise mitsko-zgodovinsko delo,
ki z namenom spodbuditi radikalno nasprotovanje zoper sodobno
izpraznjenost navdihuje z utopi¢no legendo o zlatem veku.

KLJUCNE BESEDE: Spartak, J. Leslie Mitchell (1901-35), Lewis Grassic
Gibbon, komunizem, mito-zgodovina
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Revolution in Antiquity:
The Classicizing Fiction
of Naomi Mitchison

Barbara Goff*

INTRODUCTION

One of the intersections between “ancient Greek and Roman culture
and world communism from 1917” can be traced in the early works
of Naomi Mitchison (1897-1999). She became famous with a series of
novels and short stories set in the ancient world, some of which will
be the subject of this paper. In particular, the representations of radical
political change, of revolution, will be explored in a corpus of selected
novels and short stories.

Married to a Labour mp, Mitchison was never a card-carrying
Communist, but she espoused a range of left-wing causes, from birth
control to Scottish nationalism. Her diverse oeuvre offers a series of
variations on the quest for social and sexual justice and freedom,
delivered through an ambitious range of genres. Because of this di-
versity, her work traces many of the preoccupations of the twentieth
century, from socialism, feminism, democracy, and colonialism,
to technocracy, ecology, migration, and multilingualism. Indeed
several such themes can be read in her versions of antiquity, which
were produced mainly in the 1920s and 1930s. Some of these bear the
imprint of the Russian Revolution, as well as of other preoccupations
characteristic of the progressive wing of early twentieth-century British
culture.’ At the same time, they suggest new roles for Classics as a dis-

*  University of Reading, Department of Classics, Whiteknights, Reading RG6 6EL,
b.e.goff@reading.ac.uk.

1 Fora general introduction to Mitchison’s work, see Joannou, “Naomi Mitchison
at One Hundred,” 292-304.
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cipline. In terms of long-term popular or critical success, they have not
all been favored, but they fail in interesting ways. A much later novel
will also be discussed, which reworks the earlier texts’ preoccupations
with greater success.

The discipline of Classics was entering modernity in the 1920s;
compulsory Greek was abolished at the universities* and the Crewe
Report (1921), commissioned by Prime Minister Lloyd George, con-
sequently examined “The position of the Classics in the Educational
System of the United Kingdom” This report sought “the re-adjustment
of [the discipline’s] claims to modern conditions” and is engaged in
developing a sense of the discipline’s role in “the life of the nation as a
whole Dethroned from its traditional place as gatekeeper to higher
education, the discipline needed to espouse new stories about itself.
Mitchison’s works of historical fiction approach antiquity from the point
of view of subalterns — women, slaves, barbarians — producing new
versions even of well-worn narratives. Her role in helping to produce
an enlarged role for Classics can be seen in the enthusiastic reviews of
her books and recommendations of them for schools.

Although she was born into the Haldane family, which had
supplied Britain with political and academic notables for generations,
Mitchison was not formed by a traditional classical education. Her
family connections meant that she could attend the Dragon School
in Oxford, as the single girl among a class of boys, but at the onset
of menstruation she was whisked away and delivered to governes-
ses’ The tension between being classical and being female is legible
throughout her writings, including in the representations of revolution
investigated here. Her autobiographies describe various unstructured
encounters with antiquity, such as the much-quoted discovery of
Plato’s Guardians:

I picked up and began to read The Republic and was much taken
with the idea of being a Guardian ... It is odd that I was not put off
by the undoubted fact that all Plato’s Guardians were male and that
he said many unpleasant things about the inferiority of women.®

2 Raphaely, “Nothing but Gibberish and Shibboleths?” 71-94.

3 “The Crewe Report,” 3 and 29.

4 See, e.g., Wilson, “Historical Fiction for the High-School Latin Class,” 107-115,
and Beall, “Historical Fiction on Classical Themes,” 8-12.

5 Mitchison, All Change Here, 11-13.

6 Ibid., 40. See Hoberman, Gendering Classicism, 1-2 on the necessity for ambi-
tious women of the period to identify at least partly as male. Mitchison some-
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The informal encounter does not preclude a critical perspective.
In Mitchison’s fictional writings on antiquity, the classicists whose
guidance she acknowledges include her husband Dick Mitchison
(1894-1970) and Theodore Wade-Gery (1888-1972), an established
Oxford scholar and her lover.” She thus came to antiquity obliquely,
and this may be what helped to produce the radical vision that Peter
Green celebrates in The Conquered (1923), Mitchison’s first novel, set
among the Gallic victims of Rome:*

This book was not only excellently documented and a fine crea-
tive achievement in its own right: it forced readers to perform a
radical revaluation of the ethics drummed into them during their
schooldays. It came, indeed, like a slap in the face to complacent
Caesar-nurtured imperialists by treating the Gallic Wars from the
viewpoint of the Gauls.

All her subsequent classicizing works of fiction adopted a similar
perspective.

With this thoroughly “democratic turn” to her writing on the
ancient world, it may seem strange that Mitchison’s writing does not
generate more critical interest from present-day classicists.® This may
be due partly to the range of genres in which she worked: her historical
fiction is sometimes overshadowed by her science fiction and Scots
novels. But she has been a “neglected” and then a “rediscovered”
author ever since 1953, when Henry Treece wrote of The Conquered as
“my favourite forgotten book.”® We can also suggest that despite the
work’s investment in antiquity, Mitchison is not a “classic”; from the
perspective of early twenty-first century readers, much of the work
has dated, and the style in particular can be gratingly sentimental.”

times seems to have characterised herself as a “boy,” though not as a man. See,
e.g., Calder, Nine Lives of Naomi Mitchison, 47.

7 See the dedication to Black Sparta and All Change Here, 164.

8  Green, “Aspects of the Historical Novel,” 53-60.

9 A notable exception is Sheila Murnaghan, “The Memorable Past,” 125-139.

10 Calder, Nine Lives, 63. On neglect and rediscovery, see most recently the essays
collected in the “Naomi Mitchison Special Issue,” The Bottle Imp 19 (2016).

11 For critiques of her style see, e.g., Hoberman, Gendering Classicism, 178, and
Wallace, The Woman’s Historical Novel, 114,136. Q. D. Leavis famously dismissed
Mitchison’s style as an “average magazine story” with “a nauseating brand of
sentimentality” (“Lady Novelists and the Lower Orders,” Scrutiny [September
1935]: 112-132, 114, 128) and Calder notes the Cape Times excoriating the “mad-
dening infantile lisp of a style” (Nine Lives, 88).
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However, it should be noted that in writing revolutionary versions of
antiquity which foregrounded the experiences of those usually silenced
in the ancient sources, the texts were undertaking a genuine struggle,
which marks them with tensions. Some of the narratives discussed
here, especially those collected in The Delicate Fire (1933), are messy
and unfocused, and the summaries provided do not capture the fairly
abrasive reading experience; few modern critics pay any attention to
the short story collections. Most of Mitchison’s work is out of print,
although critics interested in the early twentieth century have started
to re-examine the texts.”

In the critical terms of the early twentieth century, Mitchison’s
work was defiantly “middlebrow,” i.e., not striving for a role as a
classic in “high culture,” and currently critics are inclined to site
her within the movement to take the characteristics of Modernism
and adapt them in order to communicate more effectively with a
wider general audience.” Mitchison’s own writing addresses the
question of how to reach different groups; the difficulty as to how
to reconcile audiences and ambitions is visible in her diary entry
for August 24, 1941:"

I feel I don’t care about being in the same tradition as Shakespeare
and Beethoven if only I can do something for my own people in
Scotland. I would like of course, just for once, to be a best seller [...]
But it doesn’t matter. I want what Yeats wanted. I want the small
group. I want to write history for two or three dozen people who
may or mayn’t read what I write, for the small, tiny group who said
I knew more about Pindar than anyone but Wilamowitz,” I want to
write like a bit of history in The Blood of the Martyrs [1939], which
probably nobody has noticed, but it is first class stuff. And then I
want to write for people here, for Denny M and Duncan and Angus
and Lilla and Jemima and Lachie, for Alec and Anna, for Willie and

12 See, e.g., Purdon, Naomi Mitchison: A Writer in Time.

13 See, e.g., Joannou, “Introduction,” 1-20, and in the same volume, Bluemel
“Exemplary Intermodernists,” 40-57, and Humble “Feminine Middlebrow
Novel,” 97-111.

14 Mitchison, Among You Taking Notes, 159.

15 Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff was “possibly the greatest Hellenist of his
age” (Magnelli), the author of numerous important books and articles on a range
of ancient authors, including canonical scholarly commentaries.
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Johnnie - to make them confident and happy. But I don't want to
write for the New Statesman boys, for the international culture of
cities [...]*

It is particularly interesting that classical antiquity makes it into this
dissection of her literary ambitions, sitting somewhat awkwardly
alongside not only her Scottish neighbors but also the left-wing journal
New Statesman. It should also be noted that this generic and political
tension is legible in Mitchison’s cultural background; as a scion of
the Haldane family, her origin and upbringing are in some contrast
with her later progressive allegiances and experimentations. The
early classicizing novels and short stories, with the representations of
revolution that I discuss, can be read as repeated attempts to square
the recalcitrant circle.” Mitchison’s gender and class identity and the
frictions between them meet the progressive forces at work in her
historical period and the available versions of classical antiquity to
produce a specific oeuvre of historical fiction. The versions of antiquity
purveyed in these works of fiction are all “revolutionary” in that they
are characterized by transgressive desire, violence of various kinds,
and sometimes radical ambivalence, but accounts of actual political
change are infrequent and sometimes awkward.

REVOLUTION NARRATIVES OF THE 1920S AND 1930S

The stories collected as Black Sparta (1928) include “The Head and the
Heart,” in which women are caught up in a full-scale revolution. This
story, the earliest of the “revolution” narratives, is focalized through the
figure of the aging Pindar, who is visited by his Milesian friend Pausilla.
Pausilla recounts her history of sexual as well as political dissidence.
Unmarried, and a foreigner, she has been living with an aristocratic
political leader in the Greek colony of North Africa, Kyrene, and has
become involved in the democratic revolution there. She lived with
Damophilos outside marriage because she “wanted to be free and not
belong to anyone, not even him.”® Damophilos and his friends were

16 The people named towards the end of this quotation are her neighbours in the
Scottish village where she moved in later life.

17 We perhaps do not need to note that the “classical” and the “revolutionary”
have not always been easy bedfellows; see on the overall relationship not only
the present volume, but also Goff and Simpson, “Introduction” in Classicising
Crisis, 1-10.

18 Mitchison, Black Sparta, 93.



160 BARBARA GOFF

reluctantly drawn into revolutionary activity and ended up helping to
lead the movement, but he has been executed by fellow revolutionaries,
suggesting the contours of the French as well as the Russian Revolution,
as successive cohorts of insurgents turn on one another.

Damophilos features as a character in Pindar’s Pythian 4, where
the poem’s speaker entreats the ruler Arcesilaus to allow Damophilos
to return from exile to Kyrene. In the story, it appears that this has
happened, but to no positive effect, and Pindar laments, “What is the
good of all this writing when people die ... [Poetry] can’t do any of the
things I said it could do The political and poetic failure is accom-
panied by sexual renunciation and compromise. When Damophilos
was in political danger, Pausilla concluded that the gods required from
her a supreme sacrifice, and she made a vow of chastity. This, as she
points out, meant giving up any future life with her lover, any child,
and indeed any sustenance, since she has no way of supporting herself
other than by dependence on men.>® She later loses her faith in the
gods and breaks her vow, quite cynically, with the captain of the ship
on which she and her sister escape from Kyrene.

Most of her friends, who were also Pindar’s friends, have been
killed, so her representation of the revolution is ambivalent at best.
Much of her narration, which dominates the story, is taken up with
loving and sensuous descriptions of aristocratic life at Kyrene before
the revolution, and subsequently, she condemns the revolution in
strong terms. The demos, referred to as such, are not a very attractive
proposition; Pausilla represents them in a patronizing way as “little
shopkeepers or businesspeople who’d done badly,™ and later she lists
“labourers, shop people, sailors, street women.”™ Although she has a
sense of their grievances against the king, once they no longer trust
the aristocratic leaders, she condemns them:

I suppose we expected too much of the demos; after they’d seen how
easy it was to smash things and how easy it was to kill they wouldn’t
take orders or advice from anyone ... they started killing people, not
in hot blood but saying it was justice ... And nobody did any work
except the women.>

19 Mitchison, Black Sparta, 117.
20 Ibid., 110.

21 Ibid., 114.

22 Ibid., 97.

23 Ibid., 100.

24 Ibid., 108-109.
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Finally, she sums up: “that, you see, was the democracy of Kyrene. I
suppose all democracies are the same more or less. I think there must
be something inherently cruel and stupid in them, the reduction of
everyone in a crowd to the lowest.”™ This recognizable anti-democratic
discourse, and the later reference to the “ten days” of revolutionary
upheaval,*® indicate that although the historical Kyrene did depose a
king and move to democracy in the fifth century Bc, it is the Russian
Revolution which provides the foremost template for the imagined
events in Kyrene. Mitchison visited the Ussr in the 1930s and records
an ambivalence about it, which she shared with many other British
leftists.”

But Pausilla does not have it all her own way, since we are also
offered another very different view of the revolution. Her sister, who
accompanies her, has a different and more optimistic view, claiming that

before the end of the ten days, things were much better, they really
were! They’d got some sort of order into the State, they’d stopped
robbing foreigners and started working again, they were making a
constitution! ... 'm sure a democracy might be beautiful.*®

She is determined to get to Athens, where a different democratic
revolution is firmly established and where Aeschylus is developing
into a poet of Pindar’s stature.? Like Pausilla, she is determined
to live independently, and she is willing to live with an Athenian
acquaintance, out of wedlock, in order to establish herself there.
She is Aspasia, the future consort of Pericles. So although the story
canvasses various forms of failure - political, sexual, and artistic
- it also commits to the success of a new kind of poetry, a working
democracy, and an independent female who does manage to put
her mark on history.

This first “revolution” story involves tropes which will recur.
Women’s sexuality is closely bound up with liberatory political
developments and can cross class boundaries, while masculine
politics display the figure of the sacrificial Frazerian king, here the

25 Mitchison, Black Sparta, 112.

26 Ibid.

27 Mitchison, You May Well Ask, 187-91. See also Stead, “From Argyll with Love.”
For more detailed accounts of British reaction to the Revolution, se