Unveiling the Revolutionary Acts: Amateur
Theater and the Soviet State (1917-1938)

Amidst the turbulence and chaos of the Russian Revolution of 1917, a powerful
artistic movement emerged that would come to redefine the boundaries of theater
and participatory art in the early Soviet Union. Amateur theater groups sprung up
across the country, offering a platform for citizens to express their creativity,

challenge social norms, and actively participate in shaping the new socialist state.

A Cultural Revolution

The Bolsheviks believed that culture and art were crucial in shaping the minds of
the masses and promoting revolutionary values. As the Soviet state was being
consolidated, amateur theater played a significant role in disseminating the ideals
of communism to the wider population. These theatrical performances served as

a propaganda tool, aiming to mobilize and educate the working class.

Amateur theater groups often performed in factories, clubs, and community
centers, reaching out to the proletariat and the peasantry. These performances
focused heavily on portraying the injustices of the past and undermining the
bourgeois values that had perpetuated inequality. Through their creative
endeavors, amateur actors ignited a sense of solidarity and shared purpose

among the working class.
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Challenging Tradition

One of the key aspects of the revolutionary amateur theater was its rebellious
nature. It sought to break away from the traditional theater that was associated
with the ruling class and present a form of art that was accessible and inclusive.
By rejecting the established norms and techniques, amateur theater artists
experimented with new forms, incorporating folk traditions and street performance

elements into their shows.

Additionally, amateur theater offered a space for women and marginalized groups
to express themselves and challenge societal structures. Women played a
particularly vital role in these theatrical performances, often taking up leading

roles that challenged gender stereotypes prevalent at the time.

Innovation and Experimentation

Amateur theater was a melting pot for artistic experimentation and innovation,
fostering the development of new techniques and forms. Avant-garde artists, such
as Vsevolod Meyerhold and Sergei Eisenstein, drew inspiration from amateur

theater and explored unconventional staging methods and techniques. They
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embraced the dynamic and participatory nature of these performances,

incorporating them into their own professional productions.

The plays performed by amateur groups were not limited to traditional narratives
but often incorporated elements of pantomime, circus, and music hall. This
eclectic fusion of genres allowed for a broader and more accessible form of

artistic expression, appealing to a wider spectrum of society.

State Intervention and Control

While amateur theater initially flourished under the early Soviet government, the
authorities soon recognized the powerful potential of this platform. As the state
became more centralized, amateur theater groups were subjected to increased
control and surveillance. Scripts had to be submitted for approval, and any

content deemed counter-revolutionary was strictly forbidden.

The Soviet authorities also established state-sponsored amateur theater
organizations to maintain ideological control and ensure that the desired
revolutionary messages were conveyed effectively. These organizations played a
critical role in shaping the future of Soviet theater by instituting pedagogical

programs and providing guidance to amateur performers.

The Decline and Suppression

The fervor and excitement surrounding amateur theater gradually faded away
during the late 1920s and early 1930s. With the advent of socialist realism as the
sanctioned artistic style, the experimental and avant-garde nature of amateur
theater was pushed aside in favor of more conventional narratives promoting the

achievements of the Soviet state.



Furthermore, as Joseph Stalin consolidated his power, any form of creative
expression beyond the state-sanctioned ideology was deemed a threat. Amateur
theater groups were disbanded, and many artists were persecuted or forced to

conform to conformist aesthetics.

Legacy and Influence

Although amateur theater as a significant artistic movement in the Soviet Union
ended in the late 1930s, its legacy persists to this day. The experimental nature of
these performances challenged the boundaries of traditional theater and paved
the way for future generations of avant-garde artists. The inclusivity and
democratization of artistic expression exemplified by amateur theater laid the
foundation for the concept of participatory art, which remains prevalent in

contemporary artistic practices.

Today, we can look back at the revolutionary acts of amateur theater during the
birth of the Soviet state and appreciate its impact on the artistic landscape. It
serves as a reminder of the power of art in mobilizing and shaping society, and
the importance of fostering creative outlets for all members of society to

participate in the cultural discourse.

In

The rise and fall of amateur theater during the early years of the Soviet state
exemplified the tumultuous relationship between art and politics. It showcased the
potential of participatory art in fostering a sense of revolutionary fervor and unity
among the masses, while also highlighting the dangers of state control and

censorship.

Revolutionary acts amateur theater and the Soviet state (1917-1938) signify a

unique and captivating chapter in the history of theater. Its impact reverberates to



this day, reminding us of the power of art to challenge, inspire, and shape the

world around us.
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During the Russian Revolution and Civil War, amateur theater groups sprang up
in cities across the country. Workers, peasants, students, soldiers, and sailors
provided entertainment ranging from improvisations to gymnastics and from
propaganda sketches to the plays of Chekhov. In Revolutionary Acts, Lynn Mally
reconstructs the history of the amateur stage in Soviet Russia from 1917 to the
height of the Stalinist purges. Her book illustrates in fascinating detail how Soviet

culture was transformed during the new regime's first two decades in power.

Of all the arts, theater had a special appeal for mass audiences in Russia, and
with the coming of the revolution it took on an important role in the dissemination
of the new socialist culture. Mally's analysis of amateur theater as a space where
performers, their audiences, and the political authorities came into contact
enables her to explore whether this culture emerged spontaneously "from below"
or was imposed by the revolutionary elite. She shows that by the late 1920s,
Soviet leaders had come to distrust the initiatives of the lower classes, and the

amateur theaters fell increasingly under the guidance of artistic professionals.
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Within a few years, state agencies intervened to homogenize repertoire and

performance style, and with the institutionalization of Socialist Realist principles,

only those works in a unified Soviet canon were presented.
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