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A New Picture Book for a 
New Soviet Childhood 
By Frances Saddington 
 
The October Revolution signified an 
irreversible change in Russian culture and 
childrenôs picture books were as affected by 
this as any other art form. The Bolsheviks 
envisaged a scientific new society in which 
even human consciousness could be 
moulded. The ónew Soviet manô was to be a 
rational, productive member of collective 
society and the cohort of children born 
straight after the revolution provided ideal 
modelling material for this great social 
engineering project.  
 
Literacy was seen as a key tool in shaping 
the new world view. In December 1919 
Lenin launched a campaign against illiteracy 
but long before this childrenôs literature was 
recognised as an important battleground in 
the fight to build socialism. In February 1918 
an article by childrenôs author Lev Kormchy 

appeared in the Communist Party 
newspaper Pravda arguing that books 
ñcrystallize in childrenôs souls, creating 
subsoil that nourishes and gives root to 
future convictions and beliefsò.1 Attacking 
pre-revolutionary childrenôs books as 
objects of bourgeois power, Kormchy 
concluded that ñwe must seize these 
weapons from enemy handsò. 

 

 
 

Samuil Marshak's The Circus (SCRSS Library) 

 
However, the publishing industry was badly 
affected by the economic constraints of War 
Communism (1918ï21), preventing the 
development of any substantial body of new 
literature for children.2 In 1918, 474 new 
titles for children were published but by 
1921 the figure had dropped to thirty-three.3  
It was only with the introduction of the New 
Economic Policy in 1921 that childrenôs 
publishing received the needed boost as 
independent business was given the 
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freedom to supplement the meagre output in 
this area of the state publishing house 
Gosizdat. 
 
In the early 1920s pre-revolutionary 
publishers such as GF Mirimanov continued 
to produce traditional brightly coloured 
picture books, while newcomers such as 
Raduga (Rainbow) pioneered new 
approaches to text and graphic design for 
the very young. By the mid-1920s the 
production of innovative picture books was 
flourishing in both state and private 
business. Works by recognised figures such 
as Vladimir Mayakovsky and Osip 
Mandelstam could be seen on book stalls 
alongside the less familiar names of Lidia 
Popova, Georgy Echeistov and others. 
 

 
 

Samuil Marshak's Post (SCRSS Library) 

 
During this period a distinctive new style of 
picture book emerged that was heavily 
influenced by the minimal shapes and clean 
lines of avant-garde design. The 
Constructivist group contributed to the effort 
with a series of books by Nikolai Smirnov, 
illustrated by sisters Galina and Olôga 
Chichagova. These titles included Otkuda 
posuda? (Where Does Crockery Come 
From?)4 and Detiam o gazete (Newspapers 
Explained for Children)5. They illustrated 
these real world themes with the same 

distinctive red and black linear style used in 
Constructivist graphic design for adults. Also 
making an impact were the books written by 
Samuil Marshak and illustrated by Vladimir 
Lebedev. They combined humorous modern 
poetry with a bright stencilled illustrative 
style derived from Lebedevôs work on 
posters for ROSTA (the Russian Telegraph 
Agency) during the Civil War. The Marshak-
Lebedev titles included Tsirk (The Circus)6, 
in which we are presented with each act in a 
dazzling show, and Morozhenoe (Ice 
Cream)7, in which a bourgeois fat man eats 
so much ice cream that he turns into a 
snowman amidst a strawberry flavoured 
blizzard. 
 
These striking publications lead to a surge 
in simply illustrated picture books depicting 
all areas of modernity and socialist society. 
Children could read about machinery, steam 
engines, factories, May Day parades and 
life in Young Pioneer camps. Journeys 
using modern transport were a constantly 
recurring theme and this topic was 
encapsulated perfectly in Marshakôs Pochta 
(Post)8, illustrated by Mikhail Tsekhanovsky. 
In the story a letter follows its roaming 
recipient as he undertakes a journey around 
the world.  
 

At the same time less radical authors and 
artists were finding their own path for the 
new childrenôs book, inspired by cultural 
change but informed by the mannerisms of 
the pre-revolutionary intelligentsia. Leading 
the charge was Kornei Chukovsky, who 
began writing poetry for children before the 
revolution, most famously with Krokodil 
(Crocodile)9, in which a cigar-smoking beast 
rampages through Petrograd devouring 
policeman and pet dogs. During the mid-
1920s Chukovsky produced a series of 
imaginative tales that proved immensely 
popular with children. His readers 
encountered an insect tea party in Mukha 
Tsokotukha (The Chatterbox Fly)10, a 
cannibal pirate in Barmalei11 and perhaps 
most successfully of all, the fierce 
commander of the washstands in Moidodyr 
(Wash 'Em Clean)12. The eponymous 
character, an anthropomorphic washstand, 
chases a dirty boy who wonôt wash, until the 
child relents and changes his ways. The 
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book reached sixteen editions by 1930.13 
Chukovsky formed fruitful partnerships with 
several artists who were modern in 
approach but certainly not avant-garde. 
Wash 'Em Clean was illustrated by Yuri 
Annenkov, while The Chatterbox Fly and 
many other works were graced with pictures 
by Vladimir Konashevich. Both artists were 
associated with the Mir Iskusstvo (World of 
Art) group, known for its richly decorative 
style. 

 

 
 

Kornei Chukovsky's Wash 'Em Clean  
(SCRSS Library) 

 
During the early 1930s this highly creative 
period drew to a close as the Soviet 
publishing industry was centralised. Private 
and smaller state publishers were either 
forced out of business or amalgamated into 
broader organisations. In 1933 all childrenôs 
publishing was brought under the mantle of 
Detgiz (the State Childrenôs Publishing 
House) which printed fewer picture books in 
larger editions. The Soviet Writers Congress 
in 1934 saw the adoption of ósocialist 
realismô as the official state style of art. 
During the proceedings Marshak gave a 
speech óOn a Great Literature for Little 
Onesô, suggesting that childrenôs literature 

should adhere to the recognised 
approach.14  
 

The experiments of the 1920s nonetheless 
left a huge legacy, and many of the visual 
and textual ideas that had transformed the 
picture book were retained, albeit in more 
conservative form. Chukovsky, Marshak, 
Lebedev and Konashevich were among 
those whose careers in childrenôs publishing 
lasted into old age, shaping a literature that 
is still enjoyed by Russian families today. 
The early Soviet era is most often 
associated with its more overtly political 
objects of visual culture but looking at the 
picture books of this time offers us a joyous 
miniature window onto a fascinating period 
in history.  
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of Illustration, Kings Cross, London. 

 
 

SCRSS News 

 
Latest news by Ralph Gibson, Honorary 
Secretary, SCRSS, except where indicated. 

 

Limited Saturday Openings 
 
On the first Saturday of October, November 
and December 2016 from 11.00ï16.00 we 
will be opening the SCRSS building for 
members to visit without a prior appointment 
(as continues to be the case for weekdays). 
The Loan Library and General Reference 
room will be open, as well as the ground 
floor to view our current exhibitions. A range 
of donated Soviet / Russian souvenirs and 
de-acquired books will also be on sale. If 

these Saturday openings prove popular, we 
hope to continue them in 2017. As Honorary 
Secretary I would be delighted to welcome 
you to the premises, particularly if you 
havenôt previously had the chance to view 
and use the extensive library that your 
membership fee allows you to access.  

 

Membership Renewal 
 
If your copy of the journal includes a green 
membership renewal form, do please 
respond as soon as possible. Income from 
members in the form of fees and donations 
is vital to our continued work ï from events 
and exhibitions to the preservation of our 
unique collections. To save postage, we 
have included forms for all members and 
affiliates whose membership falls due from 
now until the beginning of 2017. But donôt 
wait ï send your cheque today, or request 
the SCRSS bank details and transfer the 
money directly! 

 

SCRSS AGM 2016 
 
The SCRSS held its AGM in May, followed 
by a fascinating lecture by Tom Sibley on 
the USSR and the Spanish Civil War. The 
Annual Report and Accounts were accepted 
(if you were unable to attend and would like 
a copy, we can send by email or post). At 
the post-AGM Council meeting the 
Executive Committee (EC) was appointed 
(from among Council members). The 
Council meets next in September and 
November 2016, January and March 2017. 
Members are welcome to forward 
suggestions relating to the Society for 
consideration at Council meetings. Urgent 
business between Council meetings is 
considered by the EC. SCRSS Council and 
EC up to AGM 2017: Chair ï Philip 
Mathews (EC); Vice Chair ï Kate Clark and 
Charles Stewart (EC); Honorary Secretary ï 
Ralph Gibson (EC); Honorary Treasurer ï 
Jean Turner (EC); Exhibitions Officer ï 
Christine Lindey (EC); Andrew Jameson 
(EC); Len Weiss (EC); Mel Bach; Christine 
Barnard; Michael Costello; Diana Turner; 
Fiona Wright.  
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Volunteers Needed 
 
Do you have a couple of hours to spare to 
take on basic reception duties at the 
SCRSS? We are particularly looking for 
people able to commit on a regular basis 
(weekly or monthly) on Tuesday afternoons, 
and to help out during the Saturday 
openings (see above). If you are interested, 
please contact the Honorary Secretary by 
email on ruslibrary@scrss.org.uk or 
telephone on 020-7274-2282. 

 

Russian Revolution Centenary 
 
Members will be delighted to hear that the 
SCRSS is co-operating with various 
institutions planning events and exhibitions 
for the centenary of the 1917 Russian 
Revolution. Our collections are proving 
invaluable to researchers and curators in 
the run-up to the centenary, particularly 
when looking at the early relationship 
between the USSR and the UK. The 
Russian Revolution Centenary Committee, 
co-founded by the Society and Marx 
Memorial Library, continues to plan for its 
major event on Saturday 4 November 2017, 
and to encourage others to co-ordinate their 
events via its website ï www.1917.org.uk. 
The SCRSS itself is hoping to organise a 
one-day seminar featuring UK and Russian 
historians, working with our good friends at 
the St Petersburg Association for 
International Co-operation. In addition, 
depending on human and financial 
resources, the SCRSS Council is looking at 
proposals for lectures, an exhibition and 
even commemorative merchandise. SCRSS 
members will receive further details as soon 
as available ï by email, on our website and 
2017 editions of the SCRSS Digest. If you 
are not already receiving our regular 
SCRSS e-news bulletins, please send us 
your current email address. 

 

SCRSS Library Update 
 
Over the past year I have been providing 
professional guidance in the SCRSS Library 
on a voluntary basis. The yearôs main 

achievement has been an overhaul of the 
Society's cataloguing methods, with 
invaluable assistance from staff member 
John Cunningham and input from our 
cataloguing volunteers, Council members 
and the former SCRSS librarian. We now 
record data in a much more standardised 
way, with changes introduced in terms of 
transliteration, the kinds of data we 
transcribe, and subject headings. 
Volunteers Claire Weiss and Bethany 
Aylward adopted the new methodology 
quickly and have been making excellent 
progress this year in the Art Collection. They 
were joined briefly by Molly Barker, a recent 
Russian graduate from Bristol University. I 
would like to thank all our library volunteers 
sincerely for their time and work. I intend to 
use my time over the next year to focus on 
identifying material for withdrawal from 
across the SCRSS Library (to ease space 
pressures), applying a clear system of 
classification in the Art Room, and 
producing an acquisitions policy. The last 
will help potential donors to understand our 
areas of strength and how they might help 
us build on them. 
 
Mel Bach, SCRSS Council Member and Slavonic 
Specialist at Cambridge University Library 

 

LondonïSt Petersburg: City 
& People Photo Exhibition 
 

 
 
Nadezhda Anfalova, Margarita Mudrak, Diana Turner 

and Anton Likhomanov (left to right) 
 

Our joint photo exhibition with the St 
Petersburg Association for International Co-
operation (SPAIC) was originally launched 
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at the SCRSS in London in October 2014. 
The exhibition is the joint work of two 
photographers: Vaughan Melzer (UK) and 
Nadezhda Anfalova (Russia). 
 

 
 
SCRSS Council member Diana Turner (fourth from 

left) speaks at the exhibition opening  

 
They photographed and interviewed a range 
of ordinary residents from their own cities, 
including bus drivers, veterans, doctors, 
police officers and librarians, and asked 
each what Britain and Russia meant to 
them. The subjectsô answers, together with 
their portraits, provide a fascinating insight 
into how our two peoples view each other.  
 

 
 

Lena Gromova, college teacher, in front of her  
portrait (top right)  

 
In Russia the exhibition has already been 
shown at SPAICôs office in St Petersburg, 
but a further three-week run opened on 
Friday 2 July at the lovely Betskoy Art 
Gallery at 9 Millionnaya Street, St 
Petersburg, close to the Hermitage. I was 
delighted to be able to represent the 
SCRSS and speak alongside SPAIC Chair 
Margarita Mudrak, Nadezhda Anfalova and 

the British Deputy Consul General Derek 
Lavery, among others. Around fifty people 
attended, including four of the Russians 
featured in the exhibition: Anton 
Likhomanov (Director of the Russian 
National Library), Vladimir Vasilik (Russian 
Orthodox priest), Lena Gromova (college 
teacher) and Nadia Manuilenko (young 
mother). Due to the large number of people, 
we had to move out into an adjoining 
exhibition room for the official speeches. 
 
Diana Turner, SCRSS Council 

 

Russian Language Study in 
St Petersburg 
 
The St Petersburg Association for 
International Co-operation (SPAIC), our 
longstanding partner in Russia, is now 
offering a 'Discover Russia' programme of 
Russian language classes at its premises in 
central St Petersburg, just off Nevsky 
Prospect. All levels are catered for and 
participants can choose from individual 
study, study in pairs or in small groups. 
SPAIC's teachers are Russian language 
teaching professionals, mainly from St 
Petersburg universities, and include 
lecturers who have previously taught on our 
own SCRSS Russian Language Seminar. 
Tuition fees for 2016ï17 are approximately 
£30.00 per 90-minute class. SPAIC can help 
with booking hotel accommodation in central 
St Petersburg or home stay with Russian 
families, including breakfast and dinner. 
Participants are also welcome to meet staff 
and attend events at SPAIC. For further 
information, please contact: Margarita 
Mudrak (Chair), Email: mmudrak@mail.ru, 
Tel: +7 (812) 719 7983, St Petersburg 
Association for International Co-operation, 
60 Liteynyi Prospekt, 191025 St Petersburg, 
Russia. 

 

Next Events 
 
Saturday 1 October, 11.00-16.00  
SCRSS Saturday Opening for Members 
The Loan Library and General Reference 
room will be open. De-acquired books and a 


