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My paper discusses the transformations Soviet sports under-
went during the Thaw period—that is, from the mid-1950s to the late
1960s—and the changes that consequently occurred in the athletic
body’s representation within the visual and verbal arts of the time. For
the purpose of comparison, I also refer to pertinent developments
during the preceding era. Soviet culture always targeted the body for
construction in the areas of (stakhanovite) labor, military activity, and
sport. National ideology defined the priorities of its use. At times the
body is one of the cogs in the mass machine, while at others it stands
out as a unique exemplar. The latter becomes the model of the Thaw,
which reworked and moved away from the earlier Stalinist model, re-
placing the ideal of harmony with internal integration. Both eras as-
pired to overcome the body’s limitations:! the Stalinist epoch longed
for mechanistic perfection and a merger with the machine, whereas
the Thaw dreamed of spiritual flight, of release from the flesh. While
the former quenched its thirst through strengthening the body, the
latter may have weakened it by privileging the intellect.?

The Thaw period strikes me as curious because it witnessed
a conflict between two different trends in Soviet sporting life: the de-
velopment of sports as a way of overcoming human imperfection, on
the one hand, and, on the other, as a way of proving Socialism/
Communism’s superiority to other socio-political systems. The ro-
mantic and idealistic prism through which shestidesiatnik: (men of the
60s) looked at sports and the body became an obstacle to producing
record holders in the international arena (the ultimate goal of any
sports machine). During the Thaw, impressive results in sports were
achieved not because of positive changes in society, but in defiance of
them.

Two key sporting events mark the boundaries of the Thaw,
which began with the victory of the Soviet team in the 1956 Mel-
bourne Olympic Games, also the year of the Twentieth Congress of
the Communist Party of the USSR.3 It ended with the Czechoslova-
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kian hockey team’s victory over the Soviets in the 1969 world champi-
onship in Stockholm. The defeat was unexpected for the Soviets, and
welcomed by the rest of the world as a justified response to the inva-
sion of 1968.4 The unsuccessful performance of the Soviet athletes at
the 1964 Olympic games, in which they almost lost to the United
States, however, may be seen as a first sign of the sports organiza-
tion’s malfunctioning.

The political changes in the country after Stalin’s death in
1953 affected all spheres of cultural life, including the development of
physical culture and sports.5 As in other spheres of human activity, the
country’s universal enthusiasm during the Thaw swept over sports,
and revived the ancient ideal of kalokagathos ¢ (the well-rounded per-
sonality).” Athletic qualities became necessary but insufficient require-
ments for athletes, as well as for the whole generation. It was the time
of an imagined harmonious nation. On the one hand, sportiv-
nost' (spottive ethos) created personality, and, on the other, dissolved
in it.8 The content of the athletic body now became an issue, the body
itself reduced to a beautiful container for intellect, power, and will.
This shift to the interior self may be seen in depictions of athletes dut-
ing the 1960s. Portraying a gymnast at rest, Igor' Popov focuses on
the tension of inner life (Fig. 1). Moisei Liangleben does not even
show the body of his model, presumably in order to avoid any distrac-
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Figure 1. Igot' Popov. Gimnast E. Figure 2. Moisei Liangleben. Larisa
Mel'nikov. 1963. Sport. Slide 182. Latynina. 1967. Sport. Slide 156.
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tion from her spiritual image (Fig. 2).

In contrast, portraits of the previous era equated athletes ex-
clusively with their bodies, whose uniformity was shghtly varied only
according to easily interchangeable signs =
of affiliation with a certain sport or club.
Aleksandr Samokhvalov’s painting of a
shot-putter (1933) belongs to this category
of representation (Fig. 3).

During the short period of the
Thaw (1954-1967), the country appeared
to exemplify the pure embodiment of the
Greek idea of the Golden Mean: equal
perfection of two halves, body and intel-
lect. The movement of the pendulum
reached one extreme (sport intellektnal'nyi
[intellectual sport]), in reaction to the pre-
vious era’s opposite extreme (sport voenii-
rovannyi [militarized sport]), and, by the | ;
end of the 1960s, the pendulum stopped  Figure 3. Aleksandr
in the middle of its parabola in a position  Samokhvalov. Devushka s
denoting equilibtium  (spor? professional'nyi - Sport. Shide 3.
[professional sport]).” If the shifts in Soviet people’s perception of
sports resulted mainly from changes in the political climate, the suc-
cesses of Soviet sports in the international arena stemmed from the
orderly Soviet ideological mechanism that had been operating since
the 1920s.

In general, the 1920s-1930s were years of physical culture or
fitness (the closest equivalent to fizku/'tura) rather than sport, for ex-
cessive fascination with the latter was condemned. In the poem
“Tovarishchi, pospor'te o krasnom sporte!” (Comrades, argue about
red sportl) (1928) Vladimir Maiakovskii wrote: “TToapivast/ rupn/ n
rauteAan,/ OOAMBAsACH/ CTO ACCATBIM ITOTOM,/ HAroHss/ MyCKyABI HA
Teae,/ Bce/ AByHOrHme,/ 3ayBACKAAUCH CIOPTOM./ YIpPaxHSIOTCA,/
mpaunel u oauHokm~ (Lifting weights and dumbbells, dripping
buckets of sweat, straining muscles in the body, all bipeds have be-
come carried away with sport. They exercise in gloomy solitude)
(174, emphasis added). Devotion to sport was considered dangerous
because it encouraged obliviousness to everything else: the athlete
“nocrenenno/ 3abbiBaer/ Bce mHa cBere [..] y Takoro/ B
noautrpamore/ HeBaxHeHbkas cuanina’ (gradually forgets everything
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in the world, such a man is barely politically literate) (175). The poet
proposes that bodily development may entail mental disability. Ac-
cording to Maiakovskii, the country needs a commissar of sports, not
a record holder, who, by the poet’s definition, is the negative pole of
the suggested opposition rekordist/ sportsmen: “Ham/ Heobxoamm/
He 0e3roAOBBIIl PEKOPAUCT —/ HyKeH/ MACCy ITOABIMAFOIINIL/
cnoprcmen” (What’s essential for us is not a headless record
holder—we need a sportsman who inspires the masses) (177, empha-
sis added).!1® During these decades the values and needs of the new
socialist state determined the official attitude to sports. Sport had a
utilitarian and ideological function, primarily preparing young people
for labor and military service. The Party resolution of 1925 defined
the tasks of physical culture in the following way: “@usmaeckyro
KYABTYPY HECOOXOAMMO PACCMATPHBATD HE TOABKO C TOYKH 3PCHHA
pU3IIECKOTO BOCITUTAHMA U O3AOPOBACHUA H KAK OAHY H3 CTOPOH
KyABTYPHO-XO3AMCTBEHHOM M BOEHHOI ITOATOTOBKM MOAOAEKH
[...], HO u Kak oamH u3 MeToAOB Bocrmranus mMacc” (It is essential to
consider physical culture not only from the standpoint of physical
education and health, and as one aspect of our youth’s cultural-
industrial and military training, but also as a method of educating
the masses) (Lenin, partiia, molodezh' 218, emphasis added). The shift
made by the Party in its policy allows us to assume that by 1925 the
utilitarian side of physical culture was the state’s main concern. The
Party resolution of 1949 consolidated the hierarchy of the functions
of physical culture: “[..] obecmeunTs IIEPOKOE pasBUTHE |...,
paccMaTpuBas (PUSHYICCKYIO KYABTYPY KAK OAHO H3 BAKHBIX CPCACTB
KOMMYHUCTHYIECKOTO BOCIHTAHUS TPYASAIIUXCH, VAVYIICHHUA WX
3AOPOBbSl U IIOATOTOBKHM COBETCKOTO HAPOAA K TPYAY H 3aIllHTE
cormaauctudeckoir Poauner” (to provide a broad development,
looking at physical culture as an important means of labor’s commu-
nist education, the improvement of its health, and as a means of train-
ing Soviet people for the labor and defense of the socialist Moth-
erland) (Lenin, partiia, molodezh’ 220, emphasis added).

In the 1920s there was a group of so-called hygienists who
not only privileged physical culture as an important factor in raising
national health standards, but also strongly opposed competitive
sports on the basis of its harmfulness to mental and physical health.
Moreover, they considered competitive sports a feature of bourgeois
society, promoting individualist instead of collectivist values. Such
points of view, supported by high-ranking sports officials, led the First



THE RUSSIAN BODY 13

Trade Union Games of 1925 to exclude soccer, boxing, weightlifting
and gymnastics from the program. The same year the Leningrad
Physical Culture Council outlawed boxing. The proletkul'tists were
even more aggressive, demanding prohibition of all sports ever prac-
ticed in bourgeois society.!! The phenomenon of two contrasting ap-
proaches to sport is reflected in Turii Olesha’s Zavist' (Envy) (1927).

Kak dyrboancr, Boroas mpeAcTaBAfA ITOAHYIO

IIPOTUBOIOAOKHOCTD ['erika [forward of the German

team|. Boaoada ObiA mpodpeccroHaA-CIIOPTCMEH, —

TOT OBIA IIpodeccrnoHa-urpok. Boarose ObIA BaxeH

oOruii XOA Urpsl, o0Imas modeaa, HCXOA — l'erka

CTPEMUACH AHINb K TOMY, YTOOBI IIOKa3aTb CBOE

nckyccrBo. |[..] OH mpesupaA HIPOKOB — H TEX C

KOTOPBIMH HIPaA, W IIPOTHBHHUKOB. [..] OH ObIA

xaatypruk. (128)

[As a soccer player, Volodia was the complete oppo-

site of Getske. Volodia was a professional sportsman,

and the other was a professional player. The general

course of the game, the overall victory, and the out-

come were important to Volodia. Getske strove only

to display his own artistry. [...] He despised the play-

ers, his teammates and opponents alike. [...] He was

a hack.]

These contrasting ways of playing soccer lost their socio-political con-
notations in the Thaw and acquired a moral aspect. It was now ques-
tionable whether all means were acceptable in pursuing the ultimate
goal. Abram Terts’s Sud idet (The Trial Begins) (1956) presents a soc-
cer game in terms that illustrate the dilemma. The prosecutor, Glo-
bov, envisions scoring without heeding the rules in the following
terms: “B ropsauke me pasbupaemrs. beers—u Bee Tyr. Koraa sopora
PAAOM—MHHAAABHHYATE HE MHPUXOAUTCA. Bce cmocoOs
aromycrumet ...0 (270) (You can’t be too fussy in the heat of the mo-
ment. You shoot, and that’s that. When the goal is in front of you,
you don’t use kid gloves. All means are fair...)”’(44). Basically, he
analogizes the soccer field with the court, which pits him against inter-
nal enemies of the state.

During the 1930s, Soviet society privileged the figku!"turnik
over the sporfsmen, mass sports over individual achievements. To en-
sure mass participation, in 1931 the state developed a physical fitness
program tellingly called GTO (Gotov £ trudu i oborone) (Ready for labor
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and defense). Figkul'turniki were perceived as soldiers, and, accord-
ingly, the concept borrowed military vocabulary. The presence of the
Party leaders during the celebrations of Physical Culture Days signaled
their status as military parades, underscored the political meaning of
sport, and reinforced its
military  orientation.!2
During national celebra-
tions, parades of fiz-
kul'turniki were designed
as military parades, the
music and words of the
marches following military
stylistics. In Vladimir Pet-
rov’s film  Sportivnaia
: y chest'  (Sporting  Honor
Figure 4. 1951) the chorus sings:
“T'Bl HACIIb B ILIEPEHre
Goesoii/ 3ammrHuKOB crnoprusHOil dectu/ Byap  roros
npocAaBuTh cBOil HapoA/ Ilo Bceil 3emae, Ha KaKAOM CTaAHMOHE;/
Byas roros, coBerckuii marpuot,/ W1 Kk MupHOMy TpyAy, B K
oGopoune” (You’re going in battle formation/As defenders of
sporting honor./ Be prepated to win glory for your people/Around
the world in every stadium./Be prepared, Soviet patriot,/Both for
peaceful labor and for defense) (emphasis added). In Spors, spor,
sport the documentary sports reels of fizkul'turniki parades from the
1930s are, appropriately, accompanied by the Infernationale and the
military march Es/
zavtra voina (1f there’s -
war tomorrow). In R
view of these lyrics, Fi?-.-i_f_f_._lll'!]{ A== Wi
the rifles held by the  [RUNESEEEREH| IR (A ASUEEe .
marchers look [NESECARUIENES '_'_,:-g"\
“natural,” since they |usuuEEPEAT TR
function as props to
demonstrate  the
men’s ability to de-
fend the country (Fig.
4). Similarly, the im-
ages of fizkul"turniki

on a moving tank em-
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phasized their affiliation with the military machine (Fig. 5).

Transforming into constituent parts of the machine, they
bring it to life (see also the airplane/bicycle animated by the human
body [Fig. 6]). Hence, used for purposes of defense and reconstruc-
tion, the human body and machine of the era form a unified mecha-
nism—in which the fiz-
kul'tnurnik often functions as
a bearing (Fig. 7).13

The architectural
structure of various sport-
associated episodes (for
example, Fig. 8) nicely
identifies the bodily hierat-
chy during parades. The
motorcyclist in a military
uniform is located between
the foundation (the bodily
mass of fizkul"turniki), which
practically supports his movement and his vehicle’s, and the nation’s
Father, in his favorite service jacket (Stalin’s portrait). Stalin makes
everything possible from above; he is the key figure in starting all en-
gines of the country. The
“card sections” in sport
festivities were as essential
as the gymnastic displays.
Hidden behind the huge
cards, bodies glorified the
Party, leaders’ portraits of
which observed the ritual
from the upper tier of the
stadium (Fig. 9).14 Only
B ek . the simultaneous move-

Figure 7. ment of the hundreds of

participants conducted by

one will could produce the necessary visual effect of the written, dra-
matically highlighted wotd “slava” (glory).

Certain images employed during parades may be found in
other visual samples. For instance, fizku!'turnitsa, a shooting figure, and
a moving motorcycle (Fig. 10) strikingly remind one of Aleksandr
Deineka’s poster of 1933, especially in the way images are positioned

Figure 6.
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along the vertical
and horizontal axes
(Fig. 11).

The text on
the poster contains
the following lines:
“Paborarp,cTpo-
utb/um  He HbITb!/
Ham k HOBOM iKH3-
HU/IyTh yKasaH. At-
ACTOM MOJKEIIb THI
me Obrre, Ho dus-
KYABTYPHHKOM—
ooasan”  (Work,
build,/and don’t whine./We’ve been shown/the way to a new life./
You needn’t be an athlete,/But you’re obliged to be a figkulturnik).
Nikolai Nekrasov’s well-known line, “mosrom MoOeIb Tel He OBITb,
HO TpaxAaHHHOM ObITh 00sa3ar” (You needn’t be a poet, but you’re
obliged to be a citizen) (260) is echoed in the last sentence, thus equat-
ing fizkul'turniki with true citizens, always ready to defend their moth-
erland.’s In its turn, the category atlet, synonymous with sportsmen, is
elevated to poetic heights. Under Khrushchev—a time of increased
individualism—by contrast, the sportsmen edged out the figkulturnik.
Athletes were equated with poets, first of all, because their sports re-
cords helped human-
ity to overcome the
physical and spiritual
limits set by nature.
Secondly, the re-
sponse to success in
sport was as strong as
that to poetic words.
In his poem V7atar'
vykbodit iz worot (The
goalkeeper leaves the
goal posts) (1989),
Evgenii  Evtushenko
implicitly  analogizes
goalkeeper Lev lashin and himself by recalling their similatly rebel-
lious past: “Ax, Aes Mansra,/ Aes VBanera,/ HO BeAb U AFODAT HAC

SINBI

Figure 8.

Figure 9.
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32 TO,/ 9TO MBI KyAa HE CACA COBAAHMCh/ M ACAAAM HE3HAMO 9ITO./
Beap 1 B GespemeHHOE Bpemst/ BCeX IPA3HBEIX UIP AOTOBOPHBIX/ He
BoIBeAOCh B Poccun maemsi/ mepecekarteaein mrpadusx!” (Ah, Lev
Tvanych,/Lev Ivanych,/you know, they love us/because we stuck our
noses in where they didn’t belong/and did the impossible./Even at a
timeless time/of ditty,
fixed games,/the tribe
of  rule-breakers/still
existed in  Russia)
(Evtushenko-89 25). Like
prominent poets, ath-
letes were endowed
with immortality: “U1
OH OCTaHEeTCA CYacT-
AUBO/pa3sboiHBM
reHHeM  IPOpPbIBA,/
OGeccmeprabii  Bee-
BoAOA bobpos!” (And
he will happily remain/the thieving genius of the breakaway,/
immortal Vsevolod Bobrov) (Evtushenko, Idut 409).

The period after WWII introduced a new dimension to
spotts: international prestige, which negated the idea, popular in the
1920s, of the independent development of workers’ sports (as op-
posed to those of the bourgeoisie) and of strengthening proletarian
solidarity.1¢ The debut of the USSR in
the Olympic Games in 1952 in Hel-
sinki marked the first step in the shift
from sports as merely modeling a sys-
tem for labor and combat toward a
realization of its missionary and diplo-
matic role. Bodily achievements be-
came enlisted in political causes on a
more sophisticated level. Soviet par-
ticipation in the Olympics was de-
layed by Stalin's concern about the
readiness of Soviet sports to reveal its
superiority to the world and, conse-
quently, of the social system that pro-
duced it.!"7 No mistakes were permis-
sible. For instance, Nikolai Romanov,

Figure 10.

Plakat. 1933. Sport. Slide 7.
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the post-war chairman of the All-Union Committee of Physical Cul-
ture and Sport, recalled that he personally had to submit to Stalin a
special note guaranteeing victory so as to obtain his permission to pat-
ticipate in the international competition (Peppard 63).!® Unwilling to
take risks, the Soviet Union refused to participate in the Olympics in
London in 1948, on the grounds that capitalists were running the
events, and thus inevitably depriving workers of their right to fair
competition. However, in 1952 this fact did not prevent the Soviets
from joining the XV Olympic Games. The Soviet sports machine, al-
ready set on breaking records, began producing tangible results. The
Soviet team’s performance in Helsinki validated the Party’s expecta-
tions, and demonstrated to the world community the advantages of
the Soviet system. In the unofficial team standing, Soviet athletes
shared first place with the United States team and brought home sev-
enty-one medals (Sovzet Sport. The Success Story 27).

During the Thaw, Soviet sports continued to gain strength
and power, building upon the foundation of the previous period. The
rather hectic post-Stalinist structural changes did not seriously affect
sports’ functioning. Reorganization entailed replacing the All-Union
Committee of Physical Culture and Sport with a department of the
Ministry of Health of the USSR, but the former organization was
soon revived. The former chairman of the Committee, Romanov, re-
sumed his position, and Apollonov was sent back to the Ministry of
Internal Affairs. In 1959 the Union of Sport Societies and Organiza-
tions of the USSR, supposedly a voluntary public organization, re-
placed the All-Union Committee, which was reinstated in 1968 for the
third time (Shneidman 26).

The Party resolutions adopted in the 1960s revived the old
idea of developing the physical culture of the people, but emphasized
uniting bo/'shoi (large-scale) and malyi (small-scale) sport. The resolu-
tion of 1959 had suggested that the Komsomol should head the struggle
for massovost’ (mass participation) and masterstvo (mastery). The 1966
resolution reflected the shift in the country’s political situation and the
Party’s concern with possibly deviant moral values among the citizens,
in violation of communist ideals.

VAy4YIIHTE PYKOBOACTBO  (DH3KYABTYPHEIM

ABIDKCHUEM KAK BAJKHBIM YIACTKOM BOCIIHTATCABHOM

paborer CpeAn HACEACHHSA [ 9TOOBI

dusuueckas KyAbTypa craaa 0OOAee AKTUBHBIM

CPEACTBOM BO3AcHcTBHA oOImecTBa Ha
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popMHEpOBaHIIE MOPAABHOIO M AYXOBHOTO ODAHKA

COBETCKOIO  HYEAOBEKA, CIIOCOOCTBOBAAA  €TO

BCECTOPOHHEMY  IApPMOHHYECKOMY —PAasBUTHIO I

BBICOKOIIPOM3BOAUTEABHOMY TPYAY, COXPAHCHUIO

HAa AOATHCE TOABI KPEIIKOTO 3AOPOBbfA U TBOPUYECKON

AKTUBHOCTH, IIOATOTOBKE K 3amure POAWUHBL

(Lenin, partiia, molodezzh’ 221, emphasis added)

[Improve the leadership of the sports movement as

an important component of educational work among

the populace, so that physical culture will exert a

more active social influence on the formation of the

Soviet man’s moral and spiritual image, and contrib-

ute to his overall harmonious development and

highly productive labor, to the maintenance of

sound health and creative activity for many years, and

to his preparation for the defense of the Mother-

land.]

The wording of the 1968 resolution (“maccoBas dpusudeckas KyAbTypa
U CIOPT AOAKHBI CAYKHTB VKPEIIACHHIO 3AOPOBBS, ITOATOTOBKE
MOAOAGKH K TPyAy u oOopoHe” [mass physical culture and sport
should serve to strengthen health and prepare our youth for labor and
defense]) echoed the 1949 resolution, and signaled that ideology, as
well as sports’” administrative structure, had come full circle.

The foreign policy of 1960s’ Soviet sports emphasized the
development of friendly relations with the wotld, rather than aggres-
sively promoting Soviet supremacy through competition. Even the
usual readiness of Soviet sport to defend itself in military terms disap-
peared from sporting vocabulary as a result of the change in its per-
ceptions and self-presentation. During the 1960s sports as a metaphor
for everyday life temporarily displaced the metaphor of war.!? For ex-
ample, according to at least one scholar, Soviet coverage of the track
meets with the United States in 1958-62 was notable for the
“unfailingly generous and laudatory way in which it described the
United States’ athletes.” The Soviets’ attitude was extremely tolerant,
despite some American reporters’ adversarial discourse in newspapers
that resorted to such headlines as “A Shot at the Russians,” ““U.S. ath-
letes invade Moscow for a bloodless war of track and field,” “Here
They Come. The Soviet athletic army, determined, strong and secre-
tive, invades the U.S. for a track meet-but should be
beaten” (Peppard 77-78). Domestically, Soviet sport was still con-
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ceived as a struggle, but a struggle with oneself. The focus of the
motto ctius, altius, fortius shifted from competition with others to com-
petition with the individual’s own past performance.

Although athletes’ achievements, as always, were immediately
connected to the achievements of
the nation, the athletes themselves
stopped being nameless and face-
less. After all, any given team and
Soviet sports as a whole com-
ptised individuals. Accordingly,
Dmitrii Zhilinskii’s painting G-
nasty SSSR  (Gymnasts of the
USSR 1965) portrays the team less
as a unified machine than as a har-
monious union of different bodies
and personalities (Fig. 12).

The true team is far from
being a mechanism; it consists of
individuals. Sergei, the formerly
promising young soccer player
who is the protagonist of Vasilii
Aksenov’s “Papa, slozhi” (Dad,
Put It Together) (1962), understands the concept of a true team,
though he himself never attained a status beyond that of a reserve
player. The story specifically contrasts true/false fans and true/false
teams.?0

Onn 60oAeAHT 32 9Ty KOMAaHAY, HO DOACAU HE TaK, KK

OOBIYHO  OOAEIOT HecBeAymue (paHATHKH,

BBIOHpArOIEe  CBOEro  (PaBOpHUTA IO  KAKHM-TO

HCIIOHATHBIM ~ cooOpaskeHmaMm. Her, mpocro mx

KOMaHAA — 910 ObiAa Komaraa ¢ 6OABIION GYKBEL, 3TO

OBIAO TO, YTO, HO WX MHEHHUIO, OOABIIE BCEro

COOTBETCTBOBAAO BEICOKOMY ITOHATHIO “‘PyTOOABHAA

komauAa.” Ha TpuOyHax oHH He TOIIAAM HOIaMH, HE

CBUCTEAM M HE KPHYAAH IPH HEYAAYaX [...] moTOMYy

YTO OHHM 3HAAH [..] KOMAHAQ — 3TO HE MEXAHU3M, 4

OAMHHAALATH pa3Hblx mapHed. (105, emphasis

added)

[They felt profoundly for that team, but not the way

ignorant fanatics usually do, who choose their favorite

Figure 12. Dmitrii Zhilinskii. G-
nasty SSSR. Fragment. Sport. Slide 13.
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team for some incomprehensible reasons. No, it was

simply that their team was the Team, with a capital

letter. It was that, which, in their opinion, best of all

corresponded to the elevated concept of a “soccer

team.” In the stands, they didn’t stomp their feet,

whistle or shout at mistakes because they knew that a

team was not a mechanism, but eleven separate

fellows.]

True fans’ perspectives are based on their past experience in sport,
and they study the game from inside. They are not ignorant outsiders
demanding entertainment, but belong to the sporting community, and
are capable of appreciating a game’s beauty and complexity. There-
fore, Sergei’s resurrection (significantly, on Sunday, veskresenie) is ac-
companied by the victory of his Team. The sports event becomes a
compositional device employed by Aksenov to illustrate the protago-
nist’s gradual inner transformation.?!

Given the new identification between sport and the inner self,
the Thaw witnessed the rise of the first sporting stars: legendary goal-
keeper Lev Iashin?? high jumper Valerii Brumel',23 weightlifter Turii
Vlasov,2* broad jumper Igor' Ter-Ovanesian, gymnast Larisa Latynina,
chess player Mikhail Tal', and others. The new athlete was quite differ-
ent from her/his predecessors. “Omn, npeKHHUI YeMIHOH, OBIA
YIAOBAT, HEMHOIOCAOBCH, IIEPEKATHIBAA >KEABAKH, YCKAHMA IIIar.
HoBoIil 4eMITHOH AyYHACH YABIOKOH, ITOIIPABAfS OYKH, HEB3HAUAMN
pousia TomMuk BO3HECEHCKOro, a yCTAHOBUB PEKOPA, CIICIIMA HA
3ager no compomary’ (He, the former champion, was angular,
scowling, a man of few words, a plodder. The new champion had a
radiant smile, adjusted his glasses, occasionally dropped a small vol-
ume of Voznesenskii, and, having set his record, hurried to his
exam on 'the resistance of materials') (Petr Vail' and Aleksandr Genis
207, emphasis added). Unlike the old champion, the new one lacked
recognizable signs of athleticism. His signifiers of intellectual and
spiritual wholeness (smile, glasses, poetry, study) replaced the old
physically-based values, and emphasized intellect. Even his poor eye-
sight, a symptom of his physical imperfection, could not prevent him
from being a hero, though it signaled his inclination to read. Sports
stars recast as thinking individuals became favorites of the people and
the Party: the former watched, adored, and read about them, while the
latter lavished awards upon them: for example, all twenty-seven pat-
ticipants in the 1956 Olympic Games received the Order of Lenin, the
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nation’s supreme honor.

The Thaw’s perspective on sports yielded rather curious re-
sults. Traditional sporting values depreciated as a consequence of the
Thaw’s preoccupation with the beauty and delight of the game, and
several literary texts inscribe this phenomenon. The left wing in An-
drei Voznesenskii’s “Futbol'noe” (On soccer) (1961) loses control be-
cause of an irrepressible desire to hit the ball, and sends it into his
own team’s goal. “O, araka Ao yrapal/ Oaypenue yaapa./ Toabko
mag,/ maga,/ mada,/ Toabko — BMaxkb,/ BMaxb,/ Bmaxkb!/ ‘Hamm —
Barm’ — K Gory B pail../ Aiil/ Yro maseaaa aesbiii kpaiil..” (O, the
attack, carried to ecstasyl The stupor of the blow./Only the ball,/the
ball,/the ball. Only kick,/kick,/kick!/Who cares about 'outs-youts..."/
Ah!/ What has the left wing done!) (178-79). Yet the player is happy
with the quality of his petformance: “A yaapunk — cameiil cok,/
IIpsmo B Bepxunit yroaok!” (But the kick was really cool,/Straight
into the upper corner!) (179). A possible reason for this mistake may
be found in the ambiguous phrase: “AeBblil KpafiHuIl, MUABLT MOIL,/
Tot wnrpaems rososoit!” (My dear left wing,/You play with your
head!). The observation could refer either to hitting the ball with his
head or to playing by using his brains instead of just his feet. If the
latter is the intended meaning, then he loses only because he plays the
game not in accordance with its rules. Such an idea resurfaces later in
Vladimir Vysotskii’s lyrics.2> His boxer in “Bokset” (1966) refuses to
hit his opponent straight in the face: “Hempasaa, 6Gyato Ger k KOHILy/
A cuanr Gepery, —/ burb ueaoBeka mo ammy/ S ¢ AercrBa He
mory” (It's not true that toward the end/ I save my strength./I haven't
been able to hit a man/In the face since childhood) (v.1, 157). He be-
haves as if he were not a boxer in the ring, but an embodiment of the
authot’s viewpoint on boxing from outside the conventions of the
sport. The high jumper in “Prygun v vysotu” (High Jumper) (1970)
also refuses to follow the rules and jumps with his left foot: “Ho
Ay4IIle BBIIIBIO 3€AbS € OTpaBoro,/ SI Hap coboro uro-HHOYAB
caeraro,/ Ho cBoro mempasyro mpasyro/ Sl He cMeHIO Ha IIPaByIO
Aesyro!” (But I'd rather drink a poisoned brew,/ I'll do something to
myself,/But I won't exchange my wrong right [foot]/For their right
left) (v.2, 162). Left carries associations of rebelliousness, likewise ex-
pressed by Vysotskii in “Pesnia pro pravogo insaida” (Song of the
Right Midfielder) (1967-1968): “CrpaBeAAHBOCTH B MHpPE M Ha IIOA€
Hert,/ ITotomy s Bceraa ToAbKO caeBa urparo” (There is no justice,
either in the world or on the field./Therefore I always play only
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from the left) (v.2, 58, emphasis added). Vysotskii’s approach to
sports—Ilayering the meanings of sporting achievements—became an
essential part of his poetry.

From Vysotskii’s perspective, the rules of sport are obstacles
to the attainment of desired results. Therefore, the broad jumper im-
proves his results every time he crosses the line of permissibility:
“CrouT TOABKO 32 4epTy Hepectynurs —/ [IpeBparmarocs B 4eAoBeKa-
kerrypy ~ (When I cross the line — /I transform into a man-kangaroo)
(v.2, 232). One wins only when one breaks the rules, flaghki (small
markers) established by others. The idea that the individual is his own
supreme judge (“rer cam cBoit Boiciuil cyA”) links the athlete and the
poet. Both need to be free from society’s conventions in order to cre-
ate with inspiration. In his interpretation of sport and athletes’ role in
it, Vysotskii follows Pushkin’s understanding of the poet’s mission as
formulated in “Poetu” (To the Poet) (1830): “Aopororo cBobGoaHO#/
Van, xyaa Baeder TeOsi CBOGOAHBIN yM,/ VCOBEPIIECHCTBYS IIAOABL
Arobumerx Aym,/ He Tpebys marpaa 3a moasur 6aaropoansiii” (Walk
down a free road,/Where the free mind calls you,/Perfecting the
fruits of your favorite thoughts,/Without demanding awards for the
noble feat) (Pushkin 178, emphasis added). In the poet’s or athlete’s
consciousness, supreme achievements lose their absolute value and
become relative. The weightlifter in “Shtangist” (Weightlifter) (1971)
conceives of his victory in the following way: “Takoii Tpuymd
OAODEH IOpaKeHbO,/ A CMBICA TIOGEABL AO cMertHoro mpoct?/ Bee
AEAO B TOM, 4100, 3aBepinB ABmkeHbe,/ C pasmaxy mrranry 6pocurb
ua romoct” (Such a triumph resembles defeat,/But isn't the idea of
victory laughably simple?/The whole idea is that, having completed
the movement with all your might,/You drop the weight back on the
dais) (v.2 263). Vysotskii’s poem completely discredits the official vi-
sion of sports as little more than record mania: “Kax rtecro mHa
APOXIKAX, PacTyT PeKOpAb,/ W B mepcriektnBe OAMBKOM, MOKET
6erre,/ Bokcepsl pazoObrOT ApYry Apyry MopAeL/ M ckopo Gyaer He
o uemy 6mts” (Records rise like dough with yeast,/And, in the short
run, perhaps/Boxers will beat one another to death,/And soon there
won't be anything to beat on) (v.2, 55). Suggesting the elimination of
all rules, the hammer thrower in ‘“Pesenka pro metatelia
molota” (Song About a Hammer Tosser) (1968) completes the poet’s
devaluation of the official attitude toward sports. “M ckazan s um:
‘Tosapury, BHEMaHue!/ B3sBIIn B pykn KOIIbS, AUCKH BCEX cuCTEM,/
ITpu meranbe KyAbTUBHpYIITE KeAaHHe/ [103aKHABIBATE UX K YepTy
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nacoscem!” (And I said to them, “Attention, comrades!/ Once you’ve
got the javelins and discuses of all systems in hand,/As you throw,
cultivate the desire/To chuck them to hell forever”) (v.2, 57). In
short, Vysotskii takes the Thaw’s longing for harmony, rather than
recotds, to its logical end.

For a brief period in Soviet sports history, malyi (small-scale)
and bo/'shoi (large-scale) spott co-existed, exerting a positive influence
on each other. In the euphoric atmosphere that neglected the basics
of sports, however, it was impossible to continually produce impres-
sive results in the international arena. By the middle of the 1960s the
incompatibility of pleasure and victory became obvious, and the inevi-
table division into separate spheres of influence took place.

[...] cam cmoprt 1o cBOel COpPEBHOBATEABHOM CYTH

OTYASIHHO COIIPOTHUBASIACA IIPEBPAILCHHIO €rO B

3CTETCKOE ACHCTBO. M3ArHo mpubeKaTh MOCACAHIM

MOr II03BOAUTE cebe (HU3KyABTYpHUK, a He

cmoprcmer. (CamMa  KOHKPETHOCTh — CIOPTHBHBIX

PE3YABTATOB — TOABI, OYKH, CCKYHAEL — TOABKO

BPEMEHHO AaAd C€eOfl IIOTECHHTh TapPMOHHH U

KpacoTe. VYcIex TropasA0 IpoIme OBAO

OTOXAECTBUTh HE C PACIIABIBYATEIM OTAAACHHBIM

COBEPIIEHCTBOM, 2 C BHATHOH M  OIIyTUMOI

mobeaoit. (Vail' 210-11, emphasis added)

[Sport inherently, by virtue of its competitive nature,

strenuously resisted being recast into an aesthetic act.

Only a fizkul'turnik, not a sportsman, could af-

ford to cross the finish line in last place, though ele-

gantly. The very concreteness of sporting results —

goals, scores, and seconds — allowed harmony and

beauty to take over only temporarily. It was much

simpler to equate success not with vague, distant per-

fection, but with a perceptible, palpable victory.]

Perhaps inevitably, more rigorous sports values reasserted
themselves: hard training instead of inspiration, a precise calculation
of success instead of spontaneity, competitiveness instead of perfor-
mativeness, collectivity instead of individuality, a military lexicon in-
stead of a lyrical or philosophical discourse. Soviet sports officials
took control of bol'shoi (large-scale) sport, and, after some “repairs,”
turned its development in the direction established dutring the 1940s.
The Thaw’s rudimentary approach to sports was transferred to mass
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sport, which for a long time cultivated some of the Thaw’s utopian
ideas of kalokagathos20 The Thaw’s elevated aspirations and focus on
the intellect were ultimately contradictory factors that threatened the
sports machine’s ideal. Stagnation abandoned the athletic body, as
flesh and spirit went their separate ways.

Notes

1. Both eras were oblivious to the price paid for success and avoided dis-
cussing the negative effects of using sportsmen (stakhanovites) as mere
instruments for establishing records. The recognition that sport could be
harmful came only later, in the Stagnation period, and culminated cine-
matically in Isaak FPridberg’s perestroika-era film Kukolka (The Doll)
(1988). Elem Klimov’s Sport, sport, sport (1970) implicitly touches on this
issue in the narrative about a boarding school for swimmers, where every
day consists of such insistent training that it leaves the children no free
time even in the evening. Although the filmmaker avoids explicit judg-
ment, the material compiled in the film forces viewers to weigh the price
of success in sport. The desire to overcome the limits of the human body
and thereby free it costs a committed athlete his freedom, for s/he de-
votes endless hours to training. Aleksandr Galich in his “Olimpiiskaia
skazka” (Olympic Fairy Tale) (1972) completely discredits the idea of chil-
dren’s sport when he pushes Tania Eremina’s story from Klimov’s film to
an extreme: “LIBeToB He pBet, BEHKOB He BbeT,/ AFOGHMOII KyKABL HeT / A
BCe IIABIBET, LIABIBET, IIAEIBET,/ Bee aecars twicsa aer!/ ... Eif Hapo —
1Abrte./ M masrrs./ W masrre./ W nepBoit Gerrsl.. ” (She doesn't gather
flowers, doesn’t weave garlands,/She has no favorite doll./She only
swims, swims, swims,/For a full ten thousand years!/... She’s got to swim.
And swim. And swim. And be first!). Galich was one of the first to look
at the Soviet sports apparatus as a factory grinding away people’s lives:
“Kakoil e cykuH chiH u Bpaab/ Ilpuaymaa aeiictBo — /Yro6
OAUMITHICKYEO meaanb/ B obmen — ma Aercrso?l..” (What son of a bitch
and cheat/Thought up this farce —/An Olympic medal — /In exchange
for childhood?!) (383-84). Here and throughout, unless otherwise indi-
cated, all translations are mine.

2. Not accidentally, such sport as chess (the body of its players, significantly,
reduced to the head) became popular in Thaw culture, replacing domi-
noes in private as well as public spaces, such as the special benches on
Tverskoi Boulevard constantly occupied by chess players. Zabivanie kozla
(slang for the game of dominoes) acquired a negative coloration as symp-
tomatic of intellectual emptiness.

3. That year Soviet athletes received more medals and points than sports-
men from any other country in the history of the Olympics: thirty-seven
gold, twenty-nine silver, and thirty-two bronze medals (Soviez Sport. The
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Success Story 28).
Petr Vail' includes the oral recollections of journalist Evgenii Rubin as an
example of such a reaction:

Karmmran gexos Mosed I'oroHKa TTOABEXAA K COBETCKOM

COOpPHOM, B3fIA KAFOIIKYy HAIICPEBEC, KAK aBTOMAT, W

paccrpeasn  urpokos. Ha TpuOyHax meam, IaakaAm,

LICAOBAANCH, MOAHAHUCBH. AaKe UYEXOCAOBALKHIA TpEHEP

Baaamvup KocTka, BmoAHE AOSABHBIN MAPTHEIL, CKA32A HA

IIPECC-KOH(EPEHIUH, HYTO PE3YABTAT HIPH BBIXOAUT

AAAEKO 32 PAMKH CIOPTHBHOM mo06eAbI. (356, emphasis

added)

[The Czech captain, Iozef Golonka, approached the Soviet

team, pointed his stick forward like a machine gun, and

shot the players. Those in the stands sang, cried, kissed

one another, and prayed. Even the Czech coach, Vladimir

Kostka, a perfectly loyal Party member, said at the press-

conference that the result of the game far exceeded the

bounds of a sports victory.]
However, it would be a mistake to consider Soviet sports a pure reflection
and “microcosm of Soviet life, in which all basic characteristics of Soviet
society are operative to a much larger extent than is appreciated by the
outside world” (Morton 20). Some similarities may be found between So-
viet and Western tactics in preparing record holders (see The USSR: Sport
and Way of Life), which discourage one from viewing the Soviet sports sys-
tem as unique and independent of practices in the rest of the world.
The Greek word is derived from the following: kalos — beautiful, kai—
and, agathos — good.
The Party Program adopted at the Twenty-Second CPSU Congress de-
scribed this ideal as a new man who “will harmoniously combine spiritual
wealth, moral purity and a perfect physique” (cited in The USSR: Sport and
Way of Life [75)).
Athleticism becomes a defining quality of the protagonist in the youth
novel during the Thaw. “OH HeMHOKKO 'cylIepMeH': KPACHBEI, BEICOKHI,
croprusbiii”’ (He’s something of a “superman”: handsome, tall, and
athletic| (Al'tshuller 230, emphasis added). In the film Kavkazskaia plen-
nitsa (Prisoner of the Caucasus) by Leonid Gaidai (1966), Comrade Saak-
hov introduces Nina according to the rules and values of the time: “..
CIYACHTKA, KOMCOMOAK4, CIIOPTCMCHKA M, HAKOHEI[, IIPOCTO
kpacasuma.” (a student, a Komsol member, a sportswoman, and, finally,
simply a beauty).
The terms belong to Petr Vail' and Aleksandr Genis.

. Interestingly enough, by the end of the Thaw articles appeated in the

press expressing similar concerns regarding youth’s fascination with West-
ern bodybuilding (zapadnyi kul'turizm), which was considered a philosophi-
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cally dangerous bourgeois system of physical exercises, advertising flabby

bourgeois individualism (makbrovyi burghuaznyi individualizm).
ITomodus MOAOAEKH Pa30OPATHCA B HOBOM ABACHHM, B3ATH
y aTAETH3Ma BCE ITOAE3HOE, OCYAMTh M OTOpOCHUTH BCe
BPEAHOE, UY>KAO€ HaIllell COBETCKOH  CHCTEME
pr3IIecKoro BOCIHTAHHUA AOAMKHBI OBIAN IIPEKAE BCETO
HAIIIN YYCHBIE B COAPY/KECTBE CO CIEIMAAUCTAMHE TAKEAOH
araernky, Hamra nedats. (God sportivnyi 1966 30, emphasis
added)
[Above all, our scholars, in cooperation with our special-
ists in weight-lifting and our press, should have helped our
youth to understand the new phenomenon, to glean every-
thing useful from athleticism, and to condemn and
eliminate everything harmful and alien to our Soviet
system of physical education.]

11. For more about these movements see Riordan 1980.

12. This tradition came to an end by 1951, when “the defiant nationalism of
the prewar Physical Culture days would eventually be replaced by a defen-
sive internationalism that was more consistent with participation in the
Olympic movement” (Edelman 121).

13. These images recall Volodia Makarov’s self-definition in Olesha’s Zavist"

S genosex-mamuna. [...] SI mpespatuaca B mamuny. Ecan
ere He IIPEBPATHACSH, TO XO4y IpeBpaTuThCA. Marmasr
saeco—3Bepne!l  Tlopoamcreie! 3amewarTeapHO
PABHOAYIIIHEIE, TOpABIe MarmuHel [..] I xouy Obrth
MaruHOM. [...] UTo6 OBITh PAaBHOAYIIIHBIM, ITOHHMACIIID
A, KO BCEMY, ITO He paboral 3aBUCTD B3AAA K MAIIIIHE—
BoT oHO uTo! Uem # xyuxe ee? (59)

[Pm a man-machine. I've turned into a machine. If I
haven’t turned [into one] yet, then I want to. Machines
here are beasts! Pedigreed! Wonderfully indifferent, proud
machines. I want to be a machine. So as to be indiffer-
ent—you understand?—to everything except work! I’'ve
been seized by machine-envy—that’s what it is! How am I
worse than a machine?]

14. Curiously enough, the portraits are arranged in the shape of a sport ped-
estal.

15. Later the phrase was immortalized in the ironic popular saying, “Vaensim
MOJKEILb ThI HEe OBITh, HO KaHAHAATOM ObITh 00s3an” (You needn’t be a
scholar, but you’re obliged to have a master’s degree).

16. For instance, in the early 1920s the organization RSI (Red Sport Interna-
tional), led by the Soviets, opposed a West European organization, LSI
(Lucerne Sport International), on the grounds that RSI’s goal was “to use
sporting contacts with worker-athletes to enlighten them politically and
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17.

18.
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prepare them for the class struggle with the bourgeoisie” (Peppard 28).

In Soviet ideology, the distinction between socialist and capitalist sports
was always based on a materialist view of history, one that posited the
fundamental dependence of physical culture and sport on the superstruc-
ture of a given society. Accordingly, capitalism and socialism allegedly
treat the worker’s leisure time differently: while the former tries to trans-
form it into a means of additional exploitation, the latter aspires to en-
hance it, giving the workers more time for physical and intellectual im-
provement (see more in The USSR: Sport and Way of Life). For a discussion
of the different reasons for the fetishization of sport in capitalist and so-
cialist countries see Riordan 1993.

After the defeat of the Soviet skaters in the Finnish city of Turku in 1948,
Romanov himself was replaced by General Apollonov, an internal secu-
rity officer, in order to improve the functioning of the organization. The
isolated victorie—1948 also brought the first two Soviet world champi-
ons: Maria Isakova in speed skating in combined events and Mikhail Bot-
vinnik in chess—were not considered sufficient to challenge the bourgeois
world.

The Thaw’s transformation of fighting armies in the sport arena into frat-
ernizing soldiers, and the consequent change of vocabulary (reflecting an
“us vs. them” mentality), is ridiculed in Galich’s “Otryvok iz radiotelevizi-
onnogo reportazha o futbol'nom matche mezhdu sbornymi komandami
Velikobritanii i Sovetskogo Soiuza” (Excerpt From Radio and Television
Reportage on the Soccer Game Between the British and Soviet Teams)
(1969-70). The French referee receives a high evaluation from the Soviet
journalist commenting on the soccer game until he imposes a penalty on
the Soviet team for violating the rules. Thereupon accusations of political
crimes, an old trick of Soviet propaganda ([...] aToT cyaps Buao mpocro
IIPEKPACHO M3BECTCH HAIIMM  KYPHAAHCTAM, KAK OAMH M3 CAMBIX
IPOAAKHBIX IOAUTHKAHOB OT CIIOPTA, KOTOPBIH B TOABI OKKYIIAL[HH
@pannuu COTPyAHHYAA C THTACPOBCKOI pasBeakoil [this Judge Bidot is
well-known among our journalists as one of the most bribable politi-
cians in sports, who collaborated with Hitler’s reconnaissance during the
occupation of France] [199]), replace the laudatory tone at the beginning
of the game (“
apburp u3 @paHINH, BEAHKOACIIHO, IIO-HACTOAIIEMY CIIOPTHBHO,
CTPOro, IO-HACTOAIIEMY apOUTP MEXAYHAPOAHOMH
kBasncdpukarun” [Judge Bidot...this French referee is running the match
wonderfully, in a really sporting manner, strictly; he’s a referee of truly
international caliber] [198-99, emphasis added]).

... Cyaps BuAO [..] BEAHMKOAEIIHO IIPOBOAUT MATY 9TOT

20. A similar opposition shapes the plot of Boris Dezhkin’s cartoon Shaibu,

shaibn! (The Puck! The Puck!) (1964). The professionalism of the “bad”
team does not suffice to triumph over the “good,” but worse-trained,
team.
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21.

22.

23.

24,

25.

26.

The resurrection of the protagonist in Anatolii’s Gladilin’s Khbronika vremen
Viktora Podgurskogo (A Chronicle of the Times of Victor Podgurskii)
(1956) also occurs during a sports event, specifically, a chess tournament.
The match is intense, and though Viktor comes close to winning, he ulti-
mately loses. Despite his disappointment, he experiences a resurgence of
life. The words of his opponent (“A Bce-raku moaroaer mapens!” [Still,
this fellow’s really okayl!]) and the presence of the gitl waiting for him af-
terwards signal his revival (397).
Tashin was a renowned soccer player, whose performance a sports jour-
nalist described as follows:

B Bopotax crosaa Slmma. OAuHE aHTAMICKII O603p€BaTCAb

[IOLIyTHA, 9YTO Ipu  cAaoBe Amun y NTAABAHCKHX

cpopBapAOB HAYHHAFOT APOXKAThb KOACHKH. [..] Bo Bpems

oamoro Marga Ha KyOox Espomsr, mpoxoausiero s

Wraann, ero Bopora obcrpeausasn ¢ 10 merpos, ¢ 5, ¢ 3,

n oH Opaa Bce oM Madd. [IoTOM OH B3fiA IICHAABTH.

WraspsHcKHEe 0003PEBATEAH ITOCAE TOH HIPHI HAITHCAAH:

“Aavite mam fimmma, m MBI TOTOBBI HIPaTh CO COOPHOM

mupal” (God sportivnyi 1966 92-93)

[{ashin was at the goal posts. One English journalist joked

that upon hearing the word lashin the Italian forwards be-

gan to quake at the knees. During one European Cup

game, which took place in Italy, his goal was attacked from

a distance of ten, five, and three meters, yet he saved it

from every shot. Then he saved a penalty shot. After this

game Italian reporters wrote, “Give us lashin, and we’re

ready to play the best in the world!”]
Brumel' was doubly a popular hero, both for reaching ever-new heights
during sporting competitions and, after 1965, for recovering from an acci-
dent and being determined to jump again. The film Spors, sport, sport em-
phasizes that the qualities that brought him to stardom later allowed him
to overcome his trauma.
His glasses, which he never took off during competitions, symbolize the
Thaw.
Vladimir Vysotstkii wrote more poems about sportsmen than any other
poet. At one of his concerts in 1978, he told the audience that he planned
to write forty-eight poems about sport—the number of sports in the
Olympics at that time.
Sport, sport, sport, in the sequence of a masseur’s vision of future sport, in
which there would be no struggle, no winners, and no losers, parodied the
Thaw’s attempt to create an idyllic mode of sport. Art and sport would
converge right there on the track, the boxing ring as well as the boxers
would be decorated with flowers (Fig. 14), and runners would stop for a
while to read, paint, and play the piano (Fig. 13).
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Figure 14. Sport, sport, sport.
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