Revolutionary Acts: Unveiling the Role of
Amateur Theater in the Soviet State (1917-
1938)

Amateur theater played a pivotal role in the cultural and political landscape of the
Soviet Union between 1917 and 1938. The turbulent years following the Russian
Revolution of 1917 witnessed the emergence of a new society aspiring to liberate
itself from the shackles of the past. In this article, we delve into the historical
significance of amateur theater and its revolutionary acts during this crucial

period.

The Birth of Revolutionary Theater

As the Bolsheviks rose to power, a wave of optimism surged throughout the
country, igniting a thirst for cultural and artistic expression. Amateur theater, in
particular, provided a platform for untrained performers and enthusiasts to

actively participate in shaping this new society.

By definition, amateur theater refers to theatrical performances staged by non-
professionals who are driven by a passion for acting and storytelling. It became a
powerful instrument for the Soviet state to exercise control and disseminate its
propaganda effectively. The distinctively vibrant nature of amateur theater allowed
for the portrayal of everyday struggles and the glorification of the Soviet

revolution.
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Amateur Theater as a Revolutionary Weapon

The Soviet state recognized the potential of amateur theater as a means to
inspire and mobilize the masses towards political causes. Through performances
held in factories, collective farms, and community centers, revolutionary ideals
were depicted, and grievances were voiced. Amateur productions aimed to
educate proletarians about the class struggle, glorify the heroism of workers, and

instill a sense of collective identity among the masses.

The themes explored in amateur theater were diverse and multifaceted, reflecting
the challenges faced by the young Soviet state. Workers' strikes, peasants'

uprisings, and the heroic exploits of the Red Army became popular topics. These
performances aimed to galvanize the proletarian class, fostering a sense of unity

and promoting the core values of socialism.

The Role of the Avant-garde

The avant-garde movement had a profound impact on the development and
aesthetics of amateur theater during this period. Avant-garde artists sought to

break away from traditional forms of theater and embrace new techniques that
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challenged established norms. Experimentation with symbolism, abstraction, and

non-linear narratives became prevalent.

Revolutionary playwrights such as Vladimir Mayakovsky pioneered the use of
"agitprop" (agitation and propaganda) theater, combining provocative scripts,
dynamic performances, and striking visual elements to convey powerful political
messages. These performances aimed to incite social change, challenge the

existing order, and motivate workers to actively participate in the revolution.

The Cultural Revolutions and Their Impact

As the Soviet state underwent various cultural revolutions, the role and influence
of amateur theater evolved. The 1920s witnessed a period of experimentation
and artistic freedom, which allowed for bold interpretations of political themes.

However, during the 1930s, under Stalin's regime, a significant shift occurred.

The policy of Socialist Realism was enforced, emphasizing the glorification of the
Soviet state and its leaders. Amateur theater became an essential tool in
enforcing state ideology, often conforming to predetermined narratives and
limiting artistic freedom. Themes were carefully selected to portray the success of

collectivization, industrialization, and the omnipotence of the Communist Party.

Challenges Faced by Amateur Theater

Though amateur theater thrived in the early years of the Soviet Union, it faced
numerous challenges as the state tightened its grip on cultural expression. The
rise of censorship and state control led to increased scrutiny of performances,
scripts, and actors. Many talented individuals were silenced or forced into self-

censorship as they feared persecution by the authorities.



Furthermore, stringent ideological criteria emerged, resulting in a heavy emphasis
on the promotion of the Communist Party. This narrowed the scope for artistic
exploration and hindered the ability of amateur theater to reflect the genuine

aspirations of the people.

The Legacy of Amateur Theater

Despite the challenges it faced, amateur theater left an indelible mark on Soviet
cultural history. It provided a platform for many talented individuals who otherwise
would not have had the opportunity to showcase their skills. It gave a voice to the

masses and triggered conversations on political and social issues.

Moreover, amateur theater played a significant role in shaping the identity of the
Soviet state. By presenting the ideals of revolution and collective struggle through
engaging performances, it left a lasting impression on the masses, fostering a

sense of unity and commitment to the socialist cause.

The revolution acts performed by amateur theater during the Soviet state's
formative years were nothing short of groundbreaking. The creativity, dedication,
and revolutionary fervor displayed through these performances allowed the
masses to actively engage in shaping the destiny of their country. Although the
Soviet state exerted increasing control over amateur theater, it left an everlasting

impact on the cultural and political landscape of Russia.

Revolutionary Acts: Amateur Theater And The Soviet State (1917-1938) created a
space for expression, discussion, and unity among the masses, cementing the
role of theater as an influential tool in shaping society. The struggles faced by
amateur theater during this period, and its continued impact on cultural and
political life, stand as a testament to the resilience of artistic expression in even

the most challenging of times.
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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.
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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