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REPORTAGE IN THE 'THIRTIES

This investigation of the origins and impact of the new
reportage’ in the '30s interrogates the 'dominant tradition' of
documentary, i.e. an ‘'objective’ recording of facts and historical
events, by reconstructing an alternative ‘'broken’ tradition of radical
reporting which was both 'counterfactual®' and criticised the status of
documents (including photographs and film) as privileged forms of
realistic representation.

The implications of Russian Formalist 'defamiliarization' led to an
avant-garde. 'literature of fact' in the USSR and Weimar Germany,
inspired by John Reed’'s Ten Days that Shook the World, with the
potential not only to represent suppressed facts but to subvert
'automatized’ concepts, thus challenging official paradigms defining
historically significant data and putting the model of reality
constructed by dominant ideology under strain, as the work of the LEF
group and Egon Erwin Kisch shows. The new reportage was self-
consciously mediating and 'bared its devices', often using montage to
expose the constructedness of discourses. Hence the thesis maps the
growth of a parallel alternative reportage in '30s Britain which did not
simply resuscitate the realistic project of Naturalism but built on the
Modernist legacy, examining in detail the work of Orwell, Sommerfield,
Priestley, and Hanley among others.

The thesis focuses on prose forms of reportage, from individual I-
witnessing in articles and autobiographies, to 'participant
observation', documentary novels, encyclopaedism, Mass—-Observation and
photojournalism, outlining the historical and cultural factors which
gave reportage literary prominence at the time, as well as issues, such
as unemployment, poverty and Appeasement, which it represented.
Consequently, it explores the ways and means by which new reporters
expressed their awareness of connections between political and cultural
representation, in order to question authorized representations of fact
and the sanctioned national self-image.
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"The true story is vicious
and multiple and untrue

after all. Why do you
need it? Don’'t ever

ask for the true story."

(Margaret Atwood ’'True Stories’, iii, True Stories (London:

Jonathan Cape, 1982), p.11.)

"It is because reality itself cannot be recorded that realism is dead.
All writing, all composition, is construction. We do not imitate the
world, we construct versions of it. There is no mimesis, only poesis. No

recording. Only construction."

(Robert Scholes Structural Fabulation (Notre Dame, Indiana: Notre

Dame UP, 1975), p.7.)

"They were the Olympians. Man's representatives. Nature - and nurture -
they were the lucky ones; they could die and leave a trace; the dust of
their bodies formed the roadway of the race. They were the heights he

could not tread."”

(Lionel Britton Hunger and Love (London: Putnam, 1931), pp.9-10.)

"I am a reporter; God exists only for the leader—-writers."

(Graham Greene The Quiet American (London: Heinemann, 1955; repr.
Harmondsworth: Penguin pbk., 1962), p.60.)



Introduction
The Innocent I-Witness?

Reportage is defined by the OED as the "typical style" of newspaper
reporting, but in literary use it has primarily come to denote I-
witness writing about contemporary events designed to be more than
disposably topical and, hence, aspiring to ‘'artistic' status. This
literary definition assumes that reportage as factual writing has some
strategies in common with imaginative writing. Even newspaper reporting
is not simply what William Stott in Documentary Expression and Thirties
America (1973) calls "Fiction's Opposite"! in both content and form,
because as discourses newspaper reporting and fiction are more
properly adjacent and often overlapping. However, though the literary
definition could indeed serve as standard for pre-Modernist reportage,
i.e. as practised by, say, Defoe or Zola, its implicit paradox became
self-conscioqsly foregrounded in Modernist-based ’'new reportage'. This
was the logical consequence both of writers' increased awareness of the
experimental possibilities of non-canonical forms and also of the power
which the new techqological- mass-media wielded in their day-to-day
construction of global facts. Hence, the problematic interface between
fiction and factuality, between literary and non-literary discourse, in
British '30s new reportage is one of the most radical of what Valentine
Cunningham calls the "terrible border tensions that so pack”" the
writing of the period and raises fundamental questions about the
stability of the conceptual topography on either side.?

The new reportage's relation to documentation, more specifically,



the notion of documentary form, is also complex. Its own history is
deeply entengled in the power struggle around what Derek Paget has
called the "two traditions of documentary”.? The first, based on the
idea that reality can be recorded objectively, remains dominant in our
culture. The second, based on foregrounding questions of mediation and
ideological perspective through adapted Modernist techniques, is a
radical alternative, but exists only in a broken, culturally-
marginalized tradition. Moreover, the politics of these two traditions
are themselves entangled with epistemological questions about ’‘realism’
and 'objectivism’.

'Realism’ is based on the belief that the objects or ’'things'’
(Latin res = ‘'thing') of the external world exist independently of
consciousness. Where the issue becomes debatable, I would argue, is
not over the existence of an objective reality, but how that reality is
to be made available to consciousness. The doctrine of 'objectivism’
posits that some entirely neutral, value-free language exists through
which objective reality can simply be reflected rather than mediated.
This apparently common-sense assumption is fallacious, because it denies
the constitutive function of language basic to any discourse. As Lakoff
and Johnson have shown, the cultural ascendancy of this belief is
maintained by continuous reinforcement of the notion that certain kinds
of language are rational and non-figurative (e.g. legal, scientific)
while others are imaginative and metaphorical (e.g. art, religion). They
have demonstrated that it is fallacious because the characteristics of
both kinds of language are based on the function of metaphor as

"imaginative rationality".? Linguistic theory indicates the inherent



figurativeness of representation: in Robert Scholes's terms, there is
no genuine mimesis, only poeisis.® Hence, pre-Modernist realism can be
deceptive in appearing to reflect the facts of objective reality and
the relationships between them, rather than admitting to in some way
constituting them, as Hayden White argues in The Content of the Form and
elsewhere.® This view undermines distinctions between ‘metaphorical’
and 'ordinary' language and 'fictional' and 'factual' discourse. In an
absolute sense, no representation of the world - reported or invented -
is non-interpretive, because none is unmediated. However, this does not
mean to say that differences do not exist between fact and fiction, or
that some representations are more accurately interpretative than
others. But such complex questions can only be tackled once the idea of
a language which simply records 'things in themselves’ is recognized
for the chimaera it is.

If linguistic ‘'objectivism' is a fallacy, it follows that there
can be no such thing as an 'innocent' I-witness.' Any reporting of
reality is inevitably refracted through the medium of language and
through the ideological subjectivity of the individual reporter
constructed within and using language. Angus Fletcher has caught the
political paradox of the myth of value-free representation which
sanctions the ‘objectivism®' claimed by many contemporary politicians and
media-barons: "Today the pretence of fact is figuratively more powerful
than the pretence of figuration."”” Apparent lack of subjectivity is the
most dangerous fantasy, precisely because, in Raymond Williams's
phrase, it is a "fiction about reality itself".® It is imperative,

therefore, that we re-examine the theory and practice of what 1 have



designated the new reportage and its relation to the politically vexed
question of documentariness.

Jacques Ellul has stressed the propaganda potential of the modern
worship of facts. Accepting them "as the ultimate reality"” leads to the
misconception they ‘"provide evidence and proof” in themselves, and to
the willing subordination of values before them. This has created a
compulsion for "a relation to facts, a self-justification" to convince
ourselves that by acting in a certain way we are "obeying reason and
proved experience."® Similarly, Paget notes the hegemonic function of
privileged modes of factual representation which have become
‘naturalized’: "expressed through the full range of economic
determinants, [hegemony] interpenetrates the very forms of a culture,
permeates a sociefy’s very concept of ’'common sense', and structures its
sense of what might constitute an unproblematical ’'reality’.”'°® This
supports Williams's conclusion that we must recognise '"claims to
objectivity, neutrality, simple fidelity to the truth ... as the
ratifying formulas of those who offer their own senses and procedures as
universal”.t?

George Orwell, whose formative period as a literary reporter was in

the '30s, certainly valued the power of real experience or "concrete
incident” to undermine preconceptions.!? Yet he also knew that
reporting widened the individual's consciousness into a global

informational order that was not just real, in the simple, empirical
sense, but also symbolic. Jean Baudrillard has described this order as
'hyperreal’, because it generates the paradoxical illusion of the

"real’'s bhallucinatory resemblance to itself'.!'? Orwell was typical of
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'30s 'new reporters’ in appreciating the paradox that imagination was
needed in order to mediate realities, for the individual to realize what
facts outside the his/her personal experience would be 1like. Hence, his
remark about the damage "done to the sense of reality by the
cultivation of what is now called ‘'realism'" - which he considered a
jargon term not for genuine objectivity, but for the selective closure
of consciousness by ideology (See CEJL IV, p.215). Similarly, in 1947,
discussing "a piece of brilliant journalism intended to shock the
public of this country into some kind of consciousness of the hunger,
disease, chaos and lunatic mismanagement prevailing in the British Zone"
of occupied Germany, Orwell identified the insidious neutralization of
the impact of facts by representations which become conventional:
This business of making people conscious of what is happening
outside their own circle is one of the major problems of our
time, and a new literary technique will have to be evolved to
meet it ... The now-familiar photographs of skeleton-like
children make very little impression. As time goes on and the
horrors pile up, the mind seems to secrete a kind of self-
protecting ignorance which needs a harder and harder shock to
pierce it, just as the body will become immunized to a drug
and require bigger and bigger doses. (CEJL IV, pp.312-13)14
There are  powerful interests vested in this process of
neutralization. Bob Geldof's phrase "compassion fatigue" epitomizes the
way the '80s media rapidly automatized the public consciousness which
they initially helped raise, entailing that permissible charitable
concern about the African famines did not develop into widespread
knowledge about the First World’'s involvement in the military
destabilization and impoverishing indebtedness of the Third. Clearly,

our dependence on the modern-mass media and their day-to-day

construction of a global hyperreality is both inevitable and has no
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miracle cure. But it can at least be alleviated by imaginative forms of
reportage, which are themselves an implicit critique of conventional
reporting. Consequently, the '30s project and its origins may still
teach us something about the necessity of and methods for constituting
alternative hyperrealities.

In a modest (but hopefully more theoretically informed way) I have
attempted to map out the same area in British writing that Stott has in
American.!® In so doing, I have traced the Modernist origins of the new
reportage and the complementary 'literature of fact' to the theories and
practices of the early Soviet avant-garde and their transmission
through the more radical artists of Weimar Germany's Neue Sachlichhkeit,
as epitomized by Egon Erwin Kisch. The implications of Russian Formalist
'defamiliarization’ led to the new reportage's intention not only to
represent suppressed facts but to subvert ‘automatized' concepts.
Further, it challenged official paradigms defining historically
significant data and brought the model of reality constructed by
privileged modes of realistic representation into question. The new
reportage was self-consciously mediating and ‘bared its devices', often
using devices like montage to expose the fictionality of ideology and
the notion of history as a seamless, uninterrupted narrative. The
relative lateness of the impact of these ideas and practices on home-
grown traditions of social reporting can be partly accounted for by the
shift in British perception of the centre of European Modernism at the
end of the '20s from Paris to Berlin. Ironically, this shift occured not
long before the condemnation of avant-gardism at the 1934 Soviet

Writers' Congress, under the Stalinist reaction in the USSR (and its
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German equivalent, the Gleichschaltung of culture which followed the
Nazis’' 1933 coup), which greatly complicated the issue. Ironically,
Stalinism came to feel its hegemony was threatened in the same way as
the capitalist culture against which Russian avant-garde theory and
practice was originally directed. Thus it imposed its own uniform mode
of representation in the '30s - Socialist Realism.

The advent and critical impact of the new reportage in '30s
Britain also brings into question the received idea that the decade’s
so-called anti-modernism was merely a qualified regression to the
Naturalistic realism of the nineteenth-century as a cultural response to
the pressure of socio-economic crises. It can more more properly be
seen as a complex development of particular Modernist trends.
Similarly, the dominant tradition of documentary - i.e. the apparently
objective recording of facts and historical events — can be interrogated
by reconstructing the alternative broken tradition of radical reporting
which defamiliarized the privileged status of documents (including
photographs and film) as forms of representation.

In his 1913 manifesto, 'Destruction of Syntax - Imagination without
Strings - Words~in~Ereedom’- (1913), F.T. Marinetti proclaimed that
modern transport and communications were effecting a revolution in
consciousness reflected in Futurism’'s militantly experimental cultural
forms:

Futurism is grounded in the complete renewal of human
sensibility brought about by the great discoveries of science.
Those people who today make use of the telegraph, the
telephone, the phonograph, the train, the bicycle, the
motorcycle, the automobile, the ocean liner, the dirigible,
the aeroplane, the cinema, the great newspaper (synthesis of a
day in the world's life) do not realize that these various

means of communication, transportation and information have a
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decisive effect on their psyches.!®
But by the '20s, Futurism's credo had split and polarized, the
Italian branch following Fascism and the Russian, Bolshevism, which
showed that there was no inherent political direction in Modernist
avant-gardism. As Joseph Freeman, editor of America's New Masses, put
it, Futurism's preoccupations, such as technology, speed and the crowd,
"were to become the clichés of groups on both sides of the barricades in
the European social war ... bottles into which each ... poured its own
wine."t?

Similarly, Marinetti had rhapsodized about the way the arts of "Man
multiplied by the machine” created "Multiple and simultaneous awareness
in a single individual”.!® But such thinking was modified in the
Marxist theorist Walter Benjamin's more sceptical understanding that
"profound changes in the apperceptive apparatus” of humanity, brought
about by technology, also endowed the media with a new ideological
power.'® Hence the new reportage emerged partly as a specific response
to this ambivalent mass-media consciousness. Marinetti's own Zang Tumb
Tuuum (1914) and Alcova d’Acciaio (1921), about his experiences firstly
as a war-correspondent in the Balkans and secondly, an armoured-car
driver in the Great War, exemplified Italian Futurism's I-witness
impulse. But it was through early Soviet avant-gardism and its

influence in Weimar Germany that this impulse was transformed into a

critique of the modern media.

In '30s Britain, writers realized the scale of the media’s
"colonization of the mind” with a similar "sense of shock and
excitement”, as Cunningham puts 1it,2° +to their earlier Soviet
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counterparts. And they responded with a similar kind of critical
reportage. British newspaper sales mushroomed in the early '30s, but the
national press’'s claim to be 'The Voice of the People’ was treated with
unanimous suspicion by Leftist writers. As Stephen Spender put it, the
claim was “one of the most profitable of democratic illusions” since
newspapers were more properly ""the ear of the people” through which the
bosses shout their propaganda, though, in theory, they are given
facilities to express themselves, should they ever be in position to do
so0."2! Such criticism was fuelled by the overwhelmingly Rightist make-up
of the national press - by the National Government and pro-Appeasement
line of +the Times and Observer, owned by the Astor family, and
especially by Lord Rothermere's papers. His Daily Mail was often openly
pro-Nazi and his Sunday Dispatch gave the backing of its powerful
million-and-a-half readeréhip to Mosley's British Union of Fascists
(founded in 1932), offering cash prizes for reasons 'Why I Like the
Blackshirts’.22 A 1939 readership survey found 69% of the population
over sixteen read a national daily paper and 82%, a national Sunday.
Those who didn’t were mostly illiterate.?? As Orwell noted, advertising
revenue, not sales, now constituted the proprietors’ real source of
income, meking competition cut-throat and editorials subservient to
vested interests.?4 Subscribers were bribed with 'free’ life and health
insurance, silk stockings, crockery and sets of Dickens. The Labour
Daily Herald and Conservative Daily Express boosted their circulations
to over two million by such means and the arrival of the easily-
digested ’'tabloid’ format made the national daily an even better

marketing vehicle. The Mirror was first to adapt it in 1934 on the
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advice of the American advertizing agency, J. Walter Thompson. Soon
others were adopting the huge headlines, telegraphic sentences,
shrinking their text in inverse proportion to photographs and strip
cartoons, and breaking up neat columns into the 'staggered jigsaw'’
layout. As John Stevenson comments, "In the absence of commercial radio
or television, and with roadside hoardings as the only main competition,
it was the newspapers which provided the main channel for the new age of
mass consumerism."?®

The pressure of middle-class unemployment also forced artists both
into closer identification with the exploited masses and into the
patronage or employment of the mass-media. All post-Great War writers
had, more or less, to confront the elusive character of the
Massenmensch.‘ As Ortega y Gassets's The Revolt of the Masses (1930,
Spanish: 1932, English) asked, "What is he like, this mass-man who today
dominates public life, political and non-political, and why is he 1like
it, that is, how has he been produced?”2® But Leftists like Charles
Madge felt that the real answer was complicated by the fact that "the
mass is already largely what it has been made by the Press and the rest
of capitalism”.2? They extended Benjamin's belief, that commercial
cinema denied "modern man’'s legitimate claim to being reproduced”,2® to
media representation as a whole. Consequently, as new reporters they
were not just isolated I-witnesses of their own subjective experiences,
but inhabitants and critical observers of mass-media hyperreality.

The young Graham Greene had prophetically exhorted the writer in his
1925 poetry volume to become a globe-trotting reporter of events and

their symbolic refractions: “Stride from the warm glow and the
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flickering fire/To carve your dreams in facts across the world."?? In

1933, Madge, one of the founders of Mass-Observation, the '30s’ most
ambitious attempt to mobilize the public as collective reporters,
underscored the importance of Marinetti's "multiple and simultaneous
awareness”, in his ‘'Letter to the Intelligensia': "But we have left
school now, we turn the pages/Of a larger atlas; telegrams come in/From
China, and the world is mapped on our brains."?° Greene occupied the
Leftist margin of Catholicism in the '30s, but equally Evelyn Waugh's
Scoop (1938), subtitled ‘A Novel About Journalists', gathered to a
satirical head misgivings by a practising Rightist writer and indicated
how widespread and cross-political feelings about media power could be.
This double sense of social crises and their representations, together
with the intermeshing of the subjective and the objective, remained with
writers whose reporting and factual art matured in the period. As Greene
wrote in 1948:

Public interest in her [Charlotte Bronteé's] day was surely

more separate from the private life: a debate in Parliament, a

leading article in the Thunderer. It did not so colour the

common life: with us, however consciously unconcerned we are,

it obtrudes through the cracks of our stories, terribly

persistent like grass through cement. Processions can't help

passing across the end of our imaginary streets ... 8t
However, perhaps the photographic image is still the most powerful
‘medium-that-isn't' for giving the illusion of transparent access to
real events. Appearing to make sign coalesce indivisibly with referent,
it constitutes the ultimately duplicitous 'absent-presence'. As Roland
Barthes wrote

until this day no representation could assure me of the

past of a thing except by intermediaries; but with the

Photograph, my certainty is immediate: no one in the world can

undeceive me. The Photograph then becomes a bizarre medium, a

new form of hallucination: false on the level of perception,
17



true on the level of time ... a modest, shared hallucination

(on the one hand "it is not there,” on the other "but it has

indeed been”): a mad image, chafed by reality.?2
Consequently, the power of newer media, like radio and film, for
.constructing hyperreality in the ideologically standardized forms of
Hollywood films and commercial newsreels was even more disturbing to
'30s new reporters than the power of the press. In 1934, according to
Paul Rotha, 18,000,000 Britons were going to the cinema each week,
generating £40,000,000 in revenue for the box offices.??® As Cunningham
puts it, "The huge '30s presence of cinema, as of newspapers and radio,
guaranteed huge access to the pages of '30s writing”, both as subject-
matter and a formal model. However, for most Leftists, confronting the
problem "didn't stop with mere denunciation or defensive compromise.”
They tried, with limited success, '"to outmanoeuvre and subvert"” the
commercial mass-media and to capture their mass audience.?* This meant
finding new forms, epitomized by the different kinds of new reportage,
for constituting alternative versions of the facts, which would take
advantage of the media's redeemable 'mass’' features, as Charles Madge
argued in his essay 'Press, Radio and Social Consciousness'.?®

Consequently, British new reporters were radicalized, partly as a

consequence of foreign avant-garde influences, and partly as the result
of their own increasing awareness of living in a 'democratic’' society
with anomalously disproportional media representation for monopolism
and/or the state. This thesis therefore also examines the way newly-
privileged modes of realistic representation, 1like photography and

cinema, were self-consciously emulated by, and critiqued in, the new

reportage and ‘'documentary fiction' of the period - turning, for
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instance, I-witnesses into 'camera-eyes'- and the practical involvements
with the media this sometimes résulted from and/or entailed for
particular individuals. '30s writing offers a paradigm of the
antagonistic, but also mutually enriching, encounter between modern art
and the media, which continues to have consequences today. Hence the

need for a coherent reconstruction of it.

Outline of Contents

I have attempted to explore the ways and means by which '30s new
reporters expressed their awareness of connections between political and
cultural representation, using the work of both individuals and
alternative ’'nationwide intelligence services’ like Mass—-Observation. 1
have focused primarily on prose forms, from unofficial I-witnessing
of contemporary events in articles and autobiographies, to 'participant
observation', ‘documgntary‘ novels and photo-journalism. It has been, of
course, also necessary to outline the factors giving reportage cultural
prominence at the time, as well as treating some of the specific
phenomena and events it represented, such as unemployment, poverty, the
Spanish Civil War and the Munich crisis. However, although I take
account of the growth of contemporary mass-media reporting, especially
its mimetically privileged visual forms like documentary film and

newsreels, which were particularly influential in '30s writerg
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“"creative interpretation of actuality",®® my brief is intended to be
complementary to the ground covered by Paget's recent study of
documentary drama and radio. So I have not attempted to deal
extensively with these latter.

Chapter I discusses the significance of Formalist defamiliarization
theory for the evolution of the new reportage and its interest, not just
in new facts, but in transforming the categories of realistic
representation. It then proceeds to examine parallels with Walter
Benjamin's Modernist theory of history and also, more recently, Hayden
White's work on the fictionality of historical representation. These
ideas are then brought together in discussing Paget's notion of a
marginalized broken tradition of subversive documentary art with its
roots in the techniques of Modernist collision montage.

Chapter II analyzes the structure and influence of the text which
provided a crucial model for the new reportage, John Reed's 1I-
witnessing/documentary montage of the October Revolution, Ten Days that
Shook the World (1918). It then examines in detail the theory and
practice developed by the early Soviet Left Front in the Arts (LEF),
tracing their transmission through international avant-garde circles -
particularly via the more radical artists of Weimar Neue Sachlichkeit.
It also considers the implications of the clash with the attempted
uniformatization of art in the '30s under Stalinist Socialist Realism.

Chapter III discusses the writings and experiences of the
Germanophones Egon Erwin Kisch and Arthur Koestler. It demonstrates how
the influence of LEF was developed in Kisch's texts, exemplified by Der

rasende Reporter (1925), and its importance for the Weimar Communist
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Party's multi-media propaganda machine. Arthur Koestler is then
discussed as a post-Kischean new reporter whose own career exemplifies
how its critical possibilities were virtually crippled by Stalinism's
attempt to monopolize the anti-capitalist perspective. Koestler's texts,
like Von weissen Nichten und roten Tagen (1933) and Spanish Testament
(1937), are shown to both foreshadow and connect with the similar
ideological dilemma of '30s reporters in Britain.

Consequently, Chapter IV surveys the explosion of forms and
movements of reportage in Britain which attempted to construct an
alternative version of hyperreality that would co-ordinate "things (men,
acts) widely separated in space or in the social complex”?? and reveal
the essentially cooperative nature of mass society. It discusses
proletarian I-witnessing, magazines like New Writing and Fact, then
considers the Left Book Club's sponsorship and dissemination of factual
literature. The Chapter concludes by considering the significance of
Mass-Observation’'s attempt to mobilize the public for a new democratic
mass-medium.

Because documentary film and photography became the most important
and influential visual models for factual discourse in the °'30s, the
whole of chapter V is devoted to their forms and impact. It begins by
showing how John Grierson assimilated, but also neutralized, the radical
implications of the documentary cinema of Dziga Vertov. Since Grierson's
project was limited by being tied to an establishment economic base, the
chapter discusses how it was used to reinforce the dominant objective
tradition of documentary. Conversely, this chapter also shows how

Leftist film-makers, 1like Ivor Montagu, struggled to keep the
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alternative, experimental tradition alive. It recounts how the ’'30s
newsreel cartel functioned as a virtual arm of state censorship,
particularly over events like the Spanish Civil War, but also how
Leftist photo-journalism, assisted by the artistic diaspora from Nazi
Germany, still achieved a wider impact, in the work of photo-reporters
like Bill Brandt, Humphrey Spender and the photomagazine Picture Post.
The chapter concludes by discussing writers' ambivalent emulation and
suspicion of editing and the 'camera-eye' aesthetic.

Chapter VI shows how British new reporters helped re-draw the
ideological map of Britain by writing defamiliarizing 'internal-
travelogues' into ‘unknown' or officially unrepresented areas of
society, exemplified by Orwell’'s Down and Out in Paris and London
(1933), J.B. Priestley's English Journey (1934) and Jack Hilton's
English Ways (1940). It also dicusses why coal-mining and its
communities were represented as the archetype of economic exploitation
in '30s texts, like Montagu Slater's Stay Down Miner (1936), B.L.
Coombes's These Poor Hands (1939) and Orwell's The Road to Wigan Pier
(1937), and how mining, consequently, came to epitomize the necessity
for post-war industrial and social transformation.

Chapter VII shows how '30s ‘documentary fiction' effectively
complemented the new reportage, by using montage and foregrounding
questions of representation to emphasize the interface between factual
and fictional modes. Consequently, it examines novelists' attempts to
reproduce Vertovian cinematic techniques in literary form to depict
social and political crises, concentrating on John Sommerfield's May Day

(1936) and Christopher Isherwood's Goodbye to Berlin (1939).
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The last chapter (VIII) surveys the role of war-reporting in the
'30s, especially that of the Spanish and Sino~Japanese Wars, including
texts by Cockburn, Sommerfield, Cornford and Isherwood. The discussion
pivots, however, around Orwell's crucial critique of the documentary
fabrications of hyperreality in Homage to Catalonia (1938), tracing its
implications for the mass-media propaganda techniques of the Second
World War and after, through the relations between Orwell's radio
broadcasting and his post-war satires.

Finally, 'Conclusions' discusses the subsequent mobilization of '30s
reporters in wartime media work and their role in shaping Britain's war
aims and post-war reconstruction. Britain's social-democratic war aims
were designed to ensure there would be no to return to the conditions of
'30s capitalism which these reporters had helped expose. However, they
have since been uncoupled from the popular memory of heroic resistance
in the interests of a Right-wing nationalism which has, thus, eroded
their concrete legacies. In this context, the chapter makes the case
for reclaiming Orwell as a representative '30s new reporter. It shows
how the ideological hijacking of his late texts during the Cold War
was part of the same move which has maintained the dominance of the
objective, recording tradition of documentary in our culture and,

consequently, marginalized its alternative.
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Chapter 1
i: Reportage and the Hyperreal

Linguistic theory since de Saussure’s Cours de linguistique generale
(1916) has continued to undermine objectivism's 'common sense’ notion of
language reflecting reality, showing instead that it is an organizing
framework which encodes and shapes our conceptions of reality. Words
are not neutral carriers of ‘'news’ about the world and language is not
a "conduit”! through which 'facts' pass, whole and intact, but the most
basic medium of representation. However, the Modernist poet Ezra Pound
defined literature as a conveyor of 'news’ in a significantly different
sense: "Literature is news that STAYS news."? What he was referring to
was not any capacity of literature to represent facts in a fixed and
permanent form , but its paradoxical potential for stimulating us to re-
create our own sense of the real.

Roman Jakobson and, more recently, Lakoff and Johnson have
demonstrated that language, as well as being an artificial construction
is unavoidably figurative.® Hence, the common sense notion .that any
report is an unmediated transcription of reality deploys rhetorical
figures while simultaneously protesting its own innocence of them. To be
transcribable, something must be written in the first place (from Latin
trans, ‘'across or beyond’' + scribere, 'to write'). When reality appears
to be be merely transcribed, conventions of representation are being
unconsciously reproduced. Our consciousness of language is controlled by
the very metalanguages used to constitute it as an object of thought.

A characteristic of language, Roger Fowler points out, is "the
relative independence"” of its subject matter, the capacity "to refer to

things and events removed in space and time from the immediate context
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of utterance"*. It is, therefore, inherently displacing. Whether words
designate real or imaginary referents, report facts or relate fictions,
they represent the things to which they refer. Hence, the common-sense
view of language is dangerously uncritical if applied to our social
and political experience, which extends into Jean Baudrillard's
informational 'hyperreality’',® ceaselessly constructed by the discourses
of mass-media technology, whose data cannot always be‘ checked by
strictly empirical criteria. Such common sense is, hence, a powerful
instrument for politicians claiming that their policies are identical to
it and, therefore, not based on ideology or dependent on representation.
Hence, the most insidious form of propaganda naturalizes its cultural
processes until, as A.P. Foulkes puts it, they "coalesce completely and
indivisibly with the values and accepted power symbols of a given
society"”.®

As 1 bhave said, the existence of objective reality is not in
dispute, but a political dilemma stems from the paradox that we are
compelled to comprehend it in symbolic terms even though, in Jacques
Lacan’s formula, it is that "which resists symbolisation absolutely".?
Derridean Post-Structuralism has described language itself as "a
sprawling limitless web where there is a constant interchange and
circulation of elements, where none of the elements is absolutely
definable and where everything is caught up and traced through by
everything else."® Nonetheless, language enables us "to experience the
world as an ordered, and not anarchic or random, context for living".®
But it also generates the illusion of ’'literalism’, that, as Tony
Bennett has put it, "it 'reflects’ a stable and consistent reality
instead of signifying it" meking its constructed order consumable as jf
real in itself. 1°
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Fowler associates two problems with the order language imposes on
the World: legitimation and automatization. Legitimation stems from the
fact that the meanings which individuals accept are not invented by
them, because semantic categories are "products of the society in which
the language is moulded".!! Because we are subjects within a political
and historical framework, we absorb "the structures and meanings
authorized by the dominant interests of the culture."” Hence, what Louis
Althusser termed "ideological state apparatuses” are the sources and
transmitters of an official language of legitimated meaning: besides
family and school, there are the media, controlled by powerful economic
and political interests, which construct "the imaginary relationships of
individuals to their real conditions of existence" on a day-to-day
basis.!? However, Fowler stresses how important modern reportage has
been in exposing the loading of such meanings in the interests of the
groups which legitimate them and the use of language as a tool for
maintaining hegemony. Orwell, for instance, argued that facts could be
represented in ways which sponsored "a reduced state of consciousness

favourable to political conformity." (CEJL 1V, pp.165-66)
Consequently, '"the wpr‘st thing one can do" with ready-made linguistic
formulations "is to surrender to them", to accept preconceived relations
between signs and referents unquestioningly. (CEJL IV, pp.168)
Similarly, Orwell saw his own writing as a constant struggle with
"worn-out phrases and dead metaphors” which the English as an
ideologically 'sleepwalking’' nation unconsciously lived by. (CEJL 111,
pp.42-44, and II, p.77) Hence his awareness of their ‘'doublethinking’
function in the media, for example, to "defend the indefensible"
manoeuvrings of Realpolitik. British Imperialism, Stalinist Terror, the
bombing of Hiroshima contradicted the professed aims of politicians, so

29



jargon, euphemism and vagueness were used to represent events without

evoking inconvenient aspects of them:

Defenceless villages are bombarded from the air, the

inhabitants driven out into the countryside, the cattle

machine-gunned, the huts set on fire with incendiary bullets:

this is called pacification. Millions of peasants are robbed

of their farms and sent trudging along the roads with no more

than they can carry: this is called transfer of population or

rectification of frontiers. People are imprisoned without

trial, or shot in the back of the neck, or sent to die of

scurvy in Arctic labour camps: this is called elimination of

unreliable elements. (CEJL IV, pp.166 and cf III, pp.132-35)
Such language performed "the important service of partially concealing
your meaning even from yourself." (CEJL IV, 165-67) Similarly, the
rhetoric of post-war ’Nukespeak' has selectively highlighted and hidden
aspects of the facts it reports in order to "defend the indefensible”.
Hence, the Russian Formalist Viktor Shklovsky's theory of
automatization can be seen as an early attempt to describe the
ideological effects of this process. This theory has had great
importance for all kinds of modern writing, especially the
representationally self-conscious new reportage and the ’'literature of
fact’ that grew out of the Russian Futurism which Formalism theorized.
Moreover, Shklovsky's antithetical concept of ostranenie or
defamiliarization indicates how this new reportage would not simply
mediate facts about reality, but would critically rearrange the terms in
which they were made available. The new reportage's methods of
subverting dominant concepts, consequently, also helped destabilize
conventional distinctions between factual and fictional discourse, and
between 'ordinary’ and 'figurative language’, challenging the privileged
discourses constructing official hyperreality.

Shklovsky's essay 'The Resurrection of the Word' (1914) described

how ‘automatized®' language covered not only individual concepts, but
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forms of discourse with "its glassy armour of familiarity”, obscuring
its own process with apparent transparency.!® His ‘'Art as Technique'
(1917) then identified defamiliarization as a means of staving off
this voracious consumption of consciousness by automatization which
devours work, clothes, furniture, one’'s wife, and the
fear of war ... And art exists that one may recover the
sensation of life:; it exists to make one feel things to make
the stone stony. The purpose of art is to impart the sensation
of things as they are perceived and not as they are known. The
technique of art is to make objects "unfamiliar”, to make
forms difficult, to increase the difficulty and length of
perception because the process of perception is an aesthetic
end in itself and must be prolonged. Art is a way of
experiencing the artfulness of the object; the object is not
important.
As Robert Scholes usefully glossed the final sentence: "In art, it is
our experience of the process of construction that counts, not the
finished product."'* Hence, the 'riddling’ devices of artistic language
and its forms are not simply perverse disguises for real objects which
ordinary language simply reflects, but ways of creatively re-encoding
them, revealing them as concepts constituted by discourse. According to
Shklovsky, art forms regenerate perception of the Ding an sich
indirectly through alternative representations of it. As Roman
Jakobson later commented, "The function of poetry is to point out that
the sign is not identical with its referent ... since without it the
connection between the sign and its object becomes automatized and the
perception of reality withers away.”!® Revealing "the artfulness of the
object"” prevents its ideological history being obliterated by focussing
on the material qualities of signs.
However, when Shklovsky pronounced defamiliarization "an aesthetic
end in itself"”, he handed over a hostage to political fortune. Such
remarks abstracted from context, later laid Formalism open to the charge

of apolitichnost - of emptying art of significant social and historical
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content - although Formalism was more fundamentally constructivist than
formalist in the pejorative sense used by the Socialist Realists in the
'30s.'® Later, its influence, resurfacing after decades of organized
"forgetting® under Stalin, helped Structuralism begin "to take us
'behind the scene' as it were of our own construction of the world",*?
but it also influenced the contemporary Constructivism of the early
Soviet avant-garde, especially through the Left Front in the Arts or
LEF. The construction of concepts revealed by defamiliariiation led to
LEF's correspondingly open, constructed forms, often characterized by
'collision montage’ '® with its multi-layered potential to juxtapose and
question different kinds of discourse (including the privileged
objectivity of documents) and different kinds of media.

Saying that art doesn't follow a particular Party line is not the
same as denying it political implications and Shklovsky's examples in
'Art as Technique’ clearly demonstrate the possibilities of his
theory for political demystification. Defamiliarization thus becomes a
critical method for seeing round the ideology in which the individual's
subjectivity has been constructed. Tolstoy's short story ‘'Kholstomer'
questions the legitimated concept of private ownership which masks
historical contingency with the appearance of a permanent, objective
reality. Tolstoy used a (figuratively) non-human viewpoint - his
narrator is a horse ~ to deliberately impede automatized perception and
contrive a childlike naivety of vision. Moreover, the conventions
encoding property relations provide a close parallel to those of
language: both are arbitrary in origin rather than founded in conscious
agreement, but become deterministic. As Fowler argues, the syntactic
structure -~ Possessive + Noun - which appears so natural in English,
encodes a theory of ownership with dominance.!® Hence, the horse reveals
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how both language and economics endow the owned with alienating value.

It was logical, then, that Bertolt Brecht, who like many Weimar
artists was in close touch with the early Soviet avant-garde, should
have developed his anti-illusionist Verfremdungseffekt from Shklovsky's
idea. Brecht believed that drama which 'bared its devices' and directed
attention to the process of representing the 'real' might also demystify
the ideological process Marx called Entfremdung and its false
consciousness which glossed over capitalism's essential contradictions.
Consequently, Brecht’'s coinage is both a translation of Shklovsky's
term ostranenie and an antonym for Marx's, though, unfortunately, both
German words are usually rendered as ’'alienation’ in English, obscuring
the relationship intended between them.?2°

Shklovsky and his Formalist associates provided "the theoretical
and aesthetic basis for an experimental and subversive art".2?! Moreover,
since defamiliarization, Shklovsky claimed, is universal and "found
everywhere form is found"”, it had implications for discourses outside
the ‘'high-cultural’ concept of literature. Walter Benjamin realized in
the '30s that the role and forms of art needed radical redefinition to
engage with the hyperreality of "the age of mechanical reproduction”.?32
Moreover, it was especially through the possibilities of reportage and
the ‘'literature of fact' as new literary forms between the wars that
language's relationship to objective reality and the role and status of
privileged forms of realistic representation were investigated.

To recap, the new reportage, by challenging conventional categories
of factual/fictional, objective/literary discourse, foregrounded the
artificiality of 1linguistic representation. It didn’'t merely bring new
data about reality to our attention, but through defamiliarization
subverted the categories and media  which make knowledge of reality
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available and legitimate meanings. Consequently, John Carey's recent
anthology, The Faber Book of Reportage (1987), contains many good
things and has resuscitated critical interest in reportage’s literary
possibilities but fails to provide a coherent theory of reportage as
literature. His introduction promotes the "clear"” advantages of I-
witness reporting of facts over the traditional literary supremacy of
the "higher truth" of fiction, because reportage "lays claim to the
power of the real, which imaginative literature can approach only
through make-believe."2® This content-based distinction, however,
overlooks the basic constitutive function of all representation and
reinforces the myth of essential difference between discourses 'saying
the thing which is’ or 'is not'. Serious political consequences have
resulted from dividing discourses into ‘'pleasurable’ and escapist - i.e.
fiction - and 'dull’ or merely utilitarian - i.e. ’'factual' - a legacy
of the Romantic division between imagination and ratiocination, which
denies the role of language in constructing our sense of the real. This
is especially clear when considered in relation to what Walter Lippmann
called the ‘'fictions’ of real events constructed by the mass-media (a
point which influenced both John Grierson's film documentary and Mass-—
Observation’'s diagnoses of popular opinion in the '30s).24 A repori's
plausibility can depend as much upon rhetorical effect as on fact,
which Carey inadvertantly admits in saying that "Much - or most -
reportage is read as if it were fiction". (FBR, p.xxxvii) Moreover,
though I-witness accounts are inevitably primary source materials for
"'objective’ or reconstituted history”, to state that they "have the
feel of truth because they are quick, subjective and incomplete" (FBR,
pp.xxix) fails to inspect either the documentary role of report or the

status 'objective' history and their interrelationship.
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To claim that imaginative literature and 'false’ report represent
"a flight from the real” and that 'good' reportage renders that flight
impossible because it "exiles us from fiction into the sharp terrain of
truth” through “the simple fact that the reader knows all this actually
happened”, is naive. To borrow Paget's terms, it's tantamount to the
tautology 'the True Story is true' and assumes that ’objective’ history
infallibly winnows true reports from false. That reportage is consumed
by millions "untouched by literature" only gives it greater potential
for mystification, until they possess better tools for analysing its
processes and its role in conditioning their consciousness of present
and past reality. It is indeed highly probable that “the advent of
mass communications represents the greatest change in human
consciousness ... in recorded history”, transforming a situation where
only decades ago "most of the inhabitants of the globe would have no
day-to—-day knowledge of or curiosity about” most others, into one where
"the ordinary person's mental space” is filled with reports "about the
doings of complete strangers”. (FBR, p.xxxiv) However, Carey's ‘'hunch’
that reportage is the modern equivalent to religion is right for the
wrong reasons. By constituting global hyperreality, the mass-media
position the individual subject within it ideologically, serving the
same totalizing function that theology once did, but with the advantage
of the perfect alibi - a secular and apparently demystified image of the
world, claiming to record history sur le vif so that its signs seem
transparently identical with their referents. Moreover, as Paget puts
it,2%® "s/he who controls the representation of events endows events
themselves with meaning. In the politics of the hyperreal, the Image-
maker Rules OK." Hence, our need to analyse 'sanctioned mediations’ and
the meanings with which they endow facts.
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Carey argues that privileging fiction's ‘higher truth’ smacks of
"priesthood and mystery cults", but fails to produce complementary
reasons for the cultural devaluation of reportage, which is to persuade
ourselves that its discourse banishes imagination and rhetoric through
an unproblematic relationship to objective reality. The visual mass—
media reinforce hegemony through their impression of vicarious
'presence’ suppressing consciousness of representation and viewpoint in
a transparency much more effective than merely written texts. Not
dissimilarly, Carey promises the reader a ring-side seat at history's
great bouts ('The Louis-Schmeling Fight, 22 June 1938' (FBR, pp.523-25))
or the voyeuristic thrill of peering down its cleavage (see 'A Private

Audience with Elizabeth I, 8 December 1597' (FBR, pp.156-59)). The

anthology's selection criteria - by content: "is this event of major
historical interest”; by form: “qualities of writing and observation
displayed” - are also flawed. Carey notes "nothing is important

except as it is perceived"” (FBR, pp.xxix-xxx), but takes what
constitutes '"major historical interest"” for granted, since most of

his chosen subjects are sensational in the conventional ’'newsworthy'

sense. Consequently, the catalogue of mayhem resembles the pulp
Disaster magazine Paget refers to:2° "At one level, the True Story is
all about this cultural compulsion ... to be 'shaken' by the ’'truth’, in

an apparently endless soap opera of desperate deeds and heroic
endurance."” The first such publication, "capitalising on this desire to
consume dangers vicariously, appeared in the USA as early as 1919”. Such

publications neutralize the effects of events by cheap catharsis and

reinforce the apparent disconnection between the ‘historically
significant’ and 'everyday life', to which consumers are safely
restored after reading. Moreover, from, for instance, a feminist
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perspective, it is easy to detect the familiar outlines of a
patriarchal paradigm of history in Carey's anthology, over-representing
wars, revolutions and 'great men’'s deeds’', while marginalizing the
experience of women. As for the '30s, the decade when the new reportage
became the ‘'dominant’ (in Jakobson's sense??) component of British
literary production, apart from Wal Hannington's 1932 account of a
hunger march (FBR, pp.504-05) there is little of the alternative I-
witnessing of the times. Carey'’s second criterion, however, seems to
take some account of defamiliarization, but nudges it into essentialism.
The devices of ‘'good' reportage, he says, penetrate 'bad’ reportage's
smokescreen of automatized language, "lifting the screen from reality”.
But, for the Formalists, as we have seen, the danger lay not in
'obscuring' reality, but in the very illusion of transparent access to
it. Formalism and the alternative documentary art influenced by it,
laid, therefore, no claim "directly to the power of the real", but
exposed the mediating nature of all representation.

Carey also misses a crucial difference between defamiliarizing
preconceptions of rare or remote phenomena and those of another domain
of reality ideolog’ically constructed as mundane and insignificant??®
and the disconnection between the two. His example of ’'good' reportage
(significantly, from a novel, La Chartreuse de Parme) is an account of
battle - a concept familiar from countless texts and images, but not a
familiar experience for most of us. Shklovsky listed "the fear of war"
as one of the vital awarenesses devoured by automatization, but
reporting such an "extreme situation” (in Craig and Egan's phrase??) as
ironically messy and unheroic is arguably less radically
defamiliarizing than reporting ‘'normal’ conditions to reveal that the

militarism which makes wars is the characteristic not of an army, but a
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society (as R.H. Tawney believed). Similarly, Jack London in The People
of the Abyss (1903) reported poverty as a peacetime killing field, whose
casualties were infinitely greater though less publicized than those of

war. He quoted statistics for industrial diseases, accidents and

physical neglect, concluding, that

The average age of death among the people of the West End is
fifty-five years; the average age at death among the people of
the East End is thirty years. That is to say, the person in
the West End has twice the chance for life that the person has
in the East End. Talk of war'! The mortality in South Africa
and the Philippines fades away to insignificance.?®°

Hence, "Here in the heart of peace"” was "where the blood is being shed",

without the rules of ‘'civilized' warfare, "for the women and children
and babes in arms are killed just as ferociously". London's original
assignment was to I-witness the Boer War’s aftermath. Instead he

stopped off in England for seven weeks to report conditions in the East
End. This wasn't Jjust a major change of geographical direction, but of
rhetorical and conceptual direction too. 'War' then became a metaphor
which revealed the underlying economic contradictions of British
society, a project continued by many of the new reporters on whom London
was a major pre-Modernist influence.®! This ‘un-newsworthy' crisis of
the commonplace Care& ignores in his choice of contributions from the
reportage of London and Orwell: 'The San Francisco Earthquake, 17 April
1906' (FBR, pp.418-21) and ‘'Wounded by a Fascist Sniper' (FBR, p.521-
23)). The new reportage, on the other hand, often defamiliarized
apparently insignificant facts. By revealing the collective political
and cultural ramifications of everday phenomena like property, clothes,
food, sex and gender, work and leisure, it shifted contemporary
history’s front line from the merely extraordinary, bringing it home.

A crucial modern reporter missing from Carey's anthology (but, to
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be fair, also from Anglophone literary history as a whole) is Egon Erwin
Kisch.®? Interestingly, Kisch edited an anthology of his own entitled
Klassicher Journalismus: Die Meisterwerke der Zeitungen in 1923, which
included excerpts from pre-Modernist writers such as Addison, Balzac,
Bismarck, Defoe, Dickens, Goethe, Hoffman, Kleist, Luther, Marx,
Napoleon, Rochefort and Swift. Kisch also highlighted the intimate
relationship between journalism and more conventionally literary
discourse. For instance, Zola, the "gr&fite Reporter aller Zeiten"
("greatest reporter of all time"),?? gave his novels reportage
foundations and his fiction, in turn, influenced the style of subsequent
journalism. Moreover, in Der rasende Reporter (1925), Kisch's
innovative attempt to give reportage a new Modernist ‘'literary’ status
in its own right, he teasingly assumed the guise of the innocent I-
witness "der einfach berichtet” ("who simply reports”),??® but it
quickly becomes clear to the reader that his feuilletons deploy every
possible device to defamiliarize the objects and commodities of everday
experience and reveal their relationships to society’'s collective
processes.

Der rasende Reporter not only reported extraordinary facts, but also
made '"das Interessan£e aus Gleichgliltigem” ("the interesting out of the
indifferent) and "das Unbekannte aus Bekanntem” (" the unknown out of the
familiar").?® Hence, the more radical Neue Sachlichkeit art of the '20s,
which Kisch epitomized in literary form, was generally more concerned
with defamiliarizing the apparently Dbanal, rather than the
conventionally newsworthy. Its objectivity was qualified by Modernist
self-consciousness about mediation. Kisch's Soviet-influenced theory of
the form and function of reportage thus anticipates the British new
reporters of the '30s in its sense of the artistic and political
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necessity of making representations of everyday reality compete
imaginatively with the discourses of sensation and fantasy, not as
unproblematic ‘opposites’, but on equal terms. Orwell also recognized
that the dilemma of keeping a clear view of facts ’'In Front of Your
Nose' (see CEJL 1V, p.150) involved constant resistance to the
automatizing effect of language, which alienates us from what is
ontologically closest to us. Similarly, Kisch's one-time colleague,
Arthur Koestler was aware of the necessity for finding forms to
transgress the "dream barriers" separating us from consciousness of the
mundane atrocities of our time.®*® Hence, the myth that historical
facts speak their own truth, for which the writer is a mere conduit,
prevents the recognition that they are always spoken for, which is the
precondition for any theory of reportage that might genuinely help us to

limit what Carey calls our "capacity for the inhuman"” (FBR, p.xxxviii).

o @

ii: Modernist Fictionality and Factual Representation

There was a sense among Leftist writers after the Great War and the
October Revolution of new historical realities to be addressed, but
with something more than the mere resuscitation of nineteenth-century
Naturalism's mimetic project. Naturalism has been defined by John
Willett as a "form of literary Positivism ... basically post-Darwinian
and inclined towards an environmentalist and often evolutionary
explanation of 1life"”, frequently taking "the form of close reportage
and documentation."”®? The new reportage of the inter-war years was,
arguably, partly symptomatic of a reaction to Modernism's imploding
preoccupation with self-analysis and technical innovation. It was
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'anti-Modernist' to that extent, but was also a creative acknowledgement
that the impact of Modernism’'s linguistic self-consciousness, together

with new technologies of mediation and transport, had irrevocably

changed modern consciousness. On the one hand, the new reportage
involved a partial regression to Naturalism and a continued
subversion of it; on the other, a reaction against Modernism and a

development of it. Moreover this change wasn't only aesthetic but also
political, because Modernism also showed that by remaining static
categories of representation could themselves become repressive
instruments. Whether they embraced its legacy, were ambivalent, or even
hostile, Leftist reporters between the wars were more or less
conscious of how Modernism had problematized the very acts of perception
and writing.

Ernest Hemingway, for instance, reported a 1922 Paris to
Strasbourg flight in a way which foregrounds the joint role of
technology and avant-garde art in constructing modern consciousness:
"... rising in the air as though we were sitting inside a boat that was
being lifted slowly by some giant ... the ground began to flatten out
beneath us. It looked cut into brown squares, yellow squares, green
squares and big flat blotches of green where there was a forest. I began
to understand cubist painting.”?® By the '30s it wasn't only personal
friends of Gertrude Stein who incorporated experimentalism into
representations of mundane reality. L.L. Avery's ‘Lunch in a
Restaurant', prize-winning entry to a 1935 Left Review competition 'Nine
workers describe a shift at work', indicates how deeply avant-gardism
had permeated. Whether the piece was genuine reporting or a proletarian
short-story is irrelevant compared to the fact that this obscure writer
felt that the waitress's subjective thoughts were a legitimate aspect
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of reality and tried, not unsuccessfully, to blend Joycean interior

monologue and objective J-witnessing:

"Yes sir!" Steak and chips - God shall I remember it all?
Steak pie, cauli. and mashed, roast beef, baked and turnip,

sweetbreads, mash and sprouts
"Yes, sir! Cigarettes at the desk, shall I get them for you?

No trouble at all sir.”

Green salad and brown bread; hum, she must be dieting. Gosh

that plaice looks good, all plump and brown, smells like the

sea, too, nice and clean, reminds me of the Sunday I spent up

the river with Bob in the summer; we bathed and picnicked. A

wonderful day that was.

"Hullo, my dear, day-dreaming?'"?®®
References testifying to a widespread sense of Modernism's irreversible
impact cropped up like Freudian parapraxes in the most unexpected
places in '30s reportage, as in Edgar Snow’s Red Star Over China
(1937), the first Western account of Mao Tse-Tung's 'Long March’ which
scooped a 'bio-interview' with the Chinese Communist leader. Snow drew
his analogies for the alien landscape of North Shensi Province from

Modernism:

There are few genuine mountains, only endless broken hills,
hills as interminable as a sentence by James Joyce, and even
more tiresome. Yet the effect 1is often strikingly 1like
Picasso, the sharp-angled shadowing and colouring changing
miraculously with the sun's wheel .40
Snow's ambivalence also characterized the times, since he both denied
Joyce's writing relevance to reality, yet simultaneously granted that it
corresponded somehow with the objects observed. Picasso’s more
favourable reception is probably down to his celebrated fellow-
travelling, whereas Joyce had been proclaimed the antitype of Socialist
Realism at the 1934 Soviet Writers' Congress.*1
Hence, the Leftist problem was how to modernize realist form
without altogether abandoning the notion of accurate mimesis and risking
inacessibility, or, as Helga Geyer-Ryan puts it, how to reconstruct

human subjectivity "to meet the demands of cultural modernism
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without dissolving the capacity for political action".*? What was sought
was paradoxical: an art appearing to reproduce objective reality as
soberly and closely as possible, while, at the same time, self-
consciously baring its own devices as a mediating construction. The new
reportage and literature of fact which became international was a
crucial attempt to overcome this contradiction, caught most beautifully

in James Agee's documenting of the lives of Alabaman sharecroppers, Let

Us Now Praise Famous Men. Agee aspired to present ’'things as they
are' more than naturalistically, but, simultaneously displayed the
impossibility of his own project: "If I could do it, I'd do no writing

at all here. It would be photographs; the rest would be fragments of
cloth, bits of cotton, lumps of earth, records of speech, pieces of wood
and iron, phials of odors, plates of food and of excrement."*? Agee most
certainly did not believe in unmediated realism, and Let Us Now Praise
Famous Men shows a closer relationship with Modernist forms such as Kurt
Schwitter’'s collages and the Surrealists’ objéts trouvés the more
concretely objective it becomes.

Importantly, the new reportage constituted a kind of critical
interface between the discourses of imaginative fiction and those of
factual history, and challenged presumed boundaries between them. It can
thus be seen as a central product of avant-garde scepticism about
conventional modes of realistic representation. Walter Benjamin
formulated the Left avant-garde theory of history as the main plank in
his project for what Terry Eagleton calls a "modernist Marxism".
Eagleton notes that for Benjamin history was "not a fair copy but a
palimpsest, whose deleted layers must be thrust to 1light, written
together in their episodic rhythms rather than repressed to unruptured
narrative.”** Consequently, as Helga Geyer Ryan puts it, Benjamin saw
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history "as a text, as an artefact, as something constructed, the
encoding and interpretation of which are always to be understood as
socially and ideologically determined.”*® Thus, written history was
itself a kind of ever—expanding, closureless montage, only
'fictionalized' into a seamless continuum in the interests of those in
power.

Frank Kermode denies that we can ever see history ‘'naked’,
"without structural support and without the integument of rhetoric"”: a
"degree zero" of (non)representation is impossible. Similarly, Hayden
White's work continues to refute neat antitheses between fiction and
history and the idea that historical facts can be related "without the
aid of some enabling and generically fictional matrix.”*? White argues
that the historical text is a paradoxical "verbal model” which cannot
be checked by reference to the original, nor can we distinguish
strictly between types of discourse by their 'contents', because of "the
tropical element” in all of them, which makes the relationship between

their data open to reformulation by alternative strategies of

representation (Tropics, pp.1-2). The ’'master tropes' - metaphor,
metonymy, synecdoche and irony - deploy the facts of historical
discourse into patterns, generating the illusion of mimesis, but

actually in terms of poiesis. He follows Lévi-Strauss's argument that
the "formal coherency” of historical narratives of events is a
"fraudulent outline” imposed upon a body of data which resolve into a
*multitude of individual psychic moments"”, each in turn translatable
into more basic processes of "unconscious development, or nervous
phenomena, which themselves have reference to the physical and chemical
“order” (See Tropics, p.55*%). Viewed thus, historical 'facts’ seem less
outside the influence of mind and language and more like the moments of
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'co-ordinated’ perception in Modernist novels like Ulysses’s 'Wandering
Rocks' or Mrs Dalloway, the sum of a number of ‘refractions’ through
individual consciousnesses. Consequently, White concludes, they are
constituted by abstraction and "as though under the threat of an
infinite regress.”

Historical narratives “gain part of their explanatory effect" by
successfully "emplotting"” stories from “"mere chronicles” by the
"encodation of the facts ... as components of specific kinds of plot
structures”, as is the case with "fictions” in general. (Tropics, pp.83-
84) Moreover, this is done by suppressing and/or subordinating certain
facts and highlighting others. And if different historians ‘emplot’
different story structures from the same or similar material, so do
reporters. For example, John Reed I-witnessed the Great War as a tragi-
comedy in The War in Eastern Europe (1916), but emplotted the October
Revolution partly as an epic romance. Later, during the Spanish Civil
War, Orwell reversed this pattern, by undermining the romance with
sinister tragi-comedy to describe an event like the October revolution
and the Somme "rolled into one”.*® Historiography and reportage, then,
overlap when "considered as a system of signs", because they both point
in "two directions simultaneously: toward the events described in the
narrative and toward the story type or mythos ... chosen to serve as the
icon of the structure of the events."” (Tropics, p.88)

Similarly, as White has argued more recently in The Content of the
Form (1987)

theories of discourse, however, dissolve the distinction
between realistic and fictional discourses based on the
presumption of an ontological difference between their
respective referents, real and imaginary, in favor of
stressing their common aspect as semiological apparatuses that
produce meanings by the systematic substitution of signifieds

(conceptual contents) for the extra-discursive entities that

serve as their referents. In these semiological theories of
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discourse, narrative is revealed to be a particularly
effective system of discursive meaning production by which
individuals can be taught to live a distinctively ’imaginary
relation to their real conditions of existence,’ that is to
say, an unreal but meaningful relation to the social
formations in which they are indentured to live out their
lives and realize their destinies as social subjects."®°
In other words, such a narrative, far "from being merely a form of
discourse that can be filled with different contents, real or imaginary
as the case may be, already possesses a content prior ’to any given
actualization of it in speech or writing"”. This "content of the form”,
so to speak, imposes its own shape upon eventsS?! and in Barthes’
terms, "ceaselessly substitutes meaning for the straightforward copy of
the events recounted”.®?

The "evasion of the implications of the fictive nature of
historical narrative", like the high-cultural devaluation of reporting,
is partly a consequence "of the utility of the concept 'history' for the
definition of other types of discourse”. History has served "as a kind
of archetype of the ‘'realistic’ pole of representation”, leading to the
critical misconception that the historical "context” has greater
"concreteness and accessibility" than literary works themselves, "as if
it were easier to perceive the reality of a past world put together from
a thousand historical documents" by "the fictive capability of the
historians who have studied these contexts". (Tropics, p.89) Neither
historical nor literary discourse is of itself more or less 'opaque' and
the new reportage’'s critical importance emerges when we realize that it
is written in the problematic space between them, foregrounding both
their differences and their similiarities, as exemplified in Ten Days
that Shook the World, where interaction between emplotted narrative
and documentary montage implicitly deconstructs the conventional

boundary between text and context and problematizes their relationship.

46



The nineteenth-century's setting of history "over against” fiction
produced "the dream of a historical discourse that would consist of
nothing but factually accurate statements about a realm of events which
were (or had been) observable in principle, the arrangement of which in
the order of their occurence would permit them to figure forth their
true meaning or significance.” Similarly, in fiction the Naturalists
hoped to find the form of words presenting reality "right side up and
in true perspective" (Tropics, p.123). However, any linguistic
protocol obscures as much as it reveals "about the reality it seeks to
capture”. Historians or other writers who insist that ‘'ordinary
language' is a safeguard against ideological deformations of facts
ignore the way its own "terminological determinism'" compounds a
representation of reality already naturalized as common sense (see
(Tropics, pp.130-34). Though historical events "can be assigned to
specific time-space locations” outside consciousness, Lévi-Strauss has
shown that historical events also take place inside the consciousness
of the I-witness and attain meaning through negofiations with the
signifying practices. available to him/her. Hence the old formula of
fiction "as the representation of the imaginable and history as the
representation of the actual, must give place to the recognition that we
can only know the actual by contrasting it with or likening it to the
imaginable"”, since both are made sense of by similar means. At issue,
therefore, is the extent to which the discourses of either "overlap,
resemble, or correspond with each other" (Tropics, p.121). Since, the
‘facts' of the unprocessed chronicle "exist only as congeries of
contiguously related fragments”, they are assembled by the historian in
the same way that novelists "put together figments of their imaginations
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to display an ordered world"” (Tropics, p.125). It is this process which
the new reportage and literature of fact, underlined by its own
deliberately transgressive poesis, used to disrupt the seamless
coherence constituted by dominant versions of reality.

According to David Hackett Fischer, the epistemological paradigms
underlying historical accounts are simultaneously an "idea of the past”
and a "way of knowing it"”. This highlights the problem of selecting,
editing and connecting what Foucault called the “plethoric”
heterogeneity of fa/cts in both historiography and reportage.S?
However, dominant paradigms of history, based on nineteenth-century
positivism, pre-define major historical significance and privilege
certain facts over others. Conversely, in order constantly to expand its
field of research and methods of representation, historiography has to
acknowledge its inherently edited character so that more past facts can
find new value in reciprocal relation with the alternative paradigms
used to constitute and connect them.

Benjamin expressed the radical formal self-consciousness of the
left avant-garde, because he outlined not a particular narrative of the
past as such, but a theory of how its facts are constituted and what
rival paradigms include and exclude, reveal and conceal.®* Hence, his
theory and the new reporters' practice anticipate White's belief that
historical paradigms must be replaced when they become "unable to
accommodate certain kinds of data". The present can be liberated " from
the burden of history”, not just from the causal effects of past events
but from dominant modes of representing them. With this in mind,
White's parallel between alternative historical re-emplotment and
psychotherapy is particularly illuminating: the former can also be
seen as the restoration to consciousness of traumas repressed in the
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collective cultural memory by the 'organized forgetting' practised by
history's victors (See Tropics, pp.41 and 87).

The new reportage departed from the triumphalist ‘royal road’' of
history's victors, highlighting instead the marginalized by-ways taken
by those who are subjected and silenced. It helped reroute the past,
to arrive back at a present whose future possibilities were, thus,
critically altered and multiplied. For example, Orwell’s description of
life in a lodging house in The Road to Wigan Pier (1937) emphasises the
contradictory directions of mass experience and the optimistic official
timetable of British history. His hosts, the Brookers, are:

one of the characteristic by-products of the modern world. You
cannot disregard them if you accept the civilization that
produced them. For this is part at least of what industrialism
has done for us. Columbus sailed the Atlantic, the first steam
engines tottered into motion, the British Squares stood firm
under the French guns at Waterloo, the one-eyed scoundrels of
the nineteenth-century praised God and filled their pockets;
and this is where it all led - to the labyrinthine slums and
dark back kitchens with sickly, ageing people creeping around
them like black beetles.®®

The Brookers are not a marginal level of fall-out from capitalist
'progress’ so much as one of its major products. Through defamiliarizing
the apparently insignificant data of mundane reality, the new reportage
rescued what Benjamin understood as '"the ever vanishing traces of the
historically defeated”.5® As Orwell wrote about the material
construction of history:

When I think of antiquity, the detail which frightens me is
that those hundreds of millions of slaves on whose backs
civilization rested generation after generation have left
behind them no record whatever. We do not even know their
names. In the whole of Greek and Roman history, how many
slaves names are known to you? I can think of two, or possibly
three. One is Spartacus and the other is Epictetus. Also in
the Roman room at the British Museum there is a glass jar with
the maker's name inscribed on the bottom, 'Felix fecit'. 1
have a vivid mental picture of poor Felix (a Gaul with red
hair and a metal collar round his neck), but in fact he may
not have been a slave; so there are only two slaves whose
names I definitely know, and probably few people can remember
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more. The rest have gone down into utter silence. (CEJL I,
p.298)

The new reportage helped to expose how such disappearances are
turned into coherent official narratives. Hence Orwell’'s belief that
unofficial I-witnessing plugged "the holes" in authorized accounts (CEJL
II, p.326) and that writers of different kinds of modern literature of
fact such as Silone, Malraux, Salvemini, Borkenau, Serge and Koestler
were alike in producing unofficial history, "the kind that is ignored in
the text-books and lied about in the newspapers” (CEJL III, pp.270-71).

The new reportage's role between the World Wars in this critical
interaction between data and paradigm was crucial. It helped affirm,
as White puts it, that "history has no stipulatable subject matter
uniquely its own” and "is always written as part of a contest between

poetic configurations of what the past might consist of" (Tropics,
p.98). As Kisch admitted,®? the new reporter also depended on some kind
of historical paradigm, however provisional, through which to recognize
and constitute the 'counterfactual’',®® or, at least, a critique of the
dominant one. Hence, the dilemma of the '30s Leftists whose I-
witnessing began to conflict with the alternative paradigm that
initially helped them create their oppositional perspective on
capitalism, but which was itself being appropriated as a new basis for
dominance. Stalinism attempted to terminate the proliferation of data
not simply hostile to its enemies. Its claims to scientific objectivism
made it increasingly suspicious of, and wvulnerable to, the new
reportage’s unchecked potential for criticism and subversion. The
argument came to a crisis in the debate about avant-gardism and the
‘correct’ historical basis for constituting & socialist view of

reality. Modernist writing of many kinds problematized the seamless
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chronological narrative characteristic of both Positivist historians and
Naturalist writers. But Socialist Realism resuscitated it, to match
Stalinism's absolutist form of historicism, and even denied its
fictionality. One of Socialist Realism's tenets was that language was
merely part of the superstructure and took no active part in mediating
between consciousness and the world, though language might achieve a
scrupulously accurate reflection -of reality if its creative poténtials
were kept in line. Hence, avant-garde practices were suppressed in the
Soviet Union and anathematized in international Leftist circles,
precisely becausé constructive form foregrounded the materiality of
discourse and disrupted the illusion of unmediated access to historical
significance which was once again official policy. Hence many new
reporters found themselves fighting a guerilla war on two fronts, caught
between ideologies, Capitalist and Stalinist, each with a common
interest in stifling alternative accounts.

As Milan Kundera has written, "the struggle of man against power is
the struggle of memory against forgetting”, and this struggle is waged
to preserve history's objective materials.®® As his character Hubl
says, "The first step in liquidating a people ... is to erase its
memory. Destroy its books, its culture, its history. Then have somebody
write new books, manufacture a new culture, invent a new history. Before
long the nation ‘will begin to forget what it is and what it was. The

world around it will forget even faster."” However, this nightmare
scenario, which never succeeded in fully suppressing the Czech culture
of resistance, was in fact the totalitarian equivalent of more subtle
and routine processes of organized forgetting still operating in post-
Cold War capitalist media and society. Although Orwell’'s critique of

history may not have been as radical as Benjamin's, his experiences as a
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new reporter were, nonetheless, the basis of his similar realization of
the power of official versions: "Who controls the past ... controls the
future”.®° Hence, the fact that the Stalinist paradigm's bid for
historical dominance has finally collapsed makes it likely that its main
ideological rival will step up its own efforts to monopolize present
hyperreality.

White draws a vital distinction between a discourse}"that openly
adopts a perspective that looks out on the world and reports it and a
discourse that feigns to make the world speak itself and speak itself as
a story”, which pretends to release the inherent 'True Story’ within
the facts, as it were.®? As Barthes indicated, history can be
“represented in a number of different modes, some of which were less
'mythological’ than others inasmuch as they overtly called attention to

their own process of production and indicated the ’'constituted’, rather

than ‘'found’, nature of their referents.”®? Similarly, Paget's
distinction between ’'reporting’' and 'recording’ documentary, which 1
shall discuss in the next section, indicates the demystifying

historical project behind the formal self-consciousness of the new

reportage.

iii: Documentary and its Double

Paget has dubbed cultural productions claiming to represent facts
'True Stories',®? but as we have seen the discourses of fact and fiction

are not so much opposite as adjacent and overlapping. However,
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assurances of factual authenticity are used as a kind of cultural
passport to credibility in the modern media, as if the True Story were
indeed Fiction’'s Opposite, in both content and form. This is
symptomatic of how facts have become a twentieth-century fetish and can
be produced to "virtually compel belief”, as Paget puts it. The
discourse of factuality exhibited in True Stories normally comprises
rhetorical strategies which have become so naturalised that they are

perceived as conveying ’'straight facts' and this ideological process

can be traced "in the very provenance of the term 'documentary'" (True

Stories?, pp.4-5). According to E.H. Carr the "fetishism of facts" is
also an essentially nineteenth-century legacy and "was completed and
justified by a fetishism of documents" which were "the Ark of the
Covenant in the temple of facts".®* Consequently, there are connected
reasons for analysing reportage and True Story dramas from a cultural
materialist perspective. Unlike Art with its assumed insulation from
reality, they are both forms apparently claiming "a direct linkage" to
reality (True Stories?, p.6).

The term documentary resides at the "problematical borderline
between concepts of ‘'fact’ and 'fiction'" (True Stories?, p.14) . The
OED attributes the earliest noun-usage to Paul Rotha in The Film Till
Now (1930) and it was through the British documentary film movement of
the '30s, of which Rotha was part, that the term became loaded "with
its truth-telling significance” (See True Stories?, pp.12-14). Similarly
in 1933, the movement's initiator John Grierson defined it as "the
creative interpretation of actuality”.®® It is what Paget calls
“"documentary mater-reality” - the tangibility of documentary sources
stands in for and 'suarantees' the absent-presence of the real events
themselves (See True Stories?, pp.15-17). However, the way in which
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'documents’ are used within certain kinds of modern art problematises
both the fictional nature of art and the factual nature of information.
Transgressing discourses conventionally held to be antithetical calls
into question the status of documents by placing them in a
defamiliarizing context.

The twentieth-century True Story can also be seen as an extension
of Naturalism's mimetic project into the "apparently unproble:hatical
‘realism'” of film and t.v., which "have held out particular hopes of
achieving a replication of reality conceived as essentially visual in
nature” (True Stories?, pp.3 and 18). The photographic image gives the
appearance of an unmediated reflection of real objects, by mimicking in
two dimensions our three dimensional peception of them, and, thus,

goes one stage beyond the 'mater-real' quality of written documents.

Hence, ~ the rise of documentary was accompanied by a belief in a
certain kind of documentary form as a touchstone of “Olympian
'objectivity'"”. Reithian claims of 1liberal even-handedness are still

habitual in British broadcasting but the very etymology of information
(i.e. from Latin formare 'to form') suggests that it is never value-
free, context-less or free of mediation. Objectivity is, in this
sense, itself "a hegemonic myth"” and the perfect alibi for
propaganda. However, even though an unattainable ideal, it can be
enabling "if it serves the primary purpose of helping to identify levels
of information distortion" (True Stories?, p.19).

The belief that Naturalism's promise of "being more 'real’ and thus
more 'true'"” (True Stories?, p.18) is fulfilled in the modern media also
effaces the contradictory history of the term documentary and the
critical effect of Modernism on modes of factual representation.
Naturalism's key illusion was precisely that it used none. Similarly,
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its modern extension effaces "the very processes of reproduction” up to
the point where they seem invisible, “turning the unnatural
(signification) into the natural, a simulacrum of 'life itself'" (True
Stories?, pp.20-21). Hence, the ultimately privileged 'realism’ of the
'camera eye'®® transforms a set of formal conventions into truths
established by a common-sense norm of perception.

However, the alternative documentary art, based on Modernism, can
involve us 1in the radical conflict over the nature and status of the
facts. Althusser considered Brecht's drama as an attempt to produce
"a new spectator, an actor who starts where the performance ends"(True
Stories?, p.29). Similarly, the new reportage and literature of fact,
whose techniques and aims have common roots with Epic theatre through
Formalism, were part of the early Soviet avant-garde's project for
creating a parallel new reader, who would be, in Sergei Tretyakov's
words a "producer/consumer" and whose interaction with real events
began where the ‘realism’ of the written text bared its construction.®?
Hence the ‘'development, marginalisation and recuperation" of the
potential of True Story forms to subvert the myth that facts = truth can
indeed "be seen most clearly through an examination of the 'two
traditions' of documentary"(True Stories?, p.30)

The True Stories of sensational magazines are almost universally
presented in a 'documentary’ medium of "photographs and/or
‘reconstruction’ drawings, Jjuxtaposed with newspaper-like columns of
prose laden with quotations from 'eye-witnesses’'."” As such, they are an
extension of "that ’'photo-journalism’ which both tells us and shows us
its stories"”. They testify to the way once imnovative techniques have
been naturalised by their vicarious promise of authenticity - "the
simulation of someone else’'s, 'l was there'"” (True Stories?, pp.32-33).
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Such privileging of the visual image, so that seeing automatically
guarantees believing, is a product of the arrival of the portable
camera "on the scene of the public (and private) event” in the '20s,
with its merger of I-witness and camera-eye.®® The subsequent explosion
of photomagazines, newsreels and documentary films in the ’'30s made
fiction's apparent opposite “the primary expression” of the times.®? In
Europe and the Soviet Union too between the wars the range of such
cultural production was so enormous that , as Paget points out, all

major events (and much more) "seem not only to have been filmed, but

also accompanied by a prose piece of 'reportage'", like Ten Days that
Shook the World. However, 'documentary’'s’ primary association with
film meant an intensified "belief in the unproblematical authenticity

of the visual document."

In '30s Britain, "social problems were reported and recorded ... to
a new and unprecedented degree", reflecting a growing compulsion to open
society up "to underclasses of various kinds." However, Paget sees many
of these moves as essentially attempts by the hegemony to contain
social upheavals brought about by economic collapse: "Ultimately it is
always easier to establish practices 'urging a paternalistic social
democratic view of non-conflictive politics under a "strong" but
“"benevolent” state', as Don MacPherson has remarked of Grierson's
project.?® It is much harder to establish more radical practices (as UK
film maker Ralph Bond tried to do in the 1930s, for example)." However,
although it is arguable that the documentary movement in helping to
form "a climate of opinion which ultimately led to New Deal welfare
policies in the USA and Welfare State socialism rin the UK" was
ultimately just "part of an ideological counter-thrust" fo the threat
of international Revolution (see True Stories?, pp.35-38), it is
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difficult to say how far and how consciously individual artists intended
it to be so. British and American documentary film also involved a more
complex and ambivalent response to the development of the more radical
Modernist art of fact in Russia and Weimar Germany.’*!

Documentary can thus be roughly divided into two antagonistic
traditions. The dominant tradition remains one which holds that facts
and information are in themselves liberating. This tradition’tends.
therefore, to regard facts as able to speak 'the truth’ fdr themselves.
It is what Paget calls "a recording” tradition, which maintains that
the effacement of subjectivity produces an objective and literal record
of events. The alternative "is a radical/revolutionary reporting”
tradition, which declares its tendency openly. Again etymologies give a
lot away: ‘'record’ (from L. recordari, 'to remember') has this sense of
‘neutral’ memorializing, whereas ‘report’' (from L. re+portare, 'to
bring’) underlines the means of conveyance. Hence the reporting
tradition recognizes "facts and information can never come value-free"
and foregrounds questions of mediation (See True Stories?, pp.39-40).

In the Modernism-based art associated with this second tradition,
defamiliarizing documents and exposing "the all-important context
behind information has most often been achieved through ‘'montage’
techniques”" (True Stories?, p.40). From French monter, montage is
editorial cutting and joining of often disparate pieces of film to form
new units of meaning to be interpreted by the spectator. Eisenstein
described his originally theatrical concept in Lef in 1923:

Instead of static ‘'reflection’ of an event with all
possibilities for activity within the limits of the event's
logical action, we advance to a new plane - free montage of
arbitrarily selected independent (within the given composition

and the subject links which hold the influencing actions

together) attractions - all from the strand of establishing

certain final thematic effects - this is montage of
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attractions.’?
Film montage is of two different kinds: 'linkage montage' provides
connections giving the appearance of continuity which effaces the very
discontinuity and ellipsis of which it consists. 'Collision montage’,
on the other hand, by baring its device openly displays discontinuity
between items and invites the spectator to construct more conscious
connections between them. Hence, it makes no attempt to conceal the
'joins' and it was, perhaps, the 'constructive' technique common to all
forms of Modernism.??2

Collision montage was used for documentary purposes, but not at all
in the dominant objective sense. It was particularly prominent in the
Epic Theatre pioneered by Meyerhold, Piscator and Brecht, which enabled
its audience "to engage actively with the material presented" (True
Stories?, pp.41-42). But it was also present in the new reportage and
literature of fact theorized and practised by the early Soviet avant-
garde and the more radical German Neue Sachlichkeit writers, with its
activated reader or ‘"producer/consumer”. This is confirmed by the way
Georg Lukdcs's defence of narrative against Brecht echoes his attacks on
the new reportage and 'constructed’' art in general. Lukdcs was perhaps
the most sophisticated of the critics who led Stalinism's reaction
against experimentalism in the late '20s and the '30s and promoted the
absolute historical paradigm which constituted Socialist Realism. His
first major thrust was 'Reportage or Portrayal?’ in the journal Die
Linkskurve in 1932.

Lukdacs denounced alternative documentary technique in his review of
Ernst Ottwalt's Denn sie wissen, was sie tun (1931)). Ottwalt's text,

which was largely reportage, dealt with class bias in the Weimar legal

system and Lukacs, while sympathizing with his aim, condemned his

58



formal means. By montaging fragments of documents from actual trials
to implicitly display their contradictions, Ottwalt, he argued,
confined his text within the machinery of the law he sought to expose,
leaving the reader without a clear narrative perspective through which
to penetrate the veil of reification and see that machinery as part of
capitalism’'s wider system: "Portrayal of the overall process is the
precondition for a correct construction. Why is this? Because only
portrayal of the overall process can dissolve the fetishism of the
economic and social forms of capitalist society, so that these appear as
what they actually are, i.e. (class) relations between people."?* Thus,
Ottwalt's scrupulous factuality was allegedly irresponsible, because
decontextualized and lacking the sense of social connections which would
make individual examples 'typical’. Lukdcs advocated instead fully-
crafted fictional ’portrayal' (what he called Gestaltung) "as a more
effective means of presenting social issues”.

On the other hand, as Rodney Livingstone puts it, by using montage
to juxtapose “the facts of the case and various attitudes of the
participants, without providing an overall authorial judgement"”, Ottwalt
threw “the burden of thought back to the reader”, enablif)g him/her to
synthesize his/her own reading from the discontinuity of the text's
discourses in order to adopt an attitude to the reality they mediated.’®
Ottwalt's approach was pragmatic like Brecht's. Consequently, his reply
in Die Linkskurve (October 1932) argued that workers preferred the
cutting-edge of documentary facts to blunted nineteenth-century
fictiveness, and that no form ought to be prescriptively rejected if it
worked. Moreover, Lukdcs's criticism "was a response not just to
Ottwalt, but to a whole tendency”, in which Soviet new reporters like
Ilya Ehrenburg and Sergei Tretyakov who favoured montage over the
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"Procrustes Bed" of plot were also implicated.?’® Thus, the second half
of Luke{cfs essay extended the attack to alternative documentary art as a
whole, arguing that it reproduced only the surface of reality
objectively, rathér than reality’'s essential processes. Paradoxically,
its anti-illusionist baring of devices was merely abstract and negated
realism.

Alfred DSblin was also rebuked for deviation from 'proletariari' form
into montage in Berlin Alexanderplatz, and in ’Narrate or Describe’
(1936), Luka’cs criticized Dos Passos's novel Manhattan Transfer (1925)
on similar grounds, with ‘’narrating’' standing in for ‘portrayal’, and
'describing’ for ‘'reportage’. Instead of guiding the reader with a
clearly-defined perspective, Dos Passos juxtaposed characters and events
and mixed fragments of factual and fictional discourses on apparently
aleatory principles. "“Narration establishes proportions, description
merely levels", Luka/cs argued, making "everything episodic".?’? What he
objected to in both Ottwalt and Dos Passos, in effect, was the
subversion by montage of the hierarchy of realistic representation, for
allowing written ’'documents’', 'camera-eye’' and ‘'newsreel’ techniques,
to clash with conQentional narrative. The inclusion of both factual and
imaginary events, of reportage and fiction, in such ‘constructed’
novels drew attention to the adjacent and overlapping characteristics of
the discourses used to represent them, through the | Juxtaposition,
contradiction and tension between various fragments. This complemented
the new reportage's transgressive poesis, by including fiction in the
text itself and thus shifted the problematizing of discourses from the
margins of the text to the structural centre.

As David Midgeley argues, Lukdcs's tirades against 'Formalism’
denied artists scope for using whatever practical techniques came to
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hand for exploring reality. Hence, ironically, his concept of Realism
was in itself formalist, in the prescriptive sense.”’® Lukacs granted
that reportage was an indispensable form of journalism for the cause,
but argued that it must work by intellectual persuasion and could not be
confused with art. Thus he denied Modernist-based documentary’s
potential for questioning privileged forms of realistic representation,
especially the resurgent nineteenth-century techniques that were the
aesthetic corollary of Stalinism's historical perspective. Ottwalt
(1901-43), real name Ernst Nicolas, went on to write a number of anti-
fascist novels and stories and collaborated on the script of Brecht'’s
'alienating’ film Kuhle Wampe before seeking asylum from the Nazis in
Moscow, only to be arrested for literary deviation in 1936 and to die
in an Archangelsk labour camp. His own career was, therefore,
symptomatic of the repressive political direction in which Socialist
Realism was heading.

The influence of the. new reportage and literature of fact in Britain
may not have been so systematically theorized nor so self-consciously
part of a radical movement as it was briefly in the USSR and the Weimar
Republic. It arrived belatedly and was cross-fertilized with home-grown
traditions of social reportage and Anglophone avant-gardism, but often
retained the constructive features of alternative documentary. Thus,
it was widespread enough by the middle of the 1930s for W.H. Auden to
make self-reflexive jokes about it in Letters from Iceland (1937), a
text which is itself an example of the form:

Every exciting letter has enclosures

And so shall this - a bunch of photographs,

Some out of focus, some with wrong exposures,

Press cuttings, gossip, maps, statistics, graphs;

I don't intend to do the thing by halves.

I'm going to be very up to date indeed.

It is a collage that you're going to read."?®
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Similarly, Auden and Isherwood's play On the Frontier (1939) also
displayed "multiple and simultaneous consciousness" through a montage
of clashing newspaper reports about an imaginary war.®® This technique
mimicked the National Government Times, the reactionary Mail, the
Labour News Chronicle, the Communist Daily Worker, and "the sensational
inside-story mongering"” of Claud Cockburn's The Week, and it derived
from the Workers Theatre Movement's satirical media revues and ’'Living
Newspapers'.®! Moreover, newpaper excerpts, actual or invented, and
techniques using documentary ‘'cut-ups' of all kinds were endemic to
British writing in the '30s.

Similarly, the pervasiveness of cinematic terminology reflected
writers’ attempts to emulate and investigate the formal properties of
film. In the course of attacking the dominant ideology many '30s texts,
as we shall see, developed their own types of montage in which
collisions between different kinds of factual representation and/or
imaginary events provided multiple perspectives which challenged the
notion of unmediated realism and its assertion of univocal, narrative
truth. Epic Theatre also montaged photographs and film into the
theatrical frame as 'documents’. Drama could contextualize and
deconstruct the camera-eye's visual representation, maximizing "the
characteristic rhetorics” of the new media without "being enslaved by
them" (True Stories?, pp.44-45). Given the obvious constraints of'
print in comparison with performance, the same could be said of parallel
borrowings in the new reportage and literature of fact, which both
mimicked and critiqued the techniques of the camera-eye (as well as
incorporating actual photographs) in order to signal a new kind of
factual authenticity, but also to problematize its cultural status. A
key validating device in Griersonian documentary film is the voice-over
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commentary which, in Paget's words, "supplies the programme'’s aural
editorial gloss, but purports to be value-free". Generally using a male
actor with authoritative tones, it is “the voice of the nineteenth-
century novel's omniscient narrator translated into twentieth-century
technological terms" (True Stories?, pp.47-48). However, in the new
reportage and literature of fact the subjectivity of the narrating
camera—-eye/I-witness is usually foregrounded, problematized and
fragmented, undermining any universalized norm of realistic
representation/perception.

In the °'30s documentary art based on collision montage was
suppressed in the USSR and Germany by rival totalitarianisms. In Britain
and the USA, it has been culturally marginalized. However, it survives,
as Paget shows with theatre, in a ’'broken tradition', and its past
débris can still be critically recycled. Similarly, a central example of
what happened to the Anglophone new reportage is the selective post-
Ninetéen Eighty-Four view of Orwell as the documenter of (usually
Leftist) bias and untruth, whose stylistic practice was unself-conscious
and, therefore, unproblematic. This critical myth serves both to efface
the background of Orwell’s writing in the new reportage and literature
of fact in the '30s, and its wider critical implications for the status
of the mediations that construct our daily hyperreality and our
consciousness of  history. Thus, as Paget puts it, the informational

power of 'documentary'’ may inadvertantly confirm our lack of
understanding while increasing our knowledge" (True Stories?, p.87)
unless we also understand the contradictions of its double history.
Michel Foucault called "continuous history", (i.e. history as
conventionally understood) "the indispensable correlative of the

founding function of the subject”.®# It was this "unruptured narrative",
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"purged of all that might disrupt its hold on power"” which Benjamin
wished to "blast open” and reveal as an instrument of present hegemony
(See True Stories?, pp.163-64).%® And it’'s precisely such discontinuity
and difference which the ‘broken tradition’ of radical documentary forms
attempts to lay bare. Consequently, the next chapter will examine John
Reed’'s I-witness account of the October Revolution, as a model for the
theory and practice of avant-garde reportage and literature of fact as
it was developed by the Soviet LEF Group in the '20s, and as it was

perverted in the Stalinist cultural reaction of the '30s.
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Chapter 11
i: History as I Saw It
Ten Days that Shook the World

In Alistair Cooke's opinion "Only by the wildest freak is a
reporter ... actually present at a single convulsion of history."! John
Reed's account of the events of October 1917 is by this token a classic
example of ‘'‘scoop' reportage of major historical interest. In
Petrograd's extreme situation, distinctions between politics and the
mundane reality of the "social organism”, in Reed’s own phrase,? were
defamiliarized by the sheer force of crisis. Their critical relationship
was revealed, necessitating urgent choice between the Provisional
Government's continuation of the War and the desperate simplicity of
Bolshevik agitation for '"Peace, land, bread!"

However, its status as historical scoop notwithstanding, the
Modernist experimentalism of Ten Days that Shook the World (USA, 1919;
UK, 1926) has never been fully acknowledged in accounts of Western
cultural radicalism between the wars. According to John Willett, it
was a seminal influence on the subsequent building up of "a rich
corpus of documentary work in different media"” by early Soviet avant-
gardists, particularly those, like Sergei Tretyakov, associated with the
LEF Group and its development of the theory and practice of the new
reportage and literature of fact.® It seemed to them an example par
excellence of committed writing about authentic realities, yet also
'bared the devices’ of its construction by its striking typographical
montage; it reported "the immense surprise and excitement of the
Bolshevik revolution as it struck an alert outside observer at the
time", but did this through a technique alternating subjectively-charged
I-witnessing with “speeches, articles, photographically reproduced
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proclamations with their heavy Cyrillic headings”".* Similarly, the
Italian Futurist F.T. Marinetti had proclaimed a "Typographical
Revolution" in 1913, which would make texts ‘'concretely' expressive
artefacts:
the so-called typographical harmony of the page...is
contrary to the flux and reflux, the leaps and bursts of style
that run through the page. On the same page, therefore, we
will use three or four colours of ink, or even twenty
different typefaces if necessary. For example: italics for a
series of similar or swift sensations, boldface for the
violent onomatopoeias, and so on. With this typographical
revolution and this multi-coloured variety in the letters 1
mean to redouble the expressive force of words.S$
Hence, for Futurism's Russian branch, both the content and form of
TDTSTW seemed to proclaim a new era in politics and literature.

Reed (1887-1920), an ‘'ace' American correspondent, had already
reported Pancho Villa's Mexican rebellion (see Insurgent Mexico (1914))
and the Balkan Front of the Great War (The War in Eastern Europe
(1916)). Thus his journalistic instincts led him to the potential epi-
centre of world revolution, the Petrograd of Kerensky's Provisional
Government, in autumn 1917. Reed’'s reportage achieved a difficult
balance between political commitment and the avant-garde ambition to
give reportage artistic status. On the political side, he was
influenced by intellectuals 1like Walter Lippmann and Max Eastmann,
radicals like Emma Goldmann, his wife Louise Bryant and Big Bill Haywood
of the Syndicalist Industrial Workers of the World movement (IWW): on
the artistic, by progressive 'muck-raking' journalists like his mentor
Lincoln Steffens, who wrote The Shame of the Cities, and the factual
novels of Upton Sinclair. He published in the same journals as Theodore
Dreiser, William Carlos Williams, Dos Passos and European luminaries
like Picasso, Gorki and Bertrand Russell. Reed was the 'golden boy' of

New York bohemia during the period of Alfred Stieglitz's Photo-Secession
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Gallery 291 and the Armory exhibitions of the latest modern art, and
with FEugene 0O’Neill he helped initiate American Expressionist drama
through the Provincetown Players. Writing for the Masses magazine put
Reed at the cutting edge, as Robert Rosenstone puts it, of "Marxism,
anarchism, syndicalism, birth control, industrial unionism, free love,
cubism, futurism, Freudianism, feminism, the new woman, the new poetry,
the new theater and direct action".® Later, while interviewing for
TDISTW, he got on personal terms with leading Bolsheviks, admiring
Trotsky but preferring "the company of Lenin”. He also moved in Russian
avant-garde circles and was especially impressed by agitprop graphics,
which contributed to Ten Day'’'s montage form. He met Lunacharsky, the
first Soviet Commisar for Culture, and talked with Mayakovsky and the
other Futurists who were ‘“surprised to find an American interested in
art”. Visiting a Prolethkult centre, he found evening-classes for
workers in all media and was enthused by attempts to "break down
artificial separation of  the arts and the people."?

Reed’'s first encounter with the labour movement was in 1913, when he
helped organize the silk -workers' strike in Paterson, N.J. On his
return, from Mexico he‘covered the Ludlow Massacre during the 1913-15
Colorado coal-miners' strike and its aftermath. Eric Homberger notes
that Colorado had a similar effect on writers 1like Reed to Orwell's
experiences in early revolutionary Barcelona.® Reed's article 'The
Colorado War' was, consequently, "a preliminary sketch, for the far
greater canvas” of TDISIW. He started writing for The Masses
(effectively suppressed by the wartime government for its pro-Bolshevik
and anti-war activities) after joining the American Socialist Party. For
its successor, The Liberator, Reed reported the notorious Chicago trial
of IWW leaders. After returning from the October Revolution, he toured
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America, lecturing on its significance, and helping found the Communist
Party of the USA. However, having been interned by the Finns on his way
back to Russia, he died of typhus after his release in 1920; he was
commemorated by a plaque on the Kremlin Wall.

Thus, Reed seems a prototype for the modern Leftist reporter.
Renouncing a potentially brilliant career in the capitalist press, he
apparently resolved the dilemma of the writer seeking relevance by
reporting historical events without detachment from their implications.
For Eastman, Reed "revolted against the contemporary world, against
the conditions of exploitation from which our journalism, and what we
call our art and literature, springs, and which it justifies, and over
which it spreads a garment of superficial and false beauty.”"® Similarly,
Granville Hicks in his 1936 book John Reed: The Making of a
Revolutionary consblidated Reed's status for the inter-war generafion
of American radicals. In his autobiography Joseph Freeman, editor of
New Masses founded in 1926, called TDISTW their "classic story of the
October Revolution” and Reed's life "a model for middle-class
intellectuals who went over to the proletariat.”!? Undoubtedly the form
of TDTSTW sparked interest in avant-garde reportage too and the '20s
saw the growth of a network of 'worcorrs', or worker—-correspondents in
America emulating the Soviet rabcori, with Reed as their common model.
New Masses encouraged contribution towards an equivalent American
literature of fact. Michael Gold's editorial of July 1928 called for:

Confessions — diaries — documents

The concrete -

Letters from hoboes, peddlers, small town atheists, unfrocked

clergymen and schoolteachers -

Revelations by rebel chambermaids and night club waiters -

The sobs of driven stenographers -

The poetry of steelworkers -

The wrath of miners - the laughter of sailors -

Strike stories, prison stories, work stories -

Stories by Communist, I.W.W. and other revolutionary
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workerg.?

Another consequence was the New York John Reed Club founded in November
1929 by the New Masses editorial board, soon to take its slogan ‘Art is
a Class Weapon' from the 1930 Kharkov Congress. Clubs sprang up all over
the USA, until by the first national convention in 1934, there were some
thirty with 1,200 members. Dos Passos's salute to Reed in his
documentary novel Nineteen Nineteen (1932) typifies Reed’'s posthumous
reputation in American and international Leftist circles. Dos Passos
even suggested that Reed’s life overcame the historical contradiction
between America’'s capitalist present and revolutionary past:

Jack Reed wanted to live in a tub and write verses;
but he kept meeting bums workingmen husky guys he
liked out of luck out of work why not revolution?

He couldn’t keep his mind on his work with so many
people out of luck;

In school hadn't he learned the Declaration of Indepen-
dence by heart? Reed was a Westerner and words meant what
they said...

Life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness
not much of that around the silkmills when
in nineteen—thirteen,
he went over to Paterson to write up the strike,
textile
workers parading beaten up by the cops, the strikers in
jail;
before he knew it he was a striker parading beaten up by
the
cops in jail;
he wouldn't let the editor bail him out; he'd learn
more
with the strikers in jail.
He 1learned enough to put on the pageant of the
Paterson
Strike in Madison Square Garden.
He learned the hope of a new society where nobody
would
be out of luck.
why not revolution?!?

By the the time of the American Writers' Congress of 1935, Joseph
North was announcing that Reed was instrumental in making reportage

"into one of the most important forms of the revolutionary movement'.!®
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Nevertheless, the October Revolution, internationalist and anti-
militarist as it was, inspired its own 'displaced nationalism’ and once
more legitimated armed struggle. Hence, it is not merely cynical to
detect touches of 'revolutionary romanticism' in TDISTW anticipating
Socialist Realism. As Reed's preface admits:

It is still fashionable after a whole year of the Soviet

Government, to speak of the Bolshevik insurrection as an

"adventure"”. Adventure it was, and one of the most marvellous

mankind ever embarked upon, sweeping into history at the head

of the toiling masses, and staking everything on their vast

and simple desires. (TDTSTW, p.xii)
Moreover, the text itself displays several, conscious and unconscious,
paradoxes and contradictionis. Although Reed employed every device to
signal conventional journalistic authentic'ity, he also declared his
partisanship from the start: "In the struggle my sympathies were not
neutral. But ... I have tried to see events with the eye of the
conscientious reporter, interested in setting down the truth." (TDTSIW,
p.xiii) Thus, by being open about his own purpose, he acknowledged that
completely objective re;:ording of history is impossible. According to
Marx and Engels, history is a human construction, because in itself it
“does nothing; it does not possess immense riches ... does not fight
battles”. History is not sofne autonomous entity using humanity as a
means to its own ends, because "History is nothing but the achievements
of men in pursuit of their ends".!* However, documentary mediations
inform our consciousness of both past and present hyperreality, and
Lenin's original introduction to the text illustrates why particular
versions of history become authorized. He recommended Reed’'s account
for its "truthful and most vivid exposition of the events so significant

to the comprehension of what really is the Proletarian Revolution and

the dictatorship of the proletariat.” (TDTSTW, Introduction). Lévi-
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Strauss insists that “history of" is always "history for" and TDTSTW
shows perfectly how, in Hayden White's terms, "all historical
representations" constitute "a progressive encodation on a deep or
figurative level, of e;fents which exist on the surface level as simple
description or analysis."!® Thus, as Homberger puts it, "What is at
stake in Reed's imagery ... is the legitimacy of the revolution
itself.”"!'® To an extent, TDTSTW- counters the charge that the Bolshevik
coup was opportunism lacking mass support tropically, through the
cumulative effect of many scenes of mass-movement involving images of
dynamic social forces and technology relished by both Italian and
Russian Futurists.

Hence, Bolshevik promotion of TDITSTW also illustrates Gramsci's
distinction between 'domination’', over a society'’'s 'economic base’, and
ideological ‘hegemony', over 1its ’'superstructure’.!? ’'Domination’' is
associated with coercion, state power and political institutions, while
hegemony is associated with consent and civil society’'s institutions,
such as the family, church, education, culture and the media. Gramsci
argued that the superstructure constituted "an effective operating
reality” and the objective of hegemony was stabilization, rendering
coercion unnecessary. However, though Gramsci suggested that the process
of "cultural penetration” which creates hegemony begins 1long before
changes in the base leading to domination, Reed’'s reportage suggests
that in the case of early Bolshevik Russia the two processes overlapped.
For example, his I-witnessing of the orderly take-over of the Winter
Palace 1is anti-climactic compared to Eisenstein's lurid cinematic
depiction in October (subtitled Ten Days that Shook the World, made a
decade later in 1928 and often used as if it were recorded footage of
the event itself) which, ironically, derived in part from the mass
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dramatic 'reconstruction’ staged by the Bolsheviks to commemorate the
tenth anniversary of the Revolution on the same principle as the
Paterson Pageant. Significantly, Reed drew attention to the role of
documents in the subtle struggle for hegemony:
We penetrated at length to the gold and malachite chamber with
crimson brocade hangings where the Ministers had been in
session all that day and night, and where the shveitzani had
betrayed them to the Red Guards. The long table covered with
the green baize was just as they had left it, under arrest.
Before each empty seat was pen, ink and paper; the papers were
scribbled over with the beginnings of plans of action, rough
drafts of proclamations and manifestoes. Most of these were

scratched out, as their futility became evident ... (TDTSTV,
p.86)

The writings left behind by the ejected members of the Provisional
Government were responses to political contingency, just as Reed's
reportage 1is a response to the unstable, post-1917 situation. They
represent loss of public consent, highlighted by the tautological
appeal: "The Provisional Government appeals to all classes to support
the Provisional Government”. Conversely, the Bolsheviks found the
extension of their hegemony by agitprop was vital if they were to
retain their precarious domination, in the teeth of civil war, foreign
blockade and intervention, and their image abroad was especially
important in these early days, when international working-class support
seemed the sole guarantee for the regime's survival. The international
value of Reed's account was not just documentary, but politically
useful.

Consequently, his Preface has to be treated cautiously:

This book is a slice of intensified history - history as I saw

it. It does not pretend to be anything but a detailed account

of the November Revolution, when the Bolsheviki at the head of

the workers and the soldiers, seized the state power of Russia

and placed it in the hands of the Soviets.

Naturally most of it deals with "Red Petrograd", the capital

and the heart of the insurrection. But the reader must realise

that what took place in Petrograd was most exactly duplicated,

with greater or lesser intensity, at different intervals of
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time, all over Russia. (TDTSTW, p.ix)
The idea of an authentic "slice of history", served up raw, is no less
metaphorical than the clichéd °’slice of life’, though qualified, to
some extent, by the implications of "intensified". Furthermore, far
from being given immediate access to history sur le vif, we are primed
by two "essential" chapters setting up a causative grid before the I-
witnessing actually begins. However, even if we grant Reed's own
Journalistic credentials, his criteria for accepting the testimony of
others are sometimes complex and disguised: "I saw no reason to doubt
Trusishka's story of the journey." (TDISTW, p.149)'® Similarly, Reed’'s
claim that events in "Red Petrograd" typified those all over Russia, is
a kind of synecdoche, from which the reader is supposed to infer a kind
of historical tessellation (though Reed did occasionally give accounts
of other cities, notably Moscow). His I-witnessing was doubly partial,
then: both because it was politically partisan and because it was
physically limited, though supplemented by various documentary sources.

Reed stated that, besides his own notes, he used "a heterogeneous
file of several hundred assorted Russian newspapers", including the
English Russian Daily News, the French Journal de Russie and Entente,
and in particular the daily Bulletin de 1la Presse of the French
Information Bureau, which summarized the Russian Press. He also claimed
to possess copies of "almost every proclamation, decree and announcement
posted on the walls of Petrograd from the middle of September"” as well
as "secret treaties and other documents discovered in the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs"” by the Bolsheviks. (TDISIW, 'Notes and Explanations’,
p.xx) What Paget calls "documentary mater-reality”!'® is the way the
plausible tangibility of sources 'guarantees' the absent tangibility of
real events almost as if they were direct material 'traces’ of them.
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Hence, it isn't simply the inclusion of documents in TDTSIW which
authenticates its account, but their reproduction in original form by a
new technological process, making them something between text and
photograph. However, on examination this mimetic effect is self-
defeating and displays the ‘constructedness' even of mediations which
make the closest possible approach to real events. The montage
structure of TDTSTW also problematizes the privileged representational
status of documents including, in turn, its own implicit future
position as a 'document’ in the ever-growing construction making up our
knowledge of the past.

Consequently, far from representing history as a seamless narrative
continuum, TDTSTW's consciousness of it is inevitably mediated and
always subject to revision (as Reed himself revised the early sections
of TDTSTW which appearfed in The Liberator) - a multi-layered,
intértextual accretion of competing, heterogeneous representations, as
in the many-page montage of fragments quoting the cacophony of
factional reports on the Bolshevik coup d’'état: "On the other side what
a storm of proclamations posted up, handbills scattered everywhere,
newspapers - screaming and cursing and prophesying evil. Now raged the
battle of the printing press”. (See TDISIW, pp.95-99) Thus Reed bared
the process by which documentary accounts are assembled in a kind of
visual ’deconstruction’, despite the fact that the commentary framing
his edited sources inevitably guides our responses to them. Though it
reports "history as I saw it" for a political project, TDTSIW also
foregrounds the critical tension between history as an objective and a
semiotic phenomenon. For example, the scene in the newly Bolshevik-
controlled Congress of Soviets: "In the immense white meeting-room the
Tsay-ee-kah [Central Executive Committee] was waiting, with the whole
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Petrograd Soviet and a thousand spectators beside, with that solemnity
which attends great conscious moments in history." (TDTSTW, p.260) The
form of TDTSTW underlines the fact that it is not history itself which
constitutes key moments, but the historical paradigms with which we
construct it.

Thus TDTSTW is documentarily objective, not in the mythic sense of
neutral recording, but in the Modernistic, formal sense of concrete
art. Dozens of facsimile fragments are intruded into Reed's I-witness
reportage and similar documentary experiments in montage/collage
techniques, as we have seen, would be crucial to the new reportage and
literature of fact between the wars, reflecting the Soviet avant-garde's
'constructive’' adaptation of Futurism and its ‘cult of materials’.
Hence the symbolic context against which Reed reported a speech by
Lunacharsky:

...between the gaunt brick walls of a huge unfinished
building, ten thousand black-clothed men and women packed
round a scaffolding draped in red, people heaped up on piles
of lumber and bricks, perched high up on the shadowy girders,
intent and thunder voiced. Through the dull, heavy sky now and
again burst the sun, flooding reddish light through the
skeleton windows upon the simple mass of faces upturned to us.
(TDTSTW, p.24)
This juxtaposition of human and industrial resources in the
‘unfinished’' construction of history parallels Reed's innovative
reportage as an intertextual praxis that represents reality and
transforms its possibilities.

As White argues, historical narratives utilize literary forms, such
as epic, romance and satire, as 1icons of emplotment. Reed also
emplotted his observations using various literary devices and forms. For

example, he quoted William English Walling's generalization about the

Russian proletariat:
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The Russian Workman is revolutionary, but he is neither
violent, dogmatic, nor unintelligent. He is ready for the
barricades, but he has studied them, and alone of the worker's
of the world he has learned about them from actual experience.
He is ready and willing to fight his oppressor, the capitalist
class, to a finish.?2°

And similar allegorized representatives of soldiers, workers and
peasants mingle with historically identifiable protagonists on the epic
stage Reed erected, especially in dramatic dialogues, where, like bit-
parts in Shakespearean history plays, they often deliver strategic
speeches, as when the Congress of Soviets®’ debate is interrupted:

a young, lean-faced soldier, with flashing eyes, leaped to the
platform, and dramatically lifted his hand:

"Comrades!” he cried, and there was a hush. "My familia (name)
is Peterson - 1 speak for the Second Lettish Rifles. You have
heard the statements of the two representatives of the Army
committees; these statements would have had some validity if
their authors had been representatives of the Army" - Wild
applause. "But they do not represent the soldiers!" Shaking
his fist. "The twelth Army has been insisting for a long time
upon the re-election of the Great Soviet and the Army
Committee, but just as your own Tsay-ee-kah, our Committee
refused to call a meeting of the representatives of the masses
until the end of September, so that the reactionaries could
elect their own false delegates to this Congress. I tell you
now, the Lettish soldiers have many times said, 'No more
resolutions! No more talk! We want deeds - the power must be
in our hands!' Let the imposter delegates leave the Congress!
The Army is not with them! (TDTSTW, pp.77-78)

Reed hardly needed to add, "This was the voice of the soldiers - the
stirring uniformed workers and peasants were men like them, and their
thoughts and feelings were the same”, because the context gives away
Peterson's function as a class 'type' overriding the authority of the
non-Bolshevik delegates by acting as the voice of the people. However,
such a figure contrasts sharply with Reed's detailed sketch of Lenin,
one of history’s ’'protagonists’', which is simultaneously defamiliarizing
and photographically mimetic: Lenin's heroism is authenticated by
insisting on his unsuitablity as the hero of mere romance:
A short, stocky figure, with a big head set down on his

shoulders, bald and bulging. Little eyes, a snubbish nose,
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wide generous mouth, and a heavy chin; clean-shaven now but

already beginning to bristle with the well known beard of his

past and future. Dressed in shabby clothes, his trousers much

too long for him. (TDTSTW, pp.103-04)
Thus Reed contrasted Lenin's sincerity with a suspiciously Napoleonic
Kerensky, who literally heads the counter-revolution on a white charger.
Reed also highlighted uncharismatic features to symbolize Lenin's
personalily traits. His "bald and bulging" head placed him in that
select group of the intelligentsia Marx prophesied would lead the
revolution and escape the wrack of the bourgeoisie. However, this
intellectualism was humanised by a "wide generous mouth” and given
solidarity with mass-poverty by almost Chaplinesque clothes. Reed thus

created a double perspective - Lenin as real man and as legendary

"instrument of history’:

A strange popular leader - a leader purely by virtue of
intellect; colourless, humourless, uncompromising and
detached, without picturesque idiosyncrasies - but with the

power of explaining profound ideas in simple terms. of
analysing a concrete situation. And combined with shrewdness,
the greatest intellectual audacity. (TDTSTW, p.104)

As would many writers after him, Reed felt confronted with a choice
between an egalitarian future and an elitist-past (posthumously
prolonged under the Provisional Govermnment's 'bourgeois democracy'),
which it was irresponsible to ignore: "The poets made verses - but not
about the Revolution. The realistic painters painted scenes from
medieval Russian history - anything but the Revolution.” (TDTSTW, p.11)
Moreover, he knew mass literacy was the informational key to changing
social consciousness:

All Russia was learning to read, and reading - politics,

economics, history - because the people wanted to know ... In

every city, in most towns, along the Front, each political
faction had its newspaper - sometimes several. Hundreds of
thousands of pamphlets were distributed by thousands of
organizations, and poured into the armies, the villages, the
factories, the streets. The thirst for education, so long

thwarted, burst with the Revolution into a frenzy of
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expression. From the Smolny Institute alone, the first six
months, went out every day tons, car-loads, train-loads of
literature, saturating the land. Russia absorbed reading
matter like hot sand drinks water, insatiable. And it was not
fables, fanciful history, diluted religion, and the cheap
fiction that corrupts - but social and economic theories,
philosophy, and the works of Tolstoy, Gogol and Gorky

(TDTSTW, pp.11-12)

The tonnage of printed matter was ammunition on its way to the hyperreal
front where the battle for ideological supremacy is waged. However, to
draw out the negative side of Reed's metaphors, this sudden cultivation
of a desert of feudal ignorance called for drastic measures and the
exemplary reading matter he describes betrays his own dilemma as the
product of a liberal cultural tradition trying to édapt to the demands
of agitprop. In retrospect, we can see how Reed's optimism wasn't
fulfilled by the philistine populism that would grip Soviet culture in
the °'30s. Ironically, his own reportage's double aim of factual
authenticity and concrete ‘'baring of devices’, the model of the LEF
group, was anathema under Socialist Realism, which defined a
historically ’correct’ f;)rm for literary discourse, free of inconvenient
facts.

The international success of TDTSTW anticipates the romantic cult of
the Soviet Union amongst Westérn leftists in the '30s, and its images of
mass-movement also suggest the exploitability of a sincere desire to
sub/merge the isolated viewpoint of the writing I into the 'we’' of the
people. For instance, the proletarian army at Tsarskoye Selo is
described fighting " their battle for their world: and the officers in
charge were elected by them. For the moment that incoherent multiple
will was one will". (TDISTW, p.183) Similérly, although Reed did not

survive to have his I-witness integrity tested by Stalinism, TDTSTW

hints at a potential "spirit of evil in things heavenly":321
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Alert and suspicious, the working <class of the c%ty
constituted a vast spy system, through the servants prying
into bourgeois households, and reporting all information to

the Bolshevik Revolutionary Committee, which struck with an

iron hand unceasing. (TDTSTW, pp.233-34)

This system of surveillance, once institutionalised, facilitated the Red
Terror of the Civil War and, arguably, also made the much greater
Stalinist Terror of 1936-38 inevitable. It thus negated Reed’s hope
that dictatorship was a necessary but transitory means.

Significantly, Reed clashed over the autonomy of the constitution
of the American Communist Party with Karl Radek, then head of the Bureau
of Revolutionary Propaganda and Comintern Secretary and later
spokesperson for literary uniformatization at the fateful 1934 Soviet
Writers’' Union Congress. It was this Congress which anathematized
Modernism and promulgated Socialist Realism, based on positivist
concepts of historical representation, as the uniform Stalinist theory
of art.2?? Rosenstone disagrees with Theodore Draper's view that during
the summer and autumn of 1920 "Reed was probably as disillusioned as it
was possible to be and still remain in the movement", suggesting that
having been "driven to Bolshevism by world events and his own needs and
goals"” he would not easily have abandoned a philosophy allowing him "to
make sense of his experience"”.??® Similarly, Homberger argues that Reed
"accepted the lessons of the Bolshevik Revolution, and loyally defended
its policies”, but seemed "a figure more comfortable on the left wing of
the Socialist Party than one of the many former socialists gingerly
trying to make their way through the minefield of the Comintern' 24
However we hypothesize Reed's political development had he survived, his
old friend and colleague Max Eastman (himself later excommunicated as a
'Trotskyist’) would be arguing by 1934 that the proletarianism of the
John Reed Clubs was cashipg in on his reputation to market a crudely
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ultilitarian Soviet policy that contradicted everything Reed "stood for

as an artist".2%

ii: LEF and the Funeral of Fictiveness

The fatal irony of relations between the new reportage which TDISTW
initiated and the Stalinist view of history is exemplified by the
early Soviet avant-gardists who attempted to use the 'constructive'
potential of Formalist theory for the cultural ends of the new regime.

The pre-revolutionary Russian Futurists followed the general
Modernist break with Naturalism and focused on defamiliarizing so-
called mundane reality, developing forms which signified the objects of
automatized perception afresh. They sought to create artefacts, which
'bared the devices’ (the Formalist category of obnazhenie priyoma) of
their construction, to re-orientate both the writer and reader "from
the illusion toward the device, from ’'what' toward ‘'how'."2°® They did
not consider that "artistic permanent revolution"” (in Fredric Jameson's
phrase??) was influenced by social factors. However, after October
1917, they quickly seized the opportunity to identify their avant-
gardism with the demand for a revolutionary culture, although this also
meant compromising their notion of aesthetic autonomy and developing a
utilitarian project of ‘'applied art’' known as the Left Front in the Arts
(LEF). The poet Vladimir Mayakovsky became the editor of its journals
Lef (1923-25) and Novy Léf (1927-28), but Osip Brik was the coordinating
force behind the group's theories. A heterogeneous alignment of artists
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who transgressed conventional divisions between forms and cross-

fertilized different media, they were united by hostility to ‘'mimesis’,
belief in ‘'construction' and the objective of matching Communism's
‘revolution of content' with a 'revolution of form' that would shape the

consciousness of Soviet citizens.

As Sergei Tretyakov wrote in 'From Where to Where? (Futurism's

Perspectives)', LEF believed mundane reality was an ideological
construction:
What we subjectively call everyday life ... is the system of

feelings and actions which have become automatized by
repetition in conformity with a particular socioeconomic
basis, which have become a habit, and which are
extraordinarily durable. Even the most powerful revolutionary
blows are not capable of smashing this inner 1life routine,
which is an exceptional obstacle to the people's acceptance of
the tasks dictated by the shift to productivist mutual
relationships. Objectively, we term everyday 1life that
unchangeable order and character of things with which the
human being surrounds himself, to which, regardless of their
utility, he turns as fetishes of his sympathies and memories,
and of which, ultimately, he becomes a slave.
The Futurists' “meximal" programme, on the other hand, was "the
integration of art and life, the conscious reorganization of language
according to the new forms of life, and the struggle for the emotional
training of the producer-consumer's psyche"?®. Thus, through new modes
of representation, they sought to expose the illusory 1literalism of
ordinary 1life and language to reveal their dynamic ideological
connection with collective socio—economic processes.
The first Commissar for Education and Enlightenment from 1917 to
1929 was Anatoly Lunacharsky whose ministry, Narkompros, initially
encouraged experimentation. Generally-speaking, Lenin underwrote
Lunacharsky’s policy, although he was less concerned with aesthetic
theory in the immediate post-revolutionary period, than mobilizing the

media for agitprop purposes - films, radio, posters, exhibitions,
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street-spectacles, agit-trains, etc. Hence, Futurism's new slogan,
'Working for the Social Commission’ (sotsyalni zakaz), still enabled it
to subvert realistic representations that fostered "passive admiration
of illusion"”, because they were "for this very reason not suited to be
an efficient weapon in the hands of the proletariat."2?® LEF writers
claimed to be ’'verbal engineers', who, by promoting awareness of
language and mediation, would modernize popular-consciousness. Their
programme attempted to abolish the hierarchy of pure and applied art,
labour and creation, through a new cultural materialism with a crucial
sense of both the content and responsibility of forms. As Tretyakov
wrote in 'Happy New Year!’, "We say that ideology does not lie in the
material which art makes use of. Ideology lies in the devices through
which that material is worked wup; ideology 1lies in form. Only
expediently formed material can become a thing with a direct social
function.”?®° LEF's anti-illusionism, therefore, was not a refusal to be
relevant to reality, but an attempt to defamiliarize and demystify
automatized modes so that, as Halina Stephan notes, '"the construction
of an art work by the artist, had to be matched by the reconstruction
performed by the reader or listener”:

Such a preoccupation with construction manifested itself in

the fragmentary structure of Futurist poems, in the montage of

disconnected film fragments practiced by Dziga Vertov, in the

piecing together of a theatrical performance from minute

'attractions’ ... and in the construction of a photographic

collage arranged by Aleksandr Rodchenko.?®?
Soviet socio-economic conditions demanded a cooperative division of
artistic labour. The ’'exploded’ form of much avant-garde art, based on
collision montage, impeded passive consumption of signs and

discourses, often by layerings of different media, so that the final act

of meaningful synthesis, of deciphering this intellectual cohesion, was
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left to a public reconstituted as the 'producer/consumer’. The
suggestive assembling of textual and/or visual 'fragments’, including
written and photographic documents was, as we have seen, a common
feature of Modernism internationally, but in ‘20s Russia specific
historical circumstances activated its potential for an ideological
critique.

At the same time a new cult of facts and a search for new forms to
represent them was becoming endemic among Soviet avant-gardists. For
example, Mayakovsky wrote in How Are Verses Made? (1926) that "The value
of factual material (and this is why documentary reports from the
workers and peasants, journalists are so interesting) must be marked at
a higher price ... than so-called ’'poetical works'".®2 So by the
beginning of Novy Lef in January 1927, both the ultilitarian and
documentary aspects of LEF's programme had become more marked,
developing in parallel to the abandonment of fine art for industrial
design. Their editorial -'We Are Searching' set out their new programme
of "literature of fact"” (literaturna fakta) and suggested that writers
assist what Nikolai Chuzhak called "the funeral of fictiveness”,?®?®
creating literature by reporting the authentic facts of contemporary

social and political reality but still wusing self-consciously

constructed forms: "to belles-lettres and the related claim to
'reflection’ Lef opposes reportage - 'factography'- which breaks with
literary art traditions ... If fact is needed - old art is no use. Old
art deforms fact - to grasp fact use new methods.”?* And as Tretyakov

asserted in 'What's New':

Now the maximum of the left movement has transferred over to
the line of the assertion of documentary 1literature. The
problem of the fixation of fact; raising the interest of the
activists in reality; the assertion of the primacy of realness
over fiction, the publicist over the belletrist - this is now
what in Lef is most burning and immediate.
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The memoir, travel notes, the sketch, articles, feuilletons,
reportage, investigations, documentary montage - opposed to
the belletristic forms of novels, novellas, and short stories.
The fight for fact against fiction divides today's Futurists
from the passéists.

Similarly, he called for a "shift from the description of fictional
people to those who really exist" and prophesied

There will be a battle not for the literature of fact as an

aesthetic genre ... but for the literature of fact as a method
of utilitarian publicistic work on present-day socialist
problems - raising literacy, doubling the harvest,

collectivization of agriculture, raising the productivity of
labour, and other everyday matters, respectable kilometers
away from where the defenders of inspired fiction and artistic

synthetics prefer to soar aesthetically through the clouds.?8®
According to Tretyakov, traditional fiction-based art, with its
"social-narcotic” function, "divides reality into two halves: the

boring-practical-prosaic half and the fascinating-poetic half." However,
the "uninvented literature of fact" by transgressing the two categories
would reveal the constructedness of both.?® Rejection of nineteenth-
century Naturalism was still central to this new programme. The young
Formalist Roman Jakobs&n’s 1921 essay had astutely unravelled the
multiple meanings behind the deceptively simple notion of realism. He
argued that absolute mimesis was inconceivable even in visual
representations, because the‘ projection of a three-dimensional image
onto a flat surface, the wuse of colour, the abstraction and
simplification of the ‘'object’', the selection of features represented
were all Dbased, consciously or unconsciously, on convention.
Consequently, the Naturalist "ideogram", as he called it, "needs to be
deformed” and the "artist imnnovator must impose a new form upon our
perception, if we are to detect in a given thing those traits which went

unnoticed the day before.™ However, cultural conservatives interpreted
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this relativism as "a rejection of the principle of verisimilitude
itself and fetishized one form as the only ’'realistic’ one. 27
Nonetheless, LEF's rejection of Naturalistic realism became the
principal stumbling block to state recognition (especially after Lenin's
death in 1924 and Lunacharsky's resignation in 1929), because LEF
theory clashed increasingly with the evolving official policy, which
favoured adapting nineteenth-century narrative into what became
Socialist Realism in the '30s.?® The short-term, bureaucratic advantages
this new Party line offered were clear - familiarity, ‘’clarity’,
prescriptive form and so on. Ironically though, it was partly in
response to LEF agitation that politicians became more conscious of the
hegemonic potential of a uwuniform culture, but LEF also made them
suspicious of avant-gardism's unchecked potential for subversion.

LEF art had been criticized as formally unintelligible and socially
irrelevant in content. But its new programme of 'literature of fact’
answered such criticisms, without forfeiting the right to innovate.
Yuriy Tinyanov's article of 1924, ’'About the Literary Fact', admitted
the centrality of social factors in literary evolution, but synthesized
this with Formalism's ‘'dynamics of genre change' to indicate the
social appropriateness of raising a formerly ‘sub-literary' form like
reportage to literary status.®® But the use of documents by LEF
continued to defamiliarize the illusion of unmediated realism and the
'objectivity’ of‘ the I-witness reporter was problematized because
his/her point of view was usually presented as subjective, ironic, or
ambiguous. 4°

Characteristic examples of this new reportage and literature of fact
were Larissa Reisner's dispatches in The Front (1924) (compared at the
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time to TDTSTW)*! and = Isaac Babel's Red Cavalry (1926) and Odessa
Stories (1927), sequences of fragmentary, thematically-linked anecdotes
and sketches montaging fact and fiction. Novy Lef promoted Shklovsky's
Sentimental Journey (1923), memoirs of the events and personalities of
1917-20, as a model for factual literature, as practised by the most
influential Formalist. But, above all, Tretyakov's drama drawn from a
newspaper report on factory 1life, Gas Masks (1924), and his Chinese
reportage (published in Lef) synthesized imnovative form and factual
content. His Chinese dispatches, for example, were described as 'film
notes' and employed a 'camera-eye' technique. Moreover, the LEF
faktoviki ('factographers')*? identified themselves closely with the
documentary tendency of Soviet cinema and photo-journalism, with
Vertov's kinoki or ‘'cinema-eyes', and the rabcori or 'worker
correspondents’', who sprang up all over the USSR with cameras and/or
notebooks. Thus, the ensuing proliferation of autobiographical sketches,
diaries, travelogues and pieces of reportage can be traced to LEF's
model, as exemplified by the Novy Lef anthology, The Literature of Fact
(1929), edited by Nikolai Chuzhak.*?®

Tretyakov served as a link man in the '20s between the closely
connected Russian and Weimar avant-gardes. Furthermore, Egon Erwin
Kisch, who wrote the preface to the 1927 German edition of TDTISIW,
explicitly transmitted the theory and practice of reportage between the
two. Thus, LEF’s ‘'factography' was much more than a desperate attempt to
tailor Russian avant-gardism to political specifications. Kisch
endorsed its self-consciously mediated, defamiliarizing treatment of
objective reality when he claimed that cool, detached and precise
factuality was the hallmark of reportage, yet also "Nichts ist
phantasievoller als die Sachlichkeit.” ("Nothing is more imaginative
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than objectivity.")4* The term Neue Sachlichkeit or 'New Objectivity’
was coined for the exhibition of pictures of ‘'tangible reality’ at the
Mannheim Kunsthalle in 1925 (including work by Georg Grosz, Otto Dix and
Max Beckmann) which signalled the rebirth of sobriety in German art
after Expressionism and Dada. It was transferred to German literature to
describe an equivalent documentary tendency initiated by Kisch's work.*S
In German, both das Ding and die Sache can mean 'thing' or 'object’. But
if Kant's Ding an sich can be said to be the object itself, die Sache
would be our concept of it. Neue Sachlichkeit was, therefore, not
objective in the naive sense, because it always foregrounded a tension
between the illusion of realism and the self-conscious representation of
facts. Neue Sachlichkeit photography, for example, presents technically
precise images of objects, nonetheless defamiliarized by the devices of
the camera-eye. Its ’'newness’', therefore, consisted precisely in the
qualification of mimesis by Modernism.

However, for the Soviet avant-garde, there was an in-built
contradiction between what Tretyakov called "utilitarian publicistic
work”4® and subversive defamiliarization. Under increasing ideological
pressure from Stalinism, this was bound to reach a crisis, because it
meant that obedience to the apparent social commission would inévitably
override formal unorthodoxy. It was from the LEF group's felt need for
radical social justification that the tragedy of the new reportage and
avant-gardism in general stemmed. LEF's symbolic collapse came in 1930
when Mayakovsky joined the Russian Association of Proletarian Writers
(RAPP), forerunner of the Soviet Writers' Union, which from 1928-32
dictated literary policy and conceived Socialist Realism. He committed

suicide soon after.
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iii: Reportage and Socialist Realism

RAPP favoured coupling a revived nineteenth-century Naturalism with
Proletcult’s idealization of the industrial worker, collective hero of
the October Revolution and ostensible benificiary of the Dictatorship of
the Proletariat.

Eden and Cedar Paul, in their 1921 study, described Proletcult as
an international workers®' educational movement but with clear
implications for the arts, particularly in the first ‘'workers' state’
where "The social revolution will have released the creative forces
slumbering in the proletariat; art and science will blossom abundantly
and will assume new forms. It is to these developments that the term
Proletcult was first applied in Russia."*? Lenin's wife, Krupskaya,
was a leader of the movement, but A.M. Bogdanov was its most
uncompromising, and dynamic theorist. In the Paul’'s subsection on
'Proletarian Art' they discussed Bogdanov's What is Proletarian Poetry?
which attacked the notion of a universalized art with a capital 'A°'. By
contrast, like LEF's, Proletcult's concept was artisanal, because art
“"originated simply as a means of self-expression in the craftsman". Only
capitalist society warped it into "an idle bourgeois pursuit"” through
its alienating dissociation of ‘'ownership’' and ‘'work’, 'leisure’' and
'toil’. Communist society would revive "that conjuncture of labour and
imagination" which was art’'s "true social basis" and produce a new
renaissance. *4®

Initially there was no perceived incompatibility between Proletcult
and Futurism; both seemed to be working for a common end, intended to
“render the worker's mind immune to bourgeois ideology"” by cultural
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'innoculation'4® and it was from such Proletcult ideas that LEF got its
project of ‘constructing’ the new Soviet citizen as artistic
'producer/consumer’'. It was the question of how 'proletarian’ cul ture
was to be created that stirred controversy, although, the notion itself
was attacked by Trotsky in Literature and Revolution (1924) as based,
ironically, on a myth of essential class identities. Working-class
consciousness was itself the product of historical contingencies and
Marxism's object was a classless society. Proletarian credentials and
partisanship did not guarantee greater realism because ideology had to
be critically refracted through aesthetic innovation.®°
However, Prolecult was enthusiastically promoted by Pravda editor
Nikolai Bukharin, and caught the imagination of sympathisers abroad,
"who for a long time saw it as the new Russia'a main contribution to the
arts.”5! Though subordinated to the Chief Committee for Political
Education in 19820, its influence over Party policy throughout the '20s
spelled the end not only of LEF, but also of any real cultural
pluralism before Gorbachev. After Lenin's death in 1924, Trotsky became
isolated and finally exiled in 1929. Consequently, official
intolerance of avant-gardism, now identified with 'left oppositionism’,
was proportional to Stalin’'s rise. The encounter between art and power
politics resulted in the abandonment of ostranenie for the ‘'reflection
theory’'s’' elision of realism and essentialism, with a vulgar Marxism as
its historical paradigm. Jakobson's 'On Realism' had pre-emptively
exposed this fallacy but failed to prevent its eventual ascendancy.
Stalinism set increasingly restrictive limits on the new
reportage’s potential to question official hyperreality and the
backlash against Modernism in general is explained by Ellul's
distinction between agitation and integration propaganda, the former
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subverting dominant ideology and the latter reinforcing it.®2? The regime
needed integration propaganda to consolidate itself, and Stalin’'s new
slogan, designating writers "engineers of human souls",®? was an extreme
form of this. Zhdanovism (as the orthodoxy became known from Andrei
Zhdanov, Stalin's cultural lieutenant) was thus part of a "self-
mutilating process" which cut away the culture and ideas that created
Soviet society.®*

In 1932 the Party established the all-embracing Union of Writers of
the USSR, which held its First Congress in Moscow in 1934 and laid down
Socialist Realism as the obligatory literary method. Demanding, in the
official wording, "a true, historically concrete depiction of reality in
its Revolutionary development”, it meant realism in theory but
totalitarian idealism in practice.5% Later during the Purges, topical
charges against ’'Trotskyites' found their equivalent in 'literary
sabotage’ by deviants from Socialist Realism, and the term 'Formalist”
itself "soon lost any precise connotation and became a mere term of
abuse applied without discrimination to all disgraced and non-approved
authors."”8®

Max Eastman, one-time editor of The Masses and close friend of the
American reporter John Reed was quick to condemn Socialist Realism in
Artists in Uniform (1934) as symptomatic of the apostolic succession
claimed by Moscow. Socialist Realism was "a veritable theological
bludgeon"” stifling art's capacity for critical defamiliarization which
made cultural and social development possible. "Art is a class weapon",
slogan of the earlier International Congress at Kharkov in 1930 and
subsequently of the John Reed Clubs of American writers, meant, in
effect, crude subordination to bureaucracy and was "the most accurate
possible contradiction ... of everything he [Reed] ever put faith in as
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an artist”. "This class struggle plays hell with your poetry,” were the

last words Eastman remembered from Reed's 1lips.%? Like Benjamin,
Eastman saw the dangers of historical materialism as a scientific alibi
for a kind of displaced theology, because not since Galileo had
"direct, honest, empirical investigation of fact had to stand up against
a barrage-fire of deductions from sacred state-supported dogma”.®%®
Orwell’'s view in ’'The Prevention of Literature' (1946) is clearly a
development of such thinking: "A totalitarian state is in effect a
theocracy, and its ruling caste ... has to be thought of as infallible."”
Moreover, periodic revisions of doctrine to accommodate the volte face
of Realpolitik were bound to conflict with the new reportage’'s self-
conscious mediation and <critical content, because they demanded
expedient deletions and distortions "to show that this or that mistake
was not made, or that this or that imaginary triumph happened"” (CEJL 1V,
p.86). Thus, what Eastman called the "new Soviet scholasticism”
threatened the possibility of questioning authorized versions, since, in
Orwell's terms, it rendered heretical the freedom "to report what one
has seen, heard, and felt, and not to be obliged to fabricate imaginary
facts and feelings". Similarly, "familiar tirades against 'escapism',
'individualism', ‘'romanticism’ and so forth" in Stalinist criticism
privileged the discourse of Socialist Realism and made '"the perversion
of history seem respectable.” (CEJL IV, p.84)

Socialist Realism's core doctrine was reinforced by important
"ancillary concepts” as Ronald Hingley has explained: partiynost -
"Party-mindedness", or conformity to the Party line - and narodnost -
devotion to the people and Soviet patriotism, which meant that literary
language must be easily comprehensible and eschew difficult practices
like defamiliarization and collision montage.®® Conforming to shifting
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Party lines violated LEF’'s principle of authenticity, because, as
Hingley puts it, "empirically perceived truth might on no account be
depicted in the numerous areas where it contravened the higher truth, as
enunciated by the Party”. For example, a mass of contemporary sources
testify to peasant resistance against collectivization, but to actually
depict peasants "irrevocably opposed to so cardinal a Party policy would
be untruthful in the higher sense" since officially-sponsored truth
declared this was only done by evil kulaks. Hence it was possible under
Socialist Realism's idealized social typology for peasants opposed to
collectivization, 1like workers lacking enthusiasm for the Five Year
Plan, to automatically qualify as untypical even if statistically the
ma jority, except as deplorable ’exceptions'. A ‘"politically correct
authorial perspective” thus became a criterion for ‘'realism'. ©°

The transcripts of the Congress were published in translation as
Problems of Soviet Literature: Reports and Speeches at the First Soviet
Writers’' Congress 1934 (1935). Hence, Socialist Realism also had a
distorting effect on the reception of alternative, Modernist-based
documentary art amongst the international Left. The Congress was
effectively an artistic show trial, branding avant-gardism objectively
reactionary, whatever its subjective intentions, because (as Lukacs
argued about Ottwalt two years earlier) it failed to penetrate surface
reality to underlying patterns of historical development. However,
nothing upsets this crude identification between form and political
tendency more than its ironic symmetry with that made under Nazi
Gleichschaltung. Contradictorily, the same forms could be ‘'crypto-
fascist’' in tendency in the USSR and 'cultural Bolshevism' in the Third
Reich.®! The link lay in the monopoly of realism and objective truth to
which both totalitarianisms laid claim, and their shared fear of the
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subversiveness of demystifying art.

Karl Radek's key speech 'On World Literature' framed Joyce's
Ulysses in order to prove the necessity for Socialist Realism. In a
classic instance of displaced theology, Radek claimed that "our line is
not foisted on us from without by the tyranny and arbitrary will of some
dictatorial party; it is history's own line of march, revealed and
illuminated by the highest reason, finding its expression in the
teachings of Marx and Lenin."®2? Hence, the critical value of much '30s
new reportage consists exactly in its questioning of claims that
'History' is the legitimate and final judge of human affairs and of the
expediencies committed in its name. This is not to suggest there were
no dissenting voices at the Congress, but they mostly knuckled under or
went on to practise the doomed Issac Babel's "genre of silence”. Wieland
Herzfelde, brother of the artist Helmut ('John Heartfield'), who
published some of the principal works of Weimar Dadaism and Neue
Sachlichkeit through his Malik-Verlag, and thus represented German
avant-gardism in exile, was castigated by Radek for objecting that Dos
Passos, previously lionized by Soviet critics, was influenced by Joyce.
This may have instigated Luka/cs's ensuing attack on Dos Passos in
'Narrate or Describe’ (1936). However, the crucial, pragmatic dilemma
Socialist Realism avoided, as Ilya Ehrenburg pointed out at the time,
was between the ‘constructive’ lessons of Modernist form and the urgent
need to engage with contemporary reality.®?

Leopold Averbakh, head of RAPP, had earlier called for an
appropriate cultural plan to match the first Five Year Plan
concentrating on heavy industry which began in October 1928 .®*4 The
international photojournal USSR in Construction was typical of
Stalinism's promotion of its achievements abroad, and Averbakh’s
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directive put particular pressure on Soviet new reportage, because
although encouraging rabcori and bourgeois writers to get their
'operative angle',®® through field work on construction sites and
participation in the social and cultural 1life of factories and
collective farms, it also predefined their perspective, ruling out both
uninhibited factuality and anti-illusionism as conditions of
publication. Stephen Spender, discussing the Moscow Congress and
Fastman's Writers in Uniform in Left Review criticized such "conversion
of art into an instrument that can be used for political purposes” for
its particular danger to reportage. Ironically, it was no longer the
business of the Soviet artist "to observe, but to conform”: He must not
be a two-edged instrument which might turn against the party. It is his
business to go where he is sent, and to observe what he is told."e®®
’Hence, Soviet cultural policy sometimes made distinctions between
reportage and fiction, between reality and official fantasy, paper-thin
or negligible in practice, while crudely reinforcing them in theory.
Such was the case with texts like The White Sea Canal, praised by John
Lehmann, along with Those Who Built Stalingrad as an advance towards
new 'collective’ documentary forms.®?

Those Who Built Stalingrad (1934), which reported the building of a
giant tractor plant, was trumpeted in Maxim Gorki's Foreword as one of
“the most interesting and novel" Soviet texts. His description of the
construction site exemplified the portentous rhetoric of technics
opportunistically borrowed from Futurism that was the order of the day:
"the huge bare expanse was broken only by the towering iron skeletons of
the future Plant, being created by the energy of this youth amid
thunderclouds of dust, amid the deafening crash of iron, amid the
crushing and grinding of stone-crushers and concrete-mixers."”
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Interestingly, he claimed the project disproved the Babel-myth, because,
"despite all differences of language", it taught "unity of feeling and
thought” and illustrated in miniature “that simple and wise path which
the proletariat of the Union of Socialist Soviets is taking towards its
great and splendid goal".®® But the biblical allusion underlines
Socialist Realism’s own mythical function as a uniform discourse which
claimed to give umediated access to historical reality. Individual
chapters are thus titled with appropriate rapture: "ALICE KHLOPTUNOVA:
'] Want to Know All About Metal!'", "S.M. TALALYEV: A Tractor Every Five
Minutes™, "KUZUA TREGUBENKOV: 'We Strode Two Hundred Years Ahead’".
Yakov Ilyin and B. Galin claimed in their Postscript that there was no
place for the proletariat "in the literature of the bourgeoisie” which
possessed "“neither the strength nor the capacity to show their true
face”, while such Soviet texts had "already set about the great and
difficult task of depicting the class of the new masters of life.” But
the text's fourteen . "Life Stories"” were actually transcribed and
edited by the members of a writers brigade, though ostensibly allowing
the proletariat the right to its own authentic voice by "“group
composition”. ©°

However, the ethical nadir of Soviet reportage was The White Sea
Canal which revived another myth — rehabilitatory labour for the sinful
~ in the same grim way that the Nazi concentration camp motto "Arbeit
macht frei” did. It 'documented’ the construction of a link between
the Baltic and White seas between November 1931 and August 1933, by
300,000 convicts, including many political offenders, using wheelbarrows
and the most primitive mechanical aids (such as giant treadmills) to
minimize costs. Official statistics claimed 72,000 prisoners were
afterwards paroled, though unofficial sources suggest at the cost of
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100,000 fatalities. The project also gave some leading "engineers of
human souls" the chance of expiating their Formalist tendencies by
reporting it ‘correctly’. A brigade of writers, artists and
photographers, headed by Gorki, was conscripted and 35 of them -
including Shklovsky, Alexi Tolstoy, Mikhail Zoshchenko and Alexander
Rodchenko - collaborated to whitewash "the grim enterprise as a triumph
of progressive penology".?! No doubt some of them bowed to the Party's
superior wisdom, genuinely believing it was in the interests of the
Revolution. Censorship had been officially abolished by the Bolsheviks,
but was operated through the Chief Administration for Literary Affairs
and Publishing (Glavlit). However, as Koestler and Orwell came to
believe, the most effective form of censorship is internalized, and
represses critical thought on the grounds of expediency - a fatal
trahison des clercs.?t

International Literature carried a special report on the project,
with articles, including Gorki's ‘Education by Truth' and 'Now and
Then: Worker-Prisoners Speék for Themselves'”? and an English version
of the book, in fashionable photo-reportage format, appeared in 1935,
Its epigraphs read, in historical retrospect, with bitter irony, for
example: "I want to live in a country where there are no locks on the
doors." (Zoschenko) or "Our writers must tell all about this. For facts
appear first and are then followed by their artistic reflections."”
(Gorki).?® Similarly, the cynicism of the photographic captions igs
exemplified by the pantomime horse and chorus line in  ‘Camp
Theatricals'. And nothing exemplifies the wish-fulfilling glamour
Stalinism exercised over some British Leftists better than Amabel
Williams-Ellis's introduction which posed two rhetorical questions:
"What happens to political prisoners in the U.S.S.R?" and "does a Soviet
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labour camp differ from a concentration camp in, say, Nazi Germany?" The
answers, she claimed, made "one of the most exciting stories that has
ever appeared in print" with "some of the best pieces of comic writing
that even Russian literature can afford”.’?*

Williams-Ellis proclaimed the text itself a masterpiece of
'Stakhanovism' produced by “a picked group of 122 shock-workers" in 38
days,?’® but it was, in effect, a Machiavellean travesty of LEF's ideal
of constructing the °‘New Soviet Man', as Chapter I, 'The Problem’
suggests:

This sounds the most Utopian part of the plan, for the work is
to be a double one; the task is to be attempted not by tried
heroes of the revolution, but by the very men who have set
themselves to work against it; the men who are to forge this
new tool of the Five Year Plan are themselves to be reforged.
The project did not solve the problem of (Marxist) alienation - despite
boasts that "Over the entire country there is a new attitude towards
work. Labour is no longer a hateful means of existence, but the rational

"7 - g0 much as epitomize the tragic

expression of a happy .- life
perversion of revolutionary ends through expedient means. It was a
futile monument to Stalin‘'s edifice-complex: on completion, the canal
was neither deep enough for ships of large berth, nor wide enough to
prevent freezing. The text also carried a list of ‘authenticating’
documentary sources, including the industrial combine, the camp papers -
"wall newspapers ... slogans and posters, diagrams, tables, reports,
etc.” - as well as speeches, interviews with GPU personnel and prisoners
themselves,?? not for collision montage effect, but linked into a
seamless narrative. It epitomizes the way the new reportage had been
asset-stripped and incorporated as an instrument of the official claim
to objective recording. And the hair-raising naivety with which

different kinds of Leftist reportage could be treated at the time is
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shown by Left Review, which advertized Kisch's Secret China and The
White Sea Canal on the same page.’® Ironically, The White Sea Canal was
banned in 1937 because Genrikh Yagoda, GPU head and the project’s
instigator, was himself purged, confessing to having ordered the
poisoning of Gorky along with other early victims of the Terror. Thus,
when a periodic revision of history made Yagoda an ‘unperson', it,
logically, became an ‘unbook', and all official records of the camps
were suppressed until after Stalin’s death in 1853.

There is little evidence that many '30s British writers slavishly
followed Moscow's literary line against avant-gardism, though the Soviet
example did in some ways set both the agenda and parameters of the
cultural debate in this period outside the small number of British
writers who were Party members. Equally, for political reasons there was
also a reaction against militant Socialist Realism in the Soviet Union
itself in the second half of the '30s. This corresponded to the change
of Party 1line after the 'Class against Class' policy had proved
disastrous in Germany in 1933 by making it impossible for Communists
to prevent the rise of Nazism by forming an alliance with Social
Democrats and Liberals. It was feared that the same pattern of Fascist
triumph would repeat itself all over Europe if the Party continued to
risk alienating sympathetic fellow-travellers in the <capitalist
democracies. The new Popular Front strategy was given formal
expression at the Seventh Congress of the Comintern in 1935.
Consequently, terms like 'proletarian’' and 'bourgeois’ literature were
generally dropped in favour of the more accommodating, trans-class term
'lLeft’, as in the British periodical Left Review which began
publication in October 1934. The British section of the Writers'
International had already been founded in February 1934, out of the old
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British section of the Proletcult dominated International Organization
of Revolutionary Writers (MORP). Hence, from the middle of the '30s, the
idea of a broad front of progressive art began to spread and made a
degree of rapprochement between Stalinism and avant-gardism feasible. As
Andy Croft puts it: "A writer was no longer merely the mechanical
amanuensis of history, but someone who could help write history.
Literature was no longer just a way of interpreting the world, but a way
of changing it too."7° C. Day Lewis's 1936 article in Left Review was
instrumental in forming a British literary Popular Front.®° By 1937,
Ralph Fox noted in The Novel and the People, that a cultural alliance
was coming into being in Britain similar to the non-class based cultural
dimension of the Popular Front in France, centred on the periodical
Commune, founded in July 1933 by the Association des Ecrivains et
Artistes Révolutionnaires and “taking its beginning from the welding
into a common unity of the working people, and gradually spreading to
include all those who live by their own labour, of what ever class, has
drawn together the most diverse elements in French letters, particularly
among the novelists. The Communist Malraux, the anarchist Celine, the
liberal Jules Romains, the Socialist Bloch, the supreme individualist
Gide, have managed to find a common ground."®! However, this new
cultural oecumenicism could be fragile, as Gide's reportage Retour de
1’'URSS demonstrated.

The Stalinist cultural Congresses of the '30s always had "bogeys-of-
the-day”, in Cunningham’s phrase.®? Significantly, by the 1937 Valencia
Congress in Spain, an I-witness reportage, adhering to the twin
principles of factual authenticity and foregrounded mediation, was the
target: André Gide's Retour de 1'URSS (1936) replaced Ulysses as the
greatest threat to Socialist Realism's perspective. Gide claimed to
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aim at balanced criticism including *“the best and the worst”. However,
he challenged the double-standard which praised I-witnessing of
capitalist abuses, on one hand, while accepting the itinerary of
Intourist unquestioningly, on the other: "Those who approved me for
leaving the Goverﬁor’s motor-car in the Congo ... can they reproach me
for having had a similar end in view in the U.S.S.R ... ?7"88 To the
argument that such criticism ‘objectively' aided socialism's enemies,
Gide replied “the particular errors of one country cannot suffice to
compromise a cause which is international and universal" (Back from the
USSR, p.17).

He reported a tour of the USSR undertaken with the Dutch
Communist Jef Last, later also prominent in what Orwell called the
"literature of disillusionment about the Soviet Union"” (See CEJL III,
p.272). The ensuing furore of denunciation was caused not so much by
what Gide actually reported as by his breaking the taboo of silence
about what was already known or suspected by some literary Leftists.®?
What affected him most was not Stalinism's inefficiency and privation
but its mass uniformity, which seemed less an inevitable consequence of
economic equality than a deliberate repression of individuality. Of a
model collective farm, he commented "Every dwelling is interchangeable
with every other: so much so that kolkhosians [collective farmers] (who
seem to be as interchangeable themselves) might all take up their abode
in each other’s houses without even noticing it.” He refused to believe
that such depersonalization could be considered progress. (Back from the
USSR, p.44) Moreover, information starvation and integration
propaganda meant that the Russian proletariat’'s view of reality was
"made up of hope, confidence and ignorance"”, creating a chauvinistic
"superiority complex"”, unsusceptible to empirical truth. ’Criticism’
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consisted in discussing whether something was "in the right line", not
discussing the line itself (Back from the USSR, pp.46-48). The
suppression of 'Formalist’ culture had secured the triumph of the banal
and early Bolshevik tolerance had been replaced by anti-abortion and
anti-homosexual legislation. In short, the increasingly reactionary
and philistine ethos of the Dictatorship of the Proletariat had become
scarcely distinguishable from petit-bourgeois prejudice.

Ironically, the growth of a new system of class privilege with
apparatchiks at the top, confirmed for Gide that the "spirit which is
to-day held to be counter-revolutionary, is that same ... which first
broke through the half-rotten dam of the old Tsarist world." (Back from
the USSR, p.61) It had been "the props which help to build an arch, but
which are removed when the keystone is in place"”. ’Trotskyism' was
merely a convenient catchword for all dissent, but Gide's ultimate
blasphemy was to doubt "whether in any other country in the world, even
Hitler's Germany, thought be less free" (See Back from the USSR, pp.62-
63). He gave the example of how the workforce at an oil-refinery were
unable to applaud his solidarity speech with the Spanish Republic
because the Party line on the Civil War had not then been broadcast. The
gulf between Stalin and the masses was illustrated by the refusal of the
staff at a telegraph office to send Gide's greetings to him, unless the
egalitarian ‘'you' was qualified with epithets like "You, leader of the
workers”" or "You, master of the peoples” (Back from the USSR, Pp.65-
67). Gide also noted some Russian translations of his speeches and texts
had been so ideologically revised into Socialist Realist discourse as to
be almost unrecognisable on re-translation. In a kind of Dostoevskian
Grand Inquisitor scenario, Gide wondered what would happen "if Lenin
himself were to return to earth to-day” to witness the divergence
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between original ends and present means (Back from the USSR, pp.70-71).

As we have seen, for Orwell (whose Spanish Civil War I-witnessing
in Homage to Catalonia intensified the controversy about Stalinist
practices initiated by Gide) the most insidious danger to the new
reportage came from expedient self-censorship: "So often it seems a
positive duty to suppress or colour the facts! And yet genuine progress
can only happen through increasing enlightenment, which means the
continuous destruction of myths." (CEJL IV, p.56) He also saw an
important resemblance between reportage and Modernist ‘'free
association’, in the sense that often historical significances could be
derived from following apparently unlikely associations. Any degree of
censorship (external- or self-) set limits on the critical
defamiliarization of facts: "Even a single taboo can have an all-round
crippiing effect on the mind, because there is always the danger that
any thought which is freely followed up may lead to the forbidden
thought.” (CEJL TV, p.88) Consequently, Orwell revealed Stalinism as a
form of ‘'"transferred” or displaced nationalism, by tracing the
unconscious political implications of its rhetoric:

It was simply something to beliéve in. Here was a church, an
army, an orthodoxy, a discipline. Here was a Fatherland and -
at any rate since 1935 or thereabouts - a Fuehrer. All the
loyalties and superstitions that the intellect had seemingly
banished could come rushing back under the thinnest of
disguises. (CEJL I, p.565)

However, Orwell's work is also conscious of the wider pressures on
reporting under any political system. That is why what Bernard Crick
calls the selective "Time-Life and Encounter view of Orwell"®® ag
Socialist apostate, rather than Socialist dissident, has characterized

the hi-jacking of his work by Rightist cold warriors and its abstraction

from its context in the °'30s. Consequently, I now want to discuss in
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detail the texts and experiences of two Leftist writers, Egon Erwin
Kisch and Arthur Koestler, which illustrate both the possibilities and
political paradoxes of the international dissemination of the new
reportage between the Wars, before going on to examine responses and

parallel initiatives in '30s Britain.
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Chapter III

i: The Will to Objectivity
Egon Erwin Kisch's Der rasende Reporter?!

The early Soviet new reporters, inspired by Reed, collected and
assembled factual materials from the political, social and industrial
environment to supply Tretyakov's encyclopaedic "fact factory"”,? whose
alternative documentary products would act as stimulants against
narcotic fiction and the dream factories in Hollywood and elsewhere.
Understandably, with the close cultural ties that grew up between the
two contemporary pariah nations of FEurope, the vogue for the topical
Sachbuch in Weimar was connected with cultural developments in Russia.
Moreover, as John Willett points out:

Reportage as a genre and as a term seems first to have hit

Germany through the writings of the Communist journalist Egon

Erwin Kisch: Der rasende Reporter in 1925, and Zaren, Popen,

Bolschewiken about the new Russia immediately following.?

The German Leftist writer Theodore Balk in a 1835 article on Kisch
argued that with the October Revolution the imaginative potential of
reality had outstripped fantasy and "The time was ripe for putting the
naked and sober report into gripping form. The time for a writer to
report freshly-warm about a world in which today and tomorrow changed
the face of the world with cinema speed”.* He compared TDTSTW and
Kisch’'s Asien griindlich verdndert. Both were "classic reportage", but

"entirely different in structure.” Reed's text was "a frantic race
through ten days"” with, for all its other modernist touches, more or
less conventional narrative structure, while Kisch's deliberately
displayed "no time continuity whatever”. TDISTW was "whole casting"”,
Asien griindlich verdndert "built up of individual stones" in the "self

rounded complexes" of feuilletons. But both writers, in their differing
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use of montage, explored the possibilities of the new reportage which
Balk designated "a wild west region of literature” offering "the
emigrant a wide field for pioneer work.” It put only two conditions on
content and form: they "must be authentic and concrete"” to "convince the
reader both logically and emotionally.”5 Hence, Balk saw Reed and Kisch
as representative of two different branches of the new reportage which
ultimately shared the same project: the historical ’'scoop’ and the
defamiliarization of the mundane. Whereas Reed corresponded from the
‘front-line' of events, which were explicitly momentous, Kisch "began
at the sweepings"” and was "the 1local reporter of the world" who had
"started to discover workaday reality."®

As a Communist, Kisch has been a controversial figure in the two
Germanies divided by the Cold War until 1989: official canonization in
the GDR was inversely proportional to official neglect in the FRG.? But
lately, purely ideological evaluation has given place to more balanced
critical and public acknowledgement of Kisch's seminal role in modern
German journalism and literature, as recognised in, for instance, the
Stern’s Egon-Erwin-Kisch-Preis instituted in 1977 and the importance
accorded to Kisch in the introductory article, 'Sozialreportage - Das
Gewissen der Nation?' ('Social Reportage - The Conscience of the
Nation?'), to a recent anthology of West-German journalism.® However,
Kisch remains relatively unknown in Anglophone culture although some of
his later works became available in English in the '30s when he enjoyed
a brief but high reputation amongst certain sections of the British and
American Left.® But his most innovative texts from the ’'20s, like Der
rasende Reporter, have never been translated and, consequently, are
missing from the account prevailing in Anglophone culture of the impact
of radical Neue Sachlichkeit on modern reportage internationally.
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Kisch's extraordinarily active and eventful life certainly fits the
hectic image of his literary alias as 'Der rasende Reporter’, for whom
writing and service to the revolutionary cause went hand in hand. He was
born in 1885 in Prague of middle-class German-Jewish parentage and from
1905-6 attended the school of journalism in Berlin, subsequently working
for the 1liberal daily Bohemia. During the Great War, he saw active
service and was severely wounded in 1915. In 1917 he was promoted to
lieutenant's rank and served at the Vienna War Press Bureau, under
Robert Musil, while simultaneously carrying out illegal anti-war
activities in the Workers and Soldiers Council. In 1918 he became
Commander of the Viennese Red Guard, edited the supplement to the weekly
Free Worker and entered the Austrian Communist Party in 1919. lLater he
began writing again for the bourgeois press and for the Prague theatre
before finally leaving permanently for Berlin in 1921. From 1925-26 he
was active in the German communist press and writers' associations and
began his long reportage-trips to the USSR (1925-26), USA (1928-29),
Soviet Central—-Asia (1931) and China (1932). After 1930, he taught at
the Kharkov Faculty of Journalism and worked as a radio broadcaster in
Moscow. On the night of the Reichstag fire (1933), he was arrested along
with other prominent Communists and imprisoned in Spandau, but was soon
deported to Prague after Czech Government intervention. He carried on
literary-political activities from exile in Paris from the middle of
1933 to the end of 1939 and in 1934 was delegated to the Australian
Anti-War Congress by the ’'World Committee against War and Fascism',
getting round an anti-immigration order by leaping from the ship onto
the dock and hospitalizing himself with a broken leg. He also spoke at
the European Anti-Fascist Workers Congress in Paris (1933) and at the
Congresses for the Defence of Culture in Paris (1935) and Valencia
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(1937). From 1937 to 1938 Kisch was with the International Brigade in
Spain, but at the outbreak of World War IJ he left for the USA and from
the end of 1840 carried on anti-Fascist activities in Mexico, through
the Heinrich Heine Club, the newspaper Free Germany and the publishing
company El1 Libro Libre. In March 1946 he finally returned to Prague to
report post-war Czechoslovakia, but died not long after, in 1948.

Der rasende Reporter - an innovative collision montage of short
feuilletons on all kinds of factual subjects, connected by implicit
thematic and symbolic cross-references - met with immediate acclaim and
thus its title furnished a permanent (but, in the 1long term,
restrictive) alias for Kisch. Moreover, Kisch's rather disarming
foreword seems to represent a concise theoretical manual for 'objective
recording’ of facts. As Willett puts it, "Long before Isherwood, Kisch
presented himself as an impersonal screen, a neutral observer letting
the facts speak for themselves.”'® However, on analysis, the
relationship of Kisch's foreword to the reportages themselves turns out
to be largely ironic or ambiguous, and Kisch's new objectivity to be a
far from straightforward ’'reflection’ of the facts. For example, Kisch
quotes Schopenhauer to stress reportage’'s democratic potential and to
assign paramount importance to ‘authentic content’' and not the
artfulness of the reporter:

Ganz gewdhnliche oder platte Menschen kénnen vermbge des
Stoffes sehr wichtige Blicher 1liefern, indem derselbe gerade
nur ihnen zugénglich war, zum Beispiel Beschreibungen ferner
Lander, seltener Naturerscheinungen, angestellter Versuche,
Geschichte, deren Zeugen sie gewesen, oder deren Quellen
aufzusuchen oder speziell zu studieren sie sich Mihe und Zeit

genommen haben.!?
This view appears to sanction common-sense realism as the foundation of
report: global reality is fascinating, sensational, but nevertheless
accurately transcribable. Hence the reporter's function is "die
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Gegenwart festzustellen, die Zeit zu =zeigen, die wir leben” ("the
ascertaining of the present, to show the times in which we live"):
Der Reporter hat keine Tendenz, hat nichts zu rechtfertigen
und hat keinen Standpunkt. Er hat unbefangen Zeuge zu sein und
unbefangen Zeugenschaft zu liefern, so wverlaflich, wie sich
eine Aussage geben 18t - jedenfalls 1ist sie (fir die
Klarstellung) wichtiger als die geniale Rede des Staatsanwalts
oder des Verteidigers.!? (DrR, p.7)
Even 'bad’ reporters, though deliberately exaggerative or distortive,
Kisch goes on, still depend on ‘objective facts', obtained from 1I-
witnessing, interview and enquiry. However, this view is, as we have
seen, provocatively naive. Consequently, there are suggestions in
Kisch’s foreword that warn the reader against taking it literally (eg.
"wie sich eine Aussage geben 1afBt") and the reportages themselves in no
way eschew political Tendenz or Standpunkt. Indeed, as quickly becomes
clear, they are written from a revolutionary point of view, with
agitational intent (Kisch wrote for the Weimar Communist Party's Rote
Fahne and Arbeiter—-Illustrierte-Zeitung, among others, working closely
with its propaganda chief Willi Minzenberg) and they display economic
and social judgements as partisan as those of 'bourgeois’ courts of law.
The foreword also maintains that the reporter cannot write well
without experiencing his subject matter, and that his effectiveness
comes, not through any special qualities, but by his very ordinariness:
"Er ist kein Kiinstler, er ist kein Politiker, er ist kein Gelehrter - er
ist vielleicht jener >platte Mensch<{ Schopenhauers, und doch ist sein
Werk >vermdge des Stoffes sehr wichtig<.”!'® (DrR, pp.7-8) However, as

Dieter Schlenstedt notes, it is not the author himself who is the I-

witness persona of the text "sondern eine Gestalt, die sicher mit ihm

verwandt, doch aber von ihm abgehoben war."'" 1'4

Most importantly the foreword claims that the reporting of
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authentic truth is wvital in a world where reality is constantly
overwhelmed by falsehood. However, this claim does not fit the method
and effect of the reportages themselves. The foreword's simplistic
distinction between truth and falsehood has to be qualified in terms of
Ellul’s two main types of propaganda: integration, which attempts to
sustain the current hegemony, and agitation, which attempts to
destabilize it.!® Hence, as we shall see, Kisch's reportage was
intended to subvert concepts propagated by the capitalist media and to
unmask the economic and political interests lying behind them. Kisch saw
reportage as a way, in Benjamin's .phrase, of brushing against the grain
of official history. Similarly, Max von der Griin defines the primary
importance of Kisch's reportage as a filling in of the silences in
authorized versions of events.!®

Kisch's definition of the newsworthy was unconventional too. For
him, significant 'reality’ was not to be reported only from distant and
alien places, but also r‘ecovered from what was assumed to be prosaic and
mundane. Thus Kisch's reportage was partly an extension of the LEF
Group's attempt to synthesize Formalism's theoretical insights with the
practical Marxist objective‘ of penetrating alienated appearances. It
recovered the facts of everyday social and economic experience and gave
them dramatic expression. In 1935 Kisch defined the function of
reportage as "Sichtbarmachung der Arbeit und der Lebensweise” ("making
labour and way of living visible") !? and, as Bruno Frei writes, "Er
entdeckte, dafl das Alltégliche, das GewShnliche die grofiten Sensation
sein kann, wenn man es in seinem allseitigen Zusammenhang darstellt."”
Hence even the grimy banality of factory production could acquire
fascination when artfully recontextualized and "Die Technologie wird in
seiner Schreibmaschine zum Detektivroman."!® In the 1918 essay 'Wesen
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des Reporters', Kisch had stressed two key factors in reportage. The
first was the importence of gathering authentic factual materials by
first-hand, empirical methods and the second, the need for what Kisch
called "logische Phantasie"” - the imaginative quality and rhetorical
skill which brings facts together into significant patterns of
interpretation, puts them into context and reveals their past and future
dir‘ectionl.19 Out of Kisch's patchwork of facts emerges what he was to
call in Marktplatz der Sensationen (1942) "Poesie der Neugier" ("poetry
of curiosity”). As Hans-Albert Walter's afterword to the 1983 edition of
DrR ,'Der grdfte Phantast der Realitdt' puts it, Kisch consciously
exploited the 'literary’ possibilities of his form for political effect:
"Von anderen Reporteren unterscheidet ihn, daf3} er im Grunde keiner war,
sondern ein Kinstler im Gewand oder besser: in der Rolle des
Reporters.”2° (DrR, 343) Similarly Max von der Griin argues that in
Kisch's reportage no topic was inherently "nebenséchlich” ("trivial"™)
and might not lead to significant generalizations.?! For example in DrR,
the world of the poor ('Unter den Obdachlosen von Whitechapel'’ ( * Among
the Homeless of Whitechapel')), or heavy industry ('Stahlwerk in Bochum,
vom Hochofen aus gesehen’ ('Bochum Steelworks Seen from the Blast-
Furnace')) is potentially as strange and unexplored as the bottom of the
sea ('Ein Spaziergang auf dem Meeresboden‘ (A Stroll along the
Seabed')). Moreover, Kisch's own foreword states:

Die Orte und Erscheinungen, die er beschreibt, die Versuche,

die er anstellt, die Geschichte, deren Zeuge er ist, und die

Quellen, die er aufsucht, missen gar nicht so fern, gar nicht

so selten und gar nicht so miihselig erreichbar sein, wenn er

in einer Welt, die von der Liige unermefllich lberschwemmt ist,

wenn er in einer Welt, die sich vergessen will und darum blof

auf Unwahrheit ausgeht, die Hingabe an sein Objekt hat. Nichts

ist verbliiffender als die einfache Wahrheit, mnichts ist

exotischer als unsere Umwelt, nichts ist phantasievoller als
die Sachlichkeit.22 (DrR, p.8)
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Hence, the content of many of DrR's reportages is not so much objective,
in the simplistic sense, as the familiar made artfully strange: it
concerns our ignorance of what we ‘already know'. Places, events and
things apparently insignificant in themselves are decoded as concrete
tokens of the larger historical processes more publicly at work in
TDTSTW.

Far from letting facts ’'speak for themselves', Kisch knew they were
either silent or spoken for, with competing degrees of articulacy and
power. His Sachlichkeit or objectivity, then, consisted in =a
challengingly imaginative realization of Shklovsky's "artfulness of the
objectl” as a conceptual artefact constructed in language, not in the
objectivist fallacy of neutral recording.

Kisch himself named German reporters like Helferich Peter Sturz,
Georg Forster, and the Czech Jan Neruda as early influences, but above
all the commentaries he wrote for his anthology Klassischer
Journalismus (1923) acknowledge his debt to the Fnglish social moralist
Charles Dickens and the French Naturalist Emile Zola. In Klassischer
Journalismus his evolving notion of ‘reportage’ as journalistic writing
e]evated above merely topical or transitory interest, was used as a
principle of selection which cut across simplistic_distinctions between
factual and fictional discourse. For instance Zola had used first-hand
observation and other fact-gathering methods as a basis for his own
novels and his particular kind of imaginative realism had in turn
influenced subsequent journalism:

Emile Zola hat die unendlichen Gebiete der Wahrheit in den
Roman eingefiihrt, er hat die Konflikte, die Situationen, die
Lokalit&ten, die Figuren des Alltags und des Heute gegeben,
die Reportage in den Dienst der groflen Epik gestellt. Es hatte
sich erwarten lassen, dafl in reziproker Weise die Journalistik
von ihm profitieren werde. Ein Bergwerk, die Borse, einen
Bahnhof, ein Elendviertel, ein Pferderennen, einen Hochofen,

ein Theater, einen Park, ein Wirtshaus, eine Waschkliiche, einen
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Wallfahrtsort, eine Polizeistube, eine Lokomotive, die

Markthallen, ein Maleratelier - allerdings wird es nie einer

so hinzeichen kdénnen wie dieser grdfite Reporter aller Zeiten,

der Tag und Nacht an sein Objekt hingegeben war.??

Kisch, too, discovered the subject matter and rhetoric of his own
journalistic Streifzige or 'raids' into contemporary reality, not only
"auf der Strafe"”, but also in a distinctive tradition of literary
models, stretching back before Zola to Mercier, Diderot, Defoe, etc.,
reporting "die Kohflikte, die Situationen, die Lokalitaten, die Figuren
des Alltags und des Heute".

By 1918, he already saw a potential role for the reporter as
mediator between "Kiinstler und Biirger" ("artist and citizen") (See
Gesammelte Werke VII, p.208) who would use literature to inform the
public of socio-economic reality. Moreover, he had already lost any
illusions about the disinterestedness of contemporary journalism. As
Orwell would at the BBC in the early '40s,2% Kisch had first-hand
experience of the extraordinary methods of state propaganda at the War
Press Bureau. But also, like Orwell, he saw the subtler, economic
censorship wielded by the "grofflen Kanonen von Fleetstreet” and the
“Weltpresse” ("big guns of Fleet Street” and the "international press")
in normal circumstances (Gesammelte Werke VII, 357) as a far greater
pressure on critical reporting. In the ’'20s, the right-wing nationalist
Hugenberg-Konzern controlled two-thirds of the German press and in 1918
Kisch had already published an article attacking the ’'Dogma von der
Unfehlbarkeit der Presse' ('dogma of the infallibility of the press’)
to voice his personal frustration with editorial restrictions on the
Bohemia:

Heute werden Begabungen unter der selbstverstandlichen

Bedingung gekauft, daf} sie jene Meinung zu vertreten haben,

auf welche sich der Herausgeber der Zeitung, ihre einstigen

und gegenwértigen Redakteure in allen Fragen festgelegt haben.

Aus diesem Schienenstrang kann niemand heraus.?® (Gesammelte
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Werke VIII, 216)

Later, in Der rasende Reporter, Kisch endorsed Kierkegaard's
condemnstion of the journalist's compliance with dominant ideology:
"wegen unseres Mangels an Hafl, an Empdrung, an Erregung. Wir sind &rger
als Phrasendrescher, denn wir sind freiwillig zu Dienern der
Phrasendrescher geworden, zu Knechten des Kompromisses, zu Leibeigenen
des eitelsten Spieflertums, zu Sklaven des Heute."”2® (DrR, p.70)
Consequently, the problem for this socially-critical reporter, aware of
the artistic possibilities of his craft, was how to report from a
subversive perspective and transform disposable articles into something
recognisably literary. As Balk put it, ordinarily the reporter's
contribution to the daily "logbook of the world"” was just another
consumer item lasting "as long as their cup of coffee" and then becoming
"waste paper at half a cent a kilogramme." Hence, Kisch's new form was
designed to fill "a blank space in the table of the arts".2? This
double aim, political and aesthetic,‘ decided him to assemble DrR for
the Reifi-Verlag from the "merkwirdigsten meiner Reportagen” ("most
remarkable of my reports”).2® It was a seminal text in presenting
reportage as a Kunstform ('art-form') by lifting feuilletons "aus den
Kontexten ihres jeweiligen Gegenwartsbezuges” ("out of their
contemporary context") to create an encyclopaedic Zeitbild ('picture of
the time').2°

Some of Kisch's 1literary contemporaries felt the term rasend
misrepresented DrR’'s careful stylisation. But Kisch deliberately wanted
to sponsor the impression of a correspondent with an ‘American'
raciness. In fact, the same suggestion was kept up in his subsequent
titles: Hetzjagd durch die Zeit ('Chase through the Time’) (1926),
Wagnisse in aller Welt (’Hazards all over the the World') (1927) and
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Abenteuer in finf Kontinenten ('Adventures in Five Continents') (1935).
Moreover, there was an artistic motivation behind this as Kisch later
wrote:

[Readers] sahen sich verblifft einem Autor gegeniiber, der

heute in Cuxhaven den Rekord-Personendampfer >Vaterland< zur

Stapelfahrt besteigt und morgen ohne Ubergang als Hopfen

pflicker ins bdmische Land zieht - auf Seite zwanzig nachtigt

er im Londoner Nachtasyl und auf Seite vierundzwanzig

Uberfliegt er mit einem Hydroplan Venedig -, all das ohne

Ubergang, ohne Verbindung, als sprénge er, von Raum und Zeit,

von Hindernissen und Kosten unabhéngig, just nach seiner Laune

kreuz und quer ...%°
The original photomontage jacket of DrR, by the Berlin Dadaist 'Umbo’
(alias Otto Umbehr), showed Kisch's head with "a well-articulated body",
constructed “"from all the equipment of modern transport and
communications”.®! Part-man, part-monitoring machine, this bizarre
figure makes an unexpectedly rational statement about Kisch's text and
implies the extension of empirical experience into media hyperreality,
to produce the "multiple and simultaneous awareness” of modern
consciousness, in Marinetti's phrase. Thus it not only ‘'bares’' the
text’'s conception, but also illustrates how German avant-gardism
(beginning towards the end of the Great War to subvert the conventional
media by making incisions into their discourses and reassembling them
into Dadaist works) was moving into a new imaginative Sachlichkeit. DrR
is a carefully constructed montage, which deliberately omits explanatory
links and the 'I’'-witness's motives for being in particular places at
particular times (such as specific commissions from newspapers,
military orders, political affiliation, etc.). This absence of logical
interconnections invites the reader to draw his/her own inferences from
intriguing collisions, separations and contrasts and to participate in
the imaginative construction of critical relationships between the

reportages. Perhaps more clearly than anything, Kisch's spatio-temporal
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shuffling contradicts the foreword's claims about the reporter’s
'artlessness'. As Schlenstedt shows, sequences and immediate contexts
were "planvoll zerissen” ("deliberately torn apart”) (for instance, the
London reportages of 1914, the four from Vienna in 1919, six from Paris,
circa 1921, the eight from Berlin in the early '20s, etc.) to create
the impression of a rapid and heterogeneous "bunte Folge" ("colourful
succession") . %2

Moreover, as Bruno Frei commented about Eintritt verboten in 1934,
the subtler purpose of Kisch’'s writings emerged more slowly and
effectively from behind this hectic impressionism:

Der Reporter ist nicht mit Expref und Flugzeug durch exotische

Lander gerast, sondern er ist ganz langsam und mit

bewundernswerter Geduld durch die Vorstédte von Lyon, durch

die Hinterhdfe des Leipziger Brithl, durch die Kontore der

Gablonzer Glasfabriken und durch die Laderdume im Hafen von

Ajaccio gegangen. Kisch hat die Exotik der N&he entdeckt, die

weiten und unbekannten Lander in den Nebenrdumen des Alltags,

die weiBen Flecken auf unseren Pharus-Plénen. Der Reporter ist

diesmal nicht mit Scherenfernrohr ausgerustet, sondern mit dem

Mikroskop. ®?®
Theo Balk called Kisch a "dialektischer Reporter” ("dialectical
reporter”??) and as Heinz-Dietrich Fischer argues "Detailsicht und -
interpretation erwuchsen bald zu einer Art Markenzeichen filr Kisch's
Reportagen"”, which belied his original alias.®® Like Orwell's, Kisch's
draft manuscripts show how much painstaking labour he expended to create
the efféct, of colloquial directness and compress complex ideas into
vivid feuilletons of four or five pages.?® Kisch often referred to them
as Kinoschnitten ('film-cuts’') and Balk too saw the closest analogy
between reportage and the cinema as "very young arts”: "They have much
in common in their dynamics. The closeup, illusion, sparingness of

gesture, montage." 37

Significantly, though Kisch's reportage appealed to the sense of
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authentic empirical truth, it also foregrounded questions of mediation
in the reporting of facts. Kisch remarked that "Literatur ist die
Vermittlung von Erfahrungen - fiir andere" ("Literature is the mediation
of experiences - for others”) 2® and DrR challenges uninspected
distinctions between real deixis and fiction. 'Ein Spaziergang auf dem
Meeresboden' makes a playfully implicit point about this. The reporter
wants some mussels as souvenirs of his deep-sea diving expedition:

Aber erstens kann ich sie nicht packen, denn bald greift meine

Hand viel zu nahe, bald viel zu weit. Ich habe zwar in der

Schule einmal etwas von der Brechung des Lichtes im Wasser

gehort, ohne es zu glauben. Es ist doch so - ich kann die

Muschel nicht finden, die ich vor mir sehe.®® (DrR, pp.18-19)
The ’transparency' of report is deceptive, 1like the refraction of
objects in water, and cannot be simply taken hold of as a ‘'corpus
delicti” of indisputable, factual evidence. In DrR even the precise
communication technology of the modern world establishes no stable,
trustworthy divisions between rhetorical illusion and reality. On the
contrary, the disorientating and potentially dehumanizing perspectives
opened up by technology are some of the book’'s interrelating themes,
Just as Umbo's photo-montage showed Kisch with his senses extended and
amplified by various machines. This is especially the case in
'Erkundungsflug Uber Venedig' (’Reconnaisance——Flvight over Venice'),
which reported a sea-plane flight. Marinetti, in his Italian Futurist
manifestoes, displaced Pegasus, the classical symbol for poetic vision,
into speeding cars and aircraft, and Kisch was thus one of the first to
critically report this modern reslity which had the wonder of
relativity. His "Hippogryphen”, as he calls it, symbolises this Faustian
world of space and speed, and the new dimensions of good and evil
created by the detachment of scientific ingenuity (this was,

significantly, a military mission). As the plane rises into the air,
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distinctions of size, subject and object, mundane and strange are
defamiliarized and flight becomes an avant-garde artistic experience as
it did for Hemingway:

Wir fliegen niedrig nur vierhundert Meter. Ein geripptes
Sprungtuch ist unter uns gebreitet: die See. Azurfarben mit
dunkleren Streifen durchwirkt. Uber den Stoff jagt ein
schwarzes Ungeziefer - unser Schatten. Am Rand liegt eine
Landkarte, grell koloriert. Alles sieht beinahe wie wirkliches
Land aus, nur vierhundertfach verkleinert, und die Kinderhénde
haben die nett ausgeschnittenen Kartons ZUu schréag
aneinandergefiligt, als daf3 die Illusion vollkommen sein kdnnte.
Dargestellt ist eine Halbinsel von der Form eines
gleichseitigen Dreiecks. Es erinnert ein wenig an Istrien;
wirklich, so mifite die Karte von Istrien aussehen'! Mafstab
1:1400. Die Ahnlichkeit ist so frappant, daf man auf die
Projektion ins Meer eines vorgeschobenen elliptischen
Stadtchens hinuntersieht, ob nicht ein Kreis mit einem dicken
Punkt darin und in Nadelschrift der Name >Rovigno<
daruntersteht ... Nur am dunklen Grin erkennt man, wo
Zypressen sind, als Nuance bloB unterscheidet sich das Gelb
des Kornackers vom Grun des Haferfeldes. Leuchtend
durchschneidet die Helle der Landstraflen die Farben.
Fischerk&hne, an einem Landungsplatz vertéut, sind wie
Korallen auf eine Schnur gereiht, das Torpedoboot im Hafen
schaut wie ein Perlhuhn aus mit einem Silberschweif, und nur
ein kleiner Milchglassplitter scheint die Segeljolle. Das
Schénste aber ist das smaragdene Band, das die Kontur der
Kiiste bildet: es ist das untiefe Meer, das so glénzt. Wir
sehen bis auf den Grund. Der ist pointilliert, die Pinktchen
sind Steine und Felsbldcke.*® (DrR, pp.62-63)

The world comes to resemble a representation of itself - reality and
illusion change places - and it shifts from cartography to the plane of
abstract forms and colours. Hence the artistic strategy of DrR
foregrounds the fact of our dependence on and yet need for scepticism
about the communication technology which constructs our  hyperreality.

DrR's heterogeneous "Reportagenwirbel" ("reportage-vortex")?! also
juxtaposed contradictory aspects of the complex social structure,
reporting the experiences of criminals and the "Unteren”, as well as of
bohemians and industrial magnates. It included sketches about the Balkan
and Great Wars and coups by reactionary groups against the Weimar
Republic. It covered modern technology and industry, labour and culture,
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as well as an encyclopaedic list of other phenohena, conventionally
sensational or apparently inconsequential: the Berlin and Paris morgues,
the murders of Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg, cycle-racing,
carnival costumes, a Danish funeral, a Jewish literary café, a submarine
voyage, tipping, tattoos, etc. Hence, Kisch attempted an artistic
shorthand, cross-sectioning the dazzling multiplicity of the
contemporary world, while at the same time distinguishing important
social and political patterns behind its heterogeneity. However, it is
precisely Kisch’'s standpoint which makes "[das] Interessante aus
Gleichgliltigem” and "das Unbekannte aus Bekanntem” ("[the] interesting
out of the indifferent” and "the unknown out of the familiar™).%2? His
belief that a literature of fact must, of necessity, be as strikingly
imaginative "wie das Phantasie-Produkt" ("as the product of fantasy")
(Gesammelte Werke VII, 138) is both the political and artistic crux of
his reportage. In 1926, he complained of contemporary literature as a
"Flucht aus dem Heute "und Flucht aus dem Hier" symptomatic of an
"allgemeine Emigration aus der Wirklichkeit" ("flight from the here and
now” ... "universal exodus from reality”). (Gesammelte Werke IX, 17)
This was not so much a question of reality’s inherent lack of interest.
On the contrary (as the foreword to DrR later phrased it), ‘"nichts
Sensationelleres gibt es in der Welt als die Zeit, in der man lebt."
("nothing in the world is more sensational than the time in which one
lives.") (DrR, p.8) Rather it signalled the need for a stimulating
reportage to constantly subvert the automatized perception created by
the official media. Like Benjamin, Orwell and Kundera, Kisch knew that
the process of 'organized forgetting’' was rampant "in einer Welt, die
nichts Wahres hdren will und darum die Spielereien des Radios hdrt, in
einer Welt, die nichts Wahres sehen will und daher den Film sieht, den
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Ateliertrick der Naturaufnahme vorziehend"?® (Gesammelte Werke IX, 17).
Therefore, paradoxically, the sense of reality had to be defended by all
the devices of art. The reporter, Kisch wrote in 'Ein Reporter auf der
Barrikade' (1928), taking John Reed's style as his model, had to
vigilantly guard his facts "vor jedem St&ubchen Langeweile" ("from every
speck of boredom”) (Gesammelte Werke IX, 91), to resist the constant
ideological pressure displacing the reader’'s attention to a mythical
'elsewhere’ rather than an imaginative 'here and now'.

Kisch, who wrote the preface to the 1927 German edition of TDTSTW,
considered that Reed’'s and Larissa Reisner's writing embodied the
"soziale Erkenntnis" ("social perception”) necessary to the reporter
(Gesammelte Werke IX, 92-93), because they demonstrated by concrete
examples how "die Mehrheit aller so heterogenen Ereignisse ... auf
gemeinsamer Wurzel fifien.” ("how the multiplicity of all such
heterogeneous phenomena ... have the same roots") (Gesammelte Werke IX,
91) Thus. to detect "in ‘jedem Einzelschicksal” the pattern of "das grofie
Schicksal der Menschheit" ("in each individual destiny” ... "the great
destiny of humanity”) (Gesammelte Werke IX, 193), required an
alternative historical perspective, theoretical training and rhetorical
skills, which denied the fallacy of ideologically innocent l-witnessing.
In effect Kisch had proleptically unmasked ’'Der rasende Reporter’s'
common-sense persona as the man "der einfach berichtetf ("who simply
reports”) (as Schlenstedt puts it%**) in 'Wesen des Reporters’:

Ein ganz gewdhnlicher oder ganz platter Mensch wird niemals

ein wichtiges Buch schreiben kdénnen und wenn er selbst
Augenzeuge der Siindflut, Kammerdiener der Semiramis oder
Reisebegleiter des Pizarro gewesen ware ... das Wichtige wird

er nie als solches erkennen.*$% (Gesammelte Werke VIII, 207-08)
Leo Lania, himself one of the more significant reporters of this

time, felt Kisch was responsible for placing reportage and Neue
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Sachlichkeit at the "Brennpunkt" ("focal-point") of '20s literary
debate in Germany.*® DrR established a model for writing that
functioned in intimate knowledge of social relations, institutions and
economics. Building on the sociological prose legacy of Heine and Georg
Werth, among others, DrR also registered the contemporary influence of
other American leftists besides Reed, such as Sinclair Lewis and, in
particular, Jack London.

London's influence is clearly i]lustrated by the first feuilleton in
DrR, ‘'Unter den Obdachlosen von Whitechapel' ('Among the Homeless of
Whitechapel'), an account of a night spent in a Salvation Army hostel in
the East Fnd taking its cue from The People of the Abyss, long before
Orwell's Down and Out in Paris and London (1923) (Kisch spent two months
in London and Bournemouth in 1814). From his early days as an apprentice
journalist, Kisch was fascinated by the Benjaminesque débris of people
and things at the margins of respectable society. Hence these
"Rardfiguren der blirgerlichen Welt"” ("figures at the margin of the
bourgeois world"),*? such as artists, criminals, beggars, prostitutes
and sexual outcasts, feature prominently in his mature reportage’s
questioning of the moral values underpinning that respectability.

Like London's, Kisch's I-witness in ’Unter'vden Obdachlosen von
Whitechapel® is literally disguised, adopting a fictional strategem to
get closer to the reality of conditions in the original industrial
metropolis.*® His report is defamiliarizing, because it is not a
portrait of absolute poverty, as opposed to affluence, but of the
relativity of wealth amongst the poorest. Even the worst-off slum
dwellers “sind reich gegen die Obdachlosen, die sich mide durch die
Schlammdistrikte schleppen; hoffnungslos hoffen sie von den anderen
Armen einige Pence zu kriegen, damit sie nicht auf dem Embankment an der
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dunkle London’ ('Raid througb darkv London') reports the extreme
contradictions of one of the richest cities on earth. After midnight,
when the hustling business districts sleep, the city's socio-economic
alter-ego awakes:

Nur draufen am Ostende der Stadt, lebt auch die Nacht. Der
Jago—Court, dessen Greuel Morrisons Feder schildert, ist
gefallen, seine Greuel leben fort. Schon hinter Houndsditch,
dem Parteiwarenhéndlerviertel, das in den Schilderungen der
grof}en Anarchistenschlacht von Sydneystreet &Arger dargestellt
wurde, als es ist, und hinter den Minories, deren Trddlerwaren
bis zum Tower fiibren, beginnt sich's zu zeigen, dafl hier die
Not wohnt - ganz, ganz nahe an der Bank von England, der
Londoner Bdrse, den Lloyds, dem Cornhill, dem Lombard und der
Fenchurch Street, den Strafen des Waren- , des Wechsel- und
des Geldverkehrs und denen des Kolonialgrofhandels.®®% (DrR,
p.209)

Kisch characterized the East End by its ethnic mix, alcoholism,

violence, prostitution, sordidness and poverty. But its docks,
sweatshops, pawnbrokers, gangsters and Syndicalist unrest are
inseparable from the very basis of private wealth and

"Grofpuritannien’s” public respectability. As the I-witness laconically

comments:
EFngland schiitzt seinen Handel, und Millionenwerte sind in
diesem Bezirk aufgespeichert. Freilich, die Zahl der

Hafendiebstéhle ist trotzdem ungeheuer grof3, und die

Polizisten sind sehr geféhrdet.®® (DrR, pp.211-212)

Interestingly, the reportage criticizes not only British economic,
but also literary history. Dickens's legacy of social criticism has been
hi jacked by nostalgic 'aftermyths'; reality had outpaced its potential
for stimulating vision, and it was, ironically, retarding the
consciousness it once awakened by a comforting illusion that the
fundamental contradictions of a laissez-faire order do not need to be

resolved, so long as private charity is seen to mitigate their effects.

Hence Kisch saw the notion of realism as historically relative, needing
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to be continuously defamiliarized by innovating devices. For Kisch (as
later for Orwell in his essay 'Charles Dickens’(See CEJL I, pp.454-504)
this cultural assimilation of nineteenth-century writing prevented
Britain from waking up to its contemporary circumstances:

Mit ungeheuren Wohltatigkeitsbauten haben einige Millionére

Englands ihr Gewissen beruhigt, von der Melodramatik der

Dickensschen Romane und den Predigten der Reverends bewegt,

sind hier philantropische Institutionen erstanden, der

Volkspalast, das Hospital, Dr. Barnardos Homes, Toynbee Hall,

Volksbibliotheken, Museen, Parks und Schulen - aber iiberall

wdchst neues Elend und neues Verbrechen aus dem Dinger der

Gosse und der Wohnungen empor!®? (DrR, p.213)

Moreover, Kisch was as hostile to sanctimonious charity 1like the
Salvation Army's - "die Jazzband Jesu Christi” ("Jesus Christ's jazz
band”) -~ as London had been and Orwell would be.

Also in proto-Orwellian vein (though in Bohemia, not Kent) is ‘'Drei
Wochen als Hopfenpfliicker' ('Three Weeks as a Hop-picker'), which
reports a motley group, forced by unemployment and the precarious post-
Great War economy to seek seasonal work on the land. Unlike Orwell's
fellow labourers - mostly working-class down and outs, cockneys and
gypsies - Kisch's were a microcosm of middle-European society affected
in almost all classes by correspondingly worse conditions - ex-business
people, students, office- and factory-workers, housewives, peasants and
their families. Lured into the country by the promise of good wages and
a full season's work, but finding actual conditions appalling, they
eventually desert en masse seduced by a rival offer. And as the I-
witness comments, "die Ausbeutungsmoglichkeit und Rechtlosigkeit dieses
unorganisierten Lumpenproletariats 1ist so grof3, dafl ihnen gegeniiber

sogar der Kapitalismus seine Solidaritat aufler acht 1&8t, eine

Gutsverwaltung der andern deren Arbeitskrdafte mit Leiterwagen entfithrt
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Ich fahre mit in das neue Land."%°® (DrR, p.191) But this turns out,
predictably, to be a mirage; a parable of the powerlessness and
gullibility of unorganised labour in times of recession.

However, perhaps the most forceful piece of social criticism in DrR
isA'Das Nest der Kanonenkdnige: Essen' ('The Cannon-Kings' Den: Essen’),
attacking the Krupps armaments dynasty, founders of the modern German
city of Essen, in the industrialized Ruhrgebiet. Throughout the
reportage, there is a consciousness of the obsc;ené profits from the
recent Great War and their link with peacetime exploitation. Essen's
tortuous streets and alleyways are ‘engbristig und bucklig und
schlotternd" ("narrow-chested and bent and tottering"), (DrR, 115) 1like
the bodies of the workers inhabiting this troglodyte kingdom. The rural
facades of its blackened houses counterfeit a contact with nature long
since severed. But Essen is also a centre of ominous political and
spiritual unrest, as stridently competing wall-posters suggest.
Moreover, under cover of such details, Kisch suggests the reportage's
underlying theme of the relation between superhuman power and inhuman
egotism. Captions on religious posters read: ">Gibt es ein Weiterleben
nach dem Tode?< >Du selbst mufft Gott werden!<" ("'Is there life after
death?' °'You yourself must become God!'") (DrR, 115) And everywhere is
the same cipher (as the Soviet reporter, Larissa Reisner also noted when
she visited Essen in 19245°), conferring on things and people the same

status of possessed objects:

... und wenn wir nicht wifiten, daf3 wir in Essen sind, wenn uns
nicht Stadtplan und Tafeln langst dariiber belehrt hatten, wem
all das gehdrt, daff wir im Reiche ...

>Kr.< Kr.-Friedhof, Kr.-Lazarett, Kr.-Verwaltungsgebdude, Kr.-
Konsumverein, Kr. Denkmal, Kr., Kr. und wieder Kr. - das
bedeutet nicht >Kreis<, nicht >Krieg{, nicht >Krone<, das
alles bedeutet: >Krupp<. Und diese ganze dunkle Stadt und ihre
Bewohner und ihr Leben haben nur einen Namen: >Friedrich Krupp
Gufstahlfabrik<.®° (DrR, 116)
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Moreover, past Krupps had become 'objectified' too, their power, created
from alienated labour, now reified in monuments of stone and metal.
Contemporary readers could hardly miss the loaded connotations of
"Denkmal” - Krupp ostentation contrasting ironically with the grim
anonymity of cemeteries in Flanders, etc., from which company profits
were harvested (and would be again, when it serviced the Nazi
Wehrmacht) . But Kisch focuses on Krupp III's monument, SO
"{iberlebensgroff und geschmacklos” ("larger than life and tasteless”),
(DrR, 116) recalling the circumstances of his suicide in 1902, when in
the middle of a public campaign for basic social security, his
scandalous lifestyle could no longer be hushed up. Kaiser Wilhelm's
consequent political clampdown necessitated restoring official
respectability to a national institution by commissioning the monument
and marrying the sole female heir to the nearest available aristocrat,
one von Bohlen-Halbach, the contemporary Krupp IV. Here, Kisch's mask of
objectivity slips altogether, in an open tirade against the
contradictions of a 'national institution’ capable of the ruthless
economic logic that now characterizes modern multi-national arms
trading. The Ruhr was occupied by the French in 1923 for non-payment of
war-reparations and Kisch uses "logische Phantasie"” to imagine Krupp's
future should this continue indefinitely:
so hatte er [von Bohlen-Halbach] - oh, natiirlich erst nach
scharfem und mutigem Protest, erst nach Hemmungen, erst nach
Umstellungen und erst nach Jahren! - genauso grandiose Kanonen
und M8rser und Torpedos und Munition und Panzerplatten anderen
Armeen geliefert, wie er sie der deutschen geliefert hat. Denn
dieser von Kaiser Wilhelm ausgewdhlte Gatte des Frauleins
Berta Kr. wird die Tradition des Kr.schen Hauses so
hochhalten, als ob er ein geborener Kr. wédre: tadellose VWare,
tadellose Lieferung. Hier wurden all die tausendfachen
Mordinstrumente geschmiedet, hier wurde der Rekord der
Kriegsriistungen erreicht, von hier aus wurde geliefert und
geliefert, bis man geliefert war. Und Hunderttausende
schufteten hier, von ihrer Kindheit an bis zu ihrem Ende am

Kr.-Friedhof, in einem Leben, dem alle die (noch so
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mustergiltigem, noch so beriihmten) Wohlfahrtsinstitutionen
keine Freude geben konnten. So entstand dieses neue Essen,
diese neue Vorstadt, die das alte Zentrum unterwarf, so
entstand diese schwarze Hauptstadt der schwarzen Erde.®! (DrR,
117-18)
The sardonic bite of "als ob er ein geborener Kr. wére" is saeva
indignatio worthy of Swift.

The LEF Group intended to replace the heroic individuals of
bourgeois narratives with what Tretyakov called the collective
"biography of things”.®2 DrR is centrally concerned with tracing the
production and circulation of everyday mass-produced objects and
commodities as tokens defining real inter-connections between
individuals and social classes. As Balk put it:

Karl Marx has scientifically unveiled the mysteries of

commodity fetishism and of the origin of value and of surplus
value.

Egon Erwin Kisch has taken up these traces in the literary

field. He became the artist monographer of commodities: coal
from the Borinage, mercury from Almaden, baubles from Gablonz,v
cotton-goods from Shanghai. He has pictured all the exact
figures, the misery and woe, all the luxury and riotous living
which the silent commodity holds concealed in itself.®?®
Next to language, money is perhaps the most powerful fetishized currency
which denotes the exchange-value system we inhabit, mediating and
conditioning our relationships with things and with others. Béla Balaz's
1924 film Abenteuer eines Zehnmarkscheins (’Adventures of a Ten-Mark

Note') put a ’thing' at its focal centre and, as Willett writes, "set
out to provide what its author termed a ’cross-section’ of Berlin
society somewhat in the tradition of Kaiser's play Nebeneinander.'"®* The
film's montage of scenes is thus threaded together by the note as it
circulates, providing a radical, documentary focus not so much on the
individual characters themselves, in their disparate social contexts,
but on their economic contiguity. Similarly, Kisch makes a sum of money

the subject of 'Experiment mit einem hohen Trinkgeld' ('Experiment with
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a Big Tip') and 'Wat koofe ick mir for een Groschen?' ('What Can I Buy
for a Penny?'), to highlight economic mediation. Moreover, 'Flohmarkt
von Clignancourt®’ ('Fleamarket of Clignancourt') is a particularly
interesting attempt to report human history indirectly, through "the
biography of things”, by revealing the economic significance of
familiar consumer artefacts, implied in where they come from and go to.
It describes the economy of the chiffoniers, who for centuries made
their living from other people's refuse, and were a vital link in the
consumption process from one level of society to another. Thus the
chiffoniers' work is not marginal to the system, as it first appears,
but a symptomatic part of its life-cycle, signifying intimate
connections between its parts:
. zerbrochene Salben- und Konservenblchsen in

Metallwarenfabriken, Papierfetzen in Papiermiihlen, Scherben in

Glasblasereien, Alteisen in Schmelzdfen, aus dem zerrissenen,

vergilbten Wechselblankett wird eine neue Banknote, aus dem

abgenagten Knochen ein Hundekuchen, aus der verrosteten,
verbogenen Ofentiire ein Offizierssébel und aus dem Manuskript
eines Dichters gar Klosettpapier.®® (DrR, 58)

At this market, as in Dada-art, discarded, used and broken things
find new purposes and relational values which parody conventional
economics and social relationships: "Der Vogel Phonix hat hier
Konkurrenz: alles erwacht - so wie er - aus der Asche zu neuem Leben."®®
(DrR, 61) Interestingly, Karl Kraus called the reporter a
"Kehrichtsammler der Tatsachenwelt"” (" junk-collector of the world of
facts”)®? and 'Flohmarkt von Clignancourt' is emblematic of Kisch's role
as decoder and assembler of marginalized facts. Moreover, as in 'Unter
den Obdachlosen von Whitechapel'’, the reportage shows an affinity with
concretely 'objective' avant-garde art. Eddie Wolfram in his History of
Collage refers to the collagist as a recycler and interpreter of

industrial society's material, and, by extension, human, "fall-out"®®:
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Kisch rifled the ‘'dustbin of history' to rescue discarded facts from
organized oblivion and to reveal the alienated humanity behind them.
Similarly, for Walter Benjamin the chiffonier or "rag picker”
symbolised the modern writer's discovery of subject matter in street
refuse. He quoted Baudelaire:
Everything that the big city threw away, everything it lost,
everything it despised, everything it crushed underfoot, he
catalogues and collects. He <collates the annals of
intemperance, the stockpile of waste. He sorts things out and
makes a wise choice; he collects, like &a miser guarding a
treasure, the refuse which will assume the shape of useful or
gratifying objects between the jaws of the goddess industry.®?
There are, consequently, striking similarities between Walter Benjamin's
theory of history and Kisch's reportage practice and Christian Ernst

Siegel has made the most detailed and convincing case for linking

them.??° Benjamin argued it was possible to interpret history without

reducing its "concrete present ... before our eyes". Montage could
"erect ... large constructs from the smallest, precisely and pointedly
manufactured units.”?’* - He was thus able to refute the argument that

written sources alone provide access to the past. On the contrary, they
merely reproduced the history of dominant, literate classes, sending
the ‘rest, in Orwell's phrase, "down into utter silence".’? So for
Benjamin, deciphering alternative extra-textual signs meant
‘spatializing’ history in everyday objects. Thus its presence could
be read all around precisely because the world is always indexical and
carries the marks of its own making.

Benjamin's 'Theses on the Concept of History' were "dictated by
the drive to rewrite history from the perspective not of the victors
but of their victims."?’? They were, therefore, 'counterfactual', in
Geyer-Ryan's term,?* proposing how to rescue the ’'wreckage' of dominant
history - both its material relics and human casualties. Kisch's
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‘'reporter’ is like a conflation of two of Benjamin's figures. The
chronicler resembles Kisch's reporter in the apparently indiscriminate
way in which his subject matter is recorded, because "nothing that has
ever happened" should be regarded as irrelevant or "lost for
history”.?8 Similarly, like the fl&neur, Kisch's reporter goes on to
decode apparent trivia and marginalia as tokens of socio—-economic
processes.

Kisch's avant-garde reportage also exposed, as Geyer Ryan puts it,
"the materiality and technicality of his work, thus stressing its
character as an artefact" in the same way that Benjamin's collision
montage theory of history rejected the idea of totalizing narrative
structure: "The objects which are able to provide ‘'dialectical images’
for an alternative historical signification are, on the one hand, the
relics of an objectively scattered totality; and on the other, the
fragments which the historian blasts out of what appears to be a
coherent totality of ‘historical meaning."” Hence the alternative
documentary aim of both Benjamin and Kisch was “the deconstruction of
questionable totalities and the remounting of the fragments"”.?®
Benjamin's notion of allegory also resembles Kisch's "logische
Phantasie”??” as the method by which objects are blasted out of their old
historical contexts and defamiliarized. For Benjamin bourgeois history
was a falsely seamless narrative of 'progress’, concealing a continuous
catastrophe. However, it was precisely out of this mundane wreckage that
the montage shocks of alternative history could be constructed, just as
Kisch's texts were Zeitbilder montaged from the concrete specificities
of many feuilletons.?®

To both Kisch and Benjamin cities 1like Berlin and Paris were rich
sites of historical debris. Hence, Benjamin's play on the double-sense
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of lesen in German ('to read', but also, as in auslesen, 'select’ or
'collect') also illuminates Kisch's technique and intent. Benjamin’'s
objective was "lesen was niemals geschrieben wurde”, to ’read what was
never written' and articulate the silence of history's victims?®.
Kisch illustrated Benjamin's objective in concrete practice.
'Flohmarkt wvon Clignancourt’ is thus emblematic of Kisch’'s
counterfactual recycling and montaging. Moreover, Benjamin too
connected the suppression of historical débris with automatization of
consciousness. As Geyer-Ryan puts it:
this disappearance of the objective material of a counter-

history is paralleled by an ever-increasing loss of experience

on the part of the subject. Experience depends on the capacity

of personal memory to interrelate the biographical past and

present. For Benjamin biographical memory and historical

memory are analogous procedures, and one cannot exist without

the other.
This idea of recovering "the ever-vanishing traces of the historically
defeated who do not write history"®® was a crucial weapon in the
struggle between memory and organized forgetting, for both Benjamin and
Kisch. However, tragically, Benjamin's ideas did not fit in with the new
narrative totality of Stalinism, which did not erect "large constructs”
from the concrete litter of counterfactuality, but rather erected its
facts from a repressive historical paradigm.

In 'Geheimkabinett des Anatomischen Museums' (’Secret Cabinet of the
Anatomical Museum'), "monstrdsen Geburtsfehler” ("monstrous abortions")
destabilize our culturally-regulated categories of apparent biological
‘nature’. This cool method of deconstructing the ‘objectivity’ of
concepts through tokens that appear 'other’' to them, yet define them, is
interestingly developed in ’Mifigeburten des Porzellans' ('Porcelain
Misbirths'). Kisch's most creative use of "logische Phantasie"” seems to

anticipate Barthes' method in Mythologies of revealing ideological
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investment in familiar cultural objects. Ostensibly, ‘'Mipgeburten des
Porzellans’ is a factual account of a visit to the Royal Copenhagen
works, but china-making is made to exemplify the moulding of a secondary
conceptual ‘'reality’ from the undifferentiated objectivity of the
environment.

The original ‘'subject matter' is black clay, caolin, quartz,
feldspar, but "Dieses Zeug will man also verwandeln" ("This stuff will
thus be transformed”) to create a stabilized, endlessly—reproducible
‘'nature’ of china artefacts - elephants, dachshunds, herrings, etc.
(DrR, 218) The reporter reveals that these objects have a secret
political history behind them too. Ancien régime despots intrigued to
obtain the magic formula, and creation in porcelain was an activity the
patents of which were guarded as anxiously as state secrets. But, inside
the modern factory is a prosaic industrial process like any other, and
there is no mystery about the exploited pale-faced girls and short-
sighted women, whose painfully fine work grows so automatic that they
eventually no longer see the pattern-books from which they paint.
Moreover, the glazing's uniform but equivocal perfection - "etwas von
der griingelben Blésse, die ein Embryo in Spiritus hat" ("something of
the greenish-yellow lividness of an embryo in embalming fluid") (DrR,
220) - gives these commodities the eeriness of specimens in the
Geheimkabinett. Ironically, their verisimilitude is disturbing because
it attempts to conceal its own artifice. In contrast the rejects,
surrealistically distorted by firing, are like defamiliarizing metaphors
which question the stillborn literalism of the perfect specimens and
subvert that artificial ‘'nature’' and the condition of alienation it
masks, witnessed in a labour process which is the very opposite of
pastoral. The importance of keeping these ’'abortions’ out of circulation
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becomes clear. It foreshadows the near future when the Nazis would
similarly suppress the avant-garde art of the Weimar Republic
(including ceramics) as 'abnormal’ and ‘'degenerate', because it
subverted their dogmatic definitions of the normal or natural:

Das Gebilde, das diese Feuerprobe bestanden hat, darf hinaus

in die Welten und Zeiten. Aber nicht jedes betsteht sie

manchmal verliert ein Figlirchen das Gleichgewicht und fallt

auf den Nachbarn, mit dem es nun zusammenschmilzt. Wir sehen

diese Mifigeburten des Porzellans, ein ganzes

Abnormitétenkabinett der Topferei: zwei Hunde , die nicht

voneinander koénnen, ein Kind mit zwei Kopfen, zwei Affen mit

vier Popotscherln, einen Hirtenknaben, der 2zum Sodomiten

geworden ist, einen Walfisch mit Elefantenrtiissel.®! (DrR, 220)
'Misgeburten des Porzellans' is a tour de force of the imaginative way
Kisch's Neue Sachlichkeit reportage could defamiliarize the most mundane
things to reveal their latent ideological significances.

In conclusion, setting aside DrR's achievement in undermining the
categorical distinction between journalism and imaginative literature,
two questions about Kisch remain. How far did he became disillusioned
by Stalin's repressive political and cultural policy in the '30s? To
what degree did he accommodate his own counterfactual art to Socialist
Realism’'s new official hyperreality? Kisch's ablest critics disagree on
these points.®? Though Western leftists could not be forcibly
conscripted into ’'reporting’ events and abandoning ‘Formalist’ self-
consciousness as the Party decreed (unlike the writers brigade who
produced The White Sea Canal) their "“Wille =zur Sachlichkeit" was
proabably subject to the subtler pressures of self-censorship in the
cause of ‘'higher', historical truth. They were faced with the same
choice, simultaneously aesthetic and ethical: to report as individual
conscience dictated or accept the imperatives of partiynost. Henri
Nannen gives Kisch the benefit of the doubt:

Parteilichkeit war filir den in Grunde politisch naiven Kisch

keine Einbahnstrafe zur Erfiillung des Dogmas, sondern Richtung
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auf einen menschlichen Sozialismus. Aber gerade weil er naiv
und spontan war, fehlten ihm auch die Scheuklappen.®?

However, though ‘der rasende Reporter' did not become an internal
dissident on the left (as Orwell subsequently saw himself after Homage
to Catalonia (1938)), the Dutch writer Jef Last noted the extent of
Kisch's unease at the time of the Valencia Congress in 1937 and the
storm over Retour de 1'URSS:

Why this conspiracy of silence around the cultural reaction in

Russia, about which we all agreed in private? When we heard in

Madrid that yet another school had been bombed, Kisch

remarked: 'When you hear of such horrors, when you realize

what our enemies are, then your courage returns and again you

feel inclined to defend everything that has been done on our

side, even the trials!'®*

That the leading Neue Sachlichkeit reporter may have rationalized in
this way shows the +tragic dilemma Stalinism created for a modern
literature of fact, the possibilities of which Kisch's new reportage in
SO many ways epitomised.

In his article on Kisch, Balk declared that "The reporter may
approach his work by various methods even such as are poles apart. He
may consider the outside world as depersonified and he may take the
outer world as a means to expatiate on his own irmer life."®% T will
next discuss Arthur Koestler as a post-Kischean reporter, who also
represents an important link with the British new reportage of the '30s.
Koestler's career began after the Soviet Union's revolutionary phase had
ended and Stalinism was attempting to monopolize the alternative
historical perspective form which Reed and Kisch had reported.
Consequently, Koestler experienced totalitarianism 'from the inside’
and it is the symptomatic effects of this ideological pressure, whereby

his reporting of the outer world refracted his own imner life, that I

now want to examine.
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ii: The Rebel and the Bureaucrat of Utopia:

Koestler's Political Unconscious

Koestler's reportage documents both his times and his own
development from enthusiasm to disillusionment, confirming the I-
witness's status as the displaced subject of what s/he reports.

In his autobiography, Koestler wrote that Stalinism made the
universe appear "an open book, printed in the language of physical
equations and social determinants”. However, with his disillusionment
came a crisis of representation so that it began to appear "as a text
written in invisible ink", decipherable only in provisional patches.?®®
Koestler's ‘'inside knowledge' of totalitarianism meant that his
reportage was also a gradual discovering of his own unconscious motives
for investing in an ideology which set crippling limits on I-witnessing.

Koestler (1905-83) called his autobiography "this report", and his
dual motivation for writing it also applies to his '30s reportage.
*The Chronicler's urge” expresses the need to bear witness to external
events for others and for the future, while the confessional "Ecce
Homo" motive "expresses the same need with regard to internal events.”
Koestler refracted the history of his time through‘ his own ideological
development. His reportage can be read for more than just
conventionally historical significances, because '"Both the detective
and the psycho-analyst affirm that apparently irrelevant facts yield the
most important clues”.®” In 'The Novelist's Temptations’ (1945),
Koestler used the term 'reporter' negatively to account for what he
felt was the failure of '30s writers. Their novels "read like dispatches

by war correspondents from the fronts of the class struggle”, because
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their deterministic view of personality as a product of class and
biology produced "two-dimensional beings".®® His own novel Arrival and
Departure (1943), was a retrospective attempt to analyze his own
'political unconscious’®® in the '30s through autobiographical fiction.
However, the workings of this “third, irrational dimension” can also be
detected in his earlier reportage as Koestler himself was later at pains
to point out (See Arrow, pp.69-72). Part of the historical problem of
investigating Koestler's development is that so little of the early
reportage from his so-called ’'Red Period’ survives, so that our
knowledge of it, for lack of primary sources, has inevitably been
filtered through the autobiographical writings of his post-war 'Blue
Period’'. As Orwell's biographer Bernard Crick has emphasized, we have to
be specially wary of identifying differences in consciousness between
Koestler's attitudes at the time and those formulated retrospectively.®®
Crick also points out the questionable reliance of Iain Hamilton's 1982
biography on Koestler's own pronouncements about the first thirty-five
yvears of his life.®?

The Hungarian Revolution of November 1918 had a crucial effect on
the young middle-class Koestler, by bringing contact with the reality
of an’ "alien race", the working-class (See Arrow, p.87). However,
Koestler suggested that under Stalinism it became an article of faith
that the most uneducated 'would always have a more 'correct' approach
to any political problem ... due to a kind of instinct rooted in class-
consciousness.” The proletarian became "a kind of collective super-ego"
and Stalinism's equivalent to original sin was being born into the
oppressing class, making individuals, contradictorily, both determined
by their social origin and culpable for it (See Invisible Writing,
pp.39-41). Hence the contrast between the brief equality of the
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Hungarian Commune and the USSR's degeneration into a terrorist state
epitomizes the political and psychological tragedy of European
intellectuals like Koestler in the '30s.

By 1927 at just 22, Koestler was Middle East correspondent for the
House of Ullstein, then at the peak of its influence. Ullsteins, for
whom many Germanophone new reporters (including, occasionally, Kisch)
worked, was not so much a newspaper chain as a huge communications
network. It published four dailies in Berlin alone and photomagazines
like the highbrow Querschnitt and Berliner Illustri’rte Zeitung.
Ullsteins was anti-militarist, anti-chauvinist and Pan-European,
promoting the Franco-German rapprochement of the Briand-Stresemann era,
under the motto "political 1liberalism and cultural modernism" (See
Arrow, pp.214-15).

Koestler claimed that there was a basic difference between the ways
in which subjectivity was expressed in contemporary Anglo- and
Germanophone reporting. -The former expressed it indirectly, through
"selection of material and distribution of emphasis”, making direct
opinions and judgements "the prerogative of leader-writers and
columnists.” In the Weimar press, however, facts tended to be used as
the vehicle for direct opinions and oracular judgments, according to
the paper's and reporter’s Weltanschauung. If it was disingenuous of
the Anglophone press to pretend to objectivity, it was dangerous for the
Weimar press to abandon it as an ‘enabling myth' altogether.
Consequently, Koestler alleged, the Weimar public never developed the
habit of weighing factual evidence critically and the correspondent "was
expected to be more of a littérateur ... and to have an ‘individual
style' like a creative writer". The I-witness form was the feuilleton
(the basis of DrR) which Koestler retrospectively denounced as "a
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perverse blend of travelogue, essay and short story”. Though this may be
exaggerated (as Koestler's writing about his ’red period' increasingly
became), it is certainly arguable that irresponsible subjectivity in the
Weimar press was symptomatic of a culture “rapidly losing touch with
reality” and "which, a few years later, wallowed in the turbid flow of
Nazi mystique." (See Arrow, pp.225-57)

In Paris from 1929, Koestler played the dual role of liberal-
capitalist Ullstein News Service man and foreign correspondent for the
German Social Democratic Party (SPD), with tacit knowledge of both.
Nonetheless, he saw European democratic socialism's failure to create
its own mass-circulation press as “intimately connected” with its
decline in the '30s, because it was unable to identify with, or (in
Benjamin’'s phrase) reproduce, the people "as a living reality whose
interests, tastes and foibles must be understood and shared”, rather
than just targetted for propaganda (See Arrow, p.275). Working for
Ullsteins automatically made Koestler part of "Dr. Goebbel's béte noire"
of "'rootless cosmopolitanism', 'Jjudeo-pacifism', ’'pluto-democracy’,
'Western decadence’, 'gutter literature'" (See Arrow, pp.296-97).
However, well before the Nazis took power in 1933 Ullsteins were
'Aryanizing' themselves to survive in the new Pan-German climate. H.R.
Knickerbocker's contemporary condition—of-Germany x;eportage: Germany -
Fascist or Soviet? +thus summed up this disappearance of a third way.®2
There ensued a "mass migration” of young intellectuals to Communism,
which appeared the only effective alternative to National Socialism,
but Koestler classed himself as a “chronically indignant rebel"” rather
than an "earnest revolutionary”. The former retains the capacity to
develop, while the latter becomes "a bureaucrat of Utopia", a
distinction which parallels that between Graham Greene's sceptical
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'reporter’ and the 'leader writer's' fanatical faith (See Arrow,
pp.319-21¢°3)

Koestler recollected that it was the American destruction of
agricultural stock to inflate prices when millions of unemployed were
starving in 1931-32 that ended his "political latency”. By contrast,
Stalin’s first Five Year Plan seemed the fulfilment of utilitarian
Progress. The world’'s greatest power dam would surely "bring the
greatest happiness to the greatest number.” Utopia seemed concretized
"in a real country with real people”, a mythic "stepmotherland” whose
very 1inaccessibility and remoteness invited sublimation and
displacement (See Arrow, pp.322 and 225-57). Moreover, Soviet culture,
not yet uniformatized, attracted Koestler, with its appearance of a
Modernist Renaissance. The climax of Koestler's Ullsteins career - as
scientific correspondent for the Vossiche Zeitung on the Graf Zeppelin
expedition to the Soviet Arctic, commencing July 26 1931 - clinched his
decision to write for the Party. Two years after his flight over “the
Great Social Experiment' he reported it in Von Weissen Ndchten und Roten
Tagen ('White Nights and Red Days’) eventually published for the
German—-speaking Ukrainian minority alone in April 1933.°% Koestler would
later assert that the text’'s Leitmotif, 'the perception of a landscape
through the dialectical filter"”, was unconsciously paradigmatic of the
dehumanizing, 'aerial’ view of Stalinist reportage. His I-witnessing
became an allegorical paysage moralisé glorifying the construction far
below, though he learnt later "that the stretch of Karelia over which we
flew ... was one of the oldest and most notorious regions of slave
labour in Soviet Russia” (See Arrow, pp.388-91). Ironically, it was
through here that prisoners building the White Sea canal passed, often
serving trumped-up sentences to fill forced-labour quotas. Stalinism
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represented a self-contained ideological state. Like orthodox
Freudianism or Catholicism, it was a closed system, claiming "to explain
all phenomena under the sun” and resisted the threat of "newly observed
facts" by neutralizing them through “scholastic processing” (Arrow,
p.308). Similarly, language and thought were automatized by jargon to
reduce the concrete specificity of experience. Just as for the Freudian
"every object has its hidden symbol-value” (Arrow, p.389), Koestler
learnt to impose the required interpretation on his experience after
joining the KPD formally on his return from the Zeppelin flight (31
December 1931).

However, few intellectuals then realised that Stalinism caricatured
the original revolutionary spirit, that the movement had "travelled from
the era of the Apostles to that of the Borgias." (Invisible Writing,
p.27) Dissenters were 'proved’ saboteurs because by disagreeing they
endangered unity and, thus, acted as fascist agents even if
subjectively their kidneys had been "smashed in a Fascist concentra‘tion
camp." Such inconvenient historical nuances were erased by the view from
the dialectical airship. Thus, Koestler explained, intellectuals
evolved their own self-censorship to reconcile "wild zigzags of the
Party line”, like the transformation of ’‘class agginst class' Comrade
Hyde into Popular Front Dr Jekyll in 1936 (Invisible Writing, pp.34-36).

Because Koestler's dismissal from Ullsteins in 1932 for undercover
Party intelligence work was not publicized, Willi Minzenberg's KPD
Agitprop department exploited his intact reputation for Russia
through Bourgeois Eyes: "Mr. K., a liberal news-correspondent, starts
his journey with an anti-communist bias, is gradually converted by the
results of the Five Year Plan, and ends up as a friend and admirer of
the Soviet Union." (Invisible Writing, p.56) However, Koestler arrived
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in the Ukraine at the height of the 1932-33 famine created by forced
collectivization. Its millions of nomadized victims have since been
officially admitted, but were referred to then only by the euphemism
trudnesty, or ‘'troubles' on the agricultural front and explained away
as evicted Kulaks. Koestler’'s inner censor accommodated this "brutal
impact of reality on illusion” by synthesizing the contradictions. As
his original manuscript put it, Kharkov resembled a photograph exposed
"once in the past and once in the future. So that only slowly did the
newcomer learn to distinguish, underneath a chaotic surface, the shape
of things to come: to realise that in Sovietland the present is a
fiction, a quivering membrane stretched between the past and the
future.” (Quoted in Invisible Writing (Koestler's italics). See pp.64-
66) Many such passages were officially expurgated, because they
demonstrated all too clearly the workings of Koestler's "dialectical
filter"” which made it possible for him to ignore the fact that this
ostensibly egalitarian society was a rigid hierarchy of organizatsia,
entitling people like himself to privileges, such as luxury foodshops
and Intourist hotels. The good Stalinist had to be alternately
positivist and idealist, refusing to see through appearances and
refus:;mg to do anything else as required.

Russia through Bourgeois Eyes was never p‘ublisﬁed but became part
two of Von Weissen Néchten und Roten Tagen reporting the First Five
Year Plan's achievements. Altogether Koestler played 'Der rasende
Reporter' for five months, by rail, steamer, car and horse. At the time
he was blinded by the rhetoric of technics and the desire for a complete
break with the past: "the mystic of the nineteen-thirties yearned, as a
sign of Grace, for a look at the Dnieper dam and a three per cent
increase in Soviet pig-iron production.” (Invisible Writing, p.79)
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Consequently, Koestler visited a Yaroslavl synthetic rubber factory,
the Gorki automobile plant and the Dnieper Dam itself. However, he
repressed his suspicion that Russian industry might be "a young giant”
afflicted by bureaucratic centralization “with paralysis ... and
epileptic fits" in turns (Invisible Writing, p.83). Similarly, the
Asiatic Republics, reported in Part Three, were undergoing
'sovietization’', which he refused to see amounted to "deportation into a
disconsolate and incomprehensible world" by ~a colonial power.
’Coincidentally, he also witnessed a "foretaste of things to come': the
show trial of Attakurdov, "the Trotsky” of Turkmenistan (See Invisible
Writing, pp.136 and 142-43). Later he met 0Old Bolsheviks Radek and
Bukharin (conflated as ‘Rubashov’ in Darkness at Noon) soon to be
victims of their political heirs' belief in themselves as 'instruments
of history’.

Tretyakov, chairman of the Russian section of the International
Organization of Revolutionary Writers (MORP), rejected Koestler’s
manuscript as 'over-critical' and ‘romantic’' (See Invisible Writing,
p.84). 1Ironically, as we have seen, Tretyakov had himself been
important in the theory and practice of the avant-garde literature of
fact. The title of his influential 'bio-interview', Chinese Testament
(1934), was later echoed by Koestler's Spanisb Testament (1937).
However, Von Weissen Néchten und Roten Tagen was passed by the Foreign
Affairs press department, which believed a degree of superficial
criticism would make the reporter’'s ‘'detached neutrality’ more
plausible.

Afterwards, Koestler joined KPD exiles in Paris, now the centre of
Comintern anti-Fascist ‘propaganda. His faith had been sustained,
despite the depressing Russian experience, by the KPD's unofficial
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slogan "Wir werden es besser machen" and Hitler's sudden takeover (See
Invisible Writing, p.189). The years 1933 to 1939 wére years of a
political crusade which Stalin exploited for foreign policy and
finally negated with the Molotov-Ribbentrop Non-Aggression Pact of
August 1939. Meanwhile, despite the pro-Popular Front sympathies of Léon
Blum, French Socialist prime minister from 1936 to 1937 (and briefly
again in 1938), on the whole Western nations suffered a failure of
imagination towards authentic reports of Nazi atrocities and plans for
world conquest, &a paradoxical "incredulity towards the incredible"
(Invisible Writing, p.230).

The initial propaganda victory Koestler helped score, although
pyrrhic because Fascism continued to advance on all other fronts, was
over the Reichstag arson trial. Willi Minzenberg's Paris HQ was
camouflaged as the non-political 'World Committee for the Relief of the
Victims of German Fascism'. Koestler monitored the trial’s repercussions
in British opinion and shaped the daily bulletins distributed to the
British press. The World Committee had its own publishing house,
'Editions de Carrefour', and branches all over Europe and America,
supported by a host of influential people unaware of its full
background. Otto Katz, alias 'André Simon', was the anonymous compiler
of the resulting Brown Book of the Hitler Terror and the Burning of the
Reichstag (1933).95

It was the first comprehensive, statistical, photoreport on Nazi
repression, including persecution of the Jews. Chapter VI, 'The Campaign
Against Culture’', had a particular impact on writers with its account of
'The Destruction of the Hirschfeld Sexual Science Institute’ and the
Nazi list of inflammable modern writers including Brecht, Ddblin and
Kisch. Katz quoted a favourite phrase of Goring's from Schlageter,
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hero of Hans Johst’'s play , to encapsulate Nazi art policy: "When I hear
the word culture, I get my Browning ready."®® The Brown Book also gave
the sensational 'inside story' of the fire, and its success taught
Koestler much about the persuasive methods of documentary reporting
cultivated by the Party after the success of TDTSIW. Though partly based
on supposition and bluff, it hit the target and within weeks was
translated into seventeen languages as an anti-Fascist bible.

It is worth emphasizing the powerful influence of the ex-Spartacist
Minzenberg (1889-1940) on KPD reporters like Kisch and Koestler, and
British fellow-travellers 1like Claud Cockburn and Christopher
Isherwood.®? Born into the Thuringian working-class, Minzenberg built
up the worldwide Internationale Arbeiter Hilfe (IAH), which pioneered
multi-media techniques of mass-propaganda.®® Founded in Berlin in 1921
for Volga famine relief, the IAH sponsored soup kitchens during the
British General Strike and in the '30s operated Spanish and Chinese aid
campaigns. By 1926 the IAH rivalled Ullsteins, owning two German
dailies, as well as the weekly Arbeiter-Illustrierte-Zeitung, with its
one million circulation, and Der Arbeiter-Fotograf. Thus it catered for
interests from photoreportage to sport, and prodgced Eisenstein and
Pudovkin’s early films (Mezhrabpom-Film deriving from the Russian for
IAH). By the mid-'30s the IAH specialized in recruiting sympathetic
liberals for the Popular Front. However, Minzenberg's contempt for
apparatchiks and his disillusionment with Stalin eventually 1led to his
expulsion in 1938 and, following his release from wartime internment by
the French, to his murder in May 1940. His second in command, Katz
(1895-1952), was born in Prague and, like Koestler and Kisch, a
polylingual journalist. He went on to edit the second and third Brown
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Book (1934 and 1936) and The Nazi Conspiracy in Spain (1937). Though
spying on Minzenberg for the Apparat and quick to desert him in 1938,
Katz was, ironically, himself executed as a British spy (allegedly
recruited by Cockburn in the '30s) in post-war Czechoslovakia.®®

Minzenberg also organized a 'Committee of Inquiry into the Origins
of the Reichstag Trial', composed of international lawyers and
represented as an unofficial tribunal with a mandate "conferred by the
conscience of the world"” in Katz's The Reichstag Fire Trial. The Second
Brown Book of the Hitler Terror.*°°., Through this shadow trial,
Koestler claimed, Dimitrov's acquittal became synonymous “"with the
acquittal of Communism in general from the charge of conspiracy and
violence” and prepared opinion for the policy change to the Popular
Front and the Franco-Russian military pact. Dimitrov mentioned the
success of the first Brown Book made it "the sixth accused"” in the
Reichstag trial. The second gleefully reported the own goals Goring
scored in conducting the  Nazi frame-up. As Koestler put it, "Never in
history had a member of the government of a great power made such a
grotesque spectacle ... in a public courtroom." (See Invisible Writing,
p.245) In effect, GOring caricatured himself as a political gangster and
hardly needing touching up as ‘'Emanuele Giri® for Brecht's Der
aufhal tsame Aufstieg des Arturo Ui (1941):

Goring displayed most open anger and shaking both fists

shouted:

"I will tell you what the German people know. They know that

you are behaving in a disgraceful fashion. They know that you

are a crook who came to Germany to set the Reichstag on fire.

In my eyes you are nothing but a scoundrel, a crook who
belongs to the gallows!"

The President intervened to point out that Dimitrov must not
make propaganda and to excuse GO6ring's rage, whereat Dimitrov
pointed out that Goéring's peroration was nothing but
propaganda fron beginning to end, and in any case that he was
not put out by Goring's rage, that on the contrary he was
quite satisfied with the answers. :
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Dimitrov cooly provoked Goring so that the latter's parting slip
revealed Nazi law and order as a front: "You wait till I get you out of
the power of this court!"to1

The World Committee also assigned Koestler to its refugee children's
hostel on a project exemplifying the 'operative principle’', Stalinism’s
equivalent to ‘'participant observation'.192 This meant that before
depicting collective farming or the car industry, a writer had to spend
several months working in a kolkhoz or a factory to get the 'operative
angle'. However, as with reportage texts like the White Sea Canal, the
writer was also subject to the pressure of a ‘'historically correct’
perspective, limiting usable facts. From his field-work Koestler
produced a kind of 'Emil and the Young Pioneers’, Die Erlebnisse des
Genossen Piepvogel und seiner Freunde in der Emigration, which was
re jected despite "its documentary realism"” for "bourgeois,
individualistic tendencies” by the Party caucus within the Association
of German Writers in Exile (See Invisible Writing, p.283). This was led
by Ernst Reinhard, but despite eminent members like Gustav Regler, Bodo
Uhse, Johannes Becher, Willi Bredel and others, was effectively run by
literary bureaucrats. However, also prominent was Kisch, and Koestler
recalled how the veteran reporter acted as "a kind of father figure",
pleading clemency for his "lack of ideological training”. Koestler felt
Kisch skilfully managed to keep his reporting ‘'correct’ while preserving
its artistic quality, and always avoided doctrinal argument by self-
protective ambiguity - "'I don't think; Stalin thinks for me'"”. He got
away with this, because his reputation was such a Party asset.
However, behind the mask, Koestler claimed to see "a tired,
disenchanted man"” with "no illusions about the Party, but even fewer

about the world outside”(See Invisible Writing, p.283). Koestler
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modelled the dilemma of an elderly Communist in 7The Age of Longing
(1951) on Kisch's: "Once you've invested all your capital in a firm,
you don't withdraw it - not at our age, not after thirty years.”'°?
Kisch died of heart failure in Stalinized Prague four years before his
compatriot and intimate friend, Katz, was executed. It is not unlikely
that had 'Der rasende Reporter’ lived longer he might have shared Katz's
fate.

Koestler then worked at the Institut pour L'Etude du Fascisme which
constituted an attempt to document "what Fascism really was” that
might have increased the Popular Front's effectiveness. However, the
official definition of Fascism was '"the overt form of the dictatorship
of the finance-capitalists”. Consequently, any non-Party organization
could be camouflaged Fascism: Socialists were 'Social-Fascists’;
Catholics, 'Clerical-Fascists'; Trotskyites, 'Trotsky-Fascists’'; etc.
(See Invisible Writing, pp.296-98) But this lack of discrimination made
it impossible for the KPD to understand Nazism's uniquely irrational
appeal or to fully embrace potential allies. The Institute thus
contained the KPD's whole tragedy “in a nutshell”, since its analysis
inevitably evoked charges of ‘'bourgeois objectivism' (See Invisible
Writing, p.308).

The assassination on December 1st 1935 of Sergei Kirov, the
Leningrad Party boss and Stalin's closest rival, was the cue for the
Great Purge. Zinoviev, Kamenev and most other Old Bolsheviks, including
Bukharin and Radek, principal authors of the new Constitution, were soon
executed for counter-revolutionary conspiracy.*°* Ironically,
Nicolaiev, Kirov's killer, was as hapless a tool as van der Lubbe in
the Brown Books, and ensuing events replayed Hitler's 'Night of the

Long Knives' on an epic scale. At this time Koestler was writing The
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Gladiators (1939), Part One of his trilogy on "the ethics of revolution
and the problem of ends and means”. In the second, Darkness at Noon,
the problem was restated in the contemporary setting of the Moscow Show
Trials and showed how the bureaucrat of Utopia could act ruthlessly
out of ‘historical necessity’ even if he was himself its victim,
although Rubashov realises in moments of clarity that Party reasoning
pursued "such a winding, twisted course that the goal finally
disappeared in the mist".!'°% But Koestler, like Kisch and many others,
was temporarily distracted by the beginning of the Spanish Civil War in
July 1936, even though, ultimately, his I-witnessing of the comparable
terrorism of Spanish Fascism proved the ‘abreaction’ which made
conscious his repressed misgivings about Soviet totalitarianism.

By August 1936, under cover of a press-card from the crypto-fascist
Hungarian regime, Koestler infiltrated rebel Spain. It was a dangerous
gamble because only sympathetic reporters were admitted by Franco and
he was soon rumbled in -the Seville hotel where German Condor Legion
officers were billetted, narrowly escaping the same captain Bolin, who
captured him five months later in Malaga. However, proof of Nazi
intervention was quite literally on the street: Luftwaffe personnel
strolled publicly and an English fascist volunteer gave away details
of their equipment and operations. Most importantly, Koestler scooped
an interview with General Quiepo de Llano, who made "highly indiscreet
statements” about foreign aid (See Invisible Writing, p.389). All this
was syndicated internationally and provided hard evidence for
Minzenberg's London-based Commission of Inquiry into Alleged Breaches
of the Non-Intervention Agreement in Spain.

Wooing France and Britain against Fascism meant that the Comintern
now presented "“a New Look of ultra respectability”. Nonetheless, the
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Popular Front itself did have "the fervent mystique of a genuine mass
movement”, because Spain seemed "a modern Thermopylae against new
barbarism” (See Invisible Writing, pp.395-97). Two major victories for
Miinzenberg against Goebbels were Katz's Spione und Verschwdrer in
Spanien, an extension of the Brown Books' documentary principle, and
Koestler's Menschenopfer Unerhdrt, reporting his infiltration of rebel
HQ and the war's historical background. English versions were published
by the Left Book Club in 1937. Katz's The Nazi Conspiracy in Spain
(1937) showed how France would be encircled by Fascist dictatorships if
Spain fell, leaving it "at the mercy of the future Nazi war of
aggression”, while Britain risked losing Gibraltar and Mediterranean
access. Katz also documented Nazi intervention as typifying "their work
in other countries” - a warning to the democracies "which must be heard”
if it was "not to be carried through to its destructive conclusion."t%®
Miinzenberg believed passionately in the effectiveness of atrocity
propaganda, and appended glossy horror photographs to Menschenopfer
Unerhért. However, Koestler maintained that compared with the enormity
of Fascist misinformation over Spain, "our propaganda was, in the early
stages of the war, relatively honest." (See Invisible Writing, pp.407-
08)

Returning for the third and last time +to cover the Malaga front
for the Republican News Agency and London News Chronicle, Koestler was
captured after the Italians broke through on February 8th 1937. He had
hoped for another scoop, because no foreigner had yet I-witnessed "what
happened when the insurgents took over a town" (Invisible Writing,
p.414). The resulting Dialogue with Death was written immediately after
his release and published as Part Two of the Left Book Club's Spanish
Testament (1937) (Part One being the English Menschenopfer Unerhért,
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which Koestler later suppfessed). This experience made it impossible for
him to repress sympathy any longer for Stalin’'s parallel victims
(especially since he had been secretly monitoring Republican reactions
to the Moscow trials) and undermined his faith in ‘historical
necessity’. In solitary confinement in Seville, Koestler witnessed the
"beating and execution of ... fellow prisoners and, except for the last
forty-eight hours, lived in the expectation of sharing their fate"”
(Invisible Writing, p.421). His conscious reaction to these events
was, however, delayed so that he did not break with the Party until
nine months later.

Koestler's alibi in ST maintained that he was "engaged in writing a
pacifist novel"”, but since the war "infected the Press of Europe” with a
welter of biased reporting he decided to make an attempt at even-
handedness.!®? Thus in the guise of bourgeois liberalism, pro-Fascist
propaganda would be countered and the first part of ST, like Von Weissen
Nédchten und Roten Tagen, was an apparently irrefutable model of
conversion through experience of the facts, this time to the Popular
Front. Like Katz, Koestler aimed at international opinion. On the
steamer bound for Spain, "The Englishmen in the first class”, according
to ST, were almost convinced by the Daily Mail "“that the rebellion was
a crusade to save civilization". Consequently, Koestler quoted Lord
Lothian's notorious statement about Berlin after the Nazi coup - "The
city is quiet, the trams are running, and there are no corpses lying
about on the pavements" - to suggest that the order allegedly restored
by Franco masked a terrorist reality (See ST, pp.19-21).

ST stressed that Franco's overwhelming reliance on foreign
munitions, 80,000 Moorish and 100,000 Italian troops proved his lack of
popular support in Spain. In contrast, the meagre amounts of Russian and
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Mexican aid that penetrated the League of Nations Non-Intervention
blockade went to a 1legitimate government with the right to defend
itself. Similarly, the International Brigades consisted of small numbers
of individual volunteers (though Koestler concealed their Party
vetting). British and French policy mistakenly treated both sides
equally, even though the rebellion’s foreign instigation constituted "an
open breach of international law, and arbitrary interference in the
internal affairs of a sovereign state.” (See ST, pp.98-99) ST also
claimed to disclose the "real facts” of the war's origins and to
penetrate the "bloody arabesques traced on the facade of an historical
process ... to its structural foundations” in the agrarian problem of
50,000 "feudal magnates” owning more land "than the remaining ninety-
nine per cent of the population” (See ST, p.42). Financial backing by
the Spanish Church meant that Franco's crusade reeked of "poison gas
and 1incense" (ST, p.60). While Republican anti-clericalism was,
therefore, not necessarily irreligious, because Basque and Catalan
loyalists were also staunch Catholics. Clinchingly, Koestler represented
Spain not as a Marxist but as a long overdue liberal revolution and,
consequently. impossible for British and French opinion to ignore
without devaluing their own democratic traditions:

The anti-clerical demands of the Spanish Popular Front in the

vear 1936 were not a whit more radical or "red"” than those of

the writers of the age of enlightenment: separation of the

Church and State, distribution of Church lands among the

landless peasants, secular education, freedom of religious

worship, freedom of speech and freedom of the pen. (See ST,
pp.44-45)

ST also allayed post-Great War qualms about atrocity propaganda by
claiming to share "the repugnance felt by every newspaperman with a
conscience at the thought of descending into such slimy depths”. But
"objectivity neurosis" was also dangerous if it meant "maintaining
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silence with regard to concrete facts, because these facts are in
themselves so crude he is afraid of appearing biased."” (See ST, p.84'°%)
Koestler quoted the all-party group of British MPs who witnessed the
bombing of Madrid and Getafe which made 'neutrality’, journalistic or
military, seem an inhumanly inadequate response. If foreign media and
governments remained "objective in the face of such bestiality, then
Europe is lost.” (See ST, pp.175-77) Orwell concurred with him in his
review of ST: "I quite agree. You cannot be objective about an aerial
torpedo.” (See CEJL I, pp.329-330)

The potential ambivalence of ST's statement that "Psychology is the
béte noir of dictators" is a clue to the reportage's revelations from
Koestler's own political unconscious (See ST, p.213), which, as he put
it 1in his autobiography, "is also subject to inhibitions and
repressions”. However, like the Freudian one, it is also a "sinister
humourist who likes tripping up one's tongue and sticking out its own".
Thus its parapraxes sometimes dodged his internal censor in the ’'30s.
He even claimed that he once said at a meeting “comrades, we shall
continue the struggle against the Stalinite tyranny - I mean, of course,
against the Hitlerite tyranny” (Invisible Writing, pp.100-02 and 333).
Similarly, ST yields a sub-text forecasting Koestler's impending
‘unconversion'. For example, he noted that "the end justifies the means”
was the principle both of the Jesuits and of Fascism's "ultra-modern
form of reaction ... bent on driving mankind back to the Middle Ages
with the help of tanks and the radio.” But Stalin, like Gil Robles,
political head of the Spanish Rightist bloc, was a seminary alumnus and
there is a similar suppressed symmetry in Koestler's éxposé of the
systematic rebel terror (See ST, pp.60 and 80-82).

Moreover, Koestler had inside knowledge of how both totalitarianisms
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played the same propaganda game, though Miinzenberg's men played better
than Goebbels', as ST's torpedoing of Burgos' Red and Yellow Book (1936)
shows. This latter text alleged that Republican atrocities in Andalusia
were proof of a. planned 'Communist’ uprising,!??® though, as ST pointed
out, they actually took place after Franco's 'pre-emptive' coup, the
identical pretext used by the Nazis (See ST, pp.123-26). Consequently,
Koestler easily exposed the Red and Yellow Book's partisanship, while
stressing the ’disinterestedness' of Miinzenberg's. Committee. Another
pro-Franco text was R. Timmerman's Heroes of the Alcazar (1937). The
250 women and children held hostage by the besieged rebels, Koestler
claimed, deflated this episode into "a sordid story of blackmail®”, but
his comment that this was a rare opportunity "of catching the distorters
of history and manufacturers of myth in flagrante delicto"” was richly
jronic in view of ST's concealed motives (See ST, p.153). He
demonstrated that Burgos's propaganda was "exaggerated, contradictory
and unreliable” (See ST, p.140), exactly as Orwell's HIC would show
Communist propaganda about Republican in-fighting to be.!!® Indeed, ST
illustrates Orwell's maxim, "All propaganda is lies, even when you are
telling the truth", perfectly (See CEJL II, p.465).

But when the Republican media hailed the Malagan defeat as victory,
Koestler got a foretaste of the ruthless betrayal of those who have
outlived their political usefulness. Orwell believed the second half of
ST was "of the greatest psychological interest - probably one of the
most honest and unusual documents” of the war (CEJL I pp.329-330). The
sin of some Leftists, according to Orwell, was wanting "to be anti-
fascist without being anti-totalitarian"”, which Koestler knew but "did
not feel free to say"” in 1937 (CEJL III p.273). However, DWD does say
so  indirectly. Because of his prison experience, Koestler came to
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believe that psychologically "no concrete, objective truth exists
(Invisible Writing, p.442). And this change is signalled by the way the
DWD's preface suddenly abandoned the apparently detached documentary
style of the earlier half of the text. Though personal feelings were
"the very things a journalist ought not to have'", the condemned cell
unavoidably made Koestler's own subjective reactions the object of his
report (See Preface to DWD (= ST, p.207)).

Koestler felt his experience was in many ways more typical of war’s
victimization than the battlefield, since war always ‘“consists of ten
per cent action and ninety per cent passive suffering”. DWD "may perhaps
more truly reflect the Spanish tragedy than messages from the front",
because it consists of unspectacular, defamiliarizing details that could
not be neatly processed by any 'dialectical filter’' (See ST, p.207).
Hence the guard’'s fatalistic shrug at torture remained “more vivid in
my memoryv than the screams”, and eerie spy-holes in the corridors of
cells resembled "an avenue of dead eyes.” (See ST, pp.229 and 238)
Similarly, as in Orwell’'s ‘A Hanging' (CEJL I, pp.66-71), the
incongruity of the body’s reactions underlines the obscenity of
political murder: "As the heavy lorry started up, we had to hold on to
each other and to the civil guards to keep our balance ... they too
sought to steady themselves by putting an arm rouﬁd the shoulder of a
neighbour, regardless of whether he was a fellow-guard or a man whom
half an hour later they would be shooting, sending a bullet through his
eye or his nose." (ST, p.256)

In the cell's introspective microcosm, Koestler experienced
apparently stable realities like time and space as paradoxes, and re-
learnt the value of mundane things. Reading after a long period of
textual deprivation, he felt "like someone who has been bed-ridden and
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who in learning to walk anew is acutely conscious of the play of his
muécles." (ST, p.295) Similarly, his visual awareness returned on
transfer to a cell with a view, like a film cutting from monochrome into
colour. The reversal of ‘normal’ consciousness (because the outside
world became "as unreal and inconceivable” to him as life "in an
isolation cell is inconceivable to the man outside") made it possible
to grasp the internalization process which creates the slave mentality:’
*T had never believed the saying that a dictatorship or a single person
or a minority can maintain its ascendancy by the sword alone. But I had
not known how living and real were those atavistic forces that paralyse
the majority from within.” (See ST, pp.374 and 308-09) Surprised by the
elastic limits of suffering, he was ironically most tormented by the
possibility that his sentence might be commuted.

Koestler dedicated DWD to an executed peasant militiaman in whom he
invested the '30s intellectual's feelings of responsiblity and guilt
about the working-class. The elegy implicitly contrasted Realpolitik and
the sincere desire for a better world it exploits and betrays:

They call it armed rebellion, Nicolas. They call it the hand
of Moscow, Nicolas. They call it the instinct of the rabble,
Nicolas. ‘

That a man should want to learn to read.

My God, they really should have sent you to Geneva in a cage,
with the inscription: "Ecce Homo, Anno Domini 1937." (See ST,

p.333 (Koestler's italics))

A Hungarian Fascist on a minor charge, but tricked by Republican
inmates into thinking he was also doomed, became Koestler's emotional
double, confirming the role his imprisonment under one totalitarianism
played in his future refusal to condone ’'necessary' murders by its
rival. He came to believe that the only way to stop such doublethink was
to break down the "dream barriers" constructed by ideology between human

beings with reportage that prevented loss of sympathy with the
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victims.!'! The way Koestler refracted the nightly horror of the unseen
firing squad through his own consciousness is a model for this. The
most powerful of these passages is a clash between laconic documentation
of numbers.killed and the prisoner's desperate attempts to silence the
signs:

I tore strips off my shirt and stuffed my ears with them so as
not to hear anything during the night. It was no good. 1 cut
my gums with a splinter of glass, and said they were bleeding,
so as to obtain some iodised cotton wool. I stuffed the cotton
wool in my ears. This was no good, either.

Our hearing became preternaturally sharp. We Heard everything.
On the nights of the executions we heard the telephone ring at
ten o’'clock. We heard the warder on duty answer it. We heard
him repeating at shori intervals: "ditto ... ditto ... ditto
... ." We knew it was someone at military headquarters reading
out the list of those who were to be shot during the night. We
knew that the warder wrote down a name before every “"ditto".
But we did not know what names they were and we did not know
whether ours was among them.

The telephone always rang at ten. Then until midnight or one
o'clock there was time to lie on one's bed and wait. Fach
night we weighed our lives in the balance and each night found
them wanting.

Then at twelve or one we heard the shrill sound of the night
bell. It was the priest and the firing squad. They always
arrived together.

Then began the opening of the doors, the ringing of the
sanctus bell, the praying of the priest, the cries for help
and the shouts of "Mother".

The steps came nearer down the corridor, receded, came nearer,
receded. Now they were at the next cell; now they were in the
other wing: now they were coming back. Clearest of all was
always the priest's voice. "Lord, have mercy on this man, Lord
forgive him his sins, Amen.” We lay on our beds and our teeth
chattered. '

On Tuesday night seventeen were shot.

On Thursday night eight were shot.

On Friday night nine were shot.

On Saturday night thirteen were shot.

Six days shalt thou labour, saith the Lord, and on the seventh
day, the Sabbath, thou shalt do no manner of work.

On Sunday night three were shot. (ST, pp.343-44)

The publicity to save Koestler, orchestrated by Katz but centred on
England, was so fervent because it was the first Fascist death-threat to
a foreign journalist and was regarded "as a further step towards the
abolition of intellectual freedom" (See ST, p.445). After his
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unexpected release, in exchange for a Fascist hostage on May 14th 1937,
he was unable to find any infallibly correct meaning in his experience:
"This is a very confused story without a definite thread, without climax
or anti-climax. The corpses are not, as is fitting, piled up at the end
of the act; they lie about, evenly distributed, here, there and
everywhere." (ST, p.369) Instead he realized that any political
movement relying on "purely utilitarian ethics” must commit '"the same
fatal error" (Invisible Writing, pp.434-36). It was precisely because
of their alibi of the greater good, that dictatorships of the
"Torquemada-Robespierre-Stalin ascendancy”!!? were more disastrous than
naked tyrannies. The only solution was to reverse Bentham’'s maxim: "the
least suffering for the smallest number" (Invisible Writing, p.437).

The misrepresentation of the POUM, as in Orwell's case, precipitated
Koestler‘; psychological abreaction.!!?® The 'objectivist’ argument held
that because it split the Republican forces, the POUM was pro-Fascist.
However, Koestler made his position clear on his Left Book Club lecture
tour at the beginning of 1938: Nin's followers, though wrong, had acted
in good faith. For a Party member to say so publicly meant 'Trotskyism
by association’. Thus the final KPD writers' discussions on the new
slogan 'Write the Truth', which Koestler attended before resigning, were
grimly farcical, because the truth was unwriteable when it contradicated
the Party line (See Invisible Writing, pp.465-71).

In autumn 1938 Koestler joined Minzenberg's anti-Nazi weekly Die
Zukunf't, founded after Miinzenberg too broke with the Party in March.
However, the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact was used a year later by the
wartime Daladier government as a pretext for persecuting anti-Nazi
refugees as 'enemy aliens’ whether they remained in the Party or not.
Koestler was arrested in October 1939 and reported the subsequent
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"Kafkaesque events"” in Scum of the Earth, published by the Left Book
Club in 1841, by which time Gollancz too was disillusioned with the
USSR, and the Popular Front had collapsed.!!'* Thus Koestler's refusal
to forget Stalin's volte face spoke for the Club:

This book was written in January-March 1941, before the German

attack on Russia; yet the author sees no reason to modify his

observations on the psychological effects of the Soviet-German

pact of August 1939, or his opinion on the policy of the

Communist Party in France. To smuggle in elements of a later

knowledge when describing the mental pattern of people in an

earlier period is a common temptation to writers which should

be resisted. (See SOTE, 'Author's Note)
This contrasts interestingly with Katz's J'Accuse! The Men Who Betrayed
France (1941) which alleged pro-Nazi conspiracy in France, but
conveniently 'forgot' the Non-Agression pact and the Party’'s anti-war
stance before Hitler's June 1941 attack on Russia dragged Stalin into
it.115

SOTE’s epigraph from Robert Neumann's By the Waters of Babylon
justified mediating ‘'major’ historical events through an openly
psvchological kind of I—;vitnessing. by comparing Koestler to "the cameo
cutter of Herculaneum"” who, during the eruption of Vesuvius, "calmly
went on carving at his tiny plaque.” As in DWD, Koestler claimed to
typify a general condition - ‘those persecuted, exiled and hunted "for
reasons of their race, nationality or beliefs"” - becoming an exception
only by surviving the fate of his kind. Hence the "'I' of this
narrative, his thoughts and fears and hopes, and even his incongruencies
and contradictions, stand for the thoughts and fears and hopes, but
above all for the burning despair of a considerable portion of the
Continent's population.” (SOTE, p.234)

The “"silent pogrom"” against ex-Republican supporters in France

may have been a sop to keeping Franco neutral, but, to Koestler, it was
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symptomatic of the fact that French political life was too rotten with
apathy, corruption and potential collaboration to adequately defend
itself against Fascism, external or internal:

If there had been a branch of the Mass Observation movement in

France or of Gallup’'s Institute of Public Opinion and if they

had established a cross—section of what French people thought

of the war, they would have been led to the conclusion that

France had morally lost the war 1long before the actual

military collapse. (See SOTE, pp.40-44)
French newspapers made scapegoats of the aliens rounded up as "the
real scum of the earth”, and Koestler claimed this épparently "puzzling
burst of hatred against those who had been the first to suffer from the
common enemy'” was "one of the main psychological factors"” in France’s
political suicide, because it prevented 'the war against Fascism
becoming an anti-Fascist war". Rather than giving the masses a social
stake in victory,!'® Daladier fell back, ironically, on "a national
variation or Ersatz of German anti-Semitism"”, blaming the refugee
warmongers for dragging France into the War (SOTE, pp.64 and 78).

Compared to Nazism, French abuse of human rights was minor, but it
was a sign of the times that the victims comforted "ourselves with
comparisons”. The concentration camp at Le Vernet near the Pyreneean
border, where the refugees were taken, revealed more about the
‘conversion tables’' of repression:

In Liberal-Centigrade, Vernet was the 2zero-point of infamy;

measured in Dachau-fahrenheit it was still 32 degrees above

zero. In Vernet beating-up was a daily occurence; in Dachau it

was prolonged until death ensued. In Vernet people were killed

for lack of medical attention; in Dachau they were killed on

purpose. In Vernet half of the prisoners had to sleep without

blankets in 20 degrees of frost; in Dachau they were put in

irons and exposed to the frost. (SOTE, pp.62 and 87)

However, deprivation was worst in the "Leper Barrack”, where
remnants of the dissolved International Brigades were interned after

the USSR closed it doors to now inconvenient heroes. Despite such
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glaring political cynicism, Koestler recalled the doublethinking
stubbornness of some internees, like Gerhard Eisler, a KPD Central
Committee member, who argued that this ‘imperialist’ war "is not the
concern of the international working class"” and that real anti-fascism
now "meant support for the Fascists" (SOTE, p.116).

Because of another campaign by writers and journalists against the
scandal of the French camps, Koestler was released on 17 January 1940.
In June, Pétain signed the Armistice treaty and sealed the fate of the
2 000 prisoners left in "their barbed-wire trap”. The rest were handed
over with "all confidential records of their past ... neatly filed" to
the Gestapo in April 1941 or became forced labour for the trans-Saharan
Railway (See SOTE, p.138). Koestler himself was re-arrested in a last
round up. only days before France fell, along with the anti-Nazi
movement’'s last leaders, including Heinrich Mann, Walter Hasenclever,
Benjamin and Minzenberg himself. However, Koestler was lucky enough to
escape to Fngland, determined to fight back.

Occupied France now had to resist Nazi propaganda promising it a
privileged place in the °'New Order' for Europe, but, as Koestler noted,
"to realise clearly one's own interest is an important step; perhaps the
most important in the psychology of the masses.f (SOTE, p.237) In
wartime Britain, he did not abandon belief in the need for democratic
socialism, although “A new movement will have to arise in a new moral
climate where the Means justify the Ends" (SOTE, p.252). Darkness at
Noon, published the previous year, explained the Show Trials'
grotesque confessions as the inevitable result of the opposite
philosophy of expediency. The paradoxical appeal of persecution by the
Party simultaneously combined with martyrdom in 1its cause, was
irresistible if the principles of ‘'objective’' guilt and ‘historical
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necessity' were shared by both persecutors and victims. Similarly, in
‘Anatomy of a Myth', Koestler put the failure of the Communists down
to their lack of understanding of unconscious cravings and
displacements invested in Stalinism's claims to infallibility . The
urge to defend the Party led away from reality, turning into "the mental
defence of a creed against the foreign intervention of doubt” - a "new
'Opium for the People'". Koestler’'s alternative was to check the
Commissar’s will to power with yogic self-analysis (See YAC, pp.121-
35, especially pp.122 and 130).

Koestler had I-witnessed things that were considered abnormal in
Britain but had become everyday realities in Europe. The British had a
particularly effective mental "protective filter"” defending them from
such knowledge, highlighting, as many contemporary British writers also
felt., the need for effectively alerting reportage (Invisible Writing,
pp.520-21).117 British unimaginativeness, constructed and maintained by
particularly uninformative media, might be useful during crises, but
failed to prevent them ocurring. 'On Disbelieving Atrocities' wvoiced
Koestler's frustration at British incredulity about reports of the
extermination camps (See YAC, pp.94-99). An agent of the Polish
Government in Exile named Karsky brought I-witness eyidence of the Final
Solution to Britain as early as 1942 and Koestler helped him broadcast
it. Later an excerpt from Arrival and Departure in Horizon (December
1943), based on Karsky's report, produced a barrage of accusations of
atrocity-mongering (See IW, pp.521-22'1¢). Karsky, depressed by his
failure, committed suicide, leaving Koestler to write of the ceaseless
difficulty of overcoming the ideological dissociation between mundane
consciousness and extraordinary events, of which British scepticism
about the death-camps was an extreme instance. People viewed newsreels
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of "Nazi tortures, of mass-shootings, of underground conspiracy and
gelf-sacrifice"” without linking them "with the realities of their
normal plane of existence”. Society's consciousness was splitting "in
direct ratio as communications expand”. Though world facts were made
‘accessible’ as never before by the technology of the hyperreal, people
were ‘prisoners, each in his private portable cage”, because
automatization divided those on the road from the "victims in the
thicket". And unless these "dream barriers” were broken down "this will
remain a phoney civilization.” (See YAC, pp.97-99)

Despite Koestler's wartime frustration, there had been a veritable
explosion of experiments in new reportage and literature of fact of many
kinds in '30s Pritain, some more successful than others. Its
practitioners and theorists drew both on home-grown traditions and
European avant-garde influences in their attempts to connect mundane
experience with wider realities, but also came under pressure to conform
to Stalinism's historical outlook. I want to map out these developments

in the next two chapters, before going on to examine specific reporters,

topics and texts in more detail.
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Notes to Chapter III

1. There is no exact English equivalent for the German adjective rasend
although a note to the translation of Kisch's China geheim stated that
he is known as '"the rampaging reporter” in Europe (See Secret China
trans. Michael Davidson (London: John Lane/The Bodley Head, 1935), p.58)
but, besides frantic speed, it also has connotations of rage, even
madness.

2. See Willett New Sobriety, p.107.
3. Ibid., p.107.

4. See Theodore Balk 'Egon Erwin Kisch and His Reportage: On the
Fiftieth Year of a Noted Revolutionary Reporter' in International
Literature: Organ of the International Union of Revolutionary Writers

(SOYUZ PISATELEI SSSR) No.4 (April 1935), pp.57-70, especially p.62.
5. Balk ibid., p.69.
6. Balk ibid., pp.61-62.

7. Many of the essays in Text und Kritik No. 67 (July 1980), devoted to
Kisch, debate whether or not he became disillusioned with Soviet
communism under Stalin's brutal orthodoxy. Manfred Jéger's contribution,
'Das Klischee einer exemplarischen >Entbiirgerlichung<’ (pp.27-34),
especially, attacks the tendentiousness of the East German Dieter
Schlenstedt’s critical biography Egon Erwin Kisch: Leben und Werk, which
was recently reissued in 1985 and remains the most important full-length
study of Kisch (see below Note 14).

8. See Aus Deutschland berichtet - Presse-Inlandsreportagen 1961-1986,
edited and introduced by Heinz-Dietrich Fischer with a preface by
Dietrich Oppenberg, (Diisseldorf. Wien. New York: ECON Verlag, 1988),
pp.19-46.

9. For example Joseph North compared Kisch to the American John L.
Spivak, because both were outstanding social reporters who provided "an
analysis of experience, culminating in an implicit course of action” and
were "artists in the fullest sense of the term". (See 'Reportage’ in The
American Writers' Congress ed. Henry Hart (New York: 1935), p.8 and
below Chapter IV, section i, pp.185-86) Kisch was listed as a permanent
contributor to International Literature and, consequently, well-known in
the Writers' International, British section of the International Union
of Revolutionary Writers (MORP). His reportage was also discussed in
the pages of the English journal Left Review and published in John
Lehmann's New Writing, along with English new reporters like Orwell and
Christopher Isherwood (See below Chapter IV, section i, p.188 and 205).
The two major Kisch texts translated into English in the '30s were, as
we have seen, China geheim, as Secret China, and Asien griindlich
verdndert, trans. Rita Reil (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1935).

10. Willett The New Sobriety, p.107. For Isherwood and ‘'neutrality’,
see below Chapter VII, section ii, and Chapter VIII, pp.415-16.
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11. Quoted in ’'Vorwort' to Egon Erwin Kisch Der rasende Reporter
(Berlin: Reif3-Verlag, 1925; repr. Kdln: Kiepenheuer und Witsch, 1983),
p.7. (Henceforth, all references to DrR will be given in brackets in
the text.) I Have decided to refer to the Kiepenheuer und Witsch edition
(as opposed to Gesammelte Werke V (see below Note 19)) because it
reprints Kisch’s original foreword with the text of DrR.

All translations from the German are my own. Longer quotations will be
translated in the notes and shorter ones given in brackets in the text.
The Schopenhauer translates as follows:

"Quite ordinary or commonplace people can produce very important books
by virtue of material, if only it is accessible, for example:
descriptions of remote countries, rare natural phenomena, experiments
they have carried out, history, they have either witnessed, or taken
time and trouble to seek sources for, or to make their special study.”

12. "The reporter has no tendency, nothing to prove and no point of
view. He has to be an impartial witness and to render impartial
testimony, as reliably as any statement may be - in any case (for the
clarification of facts) his is more important than the brilliant speech
of the public prosecutor or the council for the defence.”

13. "He is no artist, he is no politician, he is no scholar - he is
perhaps Schopenhauer’'s "commonplace person'", and thus his work is "very
important by virtue of material"."

14. "rather a persona, who is certainly related to him, but also
separate from him." See Dieter Schlenstedt Egon Erwin Kisch: Leben und
Werk (Berlin: Volk und Wissen, 1970; repr. and revised in paperback,
1985), p.186. :

15. See Ellul Propaganda, pp.73-75.

16. See Benjamin ’Theses on the Philosophy of History’' VII in
Illuminations, pp.258-259. Also Max von der Grin 'Die Entdeckung eines
Autors' Text und Kritik no. 67, pp.1-5, especially pp.1-2.

17. See 'Reportage als Kunstform und Kampfform', Kisch's speech at the
International Writers' Congress for the Defence of Culture in Paris in
June 1935, in Deustche Akademie der Kiinste zu Berlin Zur Tradition der
sozialistichen Literatur in Deutschland 2nd edition (Berlin and Weimar:
1967), p.723.

18. "He discovered that the everyday, the ordinary could be the greatest
sensation, if one represented it in its overall context...Through his
typewriter technology became like the detective novel.” See Bruno Frei
‘Zweimal Kisch', Text und Kritik no. 67, pp.10-15, especially pp.13-14.

19. See Egon Erwin Kisch Gesammelte Werke in Einzelaufgaben ed. Bodo
Uhse and Gisela Kisch, and continued by Fritz Hofman and Josef Polacek
(Berlin and Weimar: Aufbau-Verlag, 1960-) VIII, pp.205-08. (Henceforth,
all page references to the Gesammelte Werke will be given in brackets in
the text.) Also Joseph North's comments below in Chapter IV, section i,
pp.185-86.
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20. "He distinguishes himself from others in that he was not basically a
reporter at all, but an artist in the guise, or rather the role, of the
reporter."”

21. See Max von der Grin Text und Kritik no. 67, p.4.

22. "The places and phenomena, which he describes, the experiments,
which he conducts, the history, whose witness he is, and the sources,
which he seeks out, do not have to be so remote, so rare, and so
inaccessible at all, when, in a world immeasurably overflowing with lies
- a world that wants to forget itself and thereby deal solely in
falsehood - he keeps his devotion to his object. Nothing is more amazing
than the simple truth, nothing is more exotic than our environment,
nothing is more imaginative than objectivity."

23. "Emile Zola opened up the endless regions of truth for the novel, he
gave the conflicts, the situations, the localities, the shapes of
everyday and of the present, placing reportage at the service of large-
scale fiction. It might have been expected that journalism would receive
reciprocal benefit from him. A mine, the stock-exchange, a railway
station, a poor district, a horse-race, a furnace, a theatre, a park, an
inn, a laundry, a place of pilgrimage, a police station, a locomotive,
the market-halls, a painter's studio - indeed, no one will ever sketch
it like this greatest reporter of all time, who, night and day, was
devoted to his object..." See Egon Erwin Kisch (ed.) Klassicher
Journalismus: die Meisterwerke der Zeitungen (1923; repr. Berlin und
Weimar: Aufbau-Verlag, 1982), p.347.

24. Sce below Chapter VIII, pp.419-25.

25. "Today talents are bought on the clear understanding that they are
to represent those opinions, which the newpaper's publisher and its past
and present editors have established on all questions. Everyone has to
follow this line."

26. "because of our lack of hate, rebellion, emotional involvement. We
are worse than phrasemongers (lit. ’'phrasethreshers’), because we have
become the willing servants of phrasemongers, servants of compromise,
bondsmen to philistine vanity, slaves of the time."”

27. See Balk International Literature No.4 (April 1935), pp.57 and 60.
28. Quoted in Schlenstedt Egon Erwin Kisch, p.182.
29. See ibid., p.184.

30. "[Readers] were amazed by an author, who today in Cuxhaven boards
the record-breaking passenger steamer, Fatherland, on its maiden voyage
and in the morning, without any transition, goes off as a hop-picker in
the Bohemian countryside - on page twenty he spends the night in a
Londor. lodging-house and on page twenty-four he flies over Venice in a
hydroplane - all that without transition, without connection, as if he
jumped in all directions, regardless of space and time, difficulties and
expense, just as it pleased him." See ibid., p.185 and note.
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31. John Willett The Weimar Years: A Culture Cut Short (London: Thames
and Hudson, 1984), p.66. Umbo's photomontage is reproduced on the same
page, & photocopy of which can be seen in Appendix B.

32. See Schlenstedt Egon Erwin Kisch, pp.186-88.

33. "The reporter has not rampaged through exotic countries by express
and aeroplane, rather he has gone very slowly and with astonishing
patience through the suburbs of Lyon, through the backyards of the
Leipziger Bruhl, through the offices of the Gablonz glass-factories and
through the holds of the port of Ajaccio. Kisch has discovered the
exoticism of the near-by, the far and unknown lands in near-by everyday
places, the blank spaces on our lighthouse-charts. This time the
reporter is not equipped with the telescope, but the microscope."” Bruno
Frei 'Von Reportagen und Reportern: Einige Bemerkungen zu Egon Erwin
Kisch's neuem Buch >Eintritt Verboten<', Der Gegenangriff.
Antifaschistische Wochenschrift (Prager-Ausgabe: M. Schnierer) II, no.
42 (17 October 1934), p.8.

34. Quoted in ibid., p.12.

35. "An eye for detail and intepretation soon grew into a kind of
trademark for Kisch’s reportage."” See Fischer (ed.) Aus Deutschland
berichtet, p.19.

36. See von der Grin Text und Kritik No. 67, p.3.
37. Balk International Literature No.4 (April 1935), p.68.
38. Quoted by von der Grin Text und Kritik No. 67, p.4.

39. "To begin with, I can't get hold of them, because now my hand grasps
too near and now too far. I certainly heard in school once about the
refraction of light in water without believing it. It really is true - 1
can't find the mussel that I see in front of me.”

40. "We are flying low, just 1,400 meters. A ribbed cloth is spread out
under us: the sea, azure-colour interwoven with darker stripes, over the
material chases a black insect - our shadow. At the edge is a map,
dazzlingly colourful. Everything looks almost like real land, only 400-
times smaller and the children’'s hands have joined the neatly cut-out
cartons together too obliquely, so that the illusion can be a perfect
one. Pictured there is a peninsula in the form of an equilateral
triangle. It is a little reminiscent of Istria; really, that must be
what the map of Istria looks like! Scale 1:1400. The analogy is so
striking, that one seems to be looking down at the projection of an
elliptical little town, sticking out into the sea, if not at a circle
with a thick point in it and the name 'Rovigno"”, in needle-script,
underneath...Only by the dark green can one tell where the cypresses
are, a mere shade distinguishes the yellow acres of grain from the green
of the oatfields. The lightness of the main roads cuts brightly through
the other colours. Fishing-skiffs, moored at a jetty, look like corals
threaded on a string, the moving torpedo boat looks like a guinea-hen
with a silver tail, and the yacht resembles a mere splinter of milk-
glass. But the most beautiful thing is the emerald band which represents
the contour of the coast: it is the shallow sea which sparkles so much.
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We can see right down to the bottom. Those tiny speckles are the points
of stones and rocks."”

41. See Schlenstedt Egon Erwin Kisch, pp.187-88.
42. Quoted in ibid., p.200.

43. "in a world, which will not listen to anything true and, therefore,
listens to the radio playing, in a world, which will not look at
anything true and, hence, watches the film, preferring the studio-trick
to the recording of reality...”

44. See Schlenstedt Egon Erwin Kisch, pp.211-12.

45. "A completely ordinary or commonplace person would never be able to
write an important book, even if he may have been himself an eye-witness
of Noah's flood, chamberlain to Semiramis or a member of Pizarro's
expedition...he would never recognise what is important as such."”

46. See Leo Lania 'Reportage als soziale Funktion', Die Literarische
Welt II, no. 26 (1926), p.5. This is also available in a reprint: Die
Literarische Welt (Nendeln/Liechtenstein: Verlag Kraus, 1973), II,
p.197.

47. See Schlenstedt Egon Erwin Kisch, pp.30 and 54.

48. A journalistic method still very much alive and kicking in Germany
as Ginther Wallraff's report on the treatment of Turkish Gistarbei ter,
Ganz Unten (K6ln: Kiepenheuer und Witsch, 1985), has demonstrated.
(Trans. as The Lowest of the Low (London: Methuen, 1988.)

49. "are rich compared to the homeless, who drag themeselves tiredly
through these filthy districts; hopelessly, they hope to get a few pence
from the other poor, so that they do not have to spend the frosty night
on the Thames Embankment...these most wretched of the wretched are still
divided into social-classes, even amongst the homeless distinctions of
wealth emerge"”. ‘

50. "My costume appeared to me almost exaggeratedly ragged as I put it
on. A glance at my neighbour taught me otherwise."

51. "So I climb down the stairs into the underworld, while the rich, who
were in possession of five pence, could take things easy in the
dormitory above...What the city was no longer able to hold in its
deepest abysses, what even Whitechapel, this refuge for the desperadoes
of every corner of the globe, no longer dared take up, what was no
longer suitable for begging and crime, seemed to have been deposited
here. There they sit, infecting the warm air. One unbuckles his wooden
leg and leans it on a bench. Another takes an inventory of some hundred
cigarette- and cigar-butts, spread out next to him. Another takes the
things out of his knapsack, which he has indiscriminately picked out of
the gutter: pieces of stale bread, the carcass of a pump, screwed-up
newspapers (he carefully smoothes them out) the remains of some
spectacles, the rudiment of a pencil. One adjusts his truss, one undoes
his foot-rags, one digests audibly - every sense is simul taneously
tormented."
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52. See below, Chapter IV, section i, pp.195.

53. "At last, I think, and breathe in the air. The others cringe before
the first shock of cold."”

54. Bertolt Brecht Die Dreigroschenoper (1928; repr. Berlin: Suhrkamp
Verlag, 1955) Scene 9., p.94.

55. "Only outside, in the east-end of the city, the night lives on. The
Jago court, whose horrors were described by Morrison's pen, has fallen,
but its horrors go on. Already behind Houndsditch, the job-goods
quarter, which was angrily portrayed (exactly like it is) in the great
Sydney Street anarchist massacre, and behind the Minories, whose junk-
shops lead to the tower of London, it becomes obvious that here poverty
lives, right, right next to the Bank of England, the stock exchange, the
Lombard bank and Fenchurch Street, to the streets of the commodity-,
currency- and gold-businesses and those of colonial trade."

56. "England protects its trade, and millions are stored in this area.
Of course, the crime rate in the docks is nonetheless extraordinarily
high, and police officers are greatly endangered."”

57. "Prompted by the melodrama of the Dickensian novel and the preaching
of the Reverends, a few English millionaires have soothed their
consciences with colossal charitable projects: philanthropic
institutions have arisen here, the public building, the hospital, Doctor
Barnados Homes, Toynbee Hall, public libraries. museums, parks and
schools - but everywhere new misery grows rampant from the dung of the
gutter and the slums!

58. "the potential for exploiting this unorganized and legally
unprotected Lumpenproletariat is so great, that capitalism, as far as
they are concerned, does not even bother to consider their solidarity
and the possibility that another estate might abduct its work force...I
accompany them to this new world."”

59. See Cathy Porter Larissa Reisner, p.159.

60. "and if we did not know that we were in Essen, if the maps and
street signs had not long since informed us to whom all this belongs,
that we are in the kingdom of..."Kr" Kr.- cemetery, Kr.- infirmary, Kr.-
administration offices, Kr.- co-operative society, Kr.- memorial, Kr.
Kr.,- and again Kr.- it does not signify "District”, nor "War"”, nor
"Crown", it all signifies: "Krupp”. And this whole dark city and its
inhabitants and their lives only have one name: “"Friedrich Krupp Cast-
Steel Works"."

61. "he [von Bohlen Halbach] would- oh, of course, only after vigorous
and brave protestations, only after reservations, only after provisos
and only after years!- provide other armies with just such magnificent
cannons and mortars and torpedoes and ammunition and armour-plate as he
provided for the Germans. Because this bridegroom of Miss Bertha Krupp,
selected by Kaiser Wilhelm, would uphold the tradition of the House of
Krupp as if he were born into it: flawless goods, flawless delivery.
Here were forged all the thousand-fold instruments of death, here all
the arms production records were met, from here they were delivered and
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delivered until one was delivered too. And a hundred thousand laboured
here, from childhood to their end in the Kr.- cemetery, in a life to
which all the (however, exemplary or famous) welfare-institutions could
give no joy. Thus arose this new Essen, swallowing the old centre, so
arose this black capital of the black earth."”

62. See Willett New Sobriety, p.107
63. Balk International Literature No.4 (April 1935), p.66.
64. Willett The New Sobriety, p.107.

65. "broken ointment and food-tins to the metalworks, paper-shreds to
the papermills, shards to the glass-blowers, old-iron to the furnace,
out of the ripped, yellowed bill of exchange will come another banknote,
out of the gnawed bone, a dog biscuit, out of the rusty, bent oven door,
an officer’'s sabre, and from the manuscript of a poet, even toilet
paper.”

66. "The Phoenix bird has got competition here: everything awakes - just
like him - from the ashes to new life."

67. See Fischer Aus Deutschland berichtet, p.32.

68. See Eddie Wolfram History of Collage: An Anthology of Collage,
Assemblage and Event Structures (London: Studio Vista, 1975), p.18.

69. See Walter Benjamin 'Charles Baudelaire’. Ein Lyriker im Zeitalter
des Hochkapitalismus' in Gesammelte Schriften (6 vols. in 12 + index),
unter Mitwirkung von Th. W. Adorno and Gershorn Scholem, ed. Rolf
Thielemann und Hermann Schweppenhduser (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp
Verlag 1972-1985), Vol.I, Part 2, pp.582-83. The translation is Geyer-
Ryan's in Collier and Timms (eds.) Visions and Blueprints, pp.70-71.

70. See Christian Ernst Siegel Egon Erwin Kisch: Reportage und
politischer Journalismus (Bremen: Schiinemann Universitétsverlag, 1973),
especially pp.61-66. For Benjamin's 1926 views on Kisch and reportage
see Benjamin's Moscow Diary ed. Gary Smith (Cambridge, Mass., and
London: Harvard UP, 1986), pp.23 and note 43. This includes references
to the concept of ’'logical fantasy' and the possibility of creating a
'materialist encyclopaedia’.

71. See Walter Benjamin Das Passagenwerk in Gesammelte Schriften Vol.V.
1 (Part 1), p.575. The translation is Geyer-Ryan’s in Collier and Timms
(eds.) Visions and Blueprints, p.67.

72. See Chapter I, section ii? pp.49-50.

73. See Benjamin 'Theses on the Concept of History' (Illuminations,
pPp.255-266. Also Geyer-Ryan in Timms and Collier (eds.) Visions and
Blueprints, p.70.

74. See above, Chapter I, Note 58.

75. See Benjamin 'Theses' III in Illuminations, p.256.
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76. See Geyer—-Ryan in Timms and Collier (eds.) Visions and Blueprints,
pp.76-77.

77. See this Section, p.118.
78. See this Section, p.124.

79. See Geyer-Ryan in Timms and Collier (eds.) Visions and Blueprints,
p.78.

80. See Geyver-Ryan in Timms and Collier (eds.) Visions and Blueprints,
pp.70-72.

81. "The figures which withstand this trial by fire, may go out into the
world. But not every one passes it...Sometimes a figure loses its
balance and falls against its neighbour, with which it melts together.
We take a look at these porcelain deformities, a whole cabinet of
pottery abnormalities: two dogs, which cannot seperate from each other,
a child with two heads, twc apes with four backsides, a herdsboy
transformed into a sodomite, a whale with an elephant’s trunk."”

82. See for instance Bruno Frei Text und Kritik no. 67, p.13 on Kisch’s
reaction to the purges and Moscow show trials and compare Erhard Schutz
‘Moral aus der Geschichte: Zur Wahrheit des Egon Erwin Kisch' Text und
Kritik No.67, pp.38-47, especially pp.39-40.

83. "Partisanship was for the basically politically naive Kisch no one-
way-street to the fulfilment of dogma, but the way to a humane
Socialism. But precisely because he was naive and impulsive, he also
lacked blinkers.” Henri Nannen 'Egon Erwin Kisch oder Warum es die
Reporter in unserem Land so schwer haben’, Henri Nannen (ed.) Schreib
das auf. Deutsche Reportagen. Die Besten Storys aus dem Jahr 1977
(Hamburg: 1978), p.6.

84. Egon Erwin Kisch quoted by Jef Last in The Spanish Tragedy trans.
David Hadett (London: Routledge, 1939), p.196. But cf. also next Section
of the present Chapter, pp.157-58, for Koestler's view.

85. Balk International Literature No.4 (April 1935), p.67.

86. Arthur Koestler The Invisible Writing. The Second Volume of an
Autobiography: 1932-40 (London: Collins/Hamish Hamilton, 1954; repr. in
pbk. Hutchinson, 1969) p.19. (Henceforth all page references to
Invisible Writing will be given in brackets in the text.) ’

87. See Arthur Koestler Arrow in the Blue. The First Volume of an
Autobiography: 1905-31 with a new preface by the author (London:
Collins/Hamish Hamilton, 1952; repr. in pbk. Hutchinson, 1983) pp.131,
and pp.36-39. Henceforth all page references to Arrow will be given in
brackets in the text.

88. Arthur Koestler The Yogi and the Commissar (London: Jonathan Cape,
1945), pp.28-35, especially pp.29-30. (Henceforth all page references to
YAC will be given in brackets in the text.)
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89. I am, of course, not employing the term ’'political unconscious’ in
the strict hermeneutic sense defined by Frederic Jameson in the preface
to his The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act
(London: Methuen, 1981), pp.9-14, but as a way of scrutinizing
Koestler's own views on the overlap between psychology and politics.

80. See Bernard Crick 'Koestler's Koestler’ in FEssays on Politics and
Literature (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 19898), pp.62-71,
especially pp.66-67.

9]1. See 'On the Difficulties of Writing Biography' in ibid., p.125.

92. See Hubert Renfro Knickerbocker Deutschland, So oder So? (Berlin:
1932) trans. as Germany, Fascist or Soviet? (London: John Lane, 1932).

93. See Greene Epigraph and Note.

94. Arthur Koestler Von Weissen Nédchten und Roten Tagen 'White Nights
and Red Days' (Kharkov, Ukrainian SSR: Ukdershnazmenwydaw, 1933).

95. See The Brown Book of the Hitler Terror and the Burning of the
Reichstag. (Prepared by the World Committee for the Relief of the
Victims of German Fascism, with an introduction by Lord Marley (London:
Editions du Carrefour, 1933).

96. See ibid, pp.160-93, especially pp.174-77.
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Chapter IV

i: Graffiti of the People!

In the '30s the British new reportage and documentary literature of
fact challenged official accounts of conditibns and events which were
constructed by media controlled either directly, by the National - i.e.
basically Conservative - Government (formed after Macdonald deserted the
Labour Party in 1931) or indirectly, by the financial interests they
represented. According to H. Gustav Klaus and Jirgen Enkemann, the years
1937-38 in particular saw the movement break through "to the level of a
cultural form influential amongst and representative of the masses”.?
These years saw the publication of Orwell's The Road to Wigan Pier
(March 1937) by the Left Book Club, the first number of Fact (April
1937), the beginning of Allen Lane's °'Penguin Specials' series, Mass-
Observation's first 'Day Survey’' on the Coronation (May 1937), followed
by the London Unity Theatre and the Manchester Theatre of Action
productions of the first British Living Newspapers and the first
appearance of Picture Post (October 1938).

In some respects the theory and practice of avant-garde reportage
had spread more quickly and widely in the USA b& the mid-'30s, but
British Left-culture was developing fast in similar directions. As we
have seen, the Reed-legend and the network of 'worcorrs’', encouraged by
radical journals like New Masses produced a counterfactual perspective
on American capitalism. This American documentary impulse was then
taken up by the Federal Art Project of Roosevelt’s ’'New Deal’', which
diluted its radicalism to suit the purposes of liberal reformism.? In
1935 there was (as yet) little sense of the coming clash on the American
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Left with Stalinism’s historical and cultural outlook. Consequently, at
the American Writers’ Congress of that year, Matthew Josephson,
discussing 'The Role of the Writer in the Soviet Union’, gave
prominence to "reportage and descriptive writing touching on
contemporary events", though he was careful to point out that official
assignments such as publicizing the State Poultry Trust, though sounding
"perilously close to our own advertising and press agenting", actually
served a non-profit-making institution "now happily being expanded
under the second Five Year Plan". There were also "gazettes and wall
bulletins to be gotten out for the workers of factories, and for
brigades on collective farms”. He mentioned Tretyakov's reporting of
the kolkhozi, and praised The White Sea Canal as monumental
"documentary history", representing "an experiment in direct
collaboration with the social program of the country".* Similarly, Jack
Conroy in 'The Worker as Writer' commended Those Who Built Stalingrad
for giving workers their voice.®

Most importantly, Joseph North in ’Reportage’ promoted Kisch as
"probably the greatest reporter in the world today".® North considered
that the new reportage had "evolved today into one of the most important
forms of the revolutionary movement". Work by Reed, John L. Spivak and
Agnes Smedley showed that it was also a thriving séctor of contemporary
American writing. According to North, it involved "more than surface
observation" and deictic questions like "who, why, when, where”. It had
to "answer those questions ... plus”, and the plus distinguished it as
"durable literature”: "Reportage is three-dimensional reporting. The
writer not only condenses reality, he helps the reader feel the fact.
The finest writers of reportage are artists in the fullest sense of the

"

term." The reporter, like the film montager, could present a viewpoint
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without explicit comment: "They do their editorializing through their
imagery."”? Moreover, to present the fact “in all its open and hidden
aspects” involved defamiliarizing it and exposing the whole process of
which it was part:
The difference between a feature story, let us say, of the
World Telegraph, and the reportage of an Egon Erwin Kisch, can
perhaps best be indicated by Kisch's coverage of the stock
market. The feature writer will describe a certain exciting
day on the bourse, give you a picture of the many men
frantically bidding for money, will describe some of them,
will reproduce bits of their conversation, impart some local
colour, and presto! you have the feature story. Kisch on the
same scene, not only describes the appearance, the excitement
of the stock exchange. When he is through, the reader
understands the innermost connections of capitalism. He not
only describes what he saw, he describes what was not to be
seen by the observer on Wall Street. Kisch gives the big
traders and the 1little traders who were sitting around the
ticker in Chicago, Los Angeles, Tokio, Berlin. You see the
entire process of production and the accumulation of capital.

The 'plus' was, hence, the new reportage's awareness of the global
context of mediation, politics and economics. This meant that, unlike
the bourgeois reporter, to Kisch "the fact is no corpse ... Some
phenomena have produced it; it in turn produces other phenomena."” And
North referred to Kisch's own theory of the relationship of facts to
method: "The fact is only the compass for the reporter. In his voyage he
also needs a rudder - of logical fantasy." Kisch, Tretyakov and Smedley
had "much more than the camera eye"”, in the simplistic objective sense,®
North concluded. They were not 'neutral recorders’, because their
reportage was "both an analysis and an experience, culminating in an
implicit course of action."

The ’'Chinese Destinies’ in Smedley's China’s Red Army Marches
(1934), Spivak's shots of contemporary America for New Masses, Dos
Passos’'s travelogue In All Countries demonstrated the flexibility of the

form, from short sketch to epic. The reporter's I-witnessing presence as
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part of the action dramatized Kisch and Spivak's writing; whereas
Smedley gave a more impersonal perspective on masses making history.
Josephson also emphasised the topical climate of contemporary Soviet
fiction, "taking the events of almost the night before last, usually
regarded as material for newspaper editorials, and making of them the
subject of historical novels.”® Similarly, North viewed reportage and
fiction as necessarily complementary and interdependent: "Reportage can
never replace the novel”. They were like "the cartoon to the mural”, but
"the cartoonist’'s sketches will help him (if the revolution permits of
the time) to produce the mural."” Meantime, reportage was "a valuable and
vital form in this period when the world demands a daily answer to the
questions behind the headlines.'1°

As Paget argues about documentary drama, the avant-garde influence
found its way to Britain both through the cultural ’'front door', from
Europe, and 'back door’', from the USA, to find fertile soil amongst
native traditions of social reportage.*! In the same year as the
American Writers' Congress, Montagu Slater (1902-56), editor of Left
Review and a trained journalist, wrote that "descriptive reporting"”
was fundamental to creating Socialist consciousness in Britain, because
it publicized realities unreproduced or misrepresented in the
capitalist media. Slater felt that reportage was sémething "the tabloid
press has almost replaced by wisecracks"”, but "which the revolutionary
press has often no room for"” even though it was politically wvital
because “to describe things as they are is a revolutionary act in
itself”. Slater emphasized the new reportage’s avant-garde strategy of
defamiliarizing mundane reality and relating it to collective crises,
quoting Louis Aragon: "the work of writers in this human transformation
begins at home". His exémple was a reportage by Brian O'Neill on the
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recent Dublin transport strike.!? Reportage could also be "one of the
most effective means of changing an enemy’s mind"”, and Slater was
confident that "many Catholics would be severely shaken, whether they
admitted it or not, if they were to read Egon Erwin Kisch's description
of Lourdes.'!?

At the ’Contributors’ Conference', Jack Winocour suggested Left
Review should become "a kind of working-class Tit-Bits after the style
of New Masses” and concentrate on the kind of muck-raking exposé
practiced by figures like Spivak, author of Devil’'s Brigade (1932),
Georgia Nigger (1935) and America Faces the Barricades (1936).!* In
March 1936, Charles Ashleigh interviewed Spivak himself (who was
observing conditions in South Wales, Manchester and Newcastle, after
collecting material on starving Carpathian peasants for Europe Under the
Terror (1936)), pronouncing him "no 'impartial’' reporter, but a writer
who takes sides, definitely and wihout hesitation or hysteria.”!S

According to Richard. Johnstone, Left Review reportage typified the
"movement away from authorial didacticism towards a kind of impersonal
didacticism"” based on factual subjects in which individuals would feel
implicated.!® But analysis of the many forms of '30s British new
reportage and 1literature of fact, as well as the views of those
practising them at the time, in no way confirms the. objectivist fallacy
that personal or ideological viewpoint can be completely expunged from
the reality reported. British new reportage was also symptomatic of the
obsessions of an I-witness generation, which, in Cunningham's phrase,
was "always breaking out into 'My Case-Book' or 'A Personal
Digression’".*?” It was an age when autobiographical novels, poems,
memoirs, diaries, travelogues, open letters and personal records of all

kinds were endemic, part of writers' questioning of the ideology and
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standard English their subjectivity was constructed in, which had been
badly mauled by the Great War and further destabilized by Modernism.
Political salvation for the I-witness, many thought, lay in merging into
or, at least, getting to know, the working mass of the population.
Hence, the Leftist consensus that bourgeois writers needed to make
contact with the proletariat and speak for them, when they were not in
the position to speak for themselves, by observing and reporting
social conditions as exactly and effectively as possible. But, as
elsewhere on the Left, there were competing theories about how to
achieve this, ranging from 'artless’ documentation to new reportage and
hard-line Socialist Realism. Isherwood recalled that when he sketched
'An Evening at the Bay' (1933) he had "a superstitious faith in the
power of exact reporting”. And he was typical in using scraps "of
overheard slang and dialogue"”, like "spells which could bring an entire
scene to 1life"”.'® But this fetishizing of objective recording was
clearly only the starting point for a writer who eventually produced
Goodbye to Berlin's intricate montage of fact and fiction.

As Ralph Wright concluded in a 1938 review: "What is significant
about the books that people are now reading in ever increasing numbers
is the fact that they deal with matters, that, whether we like it or
not, are everyone's close concern, the intellectuél‘s and the manual
labourer's, the mother's, the father’s, the boy's and girl's."*® 1In a
sense, reporting contemporary facts and issues of collective concern
assumed the role of Jakobson's 'dominant' in much British °'30s writing;
it was the ‘overdetermining’' component, articulating the relationship
and function of other elements.2?° Conversely, in Enemies of Promise
(1938), Cyril Connolly, always more aesthetic than ascetic, argued that

this new sobriety had reacted too far against the ’Mandarin’
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experimentalism of Anglophone Modernism and was in danger of

impoverishing itself, as if the '20s formal 'boom' were being paid for

by a '30s formal 'slump’. He even made the point that narrators were
blurring into a standardized, vernacular I-witness persona - the
“colourless" reporter - by montaging fragments from Orwell's

reportage, The Road to Wigan Pier, Hemingway's autobiographical novel To
Have and Have Not and Isherwood's ‘'documentary’ long short-story, 'Sally
Bowles’, to show how little they clashed in either form or content.?2?
On the other hand, Ralph Fox, a prominent apologist for Socialist
Realism’s simplified prose style, endorsed Chuzhak's "funeral of
fictiveness"” in the The Novel and the People (1937), suggesting that

novelists should mediate authentic events and depict figures "who
really shape modern 1life", 1like Rockefeller or Krupp.2?2 Fox had
contemporary precedents in the biographies which Dos Passos montaged
into his documentary fiction and, closer to home, in the thinly
disguised portraits of Swedish match-king Ivar Kreuger and British arms-
seller Basil Zaharoff in Graham Greene's England Made Me (1935) and A4
Gun for Sale (1936). According to Fox, multi-nationalists and media-
barons were Socialism’'s major antagonists in the new global
hyperreality: "You cannot separate these men from much of the poetry of
modern life, from the conquest of matter that made possible the modern
newspaper which can give you a photograph of a king dying from an
assasin's bullet almost as soon as the shot is fired." Consequently, the
same topical spirit could supply the typical "hero of our times", and
what better model was available than Dimitrov, hero of Katz's Brown
Books, who himself posed the gquestion "Where, in our literature, are the
heroes of the proletarian movement ... to be imitated by millions of

workers?" to the Soviet Writers' Union.2?? Fox's theory also resembled
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Tretyakov’'s and Kisch’'s in its confidence that the literary possibility
of real events - ‘"there are extraordinary subjects crying out for
imaginative treatment"” - could counteract escapist fantasy. However,
the kind of docu-melodrama he proposed stopped short of destabilizing
the objectivist myth of "actual history, where surmise has no place,
where all is collation, analysis and accurate generalization from
observed facts". 24

By the decade's end, even the Times Li terary Supplement was dubbing
the popular fictions of Philip Gibbs ’'newsreel novels'.25 It was not
that Gibb's texts used avant-garde devices (on the contrary they were
radically Conservative in form and content) but that they handled
events with almost cinematic speed as in This Nettle Danger (1939)
which fictionalized the Munich crisis. Gibbs, a successful Jjournalist,
also wrote England Speaks (1935), a Priestleyesque ’'condition of
England’ reportage, from a right-wing populist perspective.?® The Times
Literary Supplement’s description showed how deeply the currency of
reportage and literature of fact had penetrated even establishment
literary criticism by then. It acknowledged the general migration from
invention towards topicality, from, as Cunningham points out,?? even
factuél novels like Isherwood's Mr Norris Changes Trains or Orwell's A
Clergyman's Daughter, towards reportage <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>