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Most of us in adulthood are well acquainted with tiresome meetings, meetings that 

seem to trap us in a cyclone of ennui, circling endlessly about points of arcane interest 

and little consequence. Very often a pair of highly principled colleagues insists on de-

bating the wording of documents that will be read only once and then quickly forgot-

ten, even by themselves. In the meantime, the rest of us who, by virtue of representing 

one sector or another of our institution, sit wondering how long these blowhards will 

press their petty virtues and how soon we will be liberated from their admirable but 

exasperating principles.  

Those of us drawn to the history of the Russian Revolution usually come to it hav-

ing felt the pull of its romance, the drama of February, October, industrialization, and 

the purges, or the perfidy of its chief actors. In reality, however, the moments of high-

est drama were but brief moments amid month after month of the same kinds of tedi-

um that drive many of us to madness. Anyone who has pored over stenographic ac-

counts from the early Soviet period knows that, regardless of the monumental tasks 

facing the leaders of the first socialist state, many of the meetings were every bit as 

tiresome as discussions of curricular innovation or the drafting of accreditation self-

studies. Imagine the delegate from Chita standing to explain how the failure of the 

central authorities to distribute funds appropriately resulted in an inadequate effort by 

the regional party committee to draw middle peasants into the “Our Answer to Cham-

berlain” campaign – and that after delegates from Perm’, Khabarovsk, and Akmolinsk 

had already said the same thing, if with slightly less enthusiasm. 

In these moments of deepest stagnation, the artistically inclined (usually those who 

sit far from the podium) give free rein to their pens or pencils, allowing themselves to 

escape the monotony and indulge childhood talents lost in the world of reports and 

meetings. Those with little real talent doodle meaninglessly. The illustrations in this 

delightful collection are not doodles. They are caricatures of Soviet leaders made by 

colleagues whose relation to matters at hand was tangential, allowing them to step 

away from direct participation and instead record the proceedings in a way that steno-

graphic accounts are unable to do. The latter record the words of speakers the way the 

speakers wanted them remembered. The drawings here provide us a glimpse of the 

meetings the way we always knew they had to be but had generally forgotten, capti-

vated as we are by the revolution and its “romance.”   

Nikolai Bukharin, Emelian Iaroslavskii, and Valery Mezhlauk are by far the most 

prolific of the “artists” in this collection, and Bukharin, surprisingly, shows the most 

talent. This is particularly valuable because Bukharin was present at meetings of the 

highest level, and thus we see deft portraits of the most important figures of the revo-

lutionary era. Faces were clearly a fascination for Bukharin, who devoted considera-
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ble attention to rendering them accurately and then attaching grotesque or animalistic 

figures to them, possibly as an afterthought. He had had some artistic training in a 

Moscow gymnasium, and his portraits are those of a practiced hand, whereas those of 

Mezhlauk and Iaroslavskii, while often more expressive and revealing, tend to be 

cruder. 

Alexander Vatlin and Larissa Malashenko, who gathered their collection from the 

former archives of the Communist party (many saved personally by Stalin insider 

Kliment Voroshilov), have divided it into two sections. In the first, they have juxta-

posed individual portraits or caricatures with photographs of individuals. Their effort 

not only to find photographs of the parodied leaders but to select those that actually 

resemble the drawings is especially noteworthy. Moreover, for those of us who study 

the twenties and thirties, this book allows us to put faces to names we have seen in 

countless reports but who are rarely included in photographic retrospectives, names 

such as Chubar’, Andreev, Rudzutak, Lashevich, Smilga, and Shmidt. Ironically, were 

it not for Bukharin, the collection would have no image of Mezhlauk, one of its main 

contributors.   

The second section of the book includes drawings that are much more obviously 

meant to entertain members of the inner circle. Here we see Mezhlauk’s rendition of 

T. F. Makharadze, a Georgian deputy to the Congress of Soviets, having trouble “fin-

ishing,” as an endless stream issues from the genitals in his hand. An unknown artist 

portrays Alexei Rykov knifing a sack of money over Uncle Sam’s shoulder, declaring, 

“If we’re going to swindle them at all, we should go all out!” Another shows Com-

missar for Foreign Affairs Maksim Litvinov with a monocled “gentleman” from the 

West at a well-apportioned table and seated beneath a palm tree, proclaiming “From 

time to time I am compelled to make this great sacrifice.”   

The illustrations become increasingly disturbing, however, as the strains of indus-

trialization and the self-destruction of the leadership intensify. They are at once hu-

morous and terrifying. Indeed, while the sketches of the 1920s are generally on the 

order of good-natured ribbing, those of the mid-1930s are often malicious. They rec-

ord matter-of-factly as often as they parody, and increasingly we see expressions of 

anger, hostility, and violence as the object of meetings turned increasingly away from 

plans for the future and toward accusations of why those plans were failing. By the 

late 1930s, only Mezhlauk’s drawings remain. They are nearly humorless renderings 

of trial proceedings with only the slightest effort at caricature. That the variety and 

humor of the sketches made in party gatherings slowly began to dissipate as the thir-

ties became deadlier suggests that we should be thankful for long, tedious meetings. 

Those that hold our attention (and thus restrict the potential for the creative struggle 

against ennui) may be far worse.   

Stalin is the author of only one drawing in the collection, a scraggly likeness of 

Georgii Piatakov, but his presence throughout is unmistakable. Many of the drawings 

include his comments (most typically “send to all Politburo members”), and one sens-

es that he derived special pleasure from the most vindictive drawings, such as that 

portraying Finance Commissar Nikolai Briukhanov hanging from his testicles, to 

which Stalin remarked, “For all his sins, past and present, hang Briukhanov by the 

balls. If the balls hold out, consider him acquitted by trial. If they do not hold, drown 
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him in the river” (p. 164). That Stalin is rarely portrayed negatively is itself quite tell-

ing. In the entire collection, only three drawings place him at the center of criticism, 

two of which show him either trampling on party democracy or whipping the opposi-

tion into conformity with the rest of the party. 

This marvelous series of illustrations provides a new window onto our understand-

ing of Soviet politics in the 1920s and 1930s. For the first time we can look deeper 

than the rhetoric of party meetings to see the leaders as human beings as well as polit-

ical actors. What the drawings reveal in that regard, however, can confirm or contest 

what we believe we already know. Simon Sebag Montefiore may be correct to assert 

that, “in the future, historians of Stalin and Stalinism will have to use this book” (p. 

vii), but they may find that interpretation of such drawings is as complicated and vari-

able as it is of other sources. Nevertheless, one cannot help but be grateful that they 

have finally come to light.                                
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