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Inside the Rainbow, Russian Children’s Literature, 1920-1935: Beautiful 

Books, Terrible Times. Edited by Julian Rothenstein and Olga Bu-

dashevskaya. Foreword by Philip Pullman. Introductory essay by 

Arkady Ippolitov. London: Redstone Press, 2013. 311 pp. $35.00 

(cloth). ISBN-13: 978-1-87000-395-7.  

 

Inside the Rainbow, Russian Children’s Literature, 1920-1935: Beau-
tiful Books, Terrible Times is a large, attractive collection of illustrated 

children’s literature paired with a thought-provoking array of translated 

primary documents from the era, including stories, fairy tales, memoirs, 

rules posted on the doors of crèches and nurseries in the 1930s, excerpts 

from Party Congress records, the Five-Year Plan for Pioneers, and private 

correspondence between Vladimir Lenin and Maksim Gor’kii. These arti-

facts from the Lenin and early Stalin eras, as well as the black-and-white 

period photographs of groups of children in schools, state care or on state-

sponsored youth group outings, underscore the uncomfortable contrast 

between art and life highlighted in the book’s subtitle “Beautiful Books, 

Terrible Times.”  The reader voyages between the colorful, high-speed 

world of early Soviet, Constructivist-dominated children’s illustrations, 

and the monochrome of the political culture that attended and eventually 

terminated this aesthetic. 

Pride of place in this collection goes to the handsomely reproduced 

children’s book illustrations by leading artists like Vladimir Maiakovskii, 

El Lissitzky, Vladimir Lebedev and Tat’iana Glebova, as well as lesser-

known ones by Eduard Krimmer, Lidiia Popova, M. Zhukov, F. Shtern-

berg and N. Gippius. These illustrations are plumbed from the New York 

collection of émigré Aleksandr (Sasha) Lur’e, samples from which have 

appeared in a number of recent publications, including a 32-page collec-

tion compiled by Michael Patrick Hearn as an accompaniment to a 2003-

2004 museum exhibit and one by Vladimir Semenikhin in Russian.
1
 

Rothenstein and Budashevskaya’s collection is perhaps the most useful 

for undergraduate students and the non-specialist reader, since it offers a 

larger array of illustrations than Hearn’s 2004 work, but is more accessi-

ble than Semenikhin’s untranslated, two-volume study.  

An innovative feature of this collection is that it attempts to go beyond 

the art catalogue format of extracted images with minimal text and actual-

ly reproduce the full experience of the art exhibit. This collection suc-
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ceeds very well at being a portable, book-length version of recent high-

profile exhibits of children’s book art, such as “The ABC of It: Why 

Children’s Book Art Matters” that appeared at the New York Public Li-

brary from June 2013 to March 2014 and “Picture This: Illustrated Chil-

dren’s Classics,” at the British Museum from October 2013 to January 

2014. Indeed, the introductory essay “Imaginationland, USSR,” by Arka-

dii Ippolitov, a curator at the State Hermitage Museum, encourages read-

ers to picture themselves browsing canvases at an exhibit opening, while 

rather adamantly discouraging any kind of scholarly assessment of the 

work. Ippolitov’s invitation to savour the aesthetic value of the illustra-

tions and book design without “giving a damn about the ideas behind 

them,” because that can be consigned to “historians and other specialists 

(let them muck about and defend their dissertations, turning ideas into 

ideology and climbing the career ladder in the process),” (p. 17) seems a 

rather severe conflation of “ideas” with “ideology.” The result is what Ip-

politov sees as the aim of this work, to be a “perfectly accessible album.” 

(p. 17) Graduate students, researchers and readers eager for analysis will 

have to look elsewhere. 

The second introductory essay of the book, Olga Budashevskaya’s 

“Inside the Rainbow,” makes connections with the book’s title, which re-

fers to the “Raduga” (Rainbow) publishing house, headed by the two li-

ons of Soviet children’s literature, Kornei Chukovskii and Samuil Mar-

shak, and the circle of talented writers and illustrators they attracted to 

their fold. When independent Raduga was shut down in 1930 in favor of 

state-controlled publishing, children’s literature was left to contend with 

the aftermath of the “joyous rainbow glow” (p. 14) that was to come after 

the Bolsheviks rebuilt the world anew, the unfulfilled promise of 

Maiakovskii’s “grey dust of cities [transformed into] hundred-coloured 

rainbows” (p. 31). This book does not feature Raduga publications exclu-

sively, but draws widely from the publications of the period and brings at-

tention to the fact that colorful, inspiring children’s art lived on, on the 

page, even when the rainbow had long since faded in reality. 

The book has ten chapters, which are organized thematically rather 

than chronologically and which connect with many of the important is-

sues in children’s culture of the day. Chapter One, “Little Comrades,” re-

veals the increasing militarization of the child’s world, with Maiakov-

skii’s 1927 “Let Us Take the New Rifles” and a translated version of 

Arkadii Gaidar’s Stalinist fairytale “Tale of the Military Secret,”  illus-

trated by Vladimir Konashevich in 1933. This chapter also references the 

controversy over the magical fairy tale with its list of rules from nurseries 

and crèches, including “Never tell a child about things he cannot see. 

(This means that fairy stories should not be told to children.)” (p. 67) 
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Chapter Two, “What is Good and What is Bad,” takes its title from 

Maiakovskii’s 1930 children’s book on hygiene and manners, with illus-

trations by Aleksei Laptev. The chapter also deals with attempts to raise 

children in a new, modern and enlightened way. Further quotes from the 

list of rules for nurseries and crèches include “Never whip, kick or spit on 

a child” and “Fresh air is as necessary in a child’s room in winter as in 

summer.” 

The era’s fascination with machine technology and state attempts to 

transmit a thoroughly practical and material worldview to child readers is 

reflected in Chapter Three, “How The World Works.” This chapter fea-

tures works from Proletkul’t artists like Ol’ga and Galina Chichagova, 

who illustrated a 1924 book called Where Does Crockery Come From 

(Otkuda posuda?) by Nikolai Smirnov. An even more detailed attempt to 

explain the wonders of the technological world to children is The Journey 

Inside the Electric Lamp (1937), by N. Bulatov and P. Lopatin, with its 

photomontage cover by M. Mokhalov. In Chapter Four, “What Grown-

Ups Do,” one finds the happy worker (in this case, a postman) in Samuil 

Marshak’s 1927 classic Mail, illustrated by Mikhail Tsekhanovskii, con-

trasted with the unhappy intellectual, as shown in quotes from Lenin’s 

1919 letter to Gor’kii about his lack of sympathy for mass arrests of intel-

lectuals, and poet Osip Mandel’shtam’s 1934 arrest photo. 

Children’s books about various forms of transport, including trucks, 

ships, bicycles and the metro, are featured in Chapter Five, “On the 

Move,” while Chapter Six, “Meet the Animals,” focuses on the exotic, 

with stories and illustrations about wild animals. In Chapter Seven, “Tall 

Tales,” one finds the work of artists who turned to children’s literature as 

a potential safe haven during Stalinism, including Mandel’shtam’s chil-

dren’s poems “Two Trams” (illustrated by Boris Ender, 1925) and “The 

Kitchen,” in Azerbaijani, (illustrated by F. Dmitrieva, 1927). Works of 

socialist realism such as Andrei Platonov’s The Foundation Pit (1930) are 

juxtaposed with Daniil Kharms’s absurdist fairy tales. 

Children’s works about musical instruments and toys are showcased in 

Chapter Eight, “Let’s Play,” alongside an excerpt from the Stalinist child 

education expert Anton Makarenko’s radio broadcast “Lectures to Par-

ents” (1937). Chapter Nine, “Let’s Study, Study and Study,” presents a 

number of ABC primers for Soviet children, accompanied by Maiakov-

skii’s “What Will You Be When You Grow Up?” Chapter Ten, “Hide and 

Seek,” uses the format of the picture puzzle “What is Missing?” to high-

light the problem of the increasing repression of artistic expression. 

As “curators” the editors have done a good job of selecting images and 

quotes that will alternately enchant and disillusion the reader about this 

period in children’s illustrations. Some of the material, for instance by 
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well-known authors and artists like Maiakovskii, have been reproduced 

elsewhere, but others, like The Tiny ABC Book (1928), by an unknown 

artist, are rarities. The Further Reading section at the end of the book is 

not extensive, but has a good, up-to-date list of several recent works on 

Soviet children’s literature published in Europe, North America and Rus-

sia. At its best, Inside the Rainbow will delight the eye and provoke the 

mind, drawing the reader into one of the most fascinating periods in chil-

dren’s book art. 
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