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Patronage and the Intelligentsia
in Stalin’s Russia*

Sheila Fitzpatrick

In 1930 in the little Sukhumi rest-house for bigwigs where we ended up
through an oversight of Lakoba’s, Ezhov’s wife was talking to me:
‘Pil'nyak goes (khodit) to us,’” she said. ‘And whom do you go to?’ I
indignantly reported that conversation to O. M., but he quietened me
down: ‘Everyone “goes”. Obviously it can’t be otherwise. We “go”, too.
To Nikolai Ivanovich [Bukharin]’.!

Patronage relations were ubiquitous in the Soviet elite. The phenomenon is
perhaps most familiar in the political sphere, where local and central leaders
cultivated and promoted their own client networks (the often-criticised
‘family circles’ [semeistva]).? But it was not only rising politicians who needed
patrons. Lacking an adequate legal system, Russians relied on patronage
alliances to protect ‘personal security, goods, career and status, freedom of
expression and other material interests’.* These words, written by David
Ransel about Russian elites in the time of Catherine the Great, apply equally
well to Stalinist society. Like blat connections, patronage relations were part
of the well-placed Soviet citizen’s survival kit. And no sector of the elite was
more intensive in its pursuit of patrons, or more successful in finding them
in the heights of the party leadership, than the Soviet ‘creative intelli-
gentsia’, whose clientelist practices are the subject of this chapter.

To say that patronage relations were ubiquitous in the elites of Stalin’s
Russia is not to say that everybody had them. Not everyone is equally adept
at the human skills involved in patronage and blat relations. Some members
of the intelligentsia were virtual non-participants for lack of opportunity or
aptitude; others avoided clientelist relations with highly-placed Commu-
nists on principle. But nobody within the elites — and perhaps outside them,
but that question remains to be investigated by scholars - could live in a
patronage-free environment, any more than he or she could live in a social
environment that was free of blat. These two phenomena are intimately con-
nected. Both involve the doing of favours based on some degree of personal
relationship, for which there is no direct payment; the difference is that
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patronage connections exist between persons of unequal social status,
whereas blat relations are non-hierarchical.*

Like blat, patronage was and remains a semi-taboo subject with slightly
shady overtones of corruption for Russians (at least when they are talk-
ing about themselves). Among intelligentsia memoirists, only the most
sociologically-inclined (like Nadezhda Mandelstam) or the most flagrant
practitioners of clientelism (like Natal’ya Sats, former director of the Moscow
Children’s Theatre) openly discuss their own relations with patrons from the
political elites.®* Most memoirists remain reticent, though they may note
occasions where some important personage showed his nobility of charac-
ter or devotion to the arts by intervening on their behalf. The same
reticence is to be found in the language which Russians use to talk about
patronage. While terms describing a patron’s protection exist (pokrovitel’stvo,
protektsiya, ruka), they tend to be pejorative and would rarely be used about
one’s own patronage relations. Most non-pejorative ways of referring to a
patron are euphemistic and tend to present the patron-client relationship
in terms of friendship. Verbs like ‘help’ (pomogat’), ‘support’ (podderzhivat’),
and ‘come to the aid of’ (vyruchat’) are often used to describe patronage
transactions. Written appeals to patrons request their ‘advice’ (sovet) and
‘help’ (pomoshch’).®

There is an extensive comparative literature on clientelist/patronage rela-
tions in which these are defined as reciprocal, personal (conventionally
involving affective ties), continuing (not one-off events), and taking place
between unequal partners.” The advantage to the client is that he or she
obtains goods, jobs, promotion, protection, and so forth from the more
powerful and worldly-connected patron. The advantage to the patron, as it
is described in the literature, is that the patron has the loyalty and services
of the client for a range of purposes ranging from work, protection of rep-
utation, and provision of intelligence to support in elections. The client is
the patron’s ‘man’. Many writers on clientelism see it as closely connected
with insecurity and vulnerability:

One may posit that resort to patronage mechanisms will be the more pro-
nounced where the weak are disproportionately weak, the strong dispro-
portionately strong, and formal, alternative mechanisms for protecting
citizens - laws, court systems, police, procedural rules of the game, etc. —
remain embryonic, manipulable or perhaps imbued with little or no
legitimacy.®

It has also been suggested that, in situations of scarcity of goods and ser-
vices, patronage may provide the necessary discriminatory selection basis.’

Much of this general theory of patronage fits the Soviet case very well,
in particular the insecurity/vulnerability and preferential distribution
arguments. Undoubtedly patronage and blat were Soviet mechanisms for
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distributing scarce goods in the absence of a market. There was not enough
social provision such as housing, health care, and so on to go round; there
was no market to set priorities via pricing; bureaucratic rules of allocation
were clumsy and unsatisfactory; law functioned poorly, especially as a pro-
tection for the individual against arbitrary state action. In the real world,
personalistic processes like patronage and blat were what often determined
who got what.

Less clearly applicable to the Soviet case is the notion of reciprocity in
patron-client relations. In the sphere of political clientelism, one can see
possible forms of reciprocity in the form of loyalty, discretion and mutual
protection within the family circle: since semeistva got local political leaders
into big trouble during the Purges, their ubiquity presumably tells us that a
local mutual-protection ring was an almost essential modus operandi in
Stalinist politics, despite the dangers.'” But in the multifarious patron—client
relationships that linked the creative intelligentsia and the regime, it is hard
to see what reciprocal benefits the clients could offer their patrons. Of what
use would the loyalty of (say) Mandelstam have been to Bukharin, or of
Vavilov to Molotov? And what ‘services’ could these intelligentsia clients
provide for their patrons?

On closer examination, this may not constitute a deviation of Soviet
patronage from the general rule so much as point up a weakness in the
articulation of the theory. There must, in fact, be many contexts in which
patrons are unlikely to obtain tangible material benefits from their clients.
As one writer notes, ‘a patron controlling bureaucratic favours may be
victimised by his own power, unable to extract from his clients anything
commensurate with the services he has rendered’.'’ (I will consider the
intangible benefits to the patron later in this chapter.)

Patronage is still an underdeveloped topic in modern Russian/Soviet his-
toriography. Daniel Orlovsky has provided a valuable introductory overview
of pre-Soviet patronage focussed on the late imperial period,’> and Daniel
Aleksandrov and other young Russian historians of science have begun to
investigate patronage in the sciences as part of their study of the everyday
practices (byt) of Russian and Soviet science.’”® The present essay is, as far as
I know, the first attempt at an overview of client—patron relationships
between members of the Soviet intelligentsia and members of the Soviet
political elite. For reasons of space, the equally important topic of cliental-
ist relations within the intelligentsia is not discussed in this chapter.

5.1 Who were the patrons?

Officials were the people with access to resources in Soviet society; conse-
quently, officials were the major source of patronage. Any office-holder
could function as a patron who did favours for clients, and it is hard to
believe that there was any official who never did this. As for patronage of
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the intelligentsia, some political leaders were more involved, some less, but
it is probably safe to assume that all members of the Politburo and obkom
secretaries acted at least occasionally as patrons of members of the intelli-
gentsia. This was not necessarily because of love of the arts and scholarship
but a matter of noblesse oblige — the position and status required it.

From the existing memoir literature, it would be easy to get the impres-
sion that patronage of the intelligentsia — indeed, patronage in general — was
the prerogative of a few particularly generous or culturally-inclined party
leaders: for example, Sergei Kirov, the Leningrad obkom leader; ‘Sergo’
Ordzhonikidze, People’s Commissar of Heavy Industry; Mikhail Kalinin,
longtime President of TsIK; and Nadezhda Krupskaya, Lenin’s widow,
who was Deputy Commissar of Enlightenment.** This is not the case,
however. It must be remembered that in the Khrushchev and Brezhnev
periods, when most of these memoirs of ‘unforgettable meetings’ with
‘friends of science’ and ‘friends of the arts’ in the party leadership appeared,
large numbers of former leaders — from Oppositionists of the 1920s like
Trotsky and Kamenev to the ‘anti-party group’ of the 1950s, including
Molotov and Malenkov — were non-persons whose names could not be
mentioned in print.

It may be that ‘good’ Communists like Kirov and Ordzhonikidze - along
with Bukharin, whose patronage is attested by dissident and samizdat
sources — really were particularly generous as patrons of the intelligentsia.
But ‘bad’ Communists like State Prosecutor Andrei Vyshinskii or Nikolai
Ezhov, Genrikh Yagoda and Yakov Agranov of the NKVD were also active
patrons.’® With the opening of the Soviet archives, we find that even
Vyacheslav Molotov, head of the Soviet government throughout the 1930s,
who gets few if any mentions as a patron in the memoir literature (or, for
that matter, in his own quasi-memoir volume),'® was much sought after
and responsive as a cultural patron. (The next section of this essay is largely
based on Molotov’s Sovnarkom archive.)

Stalin, of course, was in a category of his own. While his eminence tended
to disqualify him from engaging in ordinary patron—client relations in the
1930s and 1940s, he may be regarded as the universal and archetypal patron,
as in this extract from a fantasy about the writer Mikhail Bulgakov (whom
Stalin did in fact help):

Motorcycle . . . brrm!!l In the Kremlin already! Misha goes into the hall,
and there sit Stalin, Molotov, Voroshilov, Kaganovich, Mikoyan and
Yagoda.

Misha stands in the door, making a low bow.

STALIN: What's the matter? Why are you barefoot?

BULGAKOV (with a sad shrug): Well . . .I don’t have any boots.
STALIN: What is this? My writer going without boots? What an outrage!
Yagoda, take off your boots, give them to him."
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High officials in the cultural bureaucracies played a special role as patrons
of the intelligentsia. Anatolii Lunacharskii, as head of the Commissariat of
Enlightenment (Narkompros), was notoriously generous in this regard,
though the generosity of his response reduced the value of his interventions
on behalf of clients.”® As the writer Kornei Chukovskii recalled, as early as
1918 dozens of clients gathered every day outside Lunacharskii’s apartment
in Petrograd, ‘thirsting for his advice and help’:

Pedagogues, workers, inventors, librarians, circus clowns, futurists, artists
of all schools and genres (from peredvizhniki to Cubists), philosophers,
ballerinas, hypnotists, singers, Proletkul’t poets and simply poets, artists
of the former Imperial stage — all of them went to Anatolii Vasil’evich in
a very long queue up the dilapidated staircase to the crowded room which
finally came to be called the ‘reception room’ (priemnaya)."

In the realm of cultural patronage, nobody was more important than Maxim
Gorky. His position was anomalous, since he was neither a cultural bureau-
crat nor a party leader. He established the role first during the Civil War
by virtue of his longtime close acquaintanceship with Lenin and other
Bolshevik leaders. Then, after his return to the Soviet Union at the end of
the 1920s, Gorky was essentially given the job of patron extraordinaire by
Stalin; indeed, this was probably one of the main incentives for him to
return. Chukovskii’s tribute to Gorky’s ‘unforgettable role’ as a patron of
children’s literature (‘How stubbornly he helped up children’s writers
struggle with Leftist apologists, how many times he saved our books from the
then Narkompros, RAPP [the Russian Association of Proletarian Writers|, and
so forth’) is one of hundreds.?® There are more than 13000 letters to Gorky
from Soviet writers in the Gorky archive, a sizeable proportion of which
approach him as an actual or potential patron,”” and his activities in this
sphere in the first half of the 1930s were legendary.

Finally, institutional sources of patronage outside the cultural bureaucracy
should not be forgotten. Katerina Clark notes that in the early years of NEP,
when Narkompros’s budget was drastically reduced, the Komsomol assumed
new importance as a source of patronage for Petrograd intellectuals.?
The GPU/NKVD and its leaders also provided important patronage for
some cultural and educational activities (Matvei Pogrebinskii’s and Anton
Makarenko’s communes for delinquents; the writers’ expedition to the
White-Sea Canal that resulted in the Belomor volume,? and so on). For
the artists of AKhRR (the Association of Artists of Revolutionary Russia,
established in the mid-1920s), trade unions and the Red Army were the main
sources of patronage.” It should be noted that artists had access to private
patronage in a fully traditional sense: the commissioning of portraits of
patrons in the political world. The army leader Klim Voroshilov was one of
those whose portraits were painted by a client.”* Opponents of the AKhRR
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group claimed that AKhRR owed its success to a ‘policy of worming a
privileged position by doing portraits of the establishment figures, who in
turn passed on lucrative commissions to the Association on behalf of the
organizations they headed’.”

5.2 What could patrons do for their clients?

There were three main categories of request from clients:

(i) goods and services;
(ii) protection, and;
(iii) intervention in professional disputes.

The first category is the one where we see patronage acting as a non-market
mechanism for the distribution of scarce goods, above all housing. Molotov's
Sovnarkom archive of the 1930s is full of requests from members of the intel-
ligentsia, writing to him as a patron (addressed by name and patronymic)
and putting their requests on a personal basis, for help in obtaining a larger
apartment.”® The letter of Nikolai Sidorenko, a member of the Writers’
Union, was a typical if florid example. Sidorenko described pathetically how
he lived with wife and stepson of 15 in one attic room, damp, low and dark,
13 square metres, off Arbat. As a result of ‘every-day life and moral torments
of my family’, his wife was suffering from severe nervous breakdown;
the boy was growing up ‘abnormal, without his own corner’; his wife’s
father, a 72-year-old invalid, had to beg corners in strange apartments.”
Writers, musicians, scientists, and artists were among those who approached
Molotov, often successfully, for help in obtaining housing.*

The second category — even more common, at least in the Great Purge
years — consists of requests for protection. In the Soviet case this could mean
intervention to stop the writer being harassed by colleagues or particular
state institutions; help in re-establishing a reputation after falling into
political disgrace; help in getting an arrested relative released or their
case reviewed, and so on. Take a characteristic selection of items from
Molotov’s mailbag in the second half of the 1930s: Professor A. L.
Chizhevskii appealed for protection from harassment by the Communist
biologist B. M. Zavadovskii;*! Academician Derzhavin asked for help in
resisting ‘persecution’ at the hands of Academician Deborin;** 1. 1. Mints
asked Molotov to squash a libellous rumour that Mints was a friend of the
disgraced ‘Trotskyite’, Leopol’d Averbakh (former leader of RAPP);*® the poet
A. Zharov complained about the ‘death sentence’ pronounced on his recent
book in a Pravda review.**

There is no reason to think Molotov was unusual in the scope of his
patronage activities (after all, as noted above, he is not celebrated as a patron
in the annals of the literary intelligentsia). Similar ‘client’ cases can be found
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in Ordzhonikidze's archives. In 1931, for example, the former Menshevik
economist, O. A. Ermanskii, wrote to Ordzhonikidze asking for his help in
dissipating the ‘social isolation into which I have fallen’.*® There are many
letters to party leaders in the archives from aggrieved actors, singers and
other performers complaining about being denied good roles.*® Agranov of
the NKVD, a patron of the Vakhtangov Theatre, was the person to whom
the actress Tsetsiliya Mansurova regularly applied when her husband, a
member of the aristocratic Sheremet'ev family, was disenfranchised or
arrested because of his social origins.” When the composer Dmitrii
Shostakovich fell into disgrace over his opera Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk
District in 1936, he turned naturally to his friend and patron, Marshall
Tukhachevskii.*®

The third type of help for which clients appealed to patrons was inter-
vention in professional disputes. Lysenko’s feud with the geneticists, for
example, was the subject of many appeals from both sides.* Physics, too,
was a subject of appeals and counter-appeals. For example, the militants
at Pod znamenem marksizma, M. B. Mitin, A. A. Maksimov and P. E. Yudin,
sought Molotov’s support for their controversial attack on ‘idealism’ in
physics,* while Petr Kapitsa wrote in defence of the militants’ targets to
Stalin, Molotov and Mezhlauk, characterising Pod znamenem marksizma's
intervention in physics as ‘scientifically illiterate’ and deploring the assump-
tion that ‘if you are not a materialist in physics . . . you are an enemy of the
people’.*!

Artists were perhaps even more prone than scientists to appeal to patrons
to resolve professional disputes. At the beginning of 1937, Konstantin
Iuon, Aleksandr Gerasimov (head of the Moscow Union of Artists), Sergei
Gerasimov and Igor’ Grabar’ asked Molotov to receive a delegation to
adjudicate their quarrels with Kerzhentsev’s Arts Committee, claiming that
‘extra and decisive interference of authoritative instances is necessary so as

not to allow that union [of artists] to collapse completely’.*

5.3 How to acquire a patron

The patron-client relationship requires the existence of some sort of
personal connection. That connection may be social or familial, or have
occurred through a chance meeting in a work context, in a train, at a resort,
for example, or through an introduction. Boris Pil'nyak was taken along to
meet an early patron, Trotsky, by A. K. Voronskii (editor of Krasnaya nov’)
in the early 1920s.** How he met a later patron, Ezhov, is unknown, but
most likely it was through Babel, who was a friend and former lover of
Ezhov’s wife. Leopol’d Averbakh knew Yagoda because his sister married
him; one of the sources of his (and Yagoda's) contact with Maxim Gorky
was that his uncle, Zinovii Peshkov, was Gorky’s adopted son. Meyerhold
expanded his network of party and security-police patrons through the salon
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run by his second wife, Zinaida Raikh.** Painters could acquire patrons by
painting them: q.v. requests to pose from painters Mark Shafran (to Andrei
Zhdanov) and B. V. Ioganson (to Ivan Gronskii).*

But these are only the beginnings of chains by which a potential client
could establish contact with a patron. There were political leaders who were
known to specialise in certain types of clients on the basis of ethnicity,
profession, avocation etc.: Mikoyan for Armenians,* Ordzhonikidze for
Georgians,*” Vyshinskii for lawyers and diplomats,*® Voroshilov (an amateur
singer) for opera singers . . . And there were also introductions from lower-
level patrons: for example, when Pil'nyak was in trouble in the mid-1920s
after the publication of his scandalous novella, Povest’ nepogashennoi luny,
he approached a middle-level patron, Ivan Skvortsov-Stepanov, then editor
of Izvestiya, who arranged a meeting with Rykov (who ‘advised me to write
letters of contrition, which I did’).* And people with contacts might pass
on a letter ‘kuda sleduet’, as Babel did when he handed Ezhov’s wife a letter
from Eduard Bagritskii’s widow asking for the release from prison of her
sister’s husband.® Finally, major cultural institutions like the Bol’shoi or
Vakhtangov theatres would have their own sets of patronage connections
that could be activated on behalf of a member in need.*

5.4 Brokers

There were certain leading members of the cultural and scholarly profes-
sions — P. L. Kapitsa and S. I. Vavilov were examples in the natural sciences
— who acted as representatives of a whole group of clients in dealing with
highly-placed patrons. They assumed this broker function because of their
professional statures and their established connections with various gov-
ernment leaders: chairmen of the Academy of Sciences, secretaries of pro-
fessional unions, directors of scientific institutes, and so on, had it ex officio.
Sometimes brokering was a matter of representing the professional interests
of a group, as when Aleksandr Fadeev, secretary of the Writers’ Union, wrote
to Molotov in January 1940 to express the distress of the literary commu-
nity that none of the newly established 100000 ruble Stalin Prizes had been
earmarked for literature.®* Sometimes it meant interceding on behalf of sub-
ordinates — for example when Graftio, head of Svir’stroi, wrote to Leningrad
leader M. S. Chudov in 1935 on behalf of Svir'stroi engineers threatened
with deportation.®®

Many ‘broker’ interventions had to do with arrests within the professional
community that the broker represented. Kapitsa, for example, appealed to
Valerii Mezhlauk (deputy chairman of Sovnarkom) and Stalin about the
arrest of V. A. Fock in 1937 and to Molotov and Stalin about Landau’s arrest
(in 1938) and continuing imprisonment (in 1939).%* S. L. Vavilov wrote to
Beria in 1944 attempting to gain the release of N. A. Kozyrev, a young
astronomer from Pulkovo.® Gorky, of course, was famous for such inter-
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ventions on behalf of Petrograd intellectuals during the Civil War, and
continued the practice - though increasingly sparingly — in the 1930s.
Meyerhold frequently appealed to his patrons Avel’ Enukidze and Genrikh
Yagoda on behalf of arrested friends and acquaintances in the theatre world
- it was said of him that ‘he practically never refused anyone’.>® If this is not
hyperbole, however, it suggests that Meyerhold lacked the quality of sober
calculation of the odds that characterised the best brokers (there was no
point in a broker using up credit with a patron on a hopeless case).

5.5 How to write to a patron

While other forms of initial approach to a patron existed (for example, a
word to the patron about the client’s needs from a family member or assis-
tant), writing a letter was the standard way of communicating a clientelist
request. The composition of such letters was a serious matter: Kapitsa
‘worked on letters to “up there” no less seriously and responsibly than on
an article or a paper’ and often wrote four or five drafts before he was
satisfied. Kapitsa, who was often writing as a broker for the physics com-
munity rather than for himself, wrote dignified, substantive letters with a
minimum of flattery and little intrusion of the personal; some of his letters
were so like articles that they contained separate headed sections and even
on one occasion an epigraph.’” Like most clients, Kapitsa used a formal
salutation with name and patronymic (‘Much respected [mnogouvazhaemyi]
Valerii Ivanovich’) for lower-level patrons like Valerii Mezhlauk, Karl
Bauman, or Nikolai Gorbunov, ending his letters ‘Yours, P. Kapitsa’. In
writing to top leaders in the 1930s, however, he used the less common style
of addressing his letters to ‘Comrade Stalin’ and ‘Comrade Molotov’ without
further salutation, ending his letters simply with a signature.>®

Natal’ya Sats approached the task of writing equally seriously. In 1941,
visiting Moscow seeking intervention on her behalf in troubles in her
theatre work in Kazakhstan, she sat up all night in the bathroom of a friend's
apartment in Moscow, writing on the window-ledge, composing a letter to
Aleksandr Shcherbakov, secretary of the Central Committee and a major
force in cultural affairs. The letter went through 15 or 20 versions. It was
important to be brief, in Sats’ view; on the other hand, it was also necessary
to strike a personal note. In the letter to Shcherbakov, whom Sats did not
know well, this meant slipping in a reminder of past contacts, however
tenuous (‘He probably knows me from past work. Once Aleksei Maksimovich
Gor’kii mentioned me in a letter to him’).

Once the letter was finished, both Kapitsa and Sats agreed, it must be
hand-delivered. Kapitsa would send his wife, personal assistant or secretary
to deliver his letter to the Central Committee and obtain a receipt.” Sats
delivered her own letter by hand to Shcherbakov’s assistant, asking him to
give Shcherbakov the letter personally at once.®
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Although the approach to a patron was normally by letter, the reply, if
there was one, usually came by telephone.®' Two days after the delivery of
her letter, Natal’ya Sats received a telephone call from Shcherbakov’s assis-
tant giving her the good news that Shcherbakov supported her in the quar-
rels in the Kazakhstan theatre world about which she had complained.®* For
a client to make his pitch to a patron over the telephone was apparently
very rare, probably because this approach seemed insufficiently deferential.
(There were exceptions, however. In 1937, the much-rewarded writer Aleksei
Tolstoi had the nerve to telephone Molotov’s secretary and request — though
it came across almost as a demand - an 11-room dacha in a particular loca-
tion that he preferred to that of the dacha he had been offered.®)

5.6 The human factor: affective ties between patrons
and clients

In 1930, Mikhail Bulgakov received a telephone call from Stalin responding
to his complaints about persecution and censorship and promising to
remedy the situation. News of this call spread rapidly on the grapevine
through the intelligentsia. As an anonymous police agent reported, the story
had had an enormous impact on intellectuals’ views of Stalin: ‘It’s as if a
dam had broken, and everyone around saw the true face of comrade Stalin.’
They speak of his simplicity and accessibility. They say that Stalin is not to
blame for the bad things that happen; ‘he lays down the right line, but
around him are scoundrels. These scoundrels persecuted Bulgakov, one of
the most talented Soviet writers. Various literary rascals were making a career
out of persecution of Bulgakov, and now Stalin has given them a slap in the
face’. Intellectuals were talking of Stalin ‘warmly and with love’.%*

The conventions of Soviet client—-patron relations demanded that they be
represented as based on friendship or at least mutual regard, or sometimes
even in familial terms (the patron as father who ‘pitieth his children’). These
conventions are most evident in the hagiographic memoir literature on
great men — from political leaders like Ordzhonikidze to cultural figures
like Maxim Gorky - in which the client-memoirist dwells affectionately on
the deeply human traits (generosity, compassion, understanding, paternal
solicitude) of the patron as well as emphasising his high culture. Kalinin
‘looked up at me with sparkling eyes and smil[ed] his kind old-man’s smile,
as if his entire face had lit up in an instant’.%®

Valerian Vladimirovich [Kuibyshev] was a many-sided man, a great con-
noisseur of art and literature, enchanting, uncommonly simple and
modest in approach . . . He liked nature and flowers very much. When we
went out on the sea, he, with youthful animation, called us up on deck to
enjoy the spectacle of the beautiful sunset. ‘How sad that all this is so fleet-
ing,” he said, when the multihued sky dulled and grey twilight descended.®
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Although these memoirs were written for public consumption and, to a large
extent, according to formula, we can find similar statements of affection for
patrons in diaries.®” This does not fully answer the question of how ‘sincere’
such protestations were. But our interest is less in whether the emotions
expressed were genuine than in the fact that their expression was conven-
tionally required in a patronage situation. Even the irreverent Nadezhda
Mandelstam writes of her husband’s patron, Bukharin, with affection; while
the cynical Shostakovich called Tukhachevsky his ‘friend’ and ‘one of the
most interesting people I knew’, while acknowledging that, unlike other
admirers of the Marshall, ‘I behaved very independently. I was cocky, [but]
Tukhachevsky liked that.”®8

Many client-memoirists describe their patrons as people whose happiness
in life came from helping others (or specific categories of others, like young
people or artists). As applied to Soviet party leaders, this may seem a bizarre
characterisation. Yet it must have had resonance, for it is common also in
the thousands of letters of appeal that humble Soviet citizens - non-elite
members without direct, personal access to a patron — wrote to political
leaders in the 1930s.” One can imagine that subjectively the belief of a
Stalinist obkom secretary or Politburo member that he was basically a good
man doing something useful for humanity must have rested to a significant
extent on his patronage activities, demonstrating his capacity for loyalty
(to members of his official ‘family’), generosity and civilised values (with
respect to elite clients), and compassion (towards clients in distress and
popular supplicants).

If this is correct, we would expect the affective ties to go two ways.
Evidence on patrons’ attitudes to their clients is harder to come by than its
obverse, but is not totally lacking: Molotov noted a ‘mutual liking’ (vzaim-
naya byla takaya svyaz’) between Voroshilov and his client, the painter
Aleksandr Gerasimov.”’ Khrushchev, whose connections with the intelli-
gentsia in the 1930s seem to have been less abundant than those of many
other leaders, emphasises his personal regard in the few instances he recalls
in his memoirs, for example, with regard to the engineer-inventor Paton.”

If a particular patron—client relationship was too distant for the notion of
friendship to be appropriate, it was at least necessary to impart some touch
of the personal. This is evident, albeit in stylised form, in the possibly
anecdotal description that Vyshinskii’s biographer provides of Vyshinskii’s
relationship with his client Aleksandr Vertinskii, a famous popular singer.
After Vyshinskii had made possible Vertinskii’s return from emigration in
China, he supposedly attended one of Vertinskii’s concerts, sitting

modestly in a side box hidden from inquisitive eyes behind velvet drapes.
However, his presence was no secret to the artist on the stage. He knew
perfectly well whom Destiny had appointed as his patron. When he
started singing, as a token of respect he turned very slightly towards the
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box. Only very slightly but it was still noticeable. And he also bowed
separately and with particular dignity towards the box.”

For Natal’ya Sats, exiled to the provinces in the 1940s, it was a matter of the
highest importance to establish new clientelist ties in the towns to which
she had been exiled. As her description makes clear, this meant trying
by every means possible to arrange a meeting with a potential patron, and
then — most important — somehow establishing personal rapport, however
tenuous, in the course of the meeting. In Alma-Ata, for example, when Sats
finally got to see Zhumbai Shaiakhmetov, second secretary of the Kazakhstan
party, for example, the success of the meeting - that is, the establishment
of a personal connection — was demonstrated when Shaiakhmetov (who also
knew how to play this game) playfully dispatched a messenger to Sats
bearing the box of matches from his desk which, at their meeting, had
momentarily distracted her attention. Later, when enemies in the Saratov
Theatre were threatening to have her transferred further into the boondocks,
she appealed ‘personally, tears running down my face’, to the patron
who had got her the job, G. A. Borkov, first secretary of the regional party
organisation.”

5.7 Hierarchies of patronage

In his memoirs, Yurii Elagin tells the story of the epic ‘battle of patrons’
between two well-connected theatrical figures, L. P. Ruslanov, administrator
of the Vakhtangov Theatre, and A. D. Popov, director of the Moscow Red
Army. Ruslanov and Popov lived in the same apartment house, and the
trouble arose when Popov hung flowerpots from his balcony which
Ruslanov regarded as a potential danger to passers-by. Using his contacts,
Ruslanov got an order from the head of the raion militia to remove the
flowerpots; Popov trumped this by getting permission from the head of the
militia of the city of Moscow to keep his flowerpots. Ruslanov then went to
the chief director of militia of the whole Soviet Union for a removal order,
to which Popov responded with a letter from Voroshilov instructing that he
should not be further harassed about his flowerpots. But Ruslanov was the
winner when he went to Kalinin, president of the USSR, and obtained an
order that the flowerpots should be removed.”

Apocryphal or not, this story is a nice illustration of the hierarchies of
patronage that could be invoked by persistent and well-connected clients.
The Vakhtangov Theatre, according to Elagin, had its set of middle-level
patrons in the pre-1937 period - Maxim Gorky, Avel” Enukidze, Daniil
Sulimov (chairman of Sovnarkom RSFSR) and Yakov Agranov (deputy head
of OGPU) - who were ‘always ready to do everything possible for our
theater’. But there were also even more highly placed persons, notably
Voroshilov and Molotov (both Politburo members, Molotov chair of
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Sovnarkom), who could also be called on in extreme cases.”® These middle-
level patrons were themselves clients whose efficacy as patrons often
depended on access to patrons at the very top. Thus Gorky, for example,
was effective as a patron only so long as Stalin, Molotov, Yagoda and so on
were prepared to honour his requests for his clients.

Naturally in the politically perilous circumstances of the Soviet Union in
the 1930s, a patron’s status was not necessarily stable:’® he might rise and
fall in the hierarchy of patronage; indeed he might even fall from the status
of patron completely and become a client-supplicant. Bukharin provides a
good illustration of this process. As the sharp-eyed Nadezhda Mandelstam
noted, ‘Up until 1928 he would cry “Idiots!” and seize the telephone, but
from 1930 he would frown and say: “I have to think whom to ask [komu
obratit'sia] [sic].”””” Molotov was one patron whom Bukharin successfully
approached on Mandelstam’s behalf in the early 1930s;”® and, although
Bukharin did not know Gorky particularly well,”® he recognised his power
as a patron in the early 1930s and ‘kept wanting to go to “Maksimych” in
his search for “transmission channels”’®® Ordzhonikidze and Voroshilov
were figures to whom he turned on his own behalf in the last years.?!

5.8 Perils and pleasures of patronage

As already noted, there were no obvious tangible benefits to the Soviet
patron in having clients. Soviet officials’ tenure was not dependent on
popularity or winning elections. Clients might praise their patrons’ gen-
erosity — but too fulsome expressions of enthusiasm for a local leader could
provoke the accusation that he was developing a local ‘cult of personality’.
Indeed, in the suspicion-laden world of Stalinist politics, there were definite
risks associated with being too active or committed a patron. The pejorative
words khvosty and semeistva were frequently invoked when local leaders were
unmasked as ‘enemies of the people’ during the Great Purges. An example
of the possible pitfalls of patronage comes from the memoirs of Ivan
Gronskii, Izvestiya editor, who was a patron of old-school realist artists in
the 1930s. The day after a group of his ‘clients’ escorted him home as a
gesture of appreciation after his pro-realism intervention at an artists’
meeting, Gronskii received a telephone call from Stalin with the abrupt and
threatening query: ‘What kind of demonstration was that yesterday? (Chto
vchera byla za demonstratsiya?)’®

That patronage of the intelligentsia could be a negative in Stalin’s eyes is
confirmed by Molotov’s reported comments on Voroshilov, who ‘loved to
play a bit at being, so to speak, a patron of the arts (metsenat), a protector
(pokrovitel’) of artists and so on’. Stalin saw this as a weakness, ‘because artists,
they’re irresponsible people (rofozei). They are harmless in themselves, but
around them swarm all kinds of dubious riffraff (shantrapa polosataya). They

exploit that connection - with Voroshilov’s subordinates, with his family’.**
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The archetypal example of a good Bolshevik ruined by his taste for patron-
age was Avel’ Enukidze, secretary of TsIK, whose dramatic fall from grace in
1935 was one of the harbingers of the Great Purges. Enukidze was well
known both as a patron of the arts with a taste for ballerinas and as one of
the party leaders who was most likely to be sympathetic to the plight of
‘former people’, members of the old nobility and privileged classes who were
liable to disenfranchisement and other forms of discrimination in the Soviet
period.®* The accusations made at the June 1935 plenum focussed particu-
larly on the latter: in Ezhov’s words, ‘Enukidze created a situation in which
any Whiteguard could and did get in to work in the Kremlin, often using
the direct support and high protection (pokrovitel’stvom) of Enukidze’. People
got a job in the TsIK apparatus through friends and family connections, and
Enukidze himself was ‘linked through personal, friendly relations’ with
many TsIK employees. Even when their alien social backgrounds and ‘anti-
Soviet attitudes’ were reported to Enukidze by the NKVD, he continued to
shield them and refused to fire them. He used government money from
TsIK's ‘secret fund’ to support various unfortunates, including six hundred
rubles to ‘Stepanova, one of the wives of the writer [Nikolai] Erdman, exiled
for a lampoon against Soviet power’. All this made Enukidze ‘the most
typical example of the degenerating and complacent Communist who not
only fails to see the class enemy, but actually forms an alliance (smykat'sya)
with him’, in Ezhov’s words.® It also led inexorably to corruption, sexual as
well as financial.

Defending himself at the closed session of the Central Committee,
Enukidze regretted having involuntarily aided the class enemy in some
instances, but still managed to convey that his patronage was needed and
justifiable in human terms:

There were really a lot of people to whom I gave that help that is now
characterised as my high protection in regard to certain persons. Unfor-
tunately, circumstances were such that people appealed to me for every-
thing: if they needed an apartment, material help, things (veshchi), or to
be sent somewhere to a rest home. Through me both our people (nashi)
and people alien to us (chuzhie) received aid, I distributed that aid to
everyone.¥

What Enukidze personally got out of his patronage activities (before he lost
his life for them) is not known. In general, however, what patrons got out
of patronage were intangibles: prestige and status associated with the ability
to act as a patron; a sense of noblesse oblige or a desire to play the great
man as it was traditionally played; a desire to see themselves as good,
generous people; a desire to receive flattery and gratitude from clients.
‘Tukhachevsky liked being a patron of the arts’, wrote his client and friend
Shostakovich. ‘He liked finding “young talents” and helping them. Perhaps
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because the marshal himself had been a military Wunderkind, or perhaps
because he liked demonstrating his enormous power.”®® Patronage is a tra-
ditional prerogative of power and also a visible mark of it. Writing of her
refusal on principle to establish patronage connections, an informant in
Ledeneva’s blat study notes that ‘the nomenclatura people I met did not pay
me any respect for that [refusal]. They respected those who made them feel
powerful and helpful.”® They would have thought better of her, she felt,
if she had approached them as a humble client asking for favours.

There were added benefits in the case of patronage of the arts, such as
access to the world of celebrity and glamour — famous singers and film actors,
writers and scientists of international renown ~ to which members of Stalin’s
Politburo were drawn just as contemporary American politicians are often
drawn to Hollywood and sports stars. Like rulers in many societies, Stalin-
ist politicians obviously felt that contact with the arts and scientists adorned
them. To some degree, patronage was an indicator of kul'turnost’ for some
Soviet leaders. In the Gronskii story cited above, Gronskii portrayed himself
as embarrassed but also flattered by the fulsomely-expressed admiration of
the artists, ‘famous old masters of painting’ as he puts it.*’

There was even some allure in the risk inherent in acting as patron to
someone of high reputation in the cultural world who was under a cloud.
This is most often seen in the case of middle-level patrons like journal
editors, who would take the risk of publishing a controversial poem or story
because of the kudos to be gained within the intelligentsia through such
boldness. But the same dynamic may have operated at a higher level, for
example in Vyshinskii’s patronage of the former émigré singer Vertinskii,
whose semi-disgrace was underlined by the ban on publicising the concerts
which he was occasionally allowed to give after his return.”

Patronage networks are important to the functioning of many societies;
patronage of the arts exists in some form in virtually all. But how much
patronage matters in the day-to-day life of clients and patrons depends on
the seriousness and frequency of the clients’ need for protection. Stalin’s
Russia was a dangerous place to live. Insecurity and the ever-present danger
of a major personal calamity were facts of life for the elites as much as
(perhaps more than) for lower social strata. It was not uncommon, even
among the privileged intelligentsia, for a person suddenly to find himself
in truly desperate straits as a result of the loss of an apartment or ration
privileges or an accident at work that was construed as ‘wrecking’. Arrest or
the public besmirching of reputation that might lead to loss of employment
and arrest were also common occurrences. Having a patron to ‘go to’ could
make the difference between surviving or failing to survive.

This was one of the features of Soviet patronage that distinguished it from
patronage in late imperial Russia or most other modern societies. Another
distinguishing feature was that goods and services were in chronically short
supply in the Stalin period, and the party-state had monopoly control over
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their distribution. If one had the misfortune to be without a decent apart-
ment in Moscow, how else could one obtain it without recourse to a patron?
If one’s child suddenly fell critically ill, how else could one get access to the
right doctor and the right hospital to treat her? If one lost one’s job or was
arbitrarily denied access to the ‘closed’ foodstore, how to remedy the situa-
tion except by appeal to a patron? The malfunctioning of the Soviet legal
system was another of the features of Stalinist society that made patronage
practices — as well as their humbler counterpart, petitioning — essential.
One of the fascinating aspects of patronage in Stalinist society is its strange
relationship to official ideology. On the one hand, the patron-client
relationship exemplified the personalistic interests of officialdom that were
routinely deplored and sometimes harshly punished as corruption. On the
other hand, this same relationship exemplified the human and familial
motif that was at the heart of Stalinist discourse about rulers and people.®?
In the familial metaphor, the whole Soviet Union was a family (sem’ya) with
Stalin as the father; and it is only a short semantic step from sem’ya to
semeistvo (the pejorative applied to political patronage relations). If Stalin
was ‘father’ and ‘benefactor’ of his people, was he not by the same token
the universal ‘patron’ of Soviet citizens, bound by ties of mutual affection
to his ‘clients’? Were not all the vozhdi, local and regional, construed as
benevolent patrons of the citizenry, ready to respond to need and rescue
from distress? It may be argued that patron-client relations in the every-
day world were exactly what gave that rhetoric a grounding in reality for
Soviet citizens, making patronage practices a kind of intuitive proof of the
ideological premise that the Soviet regime was the people’s benefactor.
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