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Radiating the Revolution:
Agitation in the Russian Civil War 1917-21

REVOLUTION AND CIVIL WAR

Wien t he Bol shevi ks sei zed power
inwhat vas essential lyacarefully
agani sedcopd éa i nQ@tooer 1917,
they se zedcotrd oly o thelevers
of central pover inthethencapitd,
Pet rograd, whi ch had al r eady
becone t he centre of worki ng-cl ass
di scontent. What they nost
enphatical |y di dnot dowas tosei ze
cotrd over thevid evast territary
of the Russian Enpire.

Brenat thecertre, their task vas
far fromeasy. Miny civil servants
who had | oyd |y support ed t he anci en
régine vererel uctant towvork for
t hese danger ous radi cal s, whomt hey
regar ded as usurpers [ zekhvet chi ki .
Qutsidethenaintowns and cities
of Russia, therewas considerabl e
opposi tion, bot h spont aneous and
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organised, totheided s of what vas
to becone knontohistorians asthe
Qct ober Reval ution, whil e, beyond
thefrontiers of Russiaproper, a
national di nension, often al ready
nascent, began to energe as a
conpoundi ng factor for di saf fecti on.
Wi | e opposition was often
fragnented and poor| y organi sed, it
was sonetimes supported from
abroad: Geat Bitain, Fance the
new Czechosl ovaki a and t he USA
wer e anong t he forei gn povers to
i ntervene and appear totry totake
advant age of Russi @ s weakness for
their ompditicd ends.

Russi awas al ready fighting a
f orei gn war when t he Cct ober
Revol ution took place — a
denoral i si ng war on what we regard
as the Eastern Front agai nst the

Centra Povers, the other European
enpi res of Germany and Austri a-
Hingary. As Leni n sued for what
event ual |y becane the huml i ating
Treaty of Best-Litovskinthespring
of 1918 sowar onthe Eastern Font
gave way to adevastatinginterna
Gvil Ver, wththe Rd Any, headed
by Lev Tratsky, evertua [y victori ous
agai nst the di sparat e forces known
cd |l ectively asthe Vi tes.

WINNING HEARTS AND MINDS

The January 1918 el ections to t he
(nsti tuent Assentl y had confi rned
themnority status of the Bl shevi ks
asapditicd partywose support and
pover were nai nl'y confined tothe
larger toms andcities of wat vasto
becone the RSFSR Wi | e t he urban
vor ki ng cl ass vas seen by Murxi sts




asthevagardd theprd earia asa
whol e, whichtotality of course
i ncl uded the peasantry, its poser in
these straitened ci r cunst ances
renai ned severel y restricted. The
pessantry verefurther d saffected by
the policy of grainrequisitioning
introduced duringthe Gvil Vér to
feed t he urban popul ation. | n sone
vays the central i si ng excesses of the
nlitarisationof theeconony under
Vér Gonmuni smt hr eat ened t o de-
rai |l the Communi st experi nent
atogether. Apover besetheref ore had
tobe createdthat woul d enabl e the
réginetosurviveintheshort term
and the newpolitical systemto be
establ i shed and nai ntai ned i nthe
nedi umto longer term Utinately
that power base had to rest upon
publ i ¢ opi nion, but that public
opi ni on had t 0 be crest ed and coer ced
i nthe chaotic circunstances
prevai | inginnuchof the country.
These d ready conpl exd fficu ties
wer e conpounded by t he enor nousl y
vari ed conposi tion of the potential
politica pudic. The R&FRcovered,
asthedft-repeatedsl oganaccuratd'y
caned ‘oesixthpat of theErth
[sestayacest’ zehi], & lesst intems
of itslandsurface, theterritory
rangingasit didfromthe Arctic
pernafrost tothesuntrop ca reg os
of the Guucasus andthe arid deserts
o Gntra Asia fromthe borderl ands

o Gtra Hropetotheshores o the
Pacific. Furthernore, this vast
geogr aphi cal | and nass was
popu atedby anl tiplicity of ethnic
and rel i gi ous groups, speaki ng over
ahundred di fferent | anguages and
rangingincul tura level fromthe
highyeducatedtotheroughy three-
quarters of the popul ati onwho vere

cross the country as deened necessary
bytheathoitiesa thecetre Qher
nodes of transportation were
soneti nes used, suchas agt-steanars
that pliedthei r vay a ong Russi@ s
vaervays, a flegtsd natarcyd esthat
veewalinrestrictedlocdities, ad
sevenagt-lariesinRtrayed but the
bhukd theeffat dringtheGvil Ver

The trains were to act as the standard-

bearers of revolutionary agitation.

fuctiodlyilliterateat thetineof
the 1917 Revol ution. To create a
coherent public opi nionfromthis
hot chpot ch was no nean t ask: even
theattent ves heraicinitsanition
Such anti tion requi red a nedi um
thet vesndlil g fledibdeadrdidde

A NEW USE FOR TRAINS

As aninority actinginthe nane of
thenaj ority, the B shevi ks had been
avareof theinportance of agitation
and propagandafor at | east a decade
bef ore the Gt ober Reval uti on. The
Atprop(i.e Ajtation &R opegandd)
DCepartnent of the B shevik Party, set
upafter the Reva ution, decidedona
uni que and dranati c sol utiontothe
probl emof publicopinionduringthe
Gvil Ver and creat ed a network of
agt-trars|ag tpoezcd thet cad dari ss

periodvert intothetrains. Thetrans
veretoact asthe standerd-bearers of
revd uioneryagtetion especidlyin
areas recently |iberated fromthe
Wiite forces, but they wereto be
suppl enent ed by a net wor k of
‘agtaiod parns [agtpukty], deod
at strategic points such as rail vay
juctiosa largesetlenarts. 140such
poi nts were establ i shed by decreein
My 1919, wthafurther 220 bel ng set
win1920.

Trefirst agt-tranves, perhgs
suprisingy, nenedafter thel eader of

Pictures from left:
A typical audience for the ‘Red East’ train.

Kalinin reviewing Red Army troops from an
agit-train.

More accessible painting: ‘Soviet cinema is the
theatre of the people... The Sun of the Soviet
Revolution illuminates the path to knowledge
and truth.’
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theRevd ution, Mad nir Ilyichlenn
it becanethenode for theothers but
vas i nturn an extensi on of the post -
Revol uti onary practi ce of having a
pr opaganda conpart nent i n every
Red Arny troop trainto nai ntai n
noral e and i deol ogi cal rectitude.
Hurriedy prepared and pai nted, the
V.I. Leninleft Mscowonits nai den
voyage for Kazan, thecapita of the

Tatasrougly 1, 500kil onetrestothe
east onthe banks of the\dl ga, on13
August 1918. Thetrainvariedin
conposi tion, consisting of between
seven and ni ne coaches equi pped wth
alibrary and bookshop, as vell as
oficesandlivingquarters. Thetrip
lastedj ust over two weeks, during
whi ch tine the crewdistributed
nevspaper s and | eafl ets to Red Arny
troogps stationedd ongthetrack. This
experinent anong the mlitary was
deened t 0 have been so successful t het
adedi sionvestakentoextedtheidea
tothecivilianpopd aion InJauary
1919 the Praesi di umof the Party’ s
Gentral Executi ve Grmittee set up
a Special Coomission directly
suord retetoitsdf torunthed ared
fleg o tramsadd soreservedtoitsd f
theright toappoint directlythe
political comm ssars who woul d
nanegethetrains. THisvasasuresign
of theinportance attachedtothe
experinent and of the necessity of
radiatingtherevol utionandits
propaganda out fromthe Red Arny
and i ntothe broader swat hes of the
dvilianpopd @iona large Indeed, the
Januery 1919 decree spedificd Iy refers
tothe need to establish contact
betveenthe centreandthereg os, so
itissnal wonder that thetrains
becane known by the not very cat chy

ni cknane of the‘ Gentral Executive
@nmtteeonrals'!

Trotsky, thenstill People' s
Gormi ssar for Wr and t hus head
of the Red Arny, ordered five nore
‘literary-imstructiod’ transfrarthe
Mbscowr egi onal rai | way, al t hough
for technicd ressonsthelast of these
was not delivereduntil 1920. The
second generati on of trai nswas nore

anitiousthanthe \V/I. Lenin. These
trains verel onger —betveen si xt een
and e ght een coaches — and had bat h
aninernd te eghorelinkadarad o
transmtter-rece ver to conmni cate
w th their hone base i n Mbscow
Each train had a staff of
approxi nat el y ei ghty vari ously
qualifiedpeopleinadditiontothe
traincrew Qe of the contenporary
criticisng of thestaffingpdicyvas
thet thetrainjourneys wereseenas a
kindd rest curefor aling comades,
wotheneither refusedtodotheir
fair shareof theworkor didit and
destroyedtheir heal th conpl etel y.
Inthefirst burst of revd uionary
artisticfervour thesetrai ns vwere
originalypantedwthsynbdicand
dtenastract natifsreresetingthe
functions of thetrai ns thense ves or
the nai n i deas and pol i ci es t hat
they were trying to pronote:
H Lissitsky and Al exandra Ext er
vere two of the artists invol ved.
Tothe predomnantlyilliterate and
(inurbanintelligentsiaterns)
uncul t ured peasant audi ence t hese
notifs renai ned | argel y ooscure, at
least rather nystifyingandall too
frequently dowright uninteligbe
Sncethistendedtoput themoff the
nessage that the crewwas tryingto
conmoni cate, thetrainswere quickly

re-panedwthnareredisticinages.
OeRssiancuturd historian, T1.
\ol odi na, has recent !y brokent hese
i nages down intotheir principal
thenatic synhd s: the (usud 1y rising)
sun; the gl obe; the banner; the
hanmer and si ckl e; the harmer and
anvil; thefive-pointedstar; the
conflagrationof worldreval ution;
the‘ratilesd cgitdismh (thesarpat,
the Hydra, the dragon); the red
kni ght; thefortress; the red broom
Leninsligt bu b[lanpochkall’ i chel
—representing e ectrification; the
hurman hand i n vari ous gest ures:
poi nti ng, sunmoni ng, cl enched
and gi vi ng; nar chi ng; snoki ng
chi rmeys; and, finally, the steam
[ oconotive — all synbol s of
urbani sationandindustrialisation
and, at that tine, al sosynal s of
noder ni sati on and progress. It was
no acci dent that these synbol s
subsequent | y becane t he st apl e di et
of Sovi et propaganda poster art. In
thisrerronfid dd aetheag t-trans
pl ayed an i nportant part in
Bropeancu tura history.
htheinsidethetrains were
dividedinto different working
sections. The nost i nportant were
the Political Departnent, which
cotroledpditica instructionad
agitational lectures, andthe
I nformat i on Departnent, which
hel ped to prepare the appropriate
propagandanateria . Interestingy,
there was al so a Conpl aints
Depart ment, which received
petitions fromthe popul ace and
passed on i nportant data on the
sources of politica d scotent both
toitsow Political Departnent,
who might be abl e to def use the
situationlocaly, andtothe centra
authoritiesinMscon Sothe use
of the focus groupis not such a
recent invertionafter dl. Bi it hed
adarker | egacy inthe Sovi et Lhion
and east ern Eiurope. The box onthe
outsideof theagit-traincarriage
wher e t he peasantry coul d | eave
thei r anonynous conpl ai nts becane
inSalin s tinethe box where
anonynous denunci at i ons coul d be
post ed, so that what began as a
genui ne and rat her i nnocent at t enpt
to consul t the popul ation soon

TH 7St O 11 1



becane di storted i nto acyni cal and
brutal attenpt tocortrd it.

Each trai n al so had a ROSTA
Depart nent . RCBTA —t he Russi an
Tel egr aph Agency — conmi ssi oned a
very fanous series of poster poens,
known as ‘ ROBTAw ndows’ , with
cart oon sket ches by sone of the
lead ngartists d the newgereraion,
suchas H Lissitsky and Dntri Mor,
acconpani ed by rhyning coupl ets
penned by the | eadi ng ‘ poet of the
Rvduiol (essSdincdledhimefter
hi s sui cide), Mad nr Myakovsky,
anongst others. The ROSTA
DCepartnent onanag t- tra norgan sed
thepd i cati ond nevgpgper's, | edfl s,
posters and poster poens and it was
adsoresposibefo thetran srad o
transmitter-recei ver adthusforits
conmmuni cati ons w t h t he out si de
worl d. Most trains al so had a
bookst ore, a nore general shop, an
exhi bition space and a Fil m
Departnent. The nanagenent of the
trainas awho e was supervi sed by a
pditicd conmnssar direct!y gopa nted
by the Party Praesi di um once nore
underliningthesi gnifi cance attached
tothe experinent. A onetinethe
@t ober Revd uti ontrai nvas nanaged
by Mkhai | Kalinin, wowas shortly
t 0 becone t he equi val ent of Sovi et
Fresident, wiletheagt-steaner Red
S ar was managed by Wachesl| av
Ml otov, later Salin s Foreign
Mnister, wthlennswfe, Ndezhda
Krupskaya, who was head of the
Extra-Mural Departnent of the
Reopl € s @nmassari at for Educati on
(Nrkonpros) asrepresentative of the
Gnmissari at on boar d.

FImplayedaninportant part in
thelifed theagt-transfar severd
ressos. Hrst adforenost il mvere
it was avai |l abl e (and t hat was an
i nportant caveat inaneraof such
w despr ead short ages), had several
advant ages over ot her nedi a. The
naovi ng sil ent pi ct ure vas dynannc and
Picture oppositte page:

The ‘Red East’ with slogans painted in both
Cyrillic and Arabic script.

Pictures from above:
Abstract painting of the film coach of the
‘October Revolution’.

The ‘Red Cossack’ painted to appeal to women.
The ‘Red Cossack’ painted to appeal to men.

Film coach painted with slogans urging that
cleanliness is essential for good health.
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di d not depend on | anguage- speci fi ¢
d al ogue to conmoni cate i t's neani ng:
thisnadeit ideally suitabl e for
propaganda ai ned at such a
het er ogeneous mul tilingual and
nol ticu tura aud ence. The shortage
o ranfilmstock, vii chresu tedpartly
fromtheinport beninthe Frst Vil d
Ver and partly fromthe di sruption
caused by Revol utionand G vi | Ve,
had | ed the Soviet authoritiesto

restoration, thetriasof theWkites
associ atedwththisandthe al | eged
beditsadsymiaityd Did jtice

V& can a so see t he begi nni ngs of
theSdins ledashipalt & thstine
Hstorica ly the Othodox Gurch hed
forbi dden * graven i nages’ of nere
norta s, sothe appearance of the new
| eadershipinrevgred sadaher filns
endowed themwi th “inmortal’
qud ities. Despitelenn sve | -knom

tran, headed by thefuture Rresi dent
Kalininandsonethingof a‘flagship
fatheatirefled, tradledesfa &idd
as Retrogadinthe northwvest, Mnsk
inthevest, Irkutskinthefar esst ad
theDnbasininthesauth. Bytheed
of 1920t he crewhad or gani sed over
430 fil mshows for an audi ence
exceedi ng 600, 000 peopl e.
\ieretherai | vays d dnat servi ce
thelocal popul ationother nodes of

The need for agitation and propaganda lived on in
the hearts and minds of the Soviet leadership.

pronot e t he devel opnent of short
agtaiod filmmonasingetaqic, the
agtka dud agtki. @ thenngy-tvo
filns produced by Soviet film
organi sations duringthe Gvil Ver
sixty-threevereag tki, nast of them
lessthen6l0netreslog, o lessthan
thirty mnutes when proj ect ed.
Sonet i nes these fil ns had an act ed
staylireliketheconvertiod fegue
filmor nel odrana, but nore often
they vere nade inthe fornat of an
educat i onal docunentary or trai ning
filmTher short lenghnecessitaeda
nor e dynan ¢ use of editing, or
‘nont age’ as it becane known i n
Russia. The practical experience
ggi ned, e ther inthe propegandafront
lineontheagit-trains or backin
Mbscowat theeditingtabl e playeda
significat part i nthe deve gmert of
the speci fical l'y Sovi et school of
nont age fi |l mnaki ng. Anongst t he
filmnakersinvd vedinthis process
vere rgel Hserstein viga \ertoy,
Lev Kul eshov and Esfir Shub.
Anunber of the filns shown were
ai ned specifically at children,
inegrati ngal agtradtionduringthe
Siet period Sneadut-orientated
agtk veredevatedtotaa csof gererd
inerest, wileahersdedt wthanare
specificor locdisedisste Leninves
perticu arlyinmressedby al920film
G drotorf, which expl ai ned t he
advatages of liftingpeat bythewsed
hydraul i ¢ rat her than horse or nan
pover. My filnsdepictedthehorrors
inflictedonthetoiling nasses under
theadenrégne thepailsd couter-
reva ution, forei gninterventi onand

aersiontohisomde ficaion, heves
shominawdd y d stribut ed nevered
val kinginthe Krenhin grounds in
order toscotchrunours that he had
been assassi neted, wil ethereisd so
evi dence t hat sone peasants were
unabl e t o concel ve of hi mexcept in
terns of the o d systemas anyt hi ng
aher then‘thenemtsar’ .
Inthecoursedf theGvil Ve the
agit-trainscoveredthe parts of the
country that were served by the then
edstingra lvay retvark. Fdlovrgits
intid triptheVl. Lenintrave led
acrossthe BA tic coasta reg onfrom
Pskov t hr ough present - day Lat vi a,
Li t huani a and Bel orussiato the
Wkraine. Thisreg onhedrecently been
liberated fromthe Gernans. Inthe
autunm of 1919thetraintravel l ed
through Siberia, fromQmsk to
BaterinburgintheUa s, wherethe
tsar and hi s fannl y had been execut ed.
Thisareahadrecent|y beenliberated
fromDenkin s\Witearny. Fd lowng
hi s defeat the Red Gssack traintoured
the Don basi ninsouthern Russiato
rall'y the popul ation behi nd t he
Revol ution. Wenthe need arosein
t he surmer of 1920 t he Red (bssack
becanethekranan\V 1. Lenintran,
naved vest var ds and vias re- decor at ed
wthpa ntingsnorestitedtoits new
stonpi ngground. InCntral Asiathe
Red Esst train, withaspecid section
devatedtolslanic affairs, spent six
nont hs travel |i ng across Turkest an.
Down sout h t he Sovi et Caucasus
travel ledwthnedica andpditica
assi stacethroughthe areas i nfest ed
wthnal aria The it ober Revd uti on

transport were conscripted. Sone
agit-trai ns had not orcycl es (andin
wrter agt-sledges!) onboardtoreech
the nore outlying villages and
settlenents —and it has to be
reneniered that inacountry |ike
Russi a sone sett| enent s ver e i ndeed
out | yi ng. Mt orcycl es and vans vere
usedincitiessuchas Retrograd, but
inthisperticuar instancethey vere
uder locd rather thencetrd catrd.

There was al so asnal | fleet of
stemarsthet vereusedtop ytherivers
of the new Russi a. The best
docunent ed of thesevas the Rd Sar,
nent i oned above, w th Ml ot ov and
Krupskaya i n charge, whi ch st eaned
domRsesidsgedest river, the\d gg,
fromN zhny Novgorod. Krupskaya' s
cont enpor ary account of t he voyage
illwstratesthecheaticstatetowi ch
Russi a had been reduced by year s of
var and reva uti onary upheaval . Viden
she and her assi stant s reached N zhny
Novgorodthelocal Red Any sd diers
refusedtol et t hemt hrough because
they d dnat recogni sethe exi stence
of thecentra governnent i n Mscow
andhad not heardof Lenin—andthis
was ei ght een nont hs after the
reval utionconductedinthei r nane.
onmuni cat i on of nore recent news
and i nfornat i on t her ef or e becane one
o theRdSa’ snost urgent tasks ace
i ts voyage vas under vay.

As the Russian dvil Vér cane
toacloseinthespringof 1921, the
nost urgent need for propagandato
w n over the popul ati on beganto be
repl aced by the sticks and carrat s of
Leni n"s NewEcononic Policy. The
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network of agit-trains was sl owy
di sbanded, al t hough the i dea was
resurrectedduringSdin sHve Year
Rans, nost natabdlyinthefilmirain
run by A exander Medvedkin. A
direct |ine can be drawn fromthe
educati onandtrai ningoffered duri ng
theGvil Vdr andthat profferedin
the | ater war agai nst percei ved
‘ sabot eurs and weckers' . The need,
bothreal adinag ned, for agitation

century —nost notadly, Missolini’s
Itdy, SdinsUiond vie Sodist
Republics and Htler’s Third Rei ch.

More recently such efforts at
‘ opi ni on nanagenent’, al beit by
consi derabl y subt | er neans, have
becone i ncreasi ngl y evi dent
i n contenporary states whose
popul ations i ketothink of their
politica systens as a together nore
open, libera anddenacratic, and of

Bma Wddi s, A exander Medvedki n,
(London: 1.B Tauris, 2000).

S ephen Wi te, The Bl shevi k Roster,
(New Haven CT & London: Yal e
Lhi versity Rress, 1989).

EA Seraskaa(ed), AJtatsi omo
nassovei skusstvoperwkhl et Qi aria
Materialy i issledovaniia[Mss
Agitational At of theRrst Years of
Qctober. Miterial s and Research],
(Msscow | skusstvo, 1971).
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and propagandalivedoninthe hearts
and minds of the Sovi et | eader shi p.

I't isinpossibletogaugethe
preci sedegree of success of theagt-
trains and steanersinpersuad ngthe
provincial and largely rural
popul ati onadf Russi adf the advant ages
of the newBol shevi k way of doi ng
thngs. Tnerearerordidd estatistics
about wet ve might cal | geogr aphi cal
or ided ogi cal penetrationand, even
i f we knewsuch things as precisely
how nany peopl e had actual |y
experienced the activities of the
netvork directly, therearestill a
mitipicityd aher factorsthet cone
into play ininfluencing and
deternining the va ati | e phenonenon
that wecal | publicopinion Wt we
cansay, horever, isthet theagt-trams
represented the first consistent
attenpt deliberate yto propagand se
anentire popul ationinaway that
becane al | too famliar inthe
subsequent devel opnent of the
taditarianreg nes of thetvertieth

theirinfonationsystesasrd aivey
un-doctored. It isinthishistorica
context of the devel opi ngi nportance
of the nediain nodern political
systens, and of thei r nanagenent or
nani pul at i on t hr ough propaganda,
that thesigificaced theearly Qi &
experinent wththe agit-trains
becones nuch nore evi dent, as does
thethinliretha dividespditica
partici pationin one systemfrom
pditicd nabilisationinanather.
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