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Socialist Realism, 
Capitalist Realism 
and Documentary 
Photography: 
A Comparison of 
Illustrations From a 
Soviet Newspaper 
(I 977) and a Global 
Lifestyle Magazine 
(2007) 

By Alise Tifentale 
Chief Editor of the "Foto Kvarliils" magazine 

Ideologically Saturated Photographs in the Print Media 

in the 1960s and 1970s and the Early 21'' Century 

The term "Socia list Realism" is mostly used to refer to 

pa inting, sculpture, literatu re and fi lm, the princ iples 

of Soviet ideology and Socialist Realism are also 

unden iably reflected in the photography of the relevant 

era. This can be seen both in press photography and in 

representative photography, which made up the majority 

of photographic materials that were seen in the Soviet 

public space. It might be added here that the amateur 

photo club movement an entirely separate area of activity 

that received support and encouragement from the Soviet 

authorities, and the genre of so-called "photographic art" 

which emerged from this movement is also a separate 

topic. 

The area of photography which produced most of the 

public images that were seen in the Western world in the 

20'" century related to advertising, fashion photography 

and photographs in so-ca lled lifestyle magazines. This 

was not a dominant genre in the Soviet Union, where 

there was no market economy and, accordingly, no need 

for intensive advertising. 

In accordance with the subject of this conference, my 

focus will be on press and representative photographs 

which were published in Soviet Latvia between the end 

of the 1950s and the end of the 1970s. I shall trace 

the application of the principles of Soviet Realism in th is 

specific area of press photography, and I will seek to offer 

a few parallels and comparisons between Soviet-era press 

photographs on the one hand and the flourishing photo 

genre of the capitalist world - advertising photography -

on the other. My visual materials include books about the 

Soviet Latvian economy, press photographs, as well as 

the photo chronicle which was delivered to newspapers 

in Soviet Latvia by the LATIN FORM agency under the title 

"Our Republic in Photographic Images". 

A comparison of Soviet-era press photos to advert ising 

photos from the capita list world involves the similar 

functions assigned to these images. The duty of the Soviet 

photograph was to create and uphold the impression of 

the Soviet Union's victorious progress in the minds of "the 

masses". The central idea was the endless "advertising" 

of the Soviet state's ideals- collectivism, as well as the 

superiority and achievements of the proletarian power 

structure. In a capitalist system, the genre of advertising 

photography has substantially the same aims -

71.* 1976 
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creat ing and upholding impressions about the values 

of capitalism. These include individualism and even 

egotism, the concept of private property and prosperity. 

This suggests that the mass media under any system of 

state will publish ideologically saturated photographs, 

very often pretending that the images are actually 

something else, that they represent objective, impassive 

and highly believable evidence that has been accumulated 

by mechanical means. 

Here I would like to say that I am using the concept 

of Socialist Realism vis-a-vis press and documentary 

photographs so as to describe the content, message and 

ideological saturation of photographs from the late 1950s 

until the end of the 19 70s. In formal terms, photography 

during this period borrowed various techniques of style 

and technique which dated back to the Russian Avant

Garde of the 1920s and 1930s, turning these into cl iches 

and standards. (Similarly, several paintings that can be 

seen in the "Mythology of the Soviet Land" exhibition in 

Riga are in line with Socialist Real ism in terms of their 

content, but make use of elements of Modernism in 

their methods of expression.) It also seems important to 

note that the period that is being considered here - from 

the late 1950s to the late 1970s - does not include 

the classical period of Socialist Realism. I have chosen 

this period of time specifically so as to emphasise the 

positioning of Socialist Realism and its sustainability and 

durability in Soviet visual culture. The examples of the 

visual culture of capitalism from the early 21 '' century 

which I am presenting here are also outside of the 

"classical period" of advertising photography, which in 

the Western world would date back to the period between 

the late 1940s and the 1960s, when lifestyle magazines 

first flourished with the help of photographers such as 

Richard Avedon, Irving Penn and others.' These images, 

too, demonstrate the susta inability and durability of a set 

of specific techniques and cliches. 

Before considering specific examples, let us take a brief 

detour into the theory of photography to define our terms 

more precisely. The issue here is that it is incorrect to 

believe that documentary and press photographs reflect 

reality and are credible documents. Photography, unlike 

painting, has the aura of mythological documentarism, 

of "authenticity" . If something has been photographed, 

then it existed. Mainstream photographic history offers 

no analyses of the effects of power on representation. In 

fact, it encourages the opposite understanding, instilling 

the belief that all forms of the photographic image are 

neutral and above ideology, writes the photography 

theorist Richard Bolton in describing the problem of 

mistaken interpretations of photographs.2 There truly is 

a myth about the "authenticity" of photographs, even 

though so-called documentary photography is based on 

ideological orders in the framework of any ideology. To put 

it briefly, we are ta lking about visual propaganda here, 

irrespective of whether we consider a press photograph 

from the Soviet-era, one which relates to ethnographic 

studies of the Middle East, Far East and Africa in the 

early 20"' century, or - to choose a textbook example 

from Western culture - the documentary photo project 

which ran from 1935 until 1944 in the United States, 

with the US Farm Security Administration ordering up 

a documentation of the country 's rural residents. We 

must remember here that nothing can be as mendacious 

and manipulative as a documentary photograph. No 

credible "certificate of authenticity" can be attached to 

a photograph to confirm that the image was based on 

something spontaneous, not something that was staged or 

organised to a greater or lesser degree. It is also true that 

a photographic image offers just a fragmentary depiction 

of time and space, one that has been influenced by the 

photographer's decisions on framing and emphasis, 

his or her sense of composition, ethical considerations, 

religious or poli tical belief, or any other factor from an 

endless l ist of possibilities. In any ideological context, 

whether totalitarianism or contemporary democracy, 

a documentary photograph must be interpreted 

simultaneously as a constructed visua l concept with a 

specific goal and message, as well as - of course - a 

document. It is not, however, a depiction of objective 

truth. The image is more likely to be a reflection of the 

governing ideologies and opinions of the prevailing era, 

one which because of its specifics appears and pretends 

to be convincingly true and objective as a piece of 

evidence. To quote James Curtis: "Historians often regard 

photographs as a critical form of documentary evidence 

that holds up a mirror to past events. Public and scholarly 

faith in the Realism of the photographic image is grounded 

in a belief that a photograph is a mechanical reproduction 

of reality. Susan Sontag captured the essence of that faith 

in her monumental reverie "On Photography", when 

she wrote: Photographed images do not seem to be 

statements about the world so much as pieces of it. 3 

The photography theorist and historian Abigail Solomon

Godeau, for her part, has written the following words: 

Uke a miniature guillotine, a camera shutter slices an 

image from the world into which it may or may not be 

subsequently launched. But if it is launched -printed, 

transmitted, broadcast, or reproduced - it may function 

as an event in its own right.4 1n other words, it is an event, 



a visual fact with links to that which was guillotined, i.e. 

photographed, which have been t ransformed and are by 

no means simple as might be thought. This figurative 

comparison, of course, is not a claim that can undergo 

academic analysis, but it does explain in metaphoric 

terms the need to differentiate between photography and 

reality. Solomon-Godeau goes further in revealing the 

ideology of a photographic image which is masquerading 

neutrality" to it" Instead Sekula links the importance 

of a photograph to the reasons and goals of its having 

been taken: A photographic discourse is a system within 

which the culture harnesses photographs to various 

representational tasks. ( .. ) Every photographic image is 

a sign, above al l, of someone's investment in the sending 

of a message. 10 According to Sekula, a photograph is part 

of a complicated social discourse, one which is related to 

as objectivity. She has written that from the very the governing ideas of the relevant period of time as to 

beginning and even now, the documentary photograph what scientific "truth" is. He believes that the materiality 

is used to "naturalise domination." It strengthens and 

confirms the positions of the dominant, in other words. 5 

The French art historian and philosopher Hubert Damisch 

agrees: The p hotographic image does not belong to the 

natural world. It is a product of human labour, a cultural 

object whose being - in the phenomenological sense 

of the term - cannot be dissociated precisely from its 

historical meaning and from the necessarily datable 

project in which it originates.6 

That which can be perceived as empirical evidence in a 

photograph is encoded into the social system of meaning. 

The art historian and photography critic Allan Sekula 

has written that photographs must be interpreted as 

participants in discourse and the exchange of information 

their form is dictated by the context of the prevailing 

social situation: The most generalised terms of the 

photographic discourse constitute a denial of the 

rhetorical function and a validation of the truth value of 

the myriad propositions made within the system. As we 

have seen, and shall see again, the most general terms 

of the discourse are a kind of disclaimer, an assertion of 

neutrality; in short, the overall function of photographic 

discourse is to render itself transparent. But however 

the discourse may deny and obscure its own terms, it 

cannot escape them. 7 

In his wri tings, Sekula has often opposed the 

aestheticisation of photographs in theory, insisting 

that attention shou ld be focused instead on the public 

functions of photographs, specifically in the context 

of the exchange of goods and services in a capitalist 

economy: Photography emerged and flourished as 

a mode of communication within the larger context 

of a developing capitalist world order. 8 Thus Sekula 

completely destroys any il lusions about the photograph 

as a universal or independent system of signs. Opposing 

the popular suggestion by Roland Barthes that a 

photograph might be a clear "designator", Sekula argues 

that this idea must be seen as an example of folklore, 

as it falsely enhances the legal status of the photograph 

to the level of a document, attaching a "mythic aura of 

or physical quality of the photograph is less significant 

than how the photograph functions to serve and reinforce 

capitalist power structures." A similar view has been 

expressed by the art historian John Tagg. In writing about 

the interpretation of photographs, he insists that the 

individual meaning of a photograph as such is repealed 

and replaced by institutional practice and the interests of 

power structures: Every photograph is a result of specific 

and, in every sense, significant distortions which render 

its relation to any prior reality deeply problematicY In 

short, there exists the view that the documentary nature 

of photography is very much conditional, that when one 

considers a specific photograph, the most important 

information is found not on the surface of the image, 

but rather behind it - in the reasons, goals and missions 

which led to the its creation and publication. 

The goal of creating and publishing photo images in the 

Soviet-era press was to support the propaganda of Soviet 

ideology. Seemingly documentary photographs which, 

in fact, were more or less staged, directed, composed 

and unquestionably saturated with ideology were a very 

common form of visual expression used by all totalitarian 

regimes of the first half of the 20"' century to convince the 

masses of their ideology. Often such photographs were 

produced in parallel to the work of cinematographers. 

Between the late 1950s and late 1970s in the Soviet 

Union, ideological saturation had new challenges and 

missions, mostly in terms of maintaining a certain amount 

of ideological tension at times of peace, i.e. stimulating, 

mobilising and positively encouraging the Soviet public, 

as well as creating the impression that Soviet ideology 

was well along its victorious road toward a shining future. 

In pursuit of these goals, the seemingly documentary 

photographs that were published in the press were 

based on the same requirements of Socialist Realism 

as those which applied to painting, l iterature, cinema, 

sculpture and all other means for the dissemination of 

visual, textual and other types of information. The unified 

ideological foundations can be seen in the fact that the 

themes, subject matter and even composition of paintings 



that can be seen in the aforementioned "Mythology of 

the Soviet Land" exhibition can also be found in press 

photographs from the same era. 

The Russian writer, literary theorist and researcher of 

aesthetics Yuri Borev has defined Socialist Rea lism as 

art engaged by the Soviet bureaucracy to serve the 

needs of the totalitarian society in shaping "new man". 

In accordance with official aesthetics, this art reflected 

the battle for complete transformation on a Socialist 

basis. ( .. ) Socialist Realism, to a certain extent, cannot 

be imagined without an element of romanticism. Here, 

too, it differs from an apathetic recording of events. It is 

Realism plus enthusiasm, Realism plus a militant mood. 

And yet it never brings our romanticism close to that of 

the bourgeoisie. Bourgeois romanticism emerged from 

a dissatisfaction with reality, without any programme of 

the interests of the proletariat at first and then later, transformation, without any hope of overcoming reality. 

2 · the interests of the entire Socialist society. The artistic Bourgeois romanticism was limited to an unreachable 

concept for Socialist Realism is that the individual is dream. Therefore it is entirely pure art (offering peace 

socially active and takes part in the creation of history in a world of beauty), or it represents mystical and 

with methods of power. 13 The term "Socialist Realism" religious flight, perhaps with the nature of a deeply 

is used to describe the ideological ly saturated visual arts painful nightmare. (..) Our art, too, is dissatisfied with 

and literature of the Union of Soviet Social ist Repub lics, reality, and that is the source of its relationship with 

largely between the 1930s and the 1950s. The romanticism. But while being dissatisfied with reality, 

principles of Socialist Realism, however, were defined at our art wishes to transform it, and it knows that it is able 

the beginning of the 1930s as the Soviet method of art, to do so. The land which we can sometimes visit in our 

and they continued to ex ist and be observed at various dreams to rest and to marshal our strength- that is the 

levels well beyond the stated period of time. Press and future. t G So much for Lunacharsky. 

documentary photographs published until the late 1970s 

were no exception to this rule. 

Socialist Realism provides for a true and historically 

concrete depiction of reality in accordance with the 

ideological goal of cultivating the working people in 

the spirit of Socialism. t< It has to be said that this goal 

can be assigned to documentary photographs in the 

most direct way, because they create inspirational and 

credible examples of what has already been achieved. 

The main principles of Socialist Rea lism were rooted in 

the fundamental postulates of Marxism: The proletariat 

is the class which is historically called upon to lead 

the revolution and to transform an unjust society into 

a just one with violence and the dictatorship of the 

proletariat. 15 

A true desire for a better world and better art- this, too, 

could be seen as the theoretical justification for Socialist 

Real ism. In 1933, a tractate called "On Social ist Realism" 

was produced by the literary scholar and Communist 

Party functionary Anatoly Lunacharsky, who among other 

idealistic and utopian claims made this one: The mighty 

new class, which was charged with transforming new 

methods to ensure mankind's superiority over nature, is 

tended toward Realism. ( .. )Socialist Realism is thoroughly 

targeted, it knows what is evil and what is good, it makes 

note of those forces which are halting movement and 

those which promote the anxious movement toward a 

great goal. (..) Socialist Realism, therefore, has its own 

theme, because of importance to it is exactly that which 

is more or less a part of the central process of our lives-

I. CONSTRUCTION OF A NEW WORLD 

Let us now turn to the depiction in photographs of the 

construction of the future. Such photographs had to 

create the impression of might and progress. They 

also had to reaffirm work - heavy physical work - as 

the key element of Soviet mora lity, reminding viewers 

that anyone who engages in such work is a courageous 

transformer and improver of the entire world. The caption 

to a photograph from 1955 reads: "The work of Soviet 

man embodies both romanticism and beauty." When we 

study such photographs, we can arrive at something of a 

paradox. Although these images quite literally illustrate 

the principles of Socialist Realism in their content, 

the fact is that in form, they are much indebted to the 

Avant-Garde graphical design of the 1920s and 1930s 

- Constructivism, for instance. As a result of this, we 

can only speak of "Socialist Realism" here in an indirect 

sense, applying the term to the photograph's content and 

message, but not to its form. 

Compositions that were graphic, dynamic, constructive 

and inspired by the early 20lh century artist Aleksander 

Rodchenko were used to achieve impressive decorative 

effects, turning the object of focus into a geometric 

example of op art, a rhythmical ly repeated set of elements. 

This applied to farm fields and to the interiors of industrial 

manufacturing facil ities. The monumental depiction of 

these had to create the impression of orderliness along 

with productive and effective manufacturing. 

The origins of this application of the principles of 
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Constructivism to photographs of this kind date back to 

an historically important publication, SSSR na stroike 

(Construction in the USSR), which was a propaganda 

magazine between 1930 and 194 1 and again in 1949 in 

Russian, English, German and French. Aimed at a foreign 

audience, the magazine was of outstanding artistic quality, 

and it was supposed to create a positive image about the 

USSR in the West. Artists such as the aforementioned 

Rodchenko, El Lissitzky and Varvara Stepanova were 

involved in its creationY 

status symbols from the relevant era - a Lada or Volga 

automobile, for instance. That is a technique which is far 

more reminiscent of the advertising ethics of the capitalist 

world, where symbols of status and wea lth are commonly 

used to attach special value to the product that is being 

advertised . 

Work was the primary element of morality in Social ist 

Realism . Dictatorship of the proletariat meant that 

working people were held up in society as those who 

deserved the greatest respect. Their presentation in 

I must also discuss architecture as a symbol of Soviet Soviet press photographs was truly extensive, and we can 

victory. Photographs of new buildings, including massive focus on ly on a few of the primary motifs -those which 

apartment buildings or districts of private homes, were by were seen most often. 

no means primarily aesthetic, as is the case in real estate Agriculture was a major form of employment for working 

advertisements and publ ications of the 21" century, in people in the Soviet state. There were endless reports 

wh ich as yet unconstructed buildings are presented to 

us with the help of perfect computer graphics. No, in 

the 1970s, black and white photographs offered a very 

Realistic image of new publ ic and private buildings, in 

which the emphasis of fu nction over form was neither 

masked nor hidden. On the contrary - buildings of the 

future were presented in all of their harsh cement-based 

roughness. Soviet ideology held buildings to be more than 

just physically existing residential or public spaces. They 

also confirmed the correctness and victory of the ideas 

of the Soviet state. Indeed, the presentation of individual 

buildings ca rried with it a distinct ideological purpose. 

Photographers learned to shoot buildings from an angle 

which allowed the viewer to believe that the cement 

building would immediately rise into the sky from the 

ground itself. The building of the "Latvij a" hotel, for 

instance, was photographed from a special angle wh ich 

clea rly suggested that the structure nearly reached the 

sky. This was ach ieved by the rather radical framing 

method of simply cutting off the upper part of the 

building. The presence of a Len in monument in the 

overall composition fulfilled two funct ions - it reminded 

the viewer of the v ictorious positions of the Soviet state, 

and, v ia the dynamic pose of the sculpture, it blessed 

the new bui lding, offering the status of narrative to the 

picture: "Look," says the paternal Lenin. "Our state shall 

only be built upward!" 

The depiction of private buildings and massive apartment 

building complexes was geomet ric and regular, and 

with the help of accompanying text s, these images 

emphasised the number of individual housing units that 

were being offered. The idea was that there would be 

"enough for everyone", that the construction process 

was sufficiently thorough to make sure that no one 

would lack anything. These photographs often included 

in the press and on television news programmes about 

the latest achievements in da iry yields, in the number of 

hectares ploughed more qu ickly than had been planned, 

etc. The presentation of agricultu ral achievements against 

the background of a mighty landscape - this was a great 

way for photographers to show and recall t he constant 

progress and development of the Soviet state. 

The mightiness was achieved by angles from above (i f the 

focus in the image was on a field after the gathering of 

the harvest) or from below (if the mightiness of harvested 

grains or modern equ ipment had to be shown. There were 

literally thousands of photographs during the Soviet-era 

which asked us to peek through stalks of grain at a row of 

farm combines stretching off to the very horizon. Another 

fundamental element and ideological weapon was the 

presentation of the latest farm equ ipment. This showed 

that science and technology were actively helping to ease 

the daily burdens of the working class. Photographers 

used flattering angles and compositional solutions to 

show that Soviet equipment was mighty, progressive, 

modern and all-powerful. 

A second very common motif was industry. Photographers 

achieved the impression of massive and extraordinarily 

productive manufacturing by using angles wh ich 

presented the oppressive and enti rely boring industrial 

environment as one which was vast and very promising. 

Paradoxica lly enough, the depiction of the industrial 

environment has once again become modern and in high 

demand in the photography of the late 20th and ea rly 21 ~ 

century, although these days the emphasis has mostly 

been on the aesthetic qualities of industrial landscapes 

and interiors. In other cases, the focus has been on a 

crit ica l evaluation of these from an ecological or political 

perspective. The distinguished photographers Bernd and 

Hilla Becher began to produce extensive collections of 
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73 . TEKST UZ A TIE LA, Nakotnes ceters. Oktobrim - 60. "'Socialisms 
ta "dinamiska attistiba es~ sabiedriba. Ne dienu mes nestiivam uz 
vretas, mes nepiirtraukti ejam uz prrek~u." L. I. Bre!~evs.J977. 
• Miisu republ ikas darba!audis, tiipat kii visa padomJu tauta, 
gatavotas cienigi sagaidlt Liela Oktobra 60. gadadienu - pirms 
termr~a izpildit desmitas piecgades otnl gada uzdevumus. izlaist 
vairak augstvErtigas rtipniecibas produkcijas un tehnikas laukiem, 
va1rak un labakas kvahtates masu pteprasijuma pretu iedzivotajiem, 
labr sagatavoties pavasara lauku dabiem. Visas darba kolektivos 
aizvren plaMk izver~as patriotrska kustiba ar devizi - .,Strada! labak, 
paaugstmat efektivrt~ti un kvalitati". kuras pamat~ ir prasibas. kas 
iznet no part11as un valdibas temumiem par Vissavienibas socialistlsko 
sacensibu un par masu pieprasituma precu ra!osanas attistisanu, ka ari 
no PSKP Centralas Komitejas vestures Jauksarmniecibas darbrniekiem, 
visiem mUsu zemes darba!audim. 

TEXT ON PROTOGRAPH, "Builder of the future. 60 .. Brrthday of 
October. 'Socialism rs a society moving forward dynamrcally. We never 
stay in place, we are always moving forward' - Leonrd Brezhnev" 
1977 
• Working people in our republiC jorned the entire nation of the Soviet 
Union m preparing for the 60''' anniversary of the Great October 
Revolution. Everyone promrsed to fulfrl the goals of the second year m 
the 1 0'" Sovret five-year plan ahead of schedule, to produce more mass 
market goods at a higher level of quality, and to prepare properly for 
agricultural work in the springtrme. Throughout labour collectives, the 
patnotic slogan of "working better, enhancing effectiveness and quality"' 
became widespread. The requtrements were based on decisions which 
had been taken by the Communist Party and the government in the 
context of the All-Soviet Socialist competition and the development of 
the production of mass market goods. Also of rmportance was a letter 
sent by the Central Commrttee of the Sovret Communist Party to all 
agricultura l workers and all working people in our republ ic. 



photographs in 1957 under headings such as "Water 

Towers", "Silos", etc. Their photographs were utterly 

impassive, without any additional imagery such as the 

use of a cloudy day to ensure a uniformly gray sky, or 

the composition of the image as that of a monumental 

structure. Some similar examples can be fou nd in Soviet 

press photography, albeit with a different informational 

purpose. 

The dominant attitude in Soviet press photography, 

however, was a different one. Soviet ideology interpreted 

industrial development exclusively in positive ways, and 

documentary and press photographs focused mostly on 

aspects of the relevant achievements, not on aesthetics. 

Th is was faultlessly in line with a central tenet of Socialist 

Real ism- that "art for art's sake" was a typical invention 

of the bourgeoisie, one which shou ld not be allowed to 

infect the minds of Soviet workers. 

II. PROSPERITY 

Moving along on the subject of building a new Soviet life, 

we can say that one result of th is process was supposed 

to be prosperity- not just the collective prosperity of the 

entire Soviet state, but also the individual prosperity of 

individual citizens. In this sense, photographs that were 

created within the style of Socialist Realism were often 

quite similar to our modern-day ideas about prosperity, no 

matter how paradoxical that might seem. In depicting the 

prosperity of Soviet citizens, documentary photography 

was closest to the visua l language of capitalism. 

Documentary photographs introduced viewers to the 

symbols of social status of the era - a private home, an 

automobile, a nice garden, a summer cottage, etc. To be 

sure , there were far fewer images of this type in the Soviet 

press than was the case in the capitalist world, but the 

content and form of the images were not different from 

those that we see in the press today. The impression of 

general prosperity was upheld by photographs of Soviet

era department stores complete with satisfied Soviet 

shoppers. 

A separate genre in photography during this period of 

time was the depiction of various goods and products. 

To a certain sense this can be described as advert ising 

photography, although the images were inevitably used 

as press photographs to accompany an article about the 

relevant product. Examples from the mid-1970s suggest 

that photographers educated themselves by paging 

through ava ilable foreign press publ ications which, of 

cou rse, had no shortage of advertising photographs. The 

ideas of Soviet photogra phers as to what advertising 

photography shou ld be were clearly absorbed from these 

press publications. This applies to visual techniques such 

as a smiling girl holding the object of attention. At the 

same time, however, there was absolutely no theoretical 

concept of what advertising photography is and what 

its functions might be. That is on ly logical, given that 

these photographs did not serve the same functions as 

did advertising photos in the West. It was not all that 

necessary to focus attention on a product which would 

have to conquer its place in public consciousness. The 

very existence of the product was more than enough. 

The resu lt of th is is a series of fair ly absurd photographs 

wh ich are little different, in a sense, f rom the cult of the 

object in capitalist Realism. 

If we review a few advertisements that are typical of our 

modern world of capitalism, then we see that in visua l 

terms, there is unquestionable sim ilarity in terms of the 

composit ion and structure of the image- an artif icial situa

tion in which all attention is focused on the product. The 

difference is that during the Soviet-era, the object was 

presented in documentary style to present it as it was. 

In the culture of capital ism, by comparison, the already 

aesthetic appearance of the product is mythologized and 

abstracted from reality. A pair of shoes, for instance, is 

turned into a majestic object of design. Although the 

messages are different, there are certainly ana logies in 

terms of the structure of the image. 

The depiction of publ ic interiors in photographs did not 

differ much from the visua l language of capitalism at 

that time - presentation of new restaurants or cafes, for 

instance. Such photographs, it seems, could not include 

any additional ideological meaning. Tasteful interiors 

wh ich were in line with the style of the age, beautiful 

waitresses, satisfied cl ients sitting at their tables - this is 

a scene which could have been photographed both in the 

USSR and in the West. 

The aestheticised environment in the public arena led to 

the production of photographs which presented that space 

- nice parks and leisu re facilities, as well as cinemas 

and theatres whose monumental design emphasised the 

educationa l nature of such institutions. There were other 

photographs which showed how fortunate the people of 

the USSR were. We can see images of campsites and 

beaches, with propaganda related to a healthy lifesty le 

which could be ensured at such locations and which the 

working people of the Soviet Union deserved . Most of 

these images went beyond the ideological boundaries of 

Social ist Realism, instead speaking to universa l va lues 

which are famil iar to everyone - the desire for comfort, 

relaxation and a good feeling. Such images appeared in 

the mass media to an increasing extent from the mid-



74. lnteniere tehnologe T. Erdmane ar konditore)as fabrikas "Uzvara• 
jauno produkcrju. 1977 
• 1978. julijs profesionalo sv~tku m~nesis. Saja menesi atzimesim 
juras un upju flotes darbinieku dienu, zvejnieku drenu, metalurgu 
drenu, tirdzniecibas darbinieku dienu un juras kara flotes dienu. Katras 
§s nozares specialisti ga1da savas profesijas svetkus ar teicamiem 
panakumiem darba. Si fotornformacija stasta par musu republikas 
tautas saimniecibas darbiniekiem un viQu atpUtu. 

Engineering and technologist T. Erdmane shows the latest products 
from the " Uzvara" confectionery factory. 1977 
• 1978. July, The month for professional celebrations. Thrs month we 
will have the Day of Maritime and River Fleet Employees, Fishermen's 
Day, Metallurgists' Day, Retail Workers' Day, and Navy Day. Specialists 
in each of these areas welcome these celebrations with commendable 
achievements at work. this photo presentation shows employees of our 
republic's people's economy and their leisure. 

faktiem, nereti ignorejot estetiku. Tas ari nevainojami 

saskan ar socialistiska realisma priek~stat iem par to, ka 

"makslu makslai" ir tipisks burzuazijas izgudrojums, kam 

nevajadzetu saindet darba!auzu pratus. 

75. Reklama no l:urnala EsqUire 
An advertisement from EsqUire 
2007. Nr. 2 

preses izdevumus, kuros netriika reklamas toto. Padomju 

fotografu priek~stats par to, kadai jabiit reklamas 

fotogratijai, ir acimredzami formali parl)emts no siem 

preses izdevumiem - parl)emts ka vizualu par:Jemienu 

grupa (piemeram, smaidosa meitene, kas demonstre 

preci) bez teoretiska pamatojuma, kas vispar ir reklamas 

fotografija un kadas funkcijas tai biitu japilda. Tas ari 

ir logiski, jo, ka jau minets, sis fotografijas nepildija 

tas pasas funkcijas, ko Rietumos praktizeta reklama -

precei nebija par katru cenu japiesaista uzmaniba un 

jaizcina sava vieta pateretaja apziQa, jo bija pietiekams 

pats preces eksistences fakts. Tapec tapu~i ari vairaki 

kuriozi kadri ar absurdu kompoziciju, kuri salidzinajuma 
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1970s to the early 1980s. 

Let us now turn to material culture. Excitement about 

progress and achievement is aimed at an endless cult 

of positivism, one which excludes any doubts, sensible 

criticism, rational analysis, relativism, individualism, or 

anything else which would inevitably lead to the collapse 

of a consolidated team and to antisocia l behaviour. 

Press photographs were used to popularise not just the 

ach ievementsofworking people as an amorphous mass, but 

also the excellent and comfortable environment which 

people could expect at the end of their working day. 

These symbols of the good fortune of Soviet citizens 

were not real ly much different from those which tempt 

members of the current consumer society. 

In this genre, differences between Soviet-era photographs 

and advertising photographs from the early 21 " century 

are small and nuanced . In formal terms, these images 

are very similar. They use the same story lines and 

compositions ("a group of happy people at the table at 

a summer cafe"; "a self-conf ident citizen stands by his 

automobile and looks at his new summer home"; "the 

family relaxes at a campsite"; "the family shops at a 

supermarket", etc .). The main difference in comparison 

to advertising photographs in the capitalist press was 

that the construction of a new supermarket in the Soviet 

Union was always presented as an example of how the 

Communist Party was fulfilling its plans ahead of schedu le. 

In the present -day press, images of a new supermarket 

are supplemented with information about discounts, a 

particularly extensive selection of products, etc . 

A general statement about the depiction of prosperity 

in the press photographs of the Soviet-era is that such 

images showed tasteful supermarkets, idyllic collective 

farms, Volga and Lada automobiles, well deserved 

holidays at the seaside, as well as waitresses serving 

clients at fancy restaurants and cafes . In fact, those 

waitresses bore a suspicious resemblance t o the heroines 

of James Bond movies from the same era . Equally sugary 

illusions and icy lies are presented in the reality which 

has been constructed by the mass media of the capita list 

world in which we live today. 

Ill. THE INDIVIDUAL AND THE COLLECTIVE 

The individual. Soviet press photographs which were 

produced between the late 1950s and the 1970s were 

possessed of a very clear and fundamental visual prin

ciple that was part of the theory of Socia list Realism -

the image had to present growth, development, the direct 

path toward the victory of Communism, and the ever 

new achievements which were being made in the area 

76. ROpnicas "Straume" TKN kontroliere Liliia ~ednika pa rbauda 
elektrisko ga)as malamo maSinu - vienu no izstradajumiem, ko raZo 
rupnica. 1978 
~~" MUsu republik.3 atzim€ja priecigu un svarigu notikumu - sava 
jauna pamatlikuma piel)emSanu. Visi Padomju Latvijas darba!audis
stradmeki, kolhomeki un inte ligence - aktivi piedalijas ta projekta 
apsprieSana. Ne tikai vardos, bet ar trieciendarbu vi r;~i apstiprina ja 
jaunas Latvijas PSR KonstltuciJas pamattezes. Sis tezes obiektivi 
atspogu!o panakumus, ko pedejos gados guvusi musu republika. 

Lilij a ~edQika, an inspector at the "Straume" factory, inspects an 
electnc meat grinder - one of the machines produced at the factory. 
1978 
* Our republic was preparing for a happy and important event - the 
adoption of a new fundamental law. All of the workmg people of 
Soviet Latvia, whether factory employees, collective farm employees 
or members of the intelligentsia, took part in the discussion. They 
confirmed the basic theses of the new Soviet Latvian Constitution not 
just in words, but also by working very hard. The theses objectively 
reflected the great achievements of our republic. 

of industria l capacity. Growth in this context was best 

symbolised by the working person, and particularly the 

person who did hard, physical work . These were men 

who built mighty buildings, who worked with complicated 

and impressive technologies. They were joined by women 

who worked equally hard at milking the cows, weaving 

the cloth, or pa inting the walls. 

Here we find the very specific version of "feminism" 

which prevailed in the Soviet Union - the idea that 

women had the equa l right to work at physica lly difficult 

and dangerous jobs, thus becoming heroines of labour. 

These principles coincide with the fundamental idea of 

Social ist Realism: The art and literature of Socialist 

Realism created a new and positive image of the hero

the fighter. the builder, the leader. Through him the 



77. Reklama no !urnala Esquire 
An advert1semenl lrom Esqwre 
2008, Nr. 4 

Y11cTaH KpacoTa. 
BHe epeMeHII1. 
Tfll'~ no vxo.nv 3a ~or~._. 

~~OCfUI'INT"HI~~ 
KBit M HD Bali.MX &OWIIX 



historical optimism of Socialist Realism was laid bare 

most emphatically: The hero confirmed the victory of 

Communist ideas. 18 One of the creators of the theory of 

Socialist Realism, the writer Maxim Gorky, had this to 

say at the first all-Soviet congress of writers in 1934: 

"Socialist Realism confirms existence as activi ty, as 

creativity with the aim of constantly developing the 

most valuable abilities of the individual so as to ensure 

humankind's victory over the forces of nature, to ensure 

human health and long life." 

In the official Soviet press, as in the capitalist press, the 

individual was often presented as an example for others. 

In the Soviet-era, however, this applied not to specific 

excellence, talent or some other aspect of the modern 

era's "celebrity" culture, but rather to heroic work. Work 

was the primary moral duty of Soviet people, the primary 

pillar and foundation for the Soviet state - this was a 

fundamental tenet of Soviet ideology. In the world of 

capitalism, everyone can be famous for five minutes (or 

fifteen, if we recall the legendary claim by Andy Warhol) , 

and this can be achieved through shamelessness and 

pushiness. Soviet ideology, for its part, provided for the 

publ ic honouring of outstanding workers, particularly 

from the area of physical labour. 

A traditional genre of photography in this regard was the 

"tableau of honour" style - representative portraits that 

were put up on walls, published in the press and in books, 

and presented on postcards in series such as "Soviet 

Latvian Writers", etc. In such portraits, individuals were 

expected to look as serious and honourable as possible, 

while at the same time presenting their ach ievements as 

best they could. The most common way of doing this was 

to pin various awards and prizes to one's lapel. There was 

absolutely no flirtation in these photographs, which were 

aimed at presenting the individual's worthy achievements 

on behalf of society and the development of the whole 

Soviet state. Working class individuals were expected to 

look respectable. Musicians, actors, writers and others 

from the world of culture had to appear inspired, and 

this meant that they were photographed while gazing off 

into the distance. These images were meant to create 

a certain sense of drama so that working people might 

never think that art in the Soviet Union was meant to be 

enterta ining. 

A different structure of thinking was what determined 

these different characteristics of the Soviet hero. The 

typical hero in press and advertising photographs today 

is smiling; he or she simply radiates good health and 

wealth. A broad and energetic smile is particularly typical 

of capitalism - after all, the world knows of the concept of 

the "American smile" . A big grin shows the best possible 

physical condit ion - physical satisfaction, a sense of 

well-being and health, a good mood, and unquestioning 

optimism. Even more. such a smile presents all of these 

good things without any humility at all. Even until the 

19'" century, there was hardly any art in which anyone 

save for the grotesque representatives of the lower social 

orders bared his or her teeth. Certainly no respectable 

citizen would demonstrate any such grimace, and a well

controlled and hardly visible smile was traditionally the 

permitted maximum. A big grin with bared teeth would 

have been considered a presentation of victory of a 

capitalist sort in the Soviet Union. 

Socialist Realism in particular upheld classical values. All 

positive images, whether heroes of Socialist labour, Soviet 

People's artists, writers, actors or anyone else, were 

presented in a respectful and composed way. People in 

these images were full of concentration and seriousness. 

Paradoxically enough, these Soviet-era portraits can, to 

a certain extent, be compared to present-day advertising 

photography. Anonymous models in advertising 

photographs are similarly dramatised, aestheticised and 

superhuman, and their inspired gaze must create the 

impression that the advertised product has aspects to it 

which are special and cannot be stated in words. The 

genre is essentially the same, although its functions are 

radically different in the two different worlds. 

The difference between the artificial aestheticisation of 

capita lism and the artificia l dramatisation of Socialism 

can be found in these functions. In Socialist Realism, 

the serious portraits led the public to understand the 

achievements and victories of Communism and the 

people's labour. In capitalist Realism, by contrast, 

aestheticised and dramatised portraits provoke yearning 

and envy in the viewer. The viewer wishes to be 

comparable to the person in the image, and this can 

be achieved by purchasing the product that is being 

advertised. One and the same resources have been used 

in pursuit of these two goals. 

The individual portrait and the professional portrait. 

If we consider portraits of people from various professions 

which are taken in the style of reportage, then we see that 

the most important factor here is that the picture must 

clearly and unmistakably present the profession which 

is represented by the person who is in the image. Th is 

meant that working people were usually photographed 

at work, and the images usually featured work uniforms, 

tools, as well as mighty industrial or public buildings in 

the background. 

The angle, geometric elements and dynamic composition 
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79.* Rigas JUras tirdzniecibas ostas specializeta konteineru brigade, ko vada I. Sm irnovs 
A specialised container brigade from the Riga Maritime Trade Part, directed by Smirnov 

1975 

of these images, as we have seen already, offer an 

additional layer of information for each image. Up front 

are work and the related materials and tools. The worker 

as such becomes a secondary element. One author has 

claimed that from the perspective of materialism, history 

and public regularities do not exist apart from human 

will and behaviour, 19 but the fact is that the principles 

of Socialist Realism meant that even if an individual 

transformed the world and built up an entirely new life, he 

or she as such did not have to be emphasised. In the Soviet 

Union, every individual represented a larger collective -

in this case, a profession. Most portra its of working 

people, therefore, were portraits of their profession. 

achievements, positive growth and progress - things 

which were absolutely positive va lues in and of themselves 

during the Soviet-era. Today, when ours is a world of the 

widest diversity of cultural theories and philosophical 

worldviews, everything has become relative. Words 

such as "progress" and "progressive" are applied with 

seriousness to such areas of human activity as med icine, 

space exploration and computer technologies - and not 

always in any positive way, eit her. Th e concept of the 

"victor over the forces of nature" has not disappeared , it 

might be added. Today, however, that victor does not have 

any un iversal goal which stands above everyday activity, 

he no longer represents a common and massive struggle 

Most of the image was typica lly taken up by equipment, in pursuit of a unified mission. Today he is fa r more likely 

once again showing the mightiness and power of the to be shown in the latest four-wheel-drive veh icle, which 

Soviet state, call ing upon the viewer to understand how allows him to conquer virgin nature in pursuit of his own 

powerful, massive and stable was the country's industrial egotistical need for enjoyment. 

system - a system which in and of itself was a symbol of 

progress, achievement and output. The collective. It was as late as in 1984 that the Soviet 

The combination of individuals and technologies is also journa l "Sovetskye Foto" was publ ishing a serious 

popular in present-day advertising photograph, but the theoretical tractate about how the image of the hero 

difference in comparison to the Soviet emphasis on was to be constructed properly: "Humankind relates the 

profession, labour and production is that in modern hope of averting a catastrophe of cosmic proportions only 

photographs, technologies are almost inevitably presented to the Socialist society. It is only with the world's most 

in the context of free time, hobbies and entertainment. progressive movement - the international Communist 

The visua l stereotypes and photographic motifs that Avant-Garde - that there can be any hope of the victory 

were inspired by the theory of Socia list Realism can be of civilisation and a new and truly human way of life. 

described as the "culture of victors." Each image depicted That is why true activation of the social functions of art 
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{and, accordingly, all of its other functions) is impossible 

without a presentation of the eager work of Soviet people 

on behalf of Communism, their struggle to reorder the 

world, the efforts of all people of good will to maintain 

the safety of the nations and to prevent war. ( .. ) For 

this reason, photographers must uphold an even greater 

sense of responsibility in depicting surrounding reality in 

relation to its main tendencies and regularities, evaluating 

all phenomena from a strictly Marxist position. The most 

useful resource in this regard has always been and 

continues to be the positive hero who embodies everything 

that is valuable, everything that has been overcome and 

achieved along the difficult path of creating a new world 

and the new individual. It is towa rd th is that we are urged 

by the plenary session of the Central Committee of the 

Soviet Communist Party of June 1983. The committee 

calls upon us to display vividly the character and image 

of the builder of our new society, the true hero of our 

age. ( .. ) Thanks to its specifics, photography is perhaps 

the most functional style of art.2o 

The impression of dynamic development and the creation 

of a new world and a new person in photography can 

be achieved quite well by making use of a motif that 

was quite popular in the Soviet-era - photographing 

an individua l while he or she was energetically striding 

forward. Historically, the origins of this kind of image can 

be found in propaganda materials- reports about victory 

celebrations and military parades, and these motifs could 

often be found in the Soviet press. 

The same technique was used to present a group of 

representatives from a specific profession, showing 

all of them marching dynamically toward the camera. 

Such photographs confirmed development, but also 

strengthened the spirit of collectivism. Purposeful group 

movement in a photograph clearly creates a more 

convincing and monumental impression than does a 

static portrait of an individual. When presented in this 

way, people were not the mass of working people. They 

were a vector, a force moving toward a single goal. 

This was the essence of the aforementioned "historica l 

optimism". 

The same technique is often used in advertising 

photographs, where we see an energetically marching 

group of people who represent "capitalist optimism", 

prosperity and dynamism in pursuit of individual well

being. We can conclude that similar mechanisms are used 

in the creation of any ideologically saturated photograph

the Soviet press photograph, which unquestionably 

represented propaganda of the Soviet system, as well as 

the advertising photograph of the modern capitalist age, 

which equally propagandises the consumer culture and 

capitalism. 

Theseeminglydocumentaryphotographsthatareattributed 

to the style of Social ist Realism and the advertising 

photographs of the capitalist age often used one and 

the same techniques in constructing the image - dyna

mic compositions, presentation of groups of people, fairly 

classical compositions in the case of individua l portraits, 

as well as graphically rhythmic compositions in the 

presentation of architecture and interiors, creating the 

impression of volume by using angles from above to create 

a broad perspective. The other techniques which have 

been reviewed in this paper have also been applied. 

In the visua l culture of Socialist Real ism and capitalist 

Realism alike, the hero who was "victorious over the 

forces of nature" was often idealised to the point of 

grotesqueness. In Soviet black-and-white photographs, 

the maximum effect was achieved with dynamic angles, 

monumental compositions and presentation of purposeful 

and collective movement. In advertising photography today, 

similar effects are achieved by a compositional emphasis 

on the individual and his egotistical enjoyment. Computer 

processing makes it possible to use a sentimenta l palette 

of colour, with the primary emphasis placed on the social 

status of the product that is being sold. The resources 

are the same, and it is only the goals which differ. Soviet 

photographs speak to the achievements of the collective, 

the entire Soviet state. Modern advertising photographs 

and portraits speak to the achievements, successes and 

victories of the individual. 

1974. The Kazakh SSR. Harvesting the crop in accor

dance with the group method at the "Storm Bird" collec

tive fa rm -the largest grain operation in the republic. 



72 • Kazahijas PSR. Razas nova~na pee grupveida metodes sovhoza 
"Vetrasputns· - republikas ltelakat~ graudkopibas saimnieciba 

The Kazakh SSR. Harvestmg the crop in accordance with the group 
method at the "Storm Bird" collect1ve I arm the largest grain operat1on 
m the republtc 

1974 
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