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EVOLUTIONS IN MARSHAK’S THEATRICAL WORKS FOR CHILDREN

Giulia De Florio

Teatr dlia detei and Marshak’s new theatrical works for
children

Teatr dlia detei (1922) is the first published work for children by the poet,
critic and translator Samuil Marshak (1887-1964). This collection of plays is
the outcome of the most innovative ideas of the beginning of the twentieth
century,' and it clearly shows, from the very beginning of Marshak’s career
in the literary field, his ability to understand children’s need for true art.

Marshak wrote the plays together with the poet Evgeniia Vasil’eva-
Dmitrieva (31887-1928)2 while they lived in Krasnodar after the October
Revolution.” The authors included in the collection three interesting articles:*
Boris Leman’s School of Life (Shkola zhizni), Aleksei Dmitriev’s The Actor

! The present paper takes its cue from my previous research on the Russian theatre at the
beginning of the nineteenth century. My aim was to shed light on the vital theoretical
environment in pre-revolutionary Russia, which paved the way for its further development. In
that article, I also pointed out some general features of the collection of plays Teatr dlia detei
by Marshak and Vasil’eva, which can be considered one of the first important works in the
theatre for children. See G. De Florio, Russian theatre for children and Marshak’s Teatr dlja
detej, “Strena. Recherches sur les livres et objets culturels de 1’enfance”, n. 16, 2020. URL:
<http://journals.openedition.org/strenae/4336> (last access: 20.07.2020).

2 E.L Vasil’eva-Dmitrieva is a poet of the early twentieth century, known in all the most
important circles of the time as ‘Cherubina de Gabriak’, a pseudonym she invents together
with her friend Maksimilian Voloshin.

3 More detailed information about this first collection and the period in Krasnodar can be
found in I.S. Marshak, Teatr dlia detei 1920-1923, in Zhizn’ i tvorchestvo Marshaka, B. Gala-
nov, I. Marshak, M. Petrovskij (Eds.), Moskva, Detskaia literatura, 1975, p. 349-486. See also
I. Kutsenko, S. la. Marshak v Ekaterinodare-Krasnodare (1918-1922), Krasnodar, Adygeia,
p. 474-520 and A.V. Bogdanova, Detskii gorodok, in ‘la dumal, chuvstvoval, ia zhil...” Vospo-
minaniia o S.la. Marshake, B.E. Galanov (Ed.), Moskva, Sovetskii pisatel’, 1971, p. 128-146.

4 S. Marshak, E. Vasil’eva, Teatr dlia detei, Krasnodar, Kubano-chern. otd. narod. obraz.,
1922.
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in Children’s Theatre (Akter v teatre dlia detei) and Aleksandr lunger’s The
Artist in Children’s Theatre (Khudozhnik v teatre dlia detei). The sixteen
plays are split into two groups: thirteen plays for small children and three for
young people. They are preceded by six prologues. In 1963, in a letter to
S.B. Rassadin, Marshak indicates Evgeniia Vasil’eva as the author of The
Flowers of Little Ida (Tsvety male’nkoi Idy) and The Young King (Molodoi
korol’), whereas The Fairy Tale about the Goat (Skazka pro kozla), Petrush-
ka and The Kitty’s House (Koshkin dom) are written by Marshak alone and
all the others by the two of them together.” Some plays are written on origi-
nal subjects, while others are drawn from already existing subjects, mainly
Russian and foreign fairy tales or literary fairy tales, such as The Flying
Trunk (Letaiushchii sunduk), by Hans Christian Andersen.’ The plots of the
three plays for older children, Phoenix the Bright Falcon (Finist iasnyi so-
kol),” Tair and Zore (Tair i Zore) and The Young King (Molodoi korol’), are
borrowed from a Russian fairy tale, a Tatar folkloric epic and Oscar Wilde,
respectively.

Two elements characterise the collection and the authors’ approach to
theatre for children: first of all, the plays are not merely a reproduction of
folk or traditional material but bear some literary and personal imprint; sec-
ond, they do not hide the ‘magic’ of the theatre, by showing what lies be-
yond it and piercing the barrier between the stage and the auditorium. The
aim is to get the children involved in the play (in both its meanings — as a
representation and a game) and, at the same time, to bring the world of art to
them in order to make it part of their everyday lives. As noted by critic Niko-
lai Bakhtin, Marshak wanted

to link the theatre with children’s lives so that children in the theatre would meet what
they knew from their own lives and [so that they] would take away from the theatre
the desire to follow in the footsteps of a play-theatre (featr-igra) that was born out of
game and, in the child’s life, turns into a game as well.

The articles of Leman, Dmitriev and Iunger also show how tightly con-
nected the ideas of the contributors of the volume are: they all insist on the

5 See S. Marshak, Sobranie sochinenii v 8-i tomakh, vol. 8, Moskva, Khudozhestvennaia
literatura, 1972, p. 477-478.

6 On July 18, 1920, with the premiere of this play, adapted and staged by Vasil’eva and
Marshak, the children’s theatre of Ekaterinodar (Krasnodar) begins its existence.

" The original fairy tale collected by Afanas’ev is called The Feather of Finist the Falcon
(Pioryshko Finista iasna sokola).

8 N. Bakhtin, Recenziia na kn. “Teatr dlia detei” S. Marshaka i E. Vasil evoi, “Prosve-
shhenie. Pedagogicheskii sbornik”, n. 2, Pietrograd, 1922, p. 228.
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importance of fairy tales in the theatre for children and firmly believe that
game (igra) is the basis of all further creative activities of human beings. By
stressing the importance of improvisation, the need for new content and a
new form expressed in a clear, synthetic and precise language, they ultimate-
ly set the objectives of the new theatre for children:

To awaken the creative imagination of the child, give him a number of beautiful fairy
tale images, in which the eternal human ideals of goodness, justice and beauty would
be embodied in front of him. To give what would be for a child spiritual content, a se-
ries of ethical standards, which then, in their games, they could turn into individual
creativity: this is the task of the repertoire of such a theatre.’

Marshak’s main concern is to foster a vision of the theatre for children as
a place where imagination and freedom to play are, literally, given centre
stage.

These first plays are dramaturgically less sophisticated; the author is not
greatly concerned with following strict dramatic principles. The texts are not
so much plays as character sketches (skazki v litsakh). Over the decades,
Marshak’s objectives change slightly: in his more mature works, he further
develops both the plot and the ethical and moral values he wants to put at the
forefront. It is not a rejection of previous ideas but rather a more refined way
to connect pedagogical and artistic purposes, which underlines a deeper un-
derstanding of children’s needs in the evolving context. In 1922, a theatre
specially dedicated to children was about to open.'’ In 1927 and even more
so by the 1940s and 1950s, plays for children were a well-established tradi-
tion: many theatres for young people had opened all over the country, and
other important writers had turned to plays for children (such as Olesha,
Shvarts and Gabbe). At the same time, Soviet ideology had become pervasi-
ve in this field, too, stressing the dominant Pedagogical role of any form of
art or culture for children, theatre included." Yet, Marshak manages to fo-
ster his own artistic ideas and universal moral principles even within the ri-
gid framework of the Soviet consensus. In the 1950s, he stresses again, thirty
years or so after the publication of his first collection of plays, the key ele-
ment of his work in the theatre, namely, the importance of games:

° B. Leman, Shkola zhizni, in S. Marshak, E. Vasil’eva, Teatr dlia detei, cit., p. 6.

1 See A. Z. Iufit (ed.), Sovetskij teatr. Dokumenty i materialy. Vol. 1: Russkij sovetskij
teatr 1917-1921, Sankt Peterburg, 1968, p. 456; M. van de Water, Theatre for Young People
in Soviet Russia, 1918-1939: Ideology, Aesthetics, and Cultural Education, “Strenz. Re-
cherches sur les livres et objets culturels de I’enfance”, n. 16, 2020, URL: <https://journals.-
openedition.org/strenae/4363> (last access: 20.07.2020).

! See S.N. Lunacharskaia, Teatr dlia detei kak orudie kommunisticheskogo vospitaniia,
Moskva, GIKHL, 1931.
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I always found it interesting to make plays from children’s games. Play-games. I reck-
oned: if the basis of any theatrical play is a game, then in the theatre for children play
is doubly justified. I’ve included children’s game techniques in all my plays.12

Let us now focus on the ‘variations on the theme’, which take place in the
plays Petrushka and The Kitty’s House.

Petrushka: from folklore to modern times

Petrushka is one of the most popular characters of Russian folk culture, and
Marshak could not overlook him. The puppet comedy about Petrushka was
set in Russia in the first half of the nineteenth century, though the character
became popular in the country in the époque of Peter the Great. Improvisa-
tion has always been a key element in this kind of representation: the prota-
gonist immediately puts himself on the same level with the audience and is
part of it. Petrushka engages with the audience through naughty lines, trying
not to miss any eccentric remarks from the spectators.

In this very spirit, Marshak creates his first Petrushka.” According to
actress Anna Bogdanova, in the performance in Krasnodar, the text served
merely as a canvas for verbal improvisations between the author — Marshak —
and Petrushka, played by actor Dmitrij Orlov."* Here, unlike the folk source,
Petrushka did not interact with the organ grinder (sharmanshchik) but with
the author himself; in this way, Marshak inserted an authorial element in the
folk tradition, showing at the same time his knowledge of the source.

In the 1922 print edition of Petrushka, the main characteristics of the folk
hero remain, except for the vulgar expressions, which would not suit an au-
dience of children. As Novikov observes referring to the traditional charac-
ter:

Petrushka is not so much clever as cunning and dodgy, even aggressive. In a moment
of danger, he is ready to remain in the background, but quickly gets a grip of himself

12 B. Galanov, Sobesednik, in Zhizn’ i tvorchestvo Marshaka, B. Galanov, 1. Marshak, M.
Petrovskij (Eds.), cit., p. 203.

B In fact, another version of Petrushka comes out in the new edition of Theatre for
Children in 1927 (S. Marshak, Teatr dlia detei, Leningrad, Raduga, 1927). The two versions
are slightly different; for instance, in the 1927 text, Marshak relates an episode with a tram
that a year later will be included in the poem The Absent-Minded (Vot kakoj rasseiannyi). In
the 1922 version, instead, there is a comic scene involving a bucket full of kasha. The tram
disappears in the new Petrushka the Foreigner.

' See A.V. Bogdanova, Detskii gorodok, in ‘Ia dumal, chuvstvoval, ia zhil...". Vospomi-
naniia o S.I. Marshake, B.E. Galanov (Ed.), cit., p. 128-146. Bogdanova was Orlov’s wife.
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and again becomes vivacious and even rough, up to some vulgar words. He doesn’t
. . . . 15
like foreigners; he doesn’t like Germans and makes fun of them in every way.

Marshak’s Petrushka, too, is irreverent and funny, as ‘the man with the
screen’ states in the first lines of the play:

Ceituac, 1eTBopa, s IOKaxy cepiaedHoro apyra moero, Ilerpa IBanoBuua Ilerposa, a
no-Hamemy Ilerpymky. YenoBex oH Xxopomuii, co60il kpacaBel| MUCAHBIH, PyMsHEL]
BO BCIO LIEKy, OpoBH Iyroif, Kyapu menkoBsle. OJMH TpexX 3a HUM €CThb: BPaTh JIIO-
out. Takue HeOBLIMIBI paccKa3bIBaeT, YTO ¥ BO CHE HE NPUCHUTCS. BBl HU onHOMY
cJ10BY ero He BepbTe! U elie rpeliok 3a HUM €CTb: XBAaCTJIUB HE B Mepy, IbUIb B IJ1a3a
HyCKaeT.16 51, roBopHuT, NepBbIi 6orad Ha cBeTe, a y caMoro ObLI B KapMaHe aJIThIH, Ja
KapMaH npojpaics... 5, ToBOpHT, Bech CBET oObexal, a caM Jajblie Hamero 6azapa
He ObIBal. SI, rOBOPHUT, HUKOrO HE 0OIOCH, a MOKAXU €My BEHHK, — I1OJ] JIaBKY CIIpSi-
yercs! [la He B ToM Gefja, 4TO OH Tpyc, HE BceM ke Xxpabpsimu ObITh. bena B ToM, 4TO
OH IEepBbI 00MAYMK U 3a0MsKa. YK U KOJOTHIM €ro 3a 3TO, LIEJIOr0 MeCTa Ha HeM
HeT, a eMy Bce He 1o yeM! Beerza u3 Boasl cyx Box0auT. | VI 910 GBI ¢ HUM He ciy-
YHIIOCH, OH JI0JITO YHBIBATh He JMOOUT. [I0CTOHET, MOKPSIXTUT — M OISITH cMeeTcst. Bot
3a 9T0-T0 ero Bee u moost. ' Jla BBl camu ero yBI/IIII/ITe.lg

He is a liar and a boaster, but at the end of the day he is a good fellow,
does not bear grudges for long and always ends up laughing at himself and at
the circumstances. Still, his doom is ordained, and he is punished for his
numerous lies by the dog, who drags him away by the nose. The organ grin-
der openly states the moral, thus adding a pedagogical element to the play:

IHAPMAHIIMK. Xaib ero, Beceinblit ObLI Maiblif, a 10X0 KoHuMI. Cobaka-To Be/b

3momas... Bujenu, kak oHa ero 3a Hoc notamuia? Tak u ¢ Bamu OyJeT, eciu Bpath
20
oynere! beperute HOCBI!..

At first glance, Petrushka the foreigner™ appears very different from the
previous version. As Sorokina correctly observes:

The plot and structure of the next play [...] were not as dependent on the folklore play
as the previous one. Marshak builds the plot as a chain of events, gets rid of traditio-

15 V1. Novikov, Petrushka v sovremennom mire, “Obshestvennye nauki i sovremen-
nost’”, n. 5, 2006, p. 167-176, p. 169.

16 This sentence is omitted from the 1927 version. Moreover, in that version, Petrushka is
called Petr Ivanovich Uksusov, as in some folk variants.

17 This sentence is omitted from the 1927 version.
18 This sentence is omitted from the 1927 version.
19 S. Marshak, Petrushka, in S. Marshak, E. Vasil’eva, Teatr dlia detei, cit., p- 55.
20 110
Ibid., p. 63.

L', Marshak, Petrushka-inostranets, Leningrad, Raduga, 1927. The play was first staged
at the State Central Puppet Theatre ‘S. Obraztsov’ in 1950.
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nal folklore characters (except Petrushka), and substitutes the latter with contempora-
ry characters that reflected new social reality. Petrushka as a character also undergoes
changes. He is no longer a conventional character without social background and age
but a mischievous little boy and urchin. The verbal structure of this play no longer
bears on the verbal structure of the folklore play as before.

Indeed, all the characters of the play change: here we have Petrushka’s
parents, the invalid, the ice cream seller, the police officer and others. The
topographical references set the play in a specific space: Petrushka idles in
the Summer Garden and wants to drown himself in the Obvodnyi Canal,
where he goes and finds the man in panties taking a bath. Moreover, the in-
valid identifies himself as being ‘from Leningrad’ (ia — leningradskii inva-
lid), making it the location where the action takes place. In the 1922 version,
instead, Petrushka first of all says that he has just arrived from Piter.” As for
the time of action, the manner of addressing people as ‘citizen’ (‘grazhda-
nin’) or ‘comrade’ (‘tovarishch’) clearly sets the action after the October
Revolution. Trams and cigarettes, ‘Troika’, though not specific to the Soviet
Union, depict a contemporary scenario.

Even if contemporaneity supersedes direct references to folklore, ele-
ments of folk tradition still come up in the play; this time, however, they are
the result of a more conscious use of the vast folk repertoire of genres: when
the two janitors water the kiosk where Petrushka is hiding, he desperately
shouts:

Ox, bena, O0ena, 6ena!

OueHb MOKpast BOAa

Jlo>X UK, TOKANK, HePECTaHb,
S noeny B Apucrans! 4

This is a typical example of the spells and incantations, which are part of
children’s folklore and of Marshak’s personal repertoire as well.” Thanks to
their incisiveness and brevity, they formally preserve the energy and imme-

22 S.P. Sorokina, Petrushka v detskom teatre pervogo poslerevoliutsionnogo desiatiletiia
(dve p’esy S.la. Marshaka), “Studia Litterarum”, vol. 3, n. 3, 2018, p. 254-277, p. 255.

s ‘3npaBcTBYiiTe, 31paBcTBYiiTE, 3npaBcTByiiTe! [IpuObLT st 3 [Tutepa, ObUI TaM y KOHAU-
Tepa, HaKyIWI KpeHeneH, // 3amiaTt cro pyOiield, caauu Jajiu IATaKk Aa B IpUaady TyMak... .
S. Marshak, E. Vasil’eva, Teatr dlia detei, cit., p. 54.

2 S. Marshak, Sobranie sochinenii v 8-i tomakh, vol. 2, Moskva, Khudozhestvennaia lite-
ratura, 1968, p. 242.

% There are many examples of such ‘spells’ in his personal works, but he also translates
similar works from other cultures: “Jloxauk, 10k Ik, 10 cBuganus! / Yxomu ckopeit B Mcma-
HUI0, / MOXeT, TaM HY>KHBI TOKIH, / A Hazaj He npuxoau!”. Ibid., p. 167.
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diacy of the exhortation but, above all, “these ancient genres attract Marshak
for they strive to exercise power over nature, to claim human ‘superiority’
towards it”. %

If Petrushka was largely in debt to what Marshak personally saw and li-
stened to in his childhood in the Russian province, full of balagan and popu-
lar theatre, in Petrushka the Foreigner, the literary gradient is higher and the
dialogues or monologues reveal a clear pattern in Marshak’s appropriation of
tradition: as Petrovskii observes, “he does not see in folklore what died in

the past but what in it is still alive and can work in the present”.”’

In this play, Marshak also proves his craving for intertextuality and the
influence of avant-garde linguistic experiments. The episode with the ice
cream seller is clearly taken from his poem The Ice Cream (Morozhenoe), il-
lustrated by Vladimir Lebedev, which Raduga published in 1925. It is quite a
grotesque anecdote, with the final transformation of a man into a snowman
as a severe punishment for his greed. The vendor goes around with his cart
and shouts his wares:

Morozhenoe (1925) Petrushka the Foreigner (1927)
— Ornuunoe Mopooicenwyux
3eMIISIHUYHOE [Iponan MmopoxkeHOE Ha CTO
MopoxxeHo! py6ueii,
A cyHAyK cTall ele TsDKeNel.
Mpb1 BeszeM 1s Bac IIoMOup C MecrTa ero He CIBUHY —
U xiny6HuuHOE, He Mory HoHATh IpUYNHY...
3eMIISIHUYHOE (Kpuuum)
MopoxeHoe! Otnnynoe!
L lempywxka
IMonyuaiite, rpakaHuH, (u3 cyndyxa)
HmerurHoe 3emisiHU4HOE!
ArnenbCUHHOE
MoposxkeHoe! Mopooicenugur
Kiyonuunoe!

26 M. Petrovskii, V nachale bylo slovo narodnoe, “Doshkol’noe vospitanie”, n. 1-2, 1964,
p. 108-114, p. 119. Marshak is well aware of his passion: “Since childhood, I’ve been
passionate about those folk songs where a man commands: rain, snail, thunder, fire. All in the
imperative mode [...] There’s a will everywhere [...] orders are everywhere, the little man
commands the elements”. S. Marshak, Sobranie sochinenii v 8-i tomakh, vol. 7, Moskva,
Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1971, p. 585. See also: K. Chukovskii, Sobranie sochinenii v
15-i tomakh, vol. 3, Moskva, Terra-Knizhnyi klub, 2012, p. 192.

2" M. Petrovskii, ¥ nachale bylo slovo narodnoe, cit., p. 121.
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Bcest nopora 3aroposkena, IHempywxka
Karut B canoukax HapoJ. T'opunynoe!
ITon mono3esMu He Je, Mopoarcenuux
A KiybHHuHOE, AnenbcunHoe!
3eMIsTHUYHOE,
lempywxka
HNmenunHoe
Kepocunnoe!
AnenbcuHHOE,
TpekpacHoe Mopoorcenwux u [lempywka
AmnanacHoe (6mecme)

!28

Mopo:xeHoe Mopo>1<eHoe!29

In The Ice Cream, the fat man asks for the ice cream:

— Dii! — xpuuur oH. — [Tockopeit
130
Tonoxwu Ha nsTh pyoineit!

In the play, he is just an anonymous buyer who is functional to the
sketch:

IToxynarens

OHi, MOPOXKEHINUK, CKOpel
131

Tonoxwu Ha nsTh pyoineit!

As for the apparently meaningless language, which can be found both in
children’s folklore and games and in the linguistic experiments of many
poets in the first decades of the twentieth century, Marshak makes Petrushka
very fond of illogical expressions, such as:

IIpuexan u3 ropoga Kosnosa

He nonumaro no-pyccku Hu cioa!
AHu-0aHH — TPH KOHTOPSI,
Caxep-Mmaxep-nomMuaopst! [...]
Bynbon, 6yTepOpos, kKoHCOMD!
MBbl no-pyccku He noHum?! [...]
Konenkop, catun, pagams!

MBbl no-pyccku He noHum?! [...]
ITapnon, Tapakan, mepcu!

32
Y KOro-HuOy/ib APYroro CIpoCH.

2 S. Marshak, Sobranie sochinenii v 8-i tomakh, vol. 1, Moskva, Khudozhestvennaia lite-
ratura, 1968, p. 140-143.

¥ S. Marshak, Sobranie sochinenii v 8-i tomakh, vol. 2, cit., p. 243.

39S, Marshak, Sobranie sochinenii v 8-i tomakh, vol. 1, cit., p. 141.

31'S. Marshak, Sobranie sochinenii v 8-i tomakh, vol. 2, cit., p. 244.

2 Ibid., p. 247-249.
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At a structural level, the plot unfolds in a more dynamic way reminiscent
of a milder version of slapstick comedies, which may signify an indirect in-
fluence of the cinema, so popular in the Soviet Union in the 1920s.”?

Petrushka retains some characteristics of the folk character, but now the
focus is not only on his lies but also on his ability to play around and his ca-
relessness of the consequences. Still, Marshak cannot help adding some touch
of paradox to his character: in one episode, he suggests that a man asking for
a pack of cigarettes should not smoke them because they are bad for his health.
Petrushka plays the role of the moraliser, thus subverting his original vocation
of troublemaker.

The final scene is essential to an understanding of all the stages the play
undergoes. Let us focus on the direct appeals to the audience, which in the
mise-en-scéne in Krasnodar turned out to be improvisation and in Petrushka
the Foreigner become a leitmotif (five times throughout the play). The final
scene marks a new turn: Petrushka ambiguously appeals to his “beloved pa-
rents” (his own, in the play, but also those present in the hall) and claims to
have done all this for the audience (“I am not guilty, viewers are”).

Jparouenunsie poaurenu!
Bunosar He 1, a 3puteny,

S1 11 HUX-TO U IpUIac

CTo NpoJIeNIOK U MPOKa3.

A co MHOI B 0IHO} porpamme
Bs! yuacTBoBanu camu!

C HaMu OBLIT U CTApUUOK,
Tpoparorumii Taba4yok.

Jla u nepyiika ¢ MOPOXKEHBIM
Ilomoran cerofns Toxe HaM,
W nexypHblii mocToBoi

C nepekpecTKa MOCTOBOI, —
IIoroMy YTO MBI — aKTEpBHL. ..
CaXGp-MaXep-HOMH}JOpH!34

With his final monologue, Petrushka reaffirms his irresponsible and fri-
volous nature, always trying to avoid responsibility, but also carries out a
more subtle operation: he takes up the idea of the connection between the
scene and the audience and unmasks the theatrical device (“because we are
actors”) to underline the fictional essence of the show, its playfulness, but
precisely for this reason its chance to have a real impact on the young spec-

33 See D. Gillespie, Russian Cinema, Routledge, New York, 2003, p. 34-58.
3% S. Marshak, Sobranie sochinenii v 8-i tomakh, vol. 2, cit., p- 251.
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tators. The final “magic” formula underlines the conventionality of the play
and turns the possible punishment of Petrushka because of his disasters into
laughter.

Marshak, therefore, does not abandon the mechanisms of folklore but
converts them according to a new aesthetic sensibility — hence the stress on
education, school and textbooks — without giving up the comic element and
its pedagogical effect.

Marshak was not the only one to deal with Petrushka by adapting his cha-
racter to the new social reality. Indeed, once established, the Soviet powers-
to-be understood the propagandistic potential of folk theatre. After 1917, Pe-
trushka became the hero of Soviet reality, a means of social and political sa-
tire: ‘Cooperative Petrushka’, ‘Rabfakovets™ Petrushka’, ‘Red Army Petru-
shka’ became very popular all over the Soviet Union.”® A doll of ‘Red Army
Petrushka’, created by Kukryniksy (the collective name for the caricaturists
Mikhail Kupriianov, Porfirii Krylov and Nikolai Sokolov), had a stunning
success at the First All-European Exhibition of Theatre Puppets in Brussels
in 1930 and became the emblem of the National Puppet Union (Vsesoiusnyj
soiuz kukol’nikov). The revolutionary Petrushka was transformed into a vic-
torious proletarian and replaced the traditional one. However, Marshak does
not follow this path. His aim is completely different: he wants to retain the
spirit of folk Petrushka by adapting him to the new reality but without
betraying his original value as the best representative of the ‘culture of moc-
king’ (smechovaia kul’tura), instead intimating, in the final scene, the im-
portance of human comprehension and kindness over rules and laws.

The Kitty’s House: a satirical fable-play for little ones

As Marshak states in a letter to N.S. Kovacheva on 20 December 1958, the
fairy tale play (skazka-p’esa) published in 1922, The Kitty’s House (Koshkin
dom), “which took 5-6 pages, turned into a whole big performance, a house-
hold comedy with a large number of actors™.”’

A Three-Act Tale (Skazka v trekh deistviiakh) was written in 1945 and is-

sued in a separate edition by the publishing house Detgiz in 1947. In this

3 Student of the so-called “rabfak” (workers’ faculty), a type of educational institution in
the Soviet Union which prepared Soviet workers to enter institutions of higher education.

% See LIu. Ushacheva, M.L. Murygina, Teatr Petrushki: iz proshlogo v nastoiashchee,
“Sovremennye nauchnye issledovaniia i innovatsii”, n. 3, 2017. URL: <http://web.snauka.ru/-
issues/2017/03/79852> (last access: 01.07.2020).

37'S. Marshak, Sobranie sochinenii v 8-i tomakh, vol. 8, cit., p. 336.
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version, Marshak reinforces the satirical traits of the protagonist, Aunt Kitty,
by creating an image of a complacent, idle, banal Philistine surrounded by
flattering false friends. The third, final version was published in 1948, titled
The Kitty’s House, A Two-Act Play (Koshkin dom. P’esa v dvukh deistviiach),
and was performed a year before, at the Central Government Puppet Theatre
‘S. Obraztsov’, in 1947. This is the version which is printed in volume two
of Marshak’s collected works.

The source of the play is to be found in the lines of a children’s song,
which Marshak was very fond of, as he recalls in a letter to A. Avakova of 2
April 1958: “The dramatic fairy tale ‘The Kitty’s House’ was born from a few
lines of a children’s song, while the plot, as in ‘Teremok’, was developed
independently”.*® The lines are ‘Tili-tili-tili bom, / zagorelsia koshkin dom’
and in the 1922 version are placed at the centre of the play, while in the 1948
version they open and close the play and are repeated (with variations)
throughout the text.

The play is concerned with the re-education of an arrogant creature, Aunt
Kitty, and her friend and servant, the Old Cat. In the first version, the moral
lesson is condensed into brief episodes, the characters are fewer and the whole
story takes on the appearance of a movement garne39 rather than a dramatic
action.

The more significant change at a structural level is the addition of a Cho-
rus and a Narrator in the latest version, which replace the prologue The Actor
and the Viewer (Akter i zritel) of the 1922 text. The prologue in 1922 presents
the story and suggests what viewers should do after the play ends:

And when you get home, try to set up a theatre yourself and again put on scenes from
The Kitty’s House and The Flying Trunk.*

Its aim is to establish a connection with the audience but also to openly
trigger children’s imagination and explain how to put it into practice. In the
1948 version, the Chorus and the Narrator assume the function of linking the
action with the audience by addressing them during the play; moreover, by
providing more dramatic material to work on, they increase the performativi-
ty of the play, which is intended to trigger children’s laughter.

The Chorus, like the traditional Greek one, opens the play, introduces the
setting and the main protagonist — Aunt Kitty. Then, the Narrator goes on to

* Ibid., p. 324.

%9 “The first plays of our Theatre for Children were elementary, reminiscent of a move-
ment game rather than a play”. S. Marshak, E. Vasil’eva, Teatr dlia detei, cit. p. 11.

“ Ibid., p. 20.
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describe in detail Kitty’s rich life, home and servant and signals the begin-
ning of the action.

Following a circular structure, the Chorus again assumes the play’s voice
at the end of the story, summing up the events and explaining the change
which occurred in the two main characters:

Iloymuen u crapslif KoT,
OH coBceM yiKe He TOT.

Marshak uses the Narrator in the manner of folk literature to break up the
sequence of the action in the play. He appears seven times, and each time
marks a turning point. The Chorus and Narrator present the action and com-
ment upon it, but they judge the events from a distance.

It is clearly noticeable that the structure of the first version is more primi-
tive than that of the second. The play starts off with the first dramatic event:
the kittens asking their Aunt Kitty for help. The main turning point — the
burning of Aunt Kitty’s house — follows immediately after the kittens are
roughly thrown out. Thus, the fire seems to be the right punishment for the
kittens’ mistreatment. After that, Aunt Kitty and the Old Cat start to look for
help and go to the Hen. She turns them down and suggests that they go and
ask the kittens for shelter. The nephews immediately forgive the bad beha-
viour of the adults and welcome them.

In the second version, the plot is much more developed and a number of
new episodes are inserted, which, on the one hand, gives Marshak the chan-
ce to deepen the psychological characterisations of the animals and reinforce
the comical and satirical effect of the play; on the other, at a linguistic level,
it allows the author to include different genres of traditional children’s fol-
klore, such as lullaby, draznilka, and pribautka, which he has been cultiva-
ting since the beginning of the twentieth century but which become a rele-
vant component of his work after the Revolution. In the play, Marshak also
gives space to his beloved perevertysh (or topsy-turvy rhyme), as Chukovskii
defines it, which is the best expression of nonsense children’s poetry:*

Komka

Moii oM aj1st Bac Bceraa OTKpbIT!
3/1ech y MeHs CTOJIOBasL.

Bcest mebenb B Heii 1y0oBast.

Bort 10 cTyn —

41'S. Marshak, Sobranie sochinenii v 8-i tomakh, vol. 2, cit., p- 302.
2 On “stishki-perevertyshki” and their literary and pedagogical value, see K. Chukovskii,

Ot dvuch do piati, in 1d., Sobranie sochinenij v 15-1 tomakh, vol. 2, Moskva, Terra-Knizhnyi
klub, 2012, p. 229-253.
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Ha nem cupsr.
Bort a0 cron —
3a HUM EJT.

CBUHBS
Bort a0 cron —
Ha nem cupgsr!..

Koza

Bort 10 cTyn —
43

Ero ensr!..

As in Petrushka, Marshak again turns to his previous works, this time
while describing the central episode of the play: the burning of the house. In
1923, he wrote a poem titled 7The Fi ire,** in which the brave fireman Kuz’ma
fights a personified fire started by a poor girl called Elena. The episode dif-
fers significantly from the poem, and yet some details stand out:

Pozhar (1923) Koshkin dom (1948)
[Ipuotkpsuia asepiy JleHa. C110B€UKO 3a CII0BEUKOM —
CoCKOYMII OTOHb C IOJICHA, U cuoBa pasrosop,
nepes NeUKOH BbIKET MOJ, a JloMa Iepe] e4Koit
BJI€3 [10 CKAaTEPTU Ha CTOIL. Oronb npoxker KoBep.

U3 Boport 6e3 mpoBoI0YKH Tockopeii, 6e3 NpoBOIOYKH,
BeIe3xaroT ¢ TpeckoM O0UKH. HaJIMBaiTe BOJY B OOUKH.
A oroHb Bce BbIIIIE, BBIIIE, C TpeckoM, MIEIKaHbEM U TPOMOM
Bbliesaer u3-moJ Kphliy, Bcran orons Hag HOBBIM JOMOM,
O3upaercs Kpyrom, O3upaeTcs Kpyrom,
MarreT KpacHbIM PyKaBOM. Marmret KpacHbIM pPyKaBOM.
Tonopamu Ganku pymar, Oit, paboTHUKU-000PEL,
W3 GpancriodToB Iu1amMs TyIIar. Pa3bupaiite Tonopsl,

Banku markue kpynmre,
ITnams >xapkoe TyIuTe.

It is clear that the author, while working on new texts, always has his

4 S. Marshak, Sobranie sochinenij v 8-i tomakh, vol. 2, cit., p. 279.

#'S. Marshak, Pozhar, Petrograd-Moskva, Raduga, 1923 (on the cover: 1924). A second
edition was released in 1952 in the collection Stichi, skazki, perevody by publishing house
Goslitizdat.

4 S. Marshak, Sobranie sochinenii v 8-i tomakh, vol. 1, cit., p- 342-344.
46 S. Marshak, Sobranie sochinenii v 8-i tomakh, vol. 2, cit., p- 287-289.
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previous ones in mind, especially when they can provide suitable rhymes,
images or rhythmical patterns.

After the fire, Aunt Kitty and Old Cat desperately look for shelter and
decide to ask their numerous friends — the goats, the pigs and the rooster —
who had just praised Kitty’s house and her hospitality. Marshak lingers
rather a long time describing the visit of the other animals to Kitty’s house in
order to stress their nature and personality. Their acts and words reveal their
attention to material values (rich furniture and tissues) and their frivolous
attitude: they love singing and dancing and even making up stories, which
gives Marshak the chance to include a fairy tale within the fairy tale:

IlycTs 10%kAb U CHET cTy4ar B CTEKIIO,
YV Hac yITHO U TeIulo.

JlaBaiiTe cCKa3Ky COUMHUM.

Hauner ko3eu, neryx — 3a HUM,
TTorom — ko3a. 3a Hell — CBUHBS,

A mocsie — kypuua u 5!’

The author does not criticise their way of life; still, he effectively under-
lines their selfishness, particularly when they enter the living room and are
able to see only themselves in the mirrors:

Kosen

(xo3e)

CMmortpu, Kakue 3epkanal

W B xa10M BUXKY 5 KO3Ja. ..

Koza
IIporpu kak cinenyet riasa!
3/1ech B KaXJI0M 3epKaje Ko3a.

CBHHbBSA
Bam ato kaxercs, Apy3bs:
31ech B KaXKI0M 3epKalie CBUHbsI!

Kypuua
Ax, ner! Kakast Tam cBuHbs1!

48
3/1eCh TOJNBKO MBIL: METYX U 5!

This attitude is confirmed after the fire, when each of the guests one at a
time turns down the homeless Aunt Kitty and Old Cat by making up excuses
of all sorts. The satire*’ is enhanced by the use of the animals mimicking hu-

47 Ibid., p. 284 and ss.
* Ibid., p. 281.
¥ See R. Perel, The use of folk elements in Marshak’s Dramas for Children: The Kitten’s
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man behaviour, which can be dishonest and disrespectful, as in the case of
Aunt Kitty and her friends, or moral and compassionate, as the Kittens de-
monstrate. If the former show the world as it is, the latter present the world
as it should be, and this energy, the perception of such dichotomy, leads the
author to believe — at least to hope — that change is possible and that art can
make the world a better place, especially the world of children. Nevertheless,
in Marshak’s opinion, a moral should be understood not by explaining it, to
children above all, but by making them experience the dramatic action in the
play.
In a 1945 article, he directly refers to The Kitty’s House:
This fairy tale has a moral — it’s no different from other fairy tales, either. The morali-
ty is simple and, I think, useful. But I don’t want to tell it in my own words [...]

However, one of the protagonists of The Kitty’s House, a clever, noble kitten, tries to
formulate the morality as follows: “Who knows how wet the water is..>. %"

Indeed, this is a very important reply in the play, which takes an almost
biblical tone:
Hy, uro nogenats! B noxap u cHer
Henb3st ke ObITh 6€3 KpoBa.
Kmo cam npocuncs na nounez —
Ckopeii notimem 0py202o0.

Kmo 3naem, xax moxpa 6ooa,
Kax cmpawen xon00 aromuiil,
Tom ne ocmasum HUK020a

1
Ipoxoocux be3z npuromal

In the first version of the text, the ending is less effective — the Kittens
immediately forgive the “bad reception” of Aunt Kitty and Old Cat and wel-
come them — whereas in the new version, at first, the First Kitten suggests
that Aunt Kitty and Old Cat look for a place in the city dormitory.”” Then,
piety gets the better of resentment and they open their door to the two poor
animals, but in this way their decision is well considered and expresses in

House and The Twelve Months, B.A. University of British Columbia, 1970, p. 21. Marshak
was well acquainted with satire; his first translation, dating back to his high school days, was
an ode by Horace. He then worked for many years as a satirist for journals and newspapers in
Krasnodar. See 1. Kutsenko, S.la. Marshak v Krasnodare 1918-1922, cit.

% Anon., ‘P’esa-skazka’, “Sovetskoe iskusstvo”, n. 37, 14 September 1945, p. 3.

S1'S. Marshak, Sobranie sochinenii v 8-i tomakh, vol. 2, cit., p- 300. My emphasis.

%2 Notice that Marshak uses the expression “wandering cats” (“Guyxzaromme KOTE),

2L}

whose etymology is the same as “Oiyzaublii” in the parable of the prodigal son.



342 Giulia De Florio

full the power of a conscious choice to choose the moral action. That is not
all; since a real repentance and conversion can take place only by an active
effort, Aunt Kitty and Old Cat offer to help the kittens build a spacious hou-
se where they can live happily together. Marshak firmly believes in the be-
nefit of work; his poetry is full of active people doing their jobs, as he him-
self acknowledges in a letter to [.M. Dol’nikov of 27 April 1955:

I love working people — those who do their job skilfully, cheerfully, generously. [...]
Meanwhile, one can and should deal with work in completely different ways. The fi-
reman Kuz’ma, the postman, the doctor from The Ice Island, the carpenter who turned
a tree into a table, the stepdaughter from Twelve Months, [...] these are the heroes of
my books. And self-righteous laziness has always been disgusting to me, whether it’s
Mr. Twister or the pig family from The Kitty’s House (‘I’'m a pig and you’re a pig, all
of us brothers, we are pigsl..’).53

The 1922 tale, then, is turned into a good example of satire on the bour-
geoisie attitude™ against the poorest but kindest ones, with a final message
of proactive human comprehension and brotherhood.

Conclusions

The two plays demonstrate how vast Marshak’s knowledge of folklore and
how interesting his ag})roach to such rich material was, with particular
attention to fairy tales:™ the folk motifs used by Marshak reveal social con-
cepts by tracing certain patterns of character and connecting them with pat-
terns of action. Moreover, they represent, in Marshak’s view, the only possi-
ble common field in which to interact with the world of art: “True art can
only reach other parts of the world if it has deep roots in the soil of folk cul-
ture”,”® Marshak claimed during his speech at the London International Con-
ference on the history of theatre, which he delivered in July 1955.

If key elements of the first plays were “continuity of action and whimsi-

53 S. Marshak, Sobranie sochinenii v 8-i tomakh, vol. 8, cit., p- 281.

3 It would not be out of place to see in the play a satire against the bourgeoisie in favour
of workers, that is, a typical Soviet setting. The welcoming of Aunt Kitty and Old Cat is made
possible because the two decide to get to work and collaborate to build a new house — and a
new future together.

% Interesting ideas about Marshak’s position with reference to fairy tales can be found in
K. Senne, Staraia novaia skazka: mifopoeticheskii podtekst p’esy-skazki S. Marshaka “Dve-
nadtsat’ mesiatsev”, “Detskie chteniia”, n. 2, 2017, p. 227-245.

56'S. Marshak, Sobranie sochinenii v 8-i tomakh, vol. 6, Moskva, Khudozhestvennaia lite-
ratura, 1971, p. 420-426, p. 420.
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cality in the development of the plot”,”” returning to these works some years

after their first publication, Marshak makes significant changes which enrich
the verbal, structural and thematic levels of the texts. The later versions dif-
fer from the previous ones, but they also represent different kinds of re-
elaborations: in particular, Petrushka the Foreigner displays a “modular re-
writing”, in which the core meaning of the traditional text is kept alive,
while the setting changes according to the new socio-cultural context. In The
Kitty’s House, the first version is fully incorporated in the second, but this
time, the author explores the satirical potential of the play and turns a chil-
dren’s game into a full-fledged dramatic text with a strong moral message.

However, the main concern in the plays, as well as in any other works for
children by Marshak, remains how to address children through literature: the
writer has always stressed the importance of the right language for children,
which should distance itself from the artificial and indulgent language used
in children’s works at the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In
the two latest versions, Marshak’s work on language is clearly visible: his
verse is now more concise, clear and explosive. He plays with metrical struc-
ture and genres. He keeps the best of previous works and combines it with
new verbal, intonational and rhythmical patterns.

At a thematic level, too, it is possible to observe some constants in his
texts for the theatre: in particular, two recurrent images (obraz) appear in
each text: the soldier’® and the orphan® (besprizornik). They are evoked, in
one way or another, in each play, and they certainly are very important in
Marshak’s gallery of characters, because they are the symbols of the outcast
and of sufferance but also of strength of will and courage, which are essen-
tial human traits in Marshak’s view. Moreover, he has experience of both the
first and second world wars and he knows very well their effects on society:
swarms of orphans and invalid soldiers had populated the Soviet Union for
many years. His son Jacob died during the second conflict.

The plays also demonstrate that rewriting is a typical feature of Mar-
shak,” and it can be seen as well in his poetry and even his translations. Va-

57'S. Marshak, E. Vasil’eva, Teatr dlia detei, cit., p. 43.

%% The soldier also plays a role in the plays The Twelve Months (1943) and Clever Things
[Umnye veshchi] (1945).

% In Twelve Months, both the queen and the stepdaughter are orphans. See K. Senne,
Staraia novaia skazka: mifopoeticheskii podtekst p’esy-skazki S. Marshaka “Dvenadtsat’
mesiatsev”, cit.

% For these plays, the passage is double: from a folk or literary source to an authorial
version and from an earlier version to a later one.
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riability (variantnost’) is a key concept in his poetics and a constant throu-
ghout his artistic life.

The present analysis has underlined the imperative for the Russian poet
to find the right balance in works of art, especially for children. That is why,
in a letter to Rassadin, he suggests that his friend read a review by Blok on
Bondi’s and Mejerhold’s Alinur:

I think that the modern artist’s reception should be quite the opposite: to be thrifty;
not to overload a work of art with art, if I may put it that way. We have to lull the
viewer into a simple and natural way to wake up his resting imagination with an un-
expected spark of art. From here, a modern artist, no matter what workshop and direc-
tion he belongs to, in his work is a ‘naturalist’, a craftsman, turns the blocks, carries
the loads of psychology, history and everyday life on his shoulders.

Marshak shared this view and the relentless work on his own plays thus
confirms both one of his typical techniques and his aim to educate children
through literature, that is to say, through play, laughter and imagination.

Abstract
Evolutions in Marshak’s theatrical works for children

Marshak’s plays are a relevant though less well-known part of his works for
children. He begins to address children in the aftermath of the October
Revolution and the First World War by writing plays for the ‘The Children’s
Little Town’ (‘Detskij gorodok’) in Krasnodar (today Ekaterinodar). He re-
turns to theatre some years later with a new version of the play Petrushka
and in the 1940s and 1950s with more developed texts for the stage.

This article considers two plays from the 1922 collection Theatre for Children
(Teatr dlia detei), namely, Petrushka and The Kitty’s House (Koshkin dom),
in order to compare them with the new versions Marshak writes in later years.
The goal of this examination is to identify which elements remain in both
versions of the plays and which are omitted or changed to meet different
artistic and/or ideological requirements. The analysis will show Marshak’s
unquestionable ability to draw from folk motifs and apply them to new con-
texts in order to project certain social values in the framework of his personal
moral and artistic views on art for children. Moreover, the paper provides
additional evidence about Marshak’s technique of appropriation and elabora-
tion as one of the pillars of his poetics.

Keywords: Samuil Marshak, theatre for children, Petrushka, The Kitty’s
House.
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