SEEDS THAT GERMINATE: VYGOTSKY’S “PSYCHOLOGY OF ART” AS IT TOOK SHAPE IN THE COURSE OF HIS EARLY JOURNALISTIC PUBLICATIONS
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The purpose of this presentation is to analyze some of the early less known and untranslated journalistic publications of L.S.Vygotsky (mostly literature and theater reviews and essays of 1923) in order to search for the development of the main ideas later formulated in the “Psychology of Art”. The book includes his early works, such as the “The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark” which was written in the years 1915-1916 and presented as his senior thesis for graduation from the Shaniavsky Free University. These works will remain beyond the scope of our analysis.

The “Psychology of Art” starts with formulation of a methodology for developing a scientific approach to the analysis of art. Thus after a critical analysis of different existing approaches he writes: “...we can now suggest a new method of art psychology, which... is termed the “objective-analytic method.” Accordingly, the work of art itself, rather than its creator or its audience, should be taken as the basis for analysis.[1] We can see that this principle was central to his approach to literary analysis in Vygotsky’s earliest writings. While still in gymnasiia 
L.Vygotsky wrote a serious essay: “Jews and the Jewish Question in the Works of F. M. Dostoevsky”. (This text was first published in 1997 in the newspaper Vesti in Israel, based on a manuscript copied from a hand-written school notebook kept by Vygotsky’s sister and later preserved by S. Dobkin. Because it was written according to the old orthographic rules it was probably written in 1912-1913, Vygotsky’s last year in the gymnasia.) At this time of intensive contemplation about his own identity it is not surprising that the Jewish theme  motivated his analysis. 

In this essay we can see that the young Vygotsky has already developed rigorous criteria for analysis of literature, some roots of the future “Psychology of Art”. Thus he writes “in Dostoevsky’s works we find a striking example of how artistic truth avenges itself”. He provides Dostoevsky’s description of how in “The House of the Dead” a Jew is preparing for Shabbat on Friday eve putting on tefillin (phylacteries) describing the process in minute detail, but Vygotsky notes: “After such a description the Russian reader will be shocked to discover that Jews never put on tefillin in the evening and never on the Sabbath eve...Further, tefillin are never put on both hands, but only on the left hand... Nemezida of art does not forgive illustration of the untrue: you do not believe in the Jew of Dostoevsky, he is invented.” He also gives a lot of citations from different literary works showing that Dostoevsky overuses all kinds of humiliating names and labels in description of Jews, so that Vygotsky’s accusation of Dostoevsky of anti-Semitism is not purely emotional, but based on analysis of his literary works. Such themes related to his Jewish identity continue to be central in Vygotsky’s early journalistic publications in Novy Put’ in 1916-1917 [2] 

Another idea developed in the “Psychology of Art” is that the difference between real art and non- esthetic creation is in subtle differences in form: “the difference between a great painter and an imitator is to be sought in those infinitely small elements of the art that belong to the category of formal elements. Art begins where “scarcely” (chut-chut) starts, and this is equivalent to saying that art begins where form begins.” (Vygotsky, 1925/1986, p.52). In his publications in Gomel’ in 1923 such subtle details are the focus of his attention. 

In a theatrical review of a play by Lunacharsky “The King’s Barber” he gives both analysis of the play itself and of the performance. “Using the old literary form of drama, Lunacharsky  seemingly  beams x-rays on it, rendering  its inner springs and social roots visible.  ...Two lines - one ascending line of development of a personal desire, and a blinding force of power, and another one a descending line of exposure of the emptiness of this power- develop in parallel nicely, and persuading-beautifully leading to a culmination (the lowest) part in general resolution –the catastrophe of a mockingly prosaically vulgar nature. The faulty side of the play is that there is too much of literature, it is prolix, with the heroes giving lectures explaining themselves and the meaning of the play.” [3] 

In another theatrical review he writes: “Human comedy is always a struggle with simplicity of life, rising beyond  the ordinary, doing away with the kitchen-sink life. “It was just this way” does not justify a comedy. If a comedy loses laughter it is like salt losing its saltiness. ...human comedy becomes a comedy of boredom.” Again his critique is aimed at subtle details that due to just a bit of overdose spoil the impression. [4]
It is clear from this that for Vygotsky, theatre in the provinces did not necessarily have to be provincial.  “One must not think that only a great and sophisticated theatre can generate excitement.  Wherever there is life, excitement is to be found…Just as electricity is not only present in lightning, but is also present wherever there is a 25 candlepower light bulb.  In the same way, poetry and art inhabit not only grand creations, but also the 16-candle stage of the provinces….”  [5] 

Another comment criticizing the Jewish operetta for losing the fine and subtle features which differentiate between art and non-art: “The Jewish operetta is not satisfied with a joke.  It wants to be both tragedy and farce together, with a pinch of homespun philosophy, and something of the synagogue.” [6] 

He is always critical, some of his reviews are emotionally positive but always he is very sharp and focused on subtle features. Thus in reviewing the comedy “ Unexpected valor” (his review is entitled “Unexpected enjoyment”) he writes: “Our theater is craving for a tragedy of true heroism, but it also needs a farce of a mocking false heroism, which is burst like soap bubbles.

We need both the heroic and the comic equally... the theme of a fool is exhausted completely. Impossible to be more stupid, more worthless...It is some kind of shining stupidity, sparkling absurdity,...pure nonsense.

The joke is slightly weakened by a touch of vaudeville rubbish in the acting: a bonnet of an old lady, a little bow tied under the chin, lisping tones of speech etc.” [7]

In an extensive newspaper interview Vygotsky brings a description of the resurrection after the Bolshevik Revolution and Civil War of the “Red Torch” Odessa theater troupe, quoting extensively from its director, V. K. Tatishchev.  The approach and analysis, are, however, so similar to Vygotsky’s own ideas on art and literature that the words might have been his.  He quotes Tatishchev: “I, as much as possible, tried to present a diagnosis of the reasons for the cheapening and decline of the theater.  Once these causes had been defined, I was able to base the organization of the theater on a set of exactly opposite principles.


Here they are in brief.  An absolute familiarity with form.  A full mental identification with everything that happens on the stage. A deep love and feeling for theater, for its existence, for the play and for the role.” [8] 

In his newspaper articles in 1922-23, he writes on literature, theater and a proposed theatrical technicum; about both local and visiting troupes; and on Jewish, Russian and Belorussian theatre.  Here he took upon himself the role of educator.  His criticisms were aimed on the one hand at forming a demanding cultural audience and on the other, literature and theatre, which could rightfully be called art. Critical notes often are followed with appeals like: we have to find another way; it is time for new themes etc.
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