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Aleksei Kruchenykh’s 1920 essay O zhenskoi krasote presents itself as an overview of Russian literature’s treatment of the female body. Taking examples from such canonical figures as Pushkin, Lermontov, Gogol, Dostoevsky, Blok, and Akhmatova, it makes the case that Russian writers have “poorly examined” the subject of feminine beauty. Kruchenykh argues that descriptions have tended toward two extremes: blind worship and ironic demystification.  Lamenting a lack of objectivity in such treatments, he calls for a new approach, a scientific one based on “criticism” and “analysis.”


O zhenskoi krasote occupied Kruchenykh’s attention for a period of five years. The poet returned to it several times between its conception in 1915 and its final publication. The essay was given in lecture form in 1917 and served as the basis for a series of illustrations before finally appearing in print in 1920. The content of the final version reflects the numerous changes Kruchenykh’s ideas about literature and criticism underwent during those years.


Some of the most important of the changes to be seen in O zhenskoi krasote came as a result of the influence of Russian Formalism. Following the publication of the collection Sborniki po teorii poeticheskogo iazyka (1916-17), Kruchenykh adopted a more “scientific” approach to literature, using Formalist terms such as faktura (“facture”) and ekonomiia (“economy”) to define his aesthetic goals. He appears to have used faktura for the first time in O zhenskoi krasote, where he analyzed the “facture” of feminine beauty. This paper will discuss the intersection of Kruchenykh’s early ideas about art with his new, Formalist-influenced ones, demonstrating how the poet uses the female body as a testing ground for the creation of a new aesthetic.



