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ABSTRACT
The Disordered Era: Grotesque Modernism in Russian Literature, 1903 — 1939

Benjamin Hooyman

This dissertation argues that Russia’s confrontation with modernity generated a series of
sociocultural paradigm crises that gave rise to a modernist grotesque aesthetic tradition, uniting
over forty years of artistic production into a coherent literary movement. While close reading the
work of Fyodor Sologub (7he Petty Demon [Menxuii 6ec]), Andrei Bely (Petersburg
[{lemepbype)), Evgenii Zamyatin (At World’s End [Ha kyauukax]), and Velimir Khlebnikov
(“The Crane” [’Kypasnv]), I argue that prerevolutionary modernist writers utilized grotesque
modes of representation to depict a world where the former cornerstones of pre-modern Russian
identity are fracturing under the pressures of modernity.

In contrast to extant scholarship, I argue the 1917 Revolution is not a fundamental break
in Russia’s experience of the crisis of modernity, but an extension, and an exacerbation of it.
Though discourses of Russian identity formation will be rapidly recodified around the Soviet
project, the same underlying grotesque aesthetic devices used by pre-revolutionary authors are
taken up by a new generation of Soviet-era modernists. Mikhail Zoshchenko’s parody in Michel
Sinyagin (Muwens Cunsieun) elicits skepticism about yesterday’s unenlightened masses
becoming today’s new Tolstoys. Andrei Platonov’s anomalous depictions of the Russian
periphery in his Juvenile Sea (FOsenunvnoe mope) are still inhabited by monsters, too far from
Soviet nodes of power to be assimilated into the national ideological project. And Konstantin
Vaginov (in the novel Goat Song [Koziunas necnsv]) and Evgenii Shvarts (in the play The
Shadow [Tens]) capture the prevalence of superfluous intellectuals with ruptured psyches,
frustrated by their unsuccessful attempts to adapt to the new Soviet reality.
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NOTE ON TRANSLATIONS AND TRANSLITERATION

The translations in this dissertation are my own, unless noted otherwise. Quotations will
appear in English with the Russian original in the footnotes. There are some cases, however,
where I have deemed it important to use the original Russian in Cyrillic in lieu of translation or
at least provide the Russian after the English translation. I have altered the Library of Congress
system of transliteration in this dissertation to reflect the standard Western spelling for the names
of well-known authors. For example, Zamiatin will appear as Zamyatin, Gogol' as Gogol, and
Krzhizhanovskii as Krzhizhanovsky. For all bibliographic information, however, I follow the

Library of Congress system of transliteration without diacritics.
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INTRODUCTION
Russia in Paradigm Crisis

Geoffrey Harpham’s On the Grotesque: Strategies of Contradiction in Art and Literature
(1982) notes that a culture experiencing an increase in the prevalence of grotesque artistic
production signifies a time of paradigm crisis — a time lacking cohesive, palliative explanatory
models.! The Disordered Era — a study of grotesque modernism, an analysis of its aesthetic
particularities, and a close reading of several of its most seminal texts — operates under the
assumption that Russia’s early 20 century was just such a tumultuous epoch. After all, in just
the first two decades of the 20" century, Russia was shaken by a series of events that would have
been enough to trigger a paradigm crisis on their own: the Revolution of 1905, World War One,
two Revolutions of 1917, and the fratricidal Civil War.

However, before anything of value might be said about the cultural phenomenon of
‘Russian grotesque modernism,’ I will need to formalize the meaning of these key terms. A
contextualized discussion of Russian modernism will open the first chapter on prerevolutionary
literature, but, more fundamentally, the notion of ‘the grotesque’ warrants an extended inquiry.
The term is a deceptively complex one.

Attempts to define the grotesque often begin with the same well-known factoid: the term
‘grotesque’ comes originally from the Italian grottesca meaning ‘of a cave.” The word ‘grotto’ is
of the same root. Though perhaps it is tempting to imagine that the semantic resonance indicates
something fundamentally chthonic about the grotesque, the connotation arose for a different

reason. In the late 15 century a system of caves was discovered in Rome that turned out to be

! Geoffrey Galt Harpham, On the Grotesque: Strategies of Contradiction in Art and Literature (Aurora: The Davies
Group Publishers, 2007).



an uncompleted palace built during Nero’s reign. This excavated palace featured ornate
decorative art adorned with all manner of monstrous hybrid creatures — a style that became
known as ‘grotesque ornamentation.’

While an interesting bit of trivia, the term’s etymological origin tells us precious little
about its meaning. After all, given the true origin of the ornamental style, why should the
grotesque be more closely associated with grottos than with ancient Roman palaces? Moreover,
if the term did not exist until the 15™ century, are we to conclude that the grotesque itself is not
any older than this? No, as the Roman ornamentation itself suggests, the origins of the grotesque

are much deeper.

Defining the Grotesque

What makes something ‘grotesque’? Is a specific, definitional formulation possible, or is
the analyst resigned to abstractions — something like “grotesque images are created in distortions,
deformations, and exaggerations”? The question is a difficult one because ‘the grotesque’ is an
exceedingly capacious aesthetic phenomenon. Overbroad formulations risk limiting the utility of
the term as a conceptual tool, while over-narrow definitions begin to exclude phenomena that
intuition insists still ought to fit. The definition problem appears especially daunting when one
dives into the critical literature and finds very little consistency and consensus in the extant
research.

A survey of the scholarship makes it clear that the field suffers from no dearth of
definitions; in fact, the problem is quite the opposite. In the literature, there is an overabundance
of resonant though non-identical definitions. All the definitions gesture toward similar aesthetic

phenomena, but differences in their details make them difficult to apply as precise, consistent



conceptual tools. For the sake of standardization and consistency, then, I think it much wiser to
shift the emphasis away from ‘definition creation’ to ‘definition synthesis.’

I turn to the work of several historic authorities in the field, scholars who devised the
most seminal definitions of the grotesque: Victor Hugo in his “Preface to Cromwell” (1827),
John Ruskin in The Stones of Venice (1851-1853), Wolfgang Kayser in his The Grotesque in Art
and Literature (1957), and, of course, Mikhail Bakhtin in Rabelais and His World (Teopuecmeso
@pancya Pabae u napooHnas Kyiemypa cpedHesekosvs u Peneccanca, 1965). The earliest of the
theoretical works, and perhaps even the most influential for global literature’s development, is
Hugo’s “Preface to Cromwell.” Hugo’s preface was the author’s attempt to elucidate the
essential features of Romantic literature following similar undertakings by Schlegel, Constant,
Stendal, Guizot. In his book Hugo'’s Aesthetic Revolt, Albert Halsall notes that “other literary
theorists and historians [...] would not have been particularly impressed by the novelty' of
Hugo's ideas [...] with the exception of the central importance Hugo was prepared to assign to
the 'grotesque' as one of the two defining elements of Romantic literature.”® The grotesque is
Hugo’s aesthetic banner — a mode of representing the world that, “in our opinion, separates
modern from ancient art, the present form from the defunct form; or, to use less definite but more
popular terms, romantic literature from classical literature.” For this reason, Hugo insists that
the grotesque is new, absolutely modern: “In the idea of men of modern times, however, the
grotesque plays an enormous part. It is found everywhere; on the one hand it creates the

abnormal and the horrible, on the other the comic and the burlesque. [...] And how free and open

2 Albert W. Halsall, “Hugo’s Aesthetic Revolt (i), 1820-1827: Inez de Castro, Amy Robsart, Cromwell, and Its
Preface,” in Victor Hugo and the Romantic Drama (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1998), 64.

3 Victor Hugo, “Preface to Cromwell,” in Prefaces and Prologue to Famous Books, ed. Charles W. Eliot (New
York: P.F. Collier and Son Corporation, 1938), 346.



it is in its bearing! how boldly it brings into relief all the strange forms which the preceding age
had timidly wrapped in swaddling-clothes!”* Polemicizing with the classicists, and the whole
ancient world’s literary production along with them, Hugo argues that, while the ancients did
engage with the grotesque occasionally, it was stifled: “Not that it is strictly true that comedy and
the grotesque were entirely unknown to the ancients. In fact, such a thing would be impossible.
Nothing grows without a root; the germ of the second epoch always exists in the first. [...] But
one feels that this part of the art is still in its infancy. The epic, which at this period imposes its
form on everything, the epic weighs heavily upon it and stifles it. The ancient grotesque is timid
and forever trying to keep out of sight. It is plain that it is not on familiar ground, because it is
not in its natural surroundings. It conceals itself as much as it can.” He continues, “Comedy is
almost imperceptible in the great epic ensemble of ancient times. What is the barrow of Thespis
beside the Olympian chariots? What are Aristophanes and Plautus, beside the Homeric colossi,
Aschylus, Sophocles, Euripides? Homer bears them along with him, as Hercules bore the
pygmies, hidden in his lion’s skin!”® Speaking of what ‘one feels’ — one feels that Hugo’s
insistence on the dearth of the grotesque (and the comic) in the ancient tradition is not wholly
convincing, motivated as it is by his larger artistic, aesthetic, and ideological project. And, in
fact, when Bakhtin proposes his theory of the grotesque, it will be presented as the complete
inversion of Hugo’s project: the ‘ancient’ grotesque is the authentic well-spring, and the modern
grotesque — only a simplified (bastardized, even) distortion. Though Bakhtin, too, likely goes

too far in his attempt to denigrate the romantic and modernist grotesque modalities. One feels

4 Ibid., 348.
3 Ibid., 346.

6 Ibid., 347.



that a happier medium exists between these two positions, underscoring the value of synthesizing
a more general theory.

Notice that Hugo is already investing his understanding of the grotesque with periodicity
— the impoverished ancient grotesque looking shabby in contrast to the ‘free and open” modern
grotesque, finally allowed to shed its ‘swaddling clothes.” Though authors and scholars disagree
about the quality and significance of each period’s grotesque artistic production, the fact that the
study of the grotesque ought to be broken into distinct periods is a fundamental part of later
theoretical work. Of course, there needs to be something general enough about the grotesque to
make it a coherent term, so any study of its periodicity must contend with the interplay of the
specifics of each given period on one hand, and the grotesque’s universal features on the other.

How does Hugo understand what the grotesque is, or what it does? His answer is
uniquely religious (a component of the theory decidedly less influential than the rest). Hugo
suggests that the polytheistic imagination of the ancients pushed them towards a model of the
universe where man and the divine inhabited the same planes of existence. Their proximity
flattened their vision of the cosmos, conflated distinctions of high and low, making the men
mighty like gods, and the gods temperamental like men. The ancients’ obsession with epic made
them even more single-minded: “the purely epic muse of the ancients had studied nature in only
a single aspect, casting aside without pity almost everything in art which, in the world subjected
to its imitation, had not relation to a certain type of beauty.”” The Christian worldview, Hugo
contends, is emphatically hierarchical — the ‘high,’ the realm of the sacred, the dwelling place of
God, is never confused with the ‘low,’ the profane, the mortal realm, or the desacralized plane of

evil. Because the Christian worldview brings this ‘twofold foundation’ of reality and being into

" 1bid., 345.



relief, “the modern muse will see things in a higher and broader light. It will realize that
everything in creation is not humanly beautiful, that the ugly exists beside the beautiful, the
unshapely beside the graceful, the grotesque on the reverse of the sublime, evil with good,
darkness with light.”

A more adequate definition of the grotesque will have to shed both Hugo’s polemical
stance on classicism — one that forces him to underestimate the ancient world’s contributions to
grotesque aesthetics — and his theory’s religious overtones. Nevertheless, his contention that the
grotesque is an essential tool for any artist or writer looking to depict ‘reality’ is something that
does echo through a number of theoretical works to come. Hugo suggests that an aesthetic
system that prioritizes beauty over all else will necessarily need to sacrifice the diversity of
phenomena — both beautiful and ugly, and everything in between — that populate the realities
humans find themselves in. For Hugo, it is a tremendous benefit that the grotesque allows the
artist to capture this diversity, for — invoking Preface’s most oft-repeated line — “the beautiful
has but one face, the ugly has a thousand.”™

While it is difficult to assent to this aspect of Hugo’s framework as written — does beauty
not have many faces, too? — the intuition about the grotesque’s break away from monism (and
monistic interpretation) becomes indispensable to later theories of the grotesque. Hugo’s
references to the epic tradition’s tendency to represent ‘nature in only a single aspect’ speak to
his skepticism of art that strives towards idealized representation over something more ‘real.’

However, referencing ‘the real’ at all risks falling into monism of another kind — an essentialist

vision of one united reality. At times, Hugo’s logic seems to fall into this kind of binary

8 Ibid.

? Ibid., 350.



thinking, but there are other moments when his thinking clearly resists it. For instance, while
Hugo does portray the move from classicism to romanticism as a simultaneous move from a
monistic (the ideal) to a dualistic worldview (the divine, sublime ideal vs. the grotesque real),
one may read Hugo’s notion of the ‘thousand’ faces of the ugly as an early attempt to
problematize, even deconstruct, the binary that he establishes in the same breath. Perhaps
Hugo’s most valuable insight is here: that, above all, the grotesque is concerned with
multiplicity, that artists are able to use it as a tool to resist monistic worldviews, giving them a
device to help them depict phenomena with not one face, but many.

Though his inquiry is primarily concerned with architecture and the visual arts, John
Ruskin’s formulation in Stones of Venice has plenty to say about the way the grotesque functions
in literature. Ruskin emphasizes the grotesque’s fundamental tendency to represent a duality in a
single image. In his words, “it seems to me that the grotesque is, in almost all cases, composed
of two elements, one ludicrous, the other fearful; that, as one or other of these elements prevails,
the grotesque falls into two branches, sportive grotesque and terrible grotesque.”!® When Ruskin
speaks of the ‘sportive,’ he is referring to an element of the ludic, understood as play and light
comedy, that is inherent to the grotesque. This playful element allows for images to jest with the
viewer, to amuse them or make them laugh, despite the ‘fearful’ elements that paradoxically
coexist there. In fact, because the coexistence of the ‘fearful’ and ‘sportive’ elements in the
grotesque is so ubiquitous, Ruskin believes that it would be incorrect to think of them as two
separate categories. Instead, ‘a grotesque’ is created only in the coexistence of these two

elements: “we cannot legitimately consider [the grotesque] under these two aspects, because

10 John Ruskin, “Grotesque Renaissance,” in Stones of Venice (111), vol. 9 of The Complete Works of John Ruskin
(New York: National Library Association, 2009), 126. https://www.gutenberg.org/files/30756/30756-h/30756-
h.htm.



there are hardly any examples which do not in some degree combine both elements; there are
few grotesques so utterly playful as to be overcast with no shade of fearfulness, and few so
fearful as absolutely to exclude all ideas of jest.”!! Ruskin’s definition captures the essential
ambivalence of the grotesque and recognizes that the grotesque image is generative of
contradictory affects in the viewer’s/reader’s perception (in this case, either fear or laughter).

However, though I will borrow elements from Ruskin’s formulation, his approach also
has its limitations. Especially when analyzing literature, it is difficult to accept the relatively
limiting premise that the grotesque must operate between the two poles of jest or playfulness
(“the sportive’) and fear; the ambivalence and capaciousness of the grotesque is such that it
resists this limitation.

Wolfgang Kayser’s The Grotesque in Art and Literature adopts aspects of Ruskin’s
theory, though it shifts the emphasis away from addressing aesthetics only. Instead, he develops
a tripartite structure that integrates questions of the grotesque’s affect. A more sophisticated
definition than Ruskin’s, Kayser’s understanding of the grotesque requires a more detailed
explication.

Kayser starts with an expression of anxiety about the problem of definition: “What I have
attempted to do is to give a more precise definition of the grotesque as such on the basis of the
somewhat sketchy etymological history of the word.”!? At times, Kayser’s definition seems to
trouble itself to be more inclusive than his predecessors, but, nevertheless, he opens the chapter

‘An Attempt to Define the Nature of the Grotesque’ by stating that he wishes to narrow the term:

! Tbid.

12 Wolfgang Kayser, The Grotesque in Art and Literature, trans. Ulrich Weisstein (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1963), 10.



“Is it significant that the language, the usage of which we have so far followed, suggests the
word ‘grotesque’ over and over again, despite the numerous variations in its meaning? I think it
is, although all the phenomena which down through the ages have been so designated certainly
do not belong to this timeless conception of the grotesque.”!® What is this ‘timeless conception
of the grotesque’ that animates Kayser’s theoretical approach?

Kayser’s great innovation is separating the application of the grotesque into ‘three

9 6

different realms,” “the creative process, the work itself, and its reception.”'* When Kayser
speaks of grotesque aesthetics in ‘the creative process,’ he is referring to an intentional imbuing
of an image with grotesque features by the author. Because it assumes knowledge of authorial
intention, this ‘realm’ is of limited utility — or so I have found in my own work. When speaking
of the grotesque that arises from ‘the work itself,” Kayser’s language suggests that this ‘realm’
delineates those instances where the grotesque appears in spite of the author’s intentions — when
it ‘rises above’ intentionality. The choice to tie this category to authorial intention at all seems to
me to be a mistake. It would solve the serious problem of asking the philologist to derive
authorial intention to speak of this category as independent from authorial intention. Detached
from questions of intentionality, this is easily the most flexible approach and the one that
requires the least guesswork and speculation on the part of the analyst.

Kayser’s insistent emphasis on the final ‘realm,’ receptivity, is among his most

productive and novel contributions. He points out that if the grotesque is not detected by the

subject (the reader or viewer), then it ultimately does not exist — at least not for that subject. In

13 Ibid., 179.

1 Ibid., 180.



his words, “the grotesque is experienced only in the act of reception.”!® Novel though it may be,
this third realm also contains potential interpretive pitfalls. While an audience’s reception may
play a key role in determining a text’s aesthetic utility, it is just as absent from the analyst as is
the author’s intentions. This approach is made workable when the discussion is not framed
around actual receptivity, but theoretical receptivity. In other words, it attempts to answer the
question: what effect should the grotesque have on a viewer or reader? Finding an answer to this
question becomes an important element of my definition of the grotesque, and Kayser’s
theoretical model cannot be understood without this component.

As for definitions, the initial one Kayser offers is cryptic, “The grotesque is a structure.
Its nature could be summed up in a phrase that has repeatedly suggested itself to us: the
grotesque is the estranged world. % He clarifies that the grotesque affect is generated when a
subject experiences a ‘sudden’ and ‘unexplained’ intrusion into the world — their intimate,
personal world — that causes reality itself, and the principles grounding that reality, to lose their
stability and reliability. “Structurally,” he claims, “it presupposes that the categories which
apply to our world view have become inapplicable.”!” Struck by the grotesque, “we are unable to
orient ourselves in the alienated world, because it is absurd. [...] The grotesque is not concerned
with individual actions or the destruction of the moral order (although both factors may be partly
involved). It is primarily the expression of our failure to orient ourselves in the physical

universe.”!3

15 Ibid., 181.
16 Ibid., 184.
17 Ibid., 185.
18 Ibid.
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For Kayser, the grotesque exposes the world as alien from the subject. In its radical
estrangement of the subject, in its ability to lay bare the unfamiliar in the familiar, the grotesque
uncovers the essential absurdity of the world itself. Since his theory bridges the real and the
unreal, the familiar and the unfamiliar, Kayser, like Ruskin, speaks to grotesques’ ability to
combine incongruous, ostensibly incompatible elements or impulses into a single phenomenon —
the world understood as paradoxically familiar and unfamiliar. Therein lies the incongruity.
Despite the strengths of this approach, the premise that the grotesque will push the viewing
subject into an absurd relationship with the world may appear to be a radical claim. How does
this accord with Shklovsky’s usage of the term? The notion of estrangement as a severe, even
traumatic force is shared by Ilya Kalinin, who argues that Shklovsky’s term is similarly radical:
“The mechanism of estrangement — which should, in Shklovsky’s view, return perception of the
world to the individual — is identical to the mechanism of trauma in its psychological, existential
foundation.”! T will discuss the relationship between Kayser and Shklovsky in more detail soon,
but — for now — Kayser’s integration of theories of subjectivity and estrangement is an insightful
and productive step forward in creating a more capacious, formalized definition.

Mikhail Bakhtin, in his Rabelais and His World, criticizes Kayser for resting his
understanding of the grotesque too heavily on its ability to bring out the ‘hostile, alien, and
inhuman.’ In fact, Kayser is the theorist who serves as the most explicit counterpoint to

Bakhtin’s theory; the polemic runs through a number of sections in the book. And, although

19 1I’ja Kalinin, ““Istorichnost’ travmaticheskogo opyta: Rutina, revoliutsiia, representatsiia,” NLO, 124 (2013),
https://www.nlobooks.ru/magazines/novoe_literaturnoe obozrenie/124 nlo 6 2013/article/10686/: “Mexanu3m
OCTpaHEeHUs, KOTOPBII JOJDKEH, ¢ TOUKH 3peHHs LLIKITOBCKOTO, BEpHYTh YETIOBEKY BOCIIPHATHE MUPa, B CBOCH
TICHXOJIOTHYECKOH, IK3UCTCHIMAIBHON OCHOBE OKa3bIBAETCS TOXK/IECTBEH MEXaHU3MY TpaBMBI. B 000mx ciyydasx
nepe;i HaMH pa3BOpavYnBaeTCs JpamMa CTOJIKHOBEHUS C PealTbHBIM. TOJIBKO B CIIy4ae ¢ TPAaBMOW 3TO CTOJIKHOBCHHE
NPUBOIUT K HAPYIICHUIO CIIOCOOHOCTH CYOBEKTa CO3/IaBaTh YIOPSIOUCHHBIH CHMBOJIMYECKUI YHHBEPCYM
peTpe3eHTAINH, B HOPMAJIBHOM CHTYaLlMH ITO3BOJISIONICH eMy BBICTPaUBAaTh ‘3allUTHBIC MOKPOBHI® (Dpeiin),
OJIOKMPYIOLIHE CHIIbHBIC BHELITHUE pa3ipakeHns.”
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Bakhtin does not mention Ruskin’s work specifically, he dismisses the central theorem of The
Stones of Venice — that every grotesque image inspires a mixture of fear and laughter — when he
claims that “fear is the extreme expression of narrow-minded seriousness, which is defeated by
laughter. [...] Complete liberty is only possible in the completely fearless world.”?°

In one sense, Bakhtin sees himself on a liberation project — to free the nature of the
grotesque from Kayser, to eliminate fear from the notion of the ‘authentic’ grotesque itself.
Bakhtin’s analysis, especially in its focus on the grotesque in its pre-romantic forms and on the
grotesque body, is accompanied by a great optimism. Instead of seeing the defamiliarization of
the world as a negative, fearful, and traumatic experience for the subject as Kayser does, Bakhtin
claims that making the world strange “leads men out of the confines of the apparent (false) unity,
of the indisputable and the stable.”?! In other words, the estrangement of the grotesque can break
down oppressive norms and over-stable realities that restrict humankind, opening the individual
to the ‘jolly relativity’ that exists beyond their familiarized experience of life. The rigid,
unchangeable, oppressive unity that underlies one’s experience of the world explodes into a
network of possibilities. Adapting Hugo’s adage: the fearful grotesque implies but one reality,
the carnivalesque grotesque allows for thousands.

Looking more closely at Bakhtin’s favorite grotesque site, the body, we can uncover a
few more important details of his system. The body is divided topographically and symbolically
into the ‘high’ sphere — including organs of the head: thought, speech, sight etc. — and the ‘low’

sphere — excretion, sexual activity, etc. Bakhtin recognizes that this topographical split

20 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and his World, trans. Helene Iswolsky (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984),
47.

1 Tbid., 48.
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traditionally hides within it a corresponding value system, meaning the ‘high’ sphere is coded as
positive, good, spiritual, lofty, and the low sphere is coded shameful, unmentionable, animalistic.
However, as follows from the spirit of Bakhtin’s grotesque, these values are often challenged and
subverted. To explain this conception, Bakhtin offers the example of a stuttering man ‘pregnant’
and ‘giving birth’ to speech: “We specify that it is the word that is born, and we stress this fact: a
highly spiritual act is degraded and uncrowned by the transfer to the material bodily level of
childbirth, realistically represented. But thanks to degradation the word is renewed; one might
say reborn. (We are still within the cycle of delivery and childbirth.) We further see the essential
topographical element of the bodily hierarchy turned upside down; the lower stratum replaces the
upper stratum. The word is localized in the mouth and in the head (thought); from there it is
transferred to the abdomen and is pushed out [...]"*? Bakhtin’s utilization of coordinate systems,
even as he attempts to reorient or scramble them, is an especially seminal element of his theory.

In summary, Bakhtin maintains the element of estrangement in Kayser’s theory but sees it
only as a source of renewal and of an ambivalence. Estrangement, through Bakhtin, is a force
that frees man from the shackles of the dogmas instituted by the established cultural order. He
also experiences the grotesque image as bi-planar, maintaining two contradictory elements in a
single image. Although these planes are traditionally assigned a value, high (+) or low (-), the
grotesque image seeks to undermine, confuse, and critique these valuations leading again to the
deconstruction of established convention and a feeling of ‘jolly relativity’ in the face of this
ambivalence.

Placing Kayser in dialogue with Bakhtin raises an important theoretical question about

the specific nature of ‘grotesque modernism.” In Rabelais and His World, Bakhtin claims

22 Tbid., 308-309.
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Kayser’s theory — that the grotesque alienates the individual — is valid, but only as a form of

’23 Though here one senses that Bakhtin is using the term ‘modernist” as a

‘modernist grotesque.
derogatory term in agreement with Soviet literary discourse of the 1930s-50s; in opposition to
regressive, ‘fearful’ modernist grotesque he promotes his own theory of a more liberating, even
‘progressive’ grotesque realism. On the other hand, Bakhtin claims that the relativizing
principles described in his theory represent a distinctly pre-Romantic form of grotesque:
“Kayser’s theory cannot be applied to the thousand-year-long development of the pre-Romantic
era: that is, the archaic and antique grotesque (for instance, the satyric drama or the comedy of
Attica) and the medieval and Renaissance grotesque, linked to the culture of folk humor.”?*
However, the modernist Russian literature at the center of our study manifests the relativizing
ambivalence of Bakhtin’s model nearly ubiquitously.

To solve this inconsistency one cannot, of course, assert that the Russian literature of the
early 20" century suddenly reverted to a pre-romantic form of the grotesque. Instead, the logical
inconsistencies are swept aside when we simply declare that Bakhtin, despite his claims to the
contrary, is nevertheless describing a modernist conception of the grotesque. (Or, at the very
least, he is describing a theory of the grotesque that is compatible with the modernist grotesque.)
His key example about the stuttering man ‘pregnant’ with, and giving birth to, speech is an
excellent example of the deconstructive impulse of grotesque modernism. There is still a clash
of two incompatible elements, the high sphere of the body and the low sphere, but assigning

them a consistent value, a plus or a minus, becomes impossible. The female reproductive

organs, part of the traditional ‘low’ sphere, becomes a metaphor for the uniquely human gift of

# Ibid., 46.
24 Ibid.
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speech, part of the traditional ‘high.” I am not claiming that this type of ambivalent image did
not exist before the modernist period. Instead, I am claiming that, in the modernist period,
deconstruction of values, reversals of values, and extreme ambivalence in grotesque images
became the norm, the central aesthetic function of the grotesque, whereas in the pre-modernist
period these images were comparatively scarce. Bakhtin himself, in the introduction to his book,
makes a great effort to establish the unique and singular position occupied by Rabelais among
authors of his generation. When we begin to discuss the Russian literature of modernism
produced in the first few decades of the 20 century, the importance of ambivalence and
deconstruction in the grotesque will become increasingly apparent.

At the same time, it would be equally wrong to claim that Kayser’s absurdist forms of
grotesque are foreign to modernist grotesque. The uses of grotesque by a whole coterie of the
writers in this inquiry reflect the alienating or estranging effects of grotesque imagery. Therefore,
at least in theory, it appears that modernist grotesque includes both absurdist and carnivalesque

modalities as well as a multitude of hybrid forms.

Theories of the Grotesque in Early 20" -Century Russian Thought

Taken together, Hugo, Ruskin, Kayser, and Bakhtin provide an outline of the kinds of
ideas, affects, and axiologies mediated by grotesque aesthetics. However, before attempting to
synthesize these definitions, I believe it will be useful to survey literary theories of the grotesque
conceived and developed from the 1900s through the 1930s in detail. This will ensure that the
modernist period of Russian literature possesses enough unique formal features to justify its own
independent category and help uncover the period’s idiosyncrasies. As previously suggested, I

am not simply in search of a definition, so much as looking to synthesize a spectrum of aesthetic
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principles and devices that can be undergirded by clear elucidations of its constitutive
components.

Vsevolod Meyerhold’s article “Balagan™ (1912) is an early attempt by an influential
Russian modernist to define the formal properties of the grotesque. His inquiry concerns the
theatre, but — like Ruskin’s analysis of grotesque architecture — the general principles at the root
of his discussion will be generally applicable. One hears an echo of Hugo in Meyerhold’s
assertion that “the grotesque does not only know the low, or only the high. The grotesque fuses
opposites, consciously creating a sharp sense of contradiction...” In his “Balagan,” one senses
the symbolist pathos that finds flickering meanings and mystical synchronicities in the everyday:
“Grotesque deepens the everyday to the point where it ceases to represent only the natural in
itself. In life, besides that which we see, there is a tremendous domain of the indecipherable.
Grotesque, going the way of the supernatural, combines the extracts of opposites in synthesis,
creates a picture of the phenomenal, leads a viewer to attempt to solve the riddle of the
indecipherable.”?% He draws from the work of Blok and Sologub for examples. Meyerhold
recognizes ‘contrast’ as a fundamental feature; contrasts of ‘high’ and ‘low.” Providing a vivid
visual example, he describes a prototypical Gothic church with a bell tower striving to the
heavens like a man in prayer put in contrast with the monstrous gargoyles hanging off the sides

of the fagade, directing the viewers thoughts to hell.2” Meyerhold’s assertion that the grotesque

25 Vsevolod Meierkhol’d, “Balagan,” in Formal 'nyi metod: Antologiia russkogo modernizma, ed. Sergei Ushakin
(Ekaterinburg: Kabinetnyi uchenyi, 2016), in 3 vols. Vol. 3, 542: “I"poteck He 3HAET M0/16bK0 HAZKOTO
WM MOJIbKO BBICOKOTO. | pOTECK MeIaeT IPOTHBOIIOJIOKHOCTH, CO3HATEIBHO CO3JaBasi OCTPOTY IMPOTHBOPEUH.”

26 Ibid., 543: “T'poTeck yrimyGuseT OBIT 10 TOM TPaHu, KOT/Ia OH IEPECTAET SBIATH COOO0 TOJBKO HATYpaIbHOE. B
>KU3HH, KPOME TOTO, YTO MBI BUJIUM, €CTh €IlIe TPOMajHasi 001acTh Hepa3ragaHHoro. I poTecK, NIy nmi
CBEPXHATYpPAILHOTO, CBSI3BIBAET B CHHTE3€ SKCTPAKTHI IPOTUBOIIOIOKHOCTEH, CO3/1aeT KapTHHY (PeHOMEHAIILHOTO,
MIPUBOJINT 3PUTENS K TOMBITKE OTrafaTh 3araJKy HEMOCTHXUMOTO.”

7 Tbid. 542.
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must play with ‘high’ and ‘low’ is in line with Ruskin and especially Hugo — who both predate
him — and later formulations, echoed to some degree in the work of both Kayser and Bakhtin.

One term that is central to Meyerhold’s understanding of the grotesque, but under-
elucidated in his article, is his notion of ‘contrast.” For Meyerhold, the grotesque is generated in
these sharp contrasts, but what does this mean in practice? ‘Contrast’ is used as the term to
describe the relationship of the disparate elements within the grotesque image. And although
‘contrast’ appears to be an innocuous term, it lacks the technical specificity needed to serve as a
component in our definition. It correctly captures the striking difference between the constituent
components of the grotesque image, but — by insisting on their difference — it serves to preserve
their mutual repellence. The grotesque operates in the interplay of mutual repellence and co-
dependency — the disparate elements are in conflict with one another, but the grotesque as such
does not exist without their dual-presence. Because of this co-dependence, a pair of ‘contrasting’
elements become one and the same grotesque image. Therefore, a definition of the grotesque
would be better served by a more specific term that captures this interplay of difference and
sameness.

For another early 20"-century theory of the grotesque and a means of garnering a deeper
and more specified understanding of grotesque ‘contrast,” we look to two other prominent
Russian theorists: Boris Eikhenbaum and his “How Gogol’s Overcoat was Done” (1918) and

Yurii Tynianov and his concept ‘nevyazka’ — or ‘incongruity’?®

— explored in greatest detail in
his article “Dostoevsky and Gogol (on the Theory of Parody)” (1921). Although Tynianov is

using the term to describe his understanding of how parody is generated by an author — and is

ostensibly not concerned with the grotesque — his term is an extremely valuable substitute for

28 “Incongruity” is the term that I use throughout the dissertation.
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Meyerhold’s under-descriptive ‘contrast.’ In his article, Tynianov explains, “in parody there
needs to be a ‘HeBsi3ka’ [an incongruity] between both [textual] planes [...] a comedy will be the
parody of a tragedy [and vice versa].”?® Tynianov’s description is remarkably similar to Boris
Eikhenbaum’s description of the clashing of textual styles in his “How Gogol’s Overcoat was
Done”: “When the comic skaz suddenly breaks into a sentimental-melodramatic aside [...] the
ascension of ‘The Overcoat’ from a simple anecdote to grotesque is achieved.”*® We can
succinctly reframe Eikhenbaum’s formulation using Tynianovian language: the grotesque is
achieved through the ‘nevyazka’ of the comic skaz and the sentimental-melodramatic aside. The
advantage the word ‘nevyazka’ has over ‘contrast’ is precisely that it is a specific kind of
contrast; it suggests that the two elements at play are incompatible with one another, incapable of
finding accord; in Russian: ‘oni ne viazhutsia,” ‘they don’t get on well with one another.’
Although the ‘nevyazka’ most often occurs between phenomena of the same general nature — as
is the case in Meyerhold’s cathedral anecdote involving two contrasting ‘architectural elements,’
or in Tynianov’s argument involving two ‘textual planes’ — this is not always the case. One
might imagine obnoxious, raucous music being played over footage of a suffering character in a
film. For a more literary example, take a character trying to express their sorrow in a comically
broken idiom (form versus content) — like the narrator of Vasily Shukshin’s “Raskas,” who
writes an unintentionally hilarious short story meant to help him work through the grief and
resentment brought on by his wife’s leaving for another man.

In the theories devised by Bakhtin, Kayser, Meyerhold, and Eikhenbaum, the grotesque

appears to be construed as a necessary component of ‘the real,” of portraying reality with

29 Turii Tynianov, “Dostoevskii i Gogol’ (k teorii parodii)” [1921], in Formal 'nyi metod, vol. 1, 533.
30 Boris Eikhenbaum, “Kak sdelana ‘Shinel” Gogolia” [1918], in Formal 'nyi metod , vol. 2, 505.
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representational fidelity. Their collective reasoning might be summarized like this: if a specific
aesthetic model is only able to represent one aspect of being — like the beautiful without the ugly,
the living without the dead, or the comprehensible without the incomprehensible — then its
picture of ‘real’ life or ‘real’ experience is necessarily incomplete. By incorporating the
contradictory elements, — whether that be a manifestation of idealism and realism, life and death,
rationality and irrationality, the corporeal and the spiritual, the divine and the animalistic, the
sacred and the profane — artists are able to create more complex, multi-layered, or ambivalent
phenomena. Through the lens of the work of these theorists, the study of grotesque aesthetics is
transformed into a method of analyzing systems resistant to monistic interpretation, a method
critical of the selective viewer who only sees a single component of a multifaceted phenomenon.
As Meyerhold claims, the grotesque prevents an artist from losing the natural balance of highs
and lows and succumbing to aestheticism.>! However, the grotesque is a more complex
representational method than this formula suggests. Especially in the modernist period, the
grotesque no longer serves merely as a mediator between the fallen, ugly ‘real” world and the
notional, beautiful world of the ideal (as it did for Hugo). Instead, the modernist grotesque seeks
to create the non-monistic — or even anti-monistic — universe, a model of the world that resists
the imposition of simple axiologies, that increases complexity (and the work of interpretation)
rather than seeking to reduce it. In order for the non-monistic universe to be built, the grotesque
itself must become the constructive principle by which a text is built.

Although the work of the aforementioned theorists provides rich material to help in our
conceptualization of the grotesque, all of the definitions surveyed so far lack a strict formal

quality. Each theorist provides ample description of the effects that the grotesque is capable of

31 Meierkhol’d, “Balagan,” 543.

19



generating, and yet, although many formal qualities of the grotesque can be inferred by their
language, they each fail to fit the grotesque into a set of well-defined principles. One of the
primary goals of our project will be to distill the theories of the aforementioned theorists and
other authorities into a formalized model. However, before I approach this task, it will be
informative to look at the attempts of other scholars working in early-20™ century Russia to

concoct a workable definition of the grotesque.

Recent Scholarship on Grotesque Modernism

Previous research has focused on the Russian Revolution of 1917 as the main stimulus for
the sudden influx of grotesque literature that appeared throughout the 1920s and 30s. In extant
English-language scholarship, Kevin Platt’s book, History in a Grotesque Key: Russian
Literature and the Idea of Revolution (1997) offers a concept most resonant with our subject
matter. Platt’s concerns extend beyond the 1917 Revolution’s impact on literary production. He
argues that revolutions — and other instances of dramatic social or political upheaval — generate a
conflict between the discourses of past and future, creating a friction in language (a reflection of
frictions in the ‘social world’) that gives rise to literature written in the ‘revolutionary grotesque’
paradigm:

Laughter-inducing language (and [...] tear-inducing language as well) consists in the

narrative approach to a moment where two incompatible interpretational possibilities are

equally likely and necessary, and causes a moment of sudden transition or oscillation
from one interpretation to another. In this way, in the moment of laughter and tears one
experiences a brief convergence of diverse interpretational possibilities not available
under normal cognitive circumstances. [...] The reader of the revolutionary grotesque,
encountering characters and scenes that amalgamate the conventional behaviors and
recognizable features of the fading past and the dawning future — social worlds that are

commonly understood to be irreconcilable opposites — falls into the interpretive flux of
laughter or tears. In this moment of collapse of socially constituted meaning, or ‘semiotic
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catastrophe,’ the reader achieves a maximal, perhaps one could say cathartic, recognition
of the problematic multiplicity of the social world during such periods.*?

Platt tests his theory in the post-1917 literary epoch with an analysis of Evgenii Zamiatin’s
“Comrade Churygin Has the Floor” (CnoBo npenocrasisiercst ToBapuity Yypsiruny, 1922) and
Andrei Platonov’s The Foundation Pit (Komnosan, 1930). Like his theoretical articulation
suggests, Platt’s analysis is focused primarily on discursive collisions of ‘past and future.” In
Zamyatin’s story, to take a representative example, he finds that the titular Churygin “cannot
seem to utter a word in the peasant language of his childhood without contradicting himself with
a word from the propagandistic public discourse of the 1920s.”3* He explains, “In this truly
absurd combination of linguistic registers, Zamyatin has applied the technique of the
revolutionary grotesque to the material of language itself: in Churygin, what were commonly
understood in the postrevolutionary decades to be the language of the past and the language of
the future have come together in a self-contradictory muddle.”** My survey of post-revolutionary
grotesque literature will demonstrate similar clashes between the ‘new world’ and the ‘old
world’ as reflected in the textual fabric, leading to conditions conducive to grotesque aesthetic
expression. Works like Mikhail Bulgakov’s Heart of a Dog, or Isaac Babel’s story “The Letter”
from Red Cavalry, or any number of Zoshchenko’s early stories are ripe for examination through
his framework. However, because Platt tries to create a generalized notion of the ‘revolutionary
grotesque’ — concentrating on commonalities between post-revolutionary literatures in any era —

the specifics of the post-1917 era of grotesque literature are not his project’s focus.

32 Kevin Platt, History in a Grotesque Key: Russian Literature and the Idea of Revolution (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1997), 24.

3 Ibid., 135.
34 Ibid.
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Nevertheless, Platt’s formulation provides a useful theoretical framework to build on: construing
grotesque literature as a nexus of contradictions and irreconcilable opposites — a site of laughter
and tears, a place where past and future collide. And, following Eikhenbaum and Tynianov, his
approach emphasizes the semiotic incongruities that are the building blocks of conflicted
characters and monstrous imagery in so many works of grotesque literature.

Elena Men’shikova’s book The Laughter of Proteus (2009, also argues that the rise of
grotesque literature in the Soviet 1920s can be attributed to the “monstrous absurdity of [post-
revolutionary] life.” Unlike Platt’s more sweeping survey of post-revolutionary literature,
Men’shikova focuses her attention only on the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution and its influence on
post-revolutionary grotesque literature. Her main innovation is the concept of ‘grotesque
consciousness,” which is defined as “the carnivalized consciousness of the author, allowing [the
subject] to make sense of and laugh at reality through the lens of grotesque imagery.”*> The
‘carnivalesque system of coordinates,” a concept borrowed from Bakhtin, refers to the upending
of vertically aligned value hierarchies (allowing high to become low, low to become high),
softening ossified social orders and allowing subjects to bask in the ‘jolly relativity’ of all things.
Men’shikova argues that the ‘grotesque consciousness’ is strictly a phenomenon of post-
revolutionary Russia: “The chaos of impressions caused by the epoch of post-revolutionary
crisis, resulting from tragic uncertainties and sociopolitical instability, generates a consciousness

carnivalized in dialogue with historical drama.”3®

35 Elena Men’shikova, Smekh Proteia: Fenomen groteskogo soznaniia (Sankt-Peterburg: Aleteiia, 2015), 62: “ato0
KapHaBaJIM30BAaHHOE CO3HAHWE aBTOPA, JTAIOIIEe B TPOTECKHBIX 00pa3ax OCMBICICHHUE H OCMESTHNE
IENCTBUTENBLHOCTH.”

36 Ibid., 249: “Xaoc npeCTaBIEHNH, BEI3BAHHBIM STIOX0H MOCTPEBONOIUOHHOTO KPU3UCA, BCIIEICTBHE TPATUYECKHX
MepEKUBAHNH, COIMATBHO-TIOIMTHIECKOW HECTAOMILHOCTH BEIpa0aThIBaeT CO3HAHNE, KAPHABATN3UPOBAHHOE B

JTHAIIOTEe C UCTOPUICCKOHN TpaMoit.”
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Her debt to Bakhtinian theoretical models is felt on every page. Though an unremarkable
fact on its own, it is nevertheless worth noting that this is an explicit shift away from Bakhtin’s
own self-framing — asserting his own theoretical innovations as grounded in pre-modern
‘grotesque realism,’ and explicitly against ‘grotesque modernism.” Men’shikova’s use of these
models reinforces the intuition that Bakhtin’s insights about the carnival and the grotesque body
can be productively applied to all grotesque literatures. Furthermore, Men’shikova’s emphasis
on the authorial ‘consciousness’ over Platt’s interest in discursive collisions underscores the fact
that grotesque literature accommodates a number of methodological approaches — each shedding
light on a unique aspect of the literature under review, and, more generally, a unique facet of the
grotesque itself.

In an omission characteristic of the extant scholarship, both Men’shikova and Platt do
little to address the existence of a rich body of grotesque Russian literature and theory emerging
before the revolution that informs what happens later. In excluding pre-revolutionary 20%-
century works from their theoretical models, these scholars neglect the complex web of historical
and cultural impulses leading to the influx of grotesque literature in Russia post-1917. In the
following chapters, I aim to build on the robust theoretical foundation established by both Platt
and Men’shikova, and, in so doing, I hope to problematize the narrative of a spontaneously
emerging post-revolutionary grotesque literature. Instead, I will attempt to unite pre-
revolutionary and post-revolutionary grotesque under the singular banner of ‘grotesque
modernism’ and demonstrate the formal properties shared by the grotesque literature of both

periods.
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Defining the Grotesque

As we can see, there is still no universal, accepted definition of ‘the grotesque’ — and it
has become almost customary to lament, as Kayser put it, ‘the somewhat sketchy etymological
history of the word.” In the work of the theorists — from Hugo to Bakhtin — the grotesque’s many
‘faces’ are described in detail, but there is a looseness to their explicit definitions that does not
suit formalist-leaning analysis of grotesque modernism. However, this is not to say that one
cannot derive an implicit definition from their work with careful study of their methodology and
flagship examples. To arrive at a single, unified definition, I synthesized the theorists’ insights —
taking special care to integrate points of confluence, and to be skeptical of idiosyncratic, outlying
ideas.

The following is the result of these attempts at synthesis. There is nothing in the formula
that is fundamentally ‘new,’ and, if there were, it would probably be a distortion of the term. The
goal is one of specificity and refinement — to understand the notion of the ‘grotesque’ as an

artistic device with constant, predictable formal and structural features.

The Structure of the Grotesque

1. The grotesque requires the localization of two or more ostensibly incongruous elements
into a single system, body, or image, or — to use an appropriately general term — into a
single entity that will be referred to as a ‘site’. The incongruity is best understood as a
‘HeBsizKa’ (nevyazka) — adapting Yuri Tynianov’s conceptual tool — because the term
captures both the incongruity of disparate elements and their paradoxical inclusion into a
single ‘site’.

2. The incongruity (nevyazka) will not evoke the grotesque unless the internal incongruity is

between a privileged inner facet that is interpreted by the perceiving subject as
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representing a ‘high’ value and another inner facet that is interpreted as representing a
‘low’ value, which appreciably distorts or profanes the ‘high’ value facet.

3. The grotesque is evoked when the presence of an incongruity between the ‘high’ value
facet and the distorting ‘low’ value facet estranges the ‘site’ for the perceiving subject.
Generally, grotesque estrangement is a result of various techniques — embellishments,
exaggerations, fragmentations, distortions etc. — that draw attention to the divisions

between the incongruous facets within the site.

Although components of these claims are found in the work of the aforementioned theorists,
they would benefit from additional elaboration and a defense against potential objections.
Moreover, all three postulates are interconnected in various ways and listing them as three
separate elements risks concealing these connections.

First, a word about the idea of the ‘site’ of the grotesque. The description of what may
constitute a singular ‘site’ is intentionally and categorically broad. By ‘site,” I mean a single
place or context, where the two ostensibly incompatible elements coexist. Grotesque incongruity
cannot exist without a single chronotope or other discursive entity (speech genre, utterance,
scene) circumscribing the site’s individual facets — incongruous among themselves, forcing them
to coexist with each other. Two individual elements divided into two distinct ‘sites’ will cause

no incongruity no matter how contradictory the elements may be.3” Although the grotesque is

37 It might be instructive to analyze the cases of a single painting and a gallery painting. In the study of painting, the
entire space of the canvas is most often the ‘site,” but, if the single painting has discernable subsections - a ‘gallery
painting’ in the style of David Teniers the Younger, for example - a ‘site’ might even be a single subsection of the
whole (one of the ‘paintings’ inside the whole). A triptych — Bosch’s “The Garden of Earthly Delights,” for
example — despite the separation of canvases, can and often will be perceived as a single ‘site.” Perhaps one might
find the two leftmost panels, covered with greenery, grotesquely incongruous with the hellish rightmost panel. (By
combining the horizon line in all three panels, Bosch gives viewers a perceptual aid to help them see all three as a
single site.) Moreover, one of the individual panels might be perceived as a single site all by itself. Or one might
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often imagined in visual terms, the ‘image,” whether textual or visual, is only one such site, albeit
perhaps the most common one. Theoretically a ‘site’ can be expanded or contracted, shaped, and
adapted for almost any form of perception or discursive construction — the only essential feature
is that the perceiving subject receives it as a kind of ‘whole,” containing, to repeat, two or more
sub-elements. In literature, the site of an incongruity can be many things: a conflicted image
described in the text, a psychological incongruity within a character, a discursive incongruity in a
sentence, a stylistic incongruity within a text, or anything else perceived as a conflicted whole.

The grotesque often appears through the localization of opposing binary values into the site.
The simultaneous presence of diametrically opposed values — natural-unnatural, good-bad,
beautiful-ugly, sacred-profane — in a single site leads to sharp, easily perceived contradictions.
To be clear, this premise does not presuppose that these binary values exist in some
unproblematic way independently of the text. Intentionally or unintentionally, authors invest
their texts with axiological structures, and the attentive reader can detect the general axiology of
the text and orient themselves to the meaning of the various textual elements that are operating
within it.

The distortion of the ‘high’ value facet by the ‘low’ value facet (described in the second
postulate) is generally the means by which the estrangement occurs. Though, it must be noted
that both facets undergo a certain kind of distortion by virtue of their interaction within the site.
Here, too, there is no claim to absolute values — absolute ‘highs’ or absolute ‘lows’ — embedded

in the definition. Texts create their own local axiological systems, and grotesque images are

look to one specific image in one of the panels — the two ears and phallically erect knife in the rightmost panel, for
instance — and find the incongruity between ears and testicles grotesque in just that single image-site. In short, what
constitutes a ‘site’ depends heavily on context and the subject’s perception; it is meant to be a broad category that
can include potentially anything that is perceived as a united whole.
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most often created when a text’s characters, images, or discourse are as if ‘torn apart’ by these
local axiologies.

Next, a clarification on the notion of estrangement. Due to a potential conceptual
misalignment between Shklovsky’s ‘estrangement’ and Kayser’s ‘estrangement,’ it is necessary
to qualify this term. Shklovsky’s term is itself slippery. Evgenii Soshkin, in his article “The
Devices of Estrangement: An Attempted Unification,” finds two different meanings of
‘estrangement’ in Shklovsky’s work: either to “break through the habitual appearance of
phenomena to come to a deeper understanding of reality,” and, a meaning with a slightly
different emphasis, “to preserve the freshness of the outer shell of phenomena [...] to represent
things with reference to an act of perception that has not been infected by any causal
explanations.”® If the difficulty of perception is augmented in a text, drawing out the time it
takes to digest an image, then habitual and automized phenomena are made new again for the
perceiving subject. In other words, Shklovsky’s estrangement belongs to the sphere of
epistemology. For Kayser, estrangement is more explicitly radical. In Kayser’s conceptual
framework, an encounter with the grotesque causes what might be called ontological
estrangement; it is an outcome rather than a device. The grotesque in Kayser’s theory renders
the world itself unfamiliar — or confusing, disorienting, hostile et cetera — the grotesque becomes
the potentiator for a subject’s radical disassociation from the reality they thought they
understood. Any grotesque that causes estrangement as radical as Kayser’s concept of the term
is unquestionably grotesque. And, as Kalinin argued, Shklovsky’s estrangement is not

incompatible with this more radical interpretation. However, ‘estrangement’ as referenced in the

38 Evgenii Soshkin, “Priemy ostraneniia: opyt unifikatsii,” NLO 114 (2012),
https://magazines.gorky.media/nlo/2012/2/priemy-ostraneniya-opyt-unifikaczii.html
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third postulate should be understood to originate in the epistemic meaning. Estrangement is
primarily a device that refers to the way a particular site is presented, to the particular
component-facets of the site’s content that are highlighted, exaggerated, obscured etc. based on
how they are rendered.

The grotesque is generated most effectively when the encounter of the incompatible facets is
palpable and even jarring. ‘Sites’ with a sizable number of distinct facets tend to muddy the
water, creating a din of potential meanings and making it difficult to feel the poignant punch that
a direct, one-versus-one opposition often invokes. Therefore, in the majority of cases, the
grotesque appears when the ostensibly paradoxical ‘incongruity’ is primarily between only two
facets. As noted above, the two incongruous facets are often positioned against each other in a
traditional binary pair, i.e., natural-unnatural, good-evil, sanity-insanity etc. However, although
this is a tendency, it is by no means a rule.

Although in the following chapters I will focus my attention on textual manifestations of
the grotesque, a sample example will be in painting for the sake of visual immediacy.

Reflect on the popular folk image of the mermaid. The prototypical mermaid meets the first
two criteria of our formula: there is a potential nevyazka between its human nature and its fish
nature. Moreover, as is traditional in the dissonance between man and animal, the elegant female
head and torso (+) are presumably privileged over the tail of the fish (-). Why then do we not
reach for the word ‘grotesque’ when imagining the prototypical mermaid? Consider, for a
concrete visual example, the painting of John William Waterhouse titled “A Mermaid,” a
prototypical rendering of the creature. Since the mermaid is such a ubiquitous part of popular
mythology, almost all of us have been exposed to the fantastic creature enough that it has

become quotidian and familiar. It is almost as if it has become its own creature — not a hybrid of
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woman and fish, but a separate creature in its own right. Moreover, the image preserves the
intuitive hierarchy of human (in the upper-sphere of the body, at the seat of consciousness), over
fish (occupying the lower-sphere of the body). However, it is enough to reverse the order of the
mermaid’s features — as Belgian surrealist René Magritte does in his famous painting “Collective
Invention,” depicting a creature with a woman’s legs and a fish’s head and torso — and the
grotesque potentiality of woman/fish hybridity is made clear again. In general terms, if a
grotesque phenomenon has become ubiquitous enough, if it incapable of estranging the viewers
gaze or imagination, of forcing the viewer to take inventory of the phenomenon’s individual
parts and the relationship between them, then it will lose its subjective grotesque impact.
However, there are ways to make traditional mermaids grotesque again — the artist just needs to
reevoke the hybrid incongruity between the human and fish facets of the figure. For instance, in
the 2019 film The Lighthouse, director Robert Eggers has a mad lighthouse keeper fall in love
with a mermaid while stranded on a remote New England outpost. In one hallucinatory scene
between them, a shot of the mermaid’s genitals, apparently modeled after a female shark’s,
appears on screen for only a moment — but that is enough to re-estrange the mermaid. The
digestible idea of ‘mermaid’ — familiarized by our encounters with the denatured creature in
popular mythology — becomes profoundly alien, and the apparent unity of the mermaid is
destroyed, re-creating the ‘fishwoman,’ a bi-partite, hybrid creature. A grotesque.

The comparative discussion of the mermaid and ‘reverse mermaid’ as it pertains to
Waterhouse’s and Magritte’s paintings provides a preliminary example of the fundamental
difference between romantic and modernist grotesque modes. Though Waterhouse’s “The
Mermaid” was created in 1900, it was explicitly inspired by the 1830 poem “The Mermaid,”

written by the romantic poet Alfred Lord Tennyson. As Tennyson’s poem anticipates, the
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prototypical mermaid is compelling to the romantic mind because it expresses the latent danger
in the allure of beautiful women: “All the mermen under the sea / Would feel their immortality /
Die in their hearts for the love of me.”*® The mermaid’s beautiful body, with the accent on her
fine hair — “Who would be / A mermaid fair / Singing alone / Combing her hair” — accentuates
feminine beauty as temptation, but her tail and dwelling under the water affirms the latent
chthonic pact that accompanies any relationship with her. The lover’s pursuit ends in a drowning
— the sex and death drive are acted out concurrently. The enthralling nature of the romantic
creature itself conceals what is otherwise a relatively straightforward axiological hierarchy.
Magritte’s modernist reimagining of the mermaid scrambles the romantic image,
compromising the latter’s relatively simple axiological orientation. In Waterhouse’s traditional
mermaid, the upper stratum of the body — including the mind, the seat of rationality —
corresponds with the ‘high’-coded human features. Accordingly, the lower stratum of the body
corresponded with the ‘low’-coded features of a fish. Magritte’s inversion does not simply lead
to an inverted axiology — it is more complicated than ‘high becomes low, and low becomes
high.” The upper stratum of the inverted mermaid’s body still retains something of its privledged
status as the site of the intellect, but it is significantly descecrated by the ‘low’ nature of the
fishhead (and the implied dull, fish-like intellect). Likewise, the lower stratum of the body
retains something of its profane nature as the site of excretion, the site of procreation, the site
furthest away from the brain. However, this ‘low’ sphere is elevated by the fact that it bears the
mark of the human; the legs and waist are the only thing keeping Magritte’s reverse mermaid

from becoming a simple fish. The modernist mermaid still relies on the same combinatory play

39 Alfred Tennyson, “The Mermaid,” in Tennyson Poems Published in 1842, ed. A. M. D. Hughes (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1914), page 44-45, lines 1-30.
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of high and low and of human and fish as the romantic mermaid — but the former emerges as far
and away the more ambiguous image. After all, if it was a fairly easy interpretive operation to
decode the romantic mermaid, the same cannot be said of its modernist counterpart.

How does one make sense of the mermaids in Magritte’s painting? There is something
undeniably comic about Magritte’s ugly inversion — privledging the fish — acting as a kind of
desceration of the traditional mermaid’s prototypical beauty. The image’s denial of the
mermaid’s traditional human intellect also gestures towards the comic. However, in the way
Magritte portrays the two fishpeople together — sitting on a rock, leaning against one another in
a display of anthropomorphic intimacy, staring into the sky preoccupied by who know what kind
of thoughts — one detects something existential, tragic. The viewer quickly finds that it is
impossible to ascribe a satisfactory ‘meaning’ to Magritte’s tragicomic pair; the fundamental
ambiguity of the image resists it. If the romantic mermaid was dualistic, the modernist mermaid
is emphatically non-monistic — suggestive of a plurality of competing, even contradictory
meanings. The modernist era’s penchant for resisting monistic and dualistic interpretive schema,

I argue, makes it especially fertile ground for grotesque imagry.

Next Steps: Towards a Modernist Grotesque

In formulating a general hypothesis about the grotesque’s structure, I have attempted to
create a definition that can be used to understand the grotesque as a formal device. Next, I will
attempt to move from this general definition to a conceptual understanding of the specifically
modernist grotesque. Through my analysis of both pre- and post-revolutionary Russian
literature, I will demonstrate how the grotesque, especially in its problematizing, deconstructive

paradigm, depicts the ambiguities, contradictions, and paradoxes of the modernist era.
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The definition of ‘modernism’ that undergirds my treatment of Russia’s grotesque
modernist movement is deliberately capacious. Modernism, as an artistic movement, owes its
genesis to the expansion and development of modernity — but the relationality between the two is
not as straightforward as the nomenclature suggests. In Marshall Berman’s A// That is Solid
Melts into Air, one finds a broad definition of modernity — one that accords well with the
nebulousness of the episteme itself: “[Modernity is] any attempt by modern men and women to
become subjects as well as objects of modernization, to get a grip on the modern world and make
themselves at home in it.”** However, without a more refined understanding of what is meant by
‘modernization’ and ‘the modern world,” the definition risks becoming circular. For Berman,
modernity shares in the grotesque’s oscillation between duality and singularity: “Modernity can
be said to unite all mankind. But it is a paradoxical unity, a unity of disunity: it pours us all into
a maelstrom of perpetual disintegration and renewal, of struggle and contradiction, of ambiguity
and anguish.”*! Although still not entirely precise, Berman’s emphasis on disunity belies a
broader tendency in the academic literature on modernity: though scholars and critics disagree on
the exact moment of its inception, and the exact causes for its ascendency, nearly all converge on
the idea that it is a response to broader cultural, sociopolitical, scientific, or philosophical
transformations.

In his Modernity versus Postmodernity, Jurgen Habermas gives a more detailed account
of modernity’s genesis: “The project of modernity formulated in the 18th century by the

philosophers of the Enlightenment consisted in their efforts to develop objective science,

40 Berman, Marshall, 41l That Is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience of Modernity. (New York: Simon and
Schuster, 1981), 5.

4 Ibid., 15.
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universal morality and law, and autonomous art, according to their inner logic. At the same time,
this project intended to release the cognitive potentials of each of these domains to set them free
from their esoteric forms. The Enlightenment philosophers wanted to utilize this accumulation of
specialized culture for the enrichment of everyday life, that is to say, for the rational organization
of everyday social life.”*? The Enlightenment’s ‘modern’ orientation and its willingness to
dispense with the epistemological authorities of antiquity signaled a monumental sea change in
the West’s relationship to the past and the future. Habermas gives an account that is highly
suggestive as to how this emphatically ‘modern’ cultural paradigm shift eventually gives rise to
the ‘modernist’ artistic movement:

This most recent modernism simply makes an abstract opposition between tradition and

the present; and we are, in a way, still the contemporaries of that kind of aesthetic

modernity which first appeared in the midst of the 19th century. Since then, the
distinguishing mark of works, which count as modern, is the ‘new.’ [...] The
emphatically modern document no longer borrows [the] power of being a classic from the
authority of a past epoch; instead, a modern work becomes a classic because it has once
been authentically modern.”*

This novelty-obsessed phase of modernity, as Habermas describes it, demanded the kind
of radical and continuous experimentation that came to define modernist art. The preoccupation
with ‘the new’ came with a completely different temporal orientation — the weight of the past is
replaced by a fixation with the unfolding future. An artist, to be truly modern, needed to capture
the elements of modern life that genuinely separated it from past epochs. The rapid pace of

sociocultural, political, and economic transformations and paradigm crises in the late 19" and

early 20" century gave these artists plenty of fodder to work with, especially in Russia.

42 Jiirgen Habermas, “Modernity versus Postmodernity,” New German Critique, trans. Seyla Ben-Habib, no. 22,
Special Issue on Modernism (Winter, 1981): 9.

43 Habermas, “Modernity versus Postmodernity,” 4.
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Modernism, by all accounts, is the art of crisis. Pericles Lewis, in his Introduction to
Modernism , evokes a number of late 19'" century artists who felt the oncoming of culture of
crisis, including the poet Stephane Mallarme writing of a “crisis in verse,” and the playwright
August Strindberg writing of a ‘theatrical crisis.” This cultural geist carried into the early 20t
century with prominent figures like Walter Benjamin “identifying a ‘crisis of artistic
reproduction’ that corresponded to a ‘crisis of perception itself.”” For Lewis, the manifold crises
of the modern age triggered a corresponding crisis of representation’ in late-19" and early-20®"
century cultural production — a crisis catalyzed by corresponding sociopolitical, economic,
scientific and philosophical crises sweeping Europe. In the modernist period, Lewis affirms,
“the crisis of representation becomes permanent.”** Given the grotesque’s affinity for moments
of paradigm crisis, it is little wonder that modernist artistic output is so rife with monstrous
incongruities.

Although Lewis’s attention is focused on a broader European context, his assertion that
the modernist period marked the era of ‘permanent crisis’ can be applied wholesale to Russian
culture. The calamaties endured by the country in the first decade of the 20™ century were
manifold: an inglorious defeat in the Russo-Japanese War in 1904-1905, accompanied by the
events of Bloody Sunday in January of 1905. The capitulations offered in the October Manifesto
and subsequent Russian Constitution of 1906 were widely understood to be temporary
compromises, calculated to quell the unrest of the 1905 Russian Revolution. The outbreak of the
WWI and the Russian Civil War — to say nothing of the 1917 revolutions — only added to the

impression that Russia’s 20" century was to be rife with sociopolitical catastrophe.

4 Lewis, Pericles. The Cambridge Introduction to Modernism. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 2-
6.

34



The ‘crisis of representation’ took hold in Russia as it did in Western Europe. In his
introduction to Cultural Mythologies of Russian Modernism: From the Golden Age to the Silver
Age, Boris Gasparov speaks to this sense of rupture: “Modernist culture [in Russia] did not view
itself as the most recent historical ‘stage,” but rather as an eschatological and messianistic
‘phenomenon,” which was conferring new (and perhaps ultimate) meaning on the entire course
of ‘history” and on all of history’s preceding development.”* Gasparov highlights an important
circumstance that will often reappear across this work — that Russian modernism most often
borrowed from, and innovated on, Russian romantic literary production: “In its battle against
Positivism and Naturalism — the reigning artistic trends of the late nineteenth century — the age of
Modernism invoked many values characteristic of the Romantic era and in this sense bore ‘Neo-
Romantic’ traits.” However, “Modernism breathed new life into the romantic cult of the creative
personality and of the artist’s messianic calling. [...] Where the Romantic artist ‘fled from the
quotidian to serve his creative calling, the Modernist artist refused to live in historical time at all.
Every moment of the Modernist artist’s life was seen as a synthetic creative act that occurred in a
paradigmatic time where all his potential symbolic reflections were mythologically copresent.”#¢
In other words, the perpetual torrent of paradigm crises afflicting Russian life in the early 20%
century gave the era a sense of eschatological finality. In the midst of this historical rupture,
haunted by the sense that tradition held little, if any meaning for the present, it is little wonder

that artists preoccupied themselves with creating ambiguous, unfinalizable, non-monistic artistic

worlds. The present itself resisted interpretation.

45 Boris Gasparov, “The ‘Golden Age’ and its Role in the Cultural Mythology of Russian Modernism,” in Cultural
Mythologies of Russian Modernism: From the Golden Age to the Silver Age, ed. Boris Gasparov, Robert P. Hughes,
and Irina Paperno (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), 2.

46 Ibid., 4-5.
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Dissertation Outline: General Structure

In my first chapter, The Prerevolutionary Grotesque — Monsters of the Modern Age, |
open with an examination of Andrei Bely’s reappropriation of Pushkin’s image of the Bronze
Horseman in the novel Petersburg as the symbol par excellence of Russia’s prerevolutionary
paradigm crisis. Though Bely’s horseman — a visual representation of the precarious balance
between order and chaos in early 20" century Russia — is of abstract, almost cosmic significance,
I try to show that analogous, though much more localized conceptual fissures run through many
grotesque literary works of Bely’s contemporaries. Khlebnikov’s poem The Crane, for example,
reveals the explosive chaotic potential and steep human cost of Saint Petersburg’s initiatives to
establish a Westernized, industrialized order. Then, I argue that modernism itself is largely
defined by its attempts to grapple with the same kinds of discontinuities identified by Bely and
Khlebnikov. Modernist literature is naturally preoccupied with the incongruities of ‘modern life’
— forced upon subjects in the general sociocultural and economic push to be ‘modern.” Because
Russian life was affected by a number of culturally traumatic, paradigm-shifting events — the
Revolution of 1905, the Russo-Japanese War, and World War One — concurrently with a more
global shift towards modernity, the sociocultural incongruities and discontinuities that came to
define Russian grotesque modernism begin to appear very early in the 20" century — well before
the 1917 Revolutions. To demonstrate how these sociocultural shifts reverberated through the
literary landscape, ultimately giving rise to a new movement of grotesque literature — ‘grotesque
modernism’ — I examine three texts from this burgeoning style: Fyodor Sologub’s Petty Demon,
Andrei Bely’s Petersburg, and Evgenii Zamyatin’s At World’s End. Petty Demon, | argue,
begins as a text of grotesque realism, and, descending into insanity with the text’s protagonist

Peredonov, ends an explosive work of grotesque modernism. Sologub’s novel discovers the
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untended unconscious of the provincial mind and reels in horror at its destructive envy, its
ruthlessly unrestrained desire, and its vicious sexual urges. Bely’s Petersburg sees the faceless,
unconscious masses seeping into Petersburg — the rational seat of the Russian body politic’s
mind — like a thick green miasma. For Bely, the grand war between order and chaos tears nearly
all of Petersburg’s ‘sites’ asunder —the bodies and minds of his characters, Russia’s northern
capital, and the very cosmos itself. The grandeur of the text’s totalizing upheaval causes a
‘sublime grotesque’ aesthetic, a style that is uniquely suited to Bely’s symbolist poetics.
Zamyatin’s At World’s End paints a bleak picture of Russia’s far-Eastern military outposts. Far
from any locus of power or order, the men and women of Zamyatin’s outpost — guided by a frog
chef moonlighting as a general — devolve into monstrous, animalistic hybrids. Schmidt —a
lieutenant who clings to a desire to maintain order and his own dignity — is destroyed in the
attempt to resist the bestial influence of the other soldiers. Written in the aftermath of Russia’s
loss against Japan in 1905, it is no wonder that Zamyatin’s novella was censored upon
publication.

The analysis of Khlebnikov, Sologub, Zamyatin, and Bely reveals two modalities or
strategies of grotesque representation: grotesque polarity and grotesque hybridity. In short, the
difference between polarity and hybridity is made manifest through a difference in the
relationality of the two (or more) internal terms causing the incongruity in the grotesque ‘site’.
Polarity arises when the two internal impulses are at complete odds with one another, when there
is a rejection of the possibility of synthesis in favor of a futile pulling apart of the internal
impulses. Polarity relies on an intentional segregation of these two internal forces, rather than an
attempted integration. If polarity relies on the internal forces of the site pulling away from one

another (a segregation doomed to fail), then hybridity is an expression of just the opposite — an
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attempt to integrate the incompatible internal impulses. Grotesque hybridity arises when
integration attempts fail — when attempts to resolve internal conflict create monsters instead. In
fact, the monster is the emblematic creature of grotesque hybridity. The thorny, and perhaps
tragic, consequence of failed integration arises from the fact that the incompatible impulses are
still trapped within one site, and so the site must go on existing at odds with itself — not so
painful for a painting, but a different matter entirely for a human being.

Equipped with this set of new tools for analyzing the grotesque, and a sense of the
various incongruities in prerevolutionary life that motivated a rise in grotesque literary
representation, I move to the postrevolutionary period. The postrevolutionary grotesque section
of my dissertation includes four extended close readings on a selection of texts that highlight
uniquely post-revolutionary sociocultural discontinuities, and see authors utilizing grotesque
polarity and hybridity to represent them: Evgenii Shvarts’s The Shadow (Tens, 1939), Konstantin
Vaginov’s Goat Song (Koznunas necus, 1926), Mikhail Zoshchenko’s Michel Sinyagin (Muwens
Cunseun, 1930) and Andrei Platonov’s Juvenile Sea (FOgenunrvroe mope, 1931).

I have avoided a simple chronologic approach to my material in favor of a chapter
sequencing that highlights particularities of the two modalities of grotesque representation. The
first two chapters are explore more straightforward manifestations of my two primary grotesque
modalities: polarity (The Shadow) and hybridity (Goat Song). The latter two chapters on Michel
Sinyagin and Juvenile Sea explore texts where the use of these grotesque modalities are more
ambiguous than in the former two. As I will argue, Zoshchenko and Platonov’s work employs
aesthetic devices of grotesque polarity and hybridity simultaneously, at times destabilizing the

modalities themselves in the process. This movement from simple to complex is meant to affirm
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the existence of these two modalities while also highlighting their eventual failure in more
ambiguous, marginal cases.

The analysis of postrevolutionary grotesque modernism begins with Evgenii Shvarts,
who extensively makes use of the less intuitive modality — polarization — in his play The Shadow.
First, I examine the trope in popular Romantic literature — Hoffmann’s Devil’s Elixirs, Poe’s
“William Wilson,” and Stevenson’s Jekyll and Hyde — and demonstrate that the trope of ‘the
double’ arises from a failed segregation of one part of the self from another. Then, anticipating
Shvarts’s dialogue with Hans Christian Andersen, I perform a close reading of the latter’s
fairytale — also titled “The Shadow.” The chapter ends with an extended analysis of Shvarts’s
Shadow — revealing how the author’s tragicomic modernist implementation of the doubling trope
differs from the largely tragic romantic examples explored previously in the chapter, especially
Andersen’s work. The Shadow, 1 argue, is full of characters at odds with themselves, trying to
negotiate their moral position in relation to abusive state power — many desiring to live at peace
with their conscience, but very few willing to accept the ramifications of actually doing so.

The second chapter on the postrevolutionary grotesque moves to an analysis of
Konstantin Vaginov’s Goat Song. The novel’s protagonist, Teptyolkin, illustrates a move from
grotesque polarity, caused by a neurotic cultural project that blinds him to Soviet life, to
grotesque hybridity, an (ultimately unsuccessful) attempt to abandon his former aspirations and
make peace with the world around him. Goat Song, 1 argue, reveals the monstrous potential of
conformity — a particularly salient lesson for the intelligentsia in the late 20s — but also the cruel
catch-22 of trying to navigate a culture that is wholly alien to the self. Moreover — to emphasize
the novel’s affinity with grotesque hybridity and to capture Vaginov’s sophisticated textual

gamesmanship — I shine a light on how Goat Song’s profane, comically-oriented author-narrator
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engages in a complex process of co-creation with his tragic characters. In this way, Vaginov’s
novel operates in the tragicomic, ambivalent space between condemnation of, and sympathy for
its characters.

The third and fourth chapters, on Mikhail Zoshchenko’s Michel Sinyagin and Andrei
Platonov’s Juvenile Sea, continue to show the versatility of grotesque polarization and hybridity
as artistic tools for representing other aspects of the postrevolutionary paradigm crisis.

The chapter on Michel Sinyagin explores how parody can be productively interpreted
through the lens of the grotesque. Zoshchenko’s novella, I argue, is transparently derisive in
relation to its out-of-touch titular character, a naive, painfully talentless Symbolist poet trying to
live a bohemian life in post-revolutionary Leningrad. However, a reading of the narrator reveals
an authorial type just as absurd as Sinyagin. Zoshchenko exploits grotesque discursive collisions
to maximum effect — to allow him to mock and denigrate the still non-existent Red Karamzins
and Red Tolstoys being promoted by contemporary theorists as the ideal Soviet writer.
Zoshchenko’s narrative performance, I argue, sees him utilizing a potent form of subversive
affirmation, a technique called ‘overidentification’ that fits well within the grotesque polarization
paradigm.

In the final close reading chapter, an analysis of Andrei Platonov’s Juvenile Sea, 1 argue
that a short scene in the novella involving the monstrous kulak Comrade Sacred (Tovarishch
Sviashchennyi) provides a key to understanding the whole of the work. Using the theory of René
Girard, I claim that Platonov transforms the character Comrade Sacred into an ideal scapegoat —
a paragon of relentless consumption, sabotage, decay, and death. Platonov stages the death of
this infinitely consuming body — a symbolic ‘liquidation of kulaks’ — in order to stage its

replacement with the body of the novel’s vigorous protagonist, Bostaloeva. In stark contrast to
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Comrade Sacred, Bostaloeva is a bountifully producing body — creating not organic life, but the
building supplies needed to construct Communism. The meaning of Comrade Sacred’s
consuming body and Bostaloeva’s producing body — along with the significance of the novella’s
sacrificial gesture — can best be understood through the lens of the Bakhtin’s ‘grotesque body’
chronotope and its creating/destroying bipartite structure. Once the kulak threat is destroyed, the
novella transforms from a bleak production story into a utopian Communist fairytale. Juvenile
Sea’s unrestrained optimism about the imminent arrival of Russia’s long awaited utopia once the
kulak threat is destroyed is another expression of subversive affirmation — casting doubt on the
notion that ‘class enemies’ are singlehandedly hindering the Soviet drive to progress. The killing
is merely a ritual one participates in to affirm one’s belonging to the community.

The grotesque — and the modalities of polarization and hybridization — were exceptionally
effective in authors’ attempts to dramatize the large-scale discontinuities and contradictions of
modernity as they tore through Russia’s sociocultural fabric, disuniting the minds and reshaping
the bodies of Russian subjects. My survey of the grotesque modernist movement is an attempt to
articulate the heuristic potential of grotesque ‘hybridity’ and ‘polarization,” and, more broadly, of

grotesque modernism as a self-sufficient artistic system.
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CHAPTER ONE:

The Prerevolutionary Grotesque — Monsters of the Modern Age

Prelude: Andrei Bely’s Teetering Steed as the Symbol of Russia’s Prerevolutionary Paradigm
Crisis

Early in the 20" century’s tumultuous second decade, Andrei Bely writes Petersburg
(1913) depicting Russia at a moment of great national strain. In the novel, he reimagines one of
the northern capital’s most prominent symbols, the Bronze Horseman monument.

The image is a potent one, not only as the image-centerpiece of Bely’s novel and the
symbolic drama that occupies it, but also as an emblem of prerevolutionary Russia in paradigm
crisis. Bely’s treatment of the monument can provide insight into the incongruities that suffused
the prerevolutionary period of Russian literature, especially those that helped shape the

conceptual concerns that came to define much of the era’s grotesque modernist art:

From that fraught time when the metal Horseman came tearing along to this place, when
He settled his steed on the Finnish granite — Russia was split into two; and the fatherland
and fate itself were also hewn in two; and so, divided in two, through suffering and tears,
till its final hour — Russia.

[...]

You, Russia, are like a steed! Your two front hooves have ascended far into darkness, the
abyss; and your two hind legs are set deeply into the granite foundation.

Once reared up on his hinds, sizing up the air with his eyes, the bronze steed will not
lower himself again: the leap over history — will be; and great will be the trembling; the
earth will tear itself open; and even the mountains will be crushed by that great
earthquake.

[...]

When those days come, all the tribes of the world will abandon their homes; a great war
will commence, - war, unlike the world has ever seen [...] the European plains will run
red with oceans of blood.*’

47 Andrei Bely, Peterburg: Roman v vos 'mi glavakh c prologom i epilogom, in Sobranie sochinenii, edited by V. M.
Piskunov (Moskva: Respublika, 1994), 75: “C Toii upeBaToii mOpHI, KaK MPUMUAICS K HEBCKOMY Oepery
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Bely’s image finds its origin in Pushkin’s immortal poem The Bronze Horseman:
“Whither are you galloping, proud steed, / And where will you lower your hooves? /O,
powerful master of fate! / Was it not thus that you, / Tightening the iron reins, reared Russia / Up
on her hinds over the abyss?*® In this stanza, Pushkin’s vision of Peter is decidedly heroic. The
image seems to insist on the emperor’s role as Russia’s national protector, the only man capable
of stopping the wild steed of Russia from galloping into the precipitous gulf of chaos.

However, The Bronze Horseman goes beyond the simple, valorizing interpretation
suggested by the monument itself; the poem unfreezes the steed’s eternal stasis to reveal that it
only depicts a partial truth. What is to happen to the steed of Russia after Peter pulls it away
from the abyss, planting all four hooves on stable ground?

Pushkin sees Peter build his city, Saint Petersburg, in defiance of the swamplands
bordering the Gulf of Finland. And, in so doing, he opens his window to Europe — to the
‘ordering’ West. The city itself becomes a monument to Peter’s order: a gauntlet thrown to the
ever-returning forces of the eschatological, chaotic deluge that intermittently rises up in revolt
against the city’s granite barriers.

The impetuousness of Peter’s imposition of order against nature’s chaotic insurrection

causes the undoing of Evgenii, Pushkin’s hapless protagonist. When he finds himself caught in

MeTamyecknii BcagHuk, ¢ Toi 4peBaToi JHAMU MTOPHI, KaK OH Opocril KOHS Ha (GMHISHACKAHN CephIii TPaHuT --
Ha/(BOE pasaeniack Poccusi; HaiBoe pa3AeIniiCch U CaMble CyIb0BI OTEUECTBA; HAABOE Pa3JIeiniach, CTpasas u
IUIayva, 0 mocieHero aca -- Poceus. Tol, Poccus, kak KoHb! B TeMHOTY, B ITycTOTY 3aHEC/INCH JBA TIEPETHUX
KOIIBITA; M KPEIKO BHEPWIINCH B TPAHUTHYIO TI0YBY -- IBa 3aHUX. [...] Pa3 B31eTeB Ha ABIOBI U IJ1a3aMH MEPSIS
BO3/IyX, MEIHBII KOHb KOIIBIT HE OIYCTHT: NIPBDKOK HAJl HCTOpUEH -- OyneT; BenuKoe OyeT BOIHEHHE; pacceueTcs
3eMJISI; CaMble TOPBI 00PYIIATCs OT BEJIMKOTO T P Y C a; bpocsTes ¢ MecT CBOMX B 3TH THH BCE HApO/bl 3eMHBIE;
OpaHb BenmKas OyJer, -- OpaHb, HeObIBaJIast B MUPE: JKEJITHIE ITOYHUINA a3UaTOB, TPOHYBIINCH C HACKKEHHBIX MECT,
00arpAT 1moss eBpornencKie OKeaHaMi KpoBH.”

48 Aleksandr Pushkin, “Mednyi vsadnik,” Stikhotvoreniia, edited by N. Rozman (Moskva: Izd. ‘E’, 2017), 523-524:

“Kyma TbI cKauenib, ropAbli KoHb, / Y rae omycturmb T KombITa? / O MOITHBIH BracTenwH cyap061! / He Tak v THI
Hax camoii O6e3nHol / Ha BeicoTe, y3m0ii sxene3Hol / Poccuro moaHst Ha ApI0bL.”
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one of Petersburg’s periodic floods, he bears witness to the consequences of Peter’s drive to
order. The result of Peter’s haughty defiance of nature is predictably tragic. Evgenii finds that
his bride-to-be has been swept away in the flood and goes mad. His insanity binds him to the
chaotic realm of irrationality — putting him in ironic alignment with the flood itself. Evgenii
encounters the statue of Peter and curses it for bringing the misfortune of his insanity upon him.
Ever the enemy of insubordination against his order, the monument comes to life and chases
Evgenii until he, too, has been eradicated. His corpse is eventually found floating in a derelict
hut.

Although Pushkin’s rendering of Peter does situate him in his role as national savior early
in the poem — saving Russia from a descent into the chaotic abyss — his status as protector is
compromised by the despotic imposition of order that follows. Where, if anywhere, is the
reasonable middle way, the golden mean? Is there a catch-22 here? Must one suffer the whims
of watery chaos or be subject to the highhanded edicts of an oppressive order? It is precisely at
this impasse that Bely’s image has something to add to Pushkin’s poem — depicting that potential
third way, but one that is nevertheless tainted with bitter historical irony.

Bely’s image of the Horseman riding his steed, like the bronze monument itself, is frozen
in place as if in time, and has been teetering in perilous imbalance since its creation. The
monument’s granite pedestal, the so-called Thunder Stone [epom-kamens], serves as a solid
foundation for steed’s hooves. For Bely, this granite base indexes to Peter’s westward
orientation, a platform representing the rational stabilization made possible by the ideals of the
European Enlightenment. Off the rock, where the steed’s front two hooves are suspended, is the
realm of the unknown and chaotic. Bely’s version of the steed is precariously teetering over the

edge of the granite. However, it has slowly been gathering the resolve to disobey the strong
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hand of his master and leap into the chaotic unknown. Bely presents this as a virtual guarantee:
“the leap over history — will be; [...] and even the mountains will be crushed by that great
earthquake.”

The horse — the steed of Russia — still has within it a manifestation of nature’s chaotic
caprices. Only the tenuous loyalty to Peter and the reluctant acquiescence to his orders keeps his
two hind legs planted on the Thunder Stone. In a word, Bely’s steed — teetering between its
desire to leap in the abyss, and the staying power of Peter’s strong guiding hand — is the emblem
par excellence of an eternal battle between order and chaos.

Strange as it may be, the steed’s frozen pose — his paralyzed indecision between order and
chaos — may be the most tolerable stance for the Russian people. With two hooves in the air, and
two in the ground, the steed becomes the manifestation of a potential ‘third way.” Russia, then,
avoids the fate of a second coming of the Tatar-Mongol Yoke (something Bely explicitly
associates with ‘chaos’) — or, in an alternative vision of ‘chaos,” a submergence in that watery
eschatological echo of Noah’s flood in Genesis — that symbolically accompanies the leap into the
chasm. And yet, because the steed remains in this precarious balance, Russia avoids the
temptation of outright rejecting its Asiatic past, its undeniable historical affinity with the East, in
favor of a dissolution into the greater structures of European society. Settling the steed’s four
hooves on solid ground and letting it run free is ostensibly equivalent to that tyrannical order that
Evgenii is subjected to in The Bronze Horseman. In either case, the most agreeable option
remains the ‘third way,’ the way of the steed, hanging in the balance between order and chaos
without letting one or the other prevail.

Bely, then, finds escape from the dire ‘either/or’ at play in Pushkin’s poem in the uneasy

synthesis of order and chaos. Looking into his treatise “Symbolism,” we find that this principle
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is important to the author outside of its symbolic dualism in Pefersburg. In his characteristically
recondite treatise, Bely returns to the ‘order/chaos’ dichotomy as it applies to the process of
artistic creation. In his mind, the artist finds a balance between the chaos of fantasy and the
appearance of reality in creation:

The artist does not want to see his surroundings because the voice of eternity sings in his

soul; but a voice devoid of words is chaos to the soul. For the artist, this chaos is a

‘native’ chaos; in the regularity of the nature outside he sees his own death, there, in the

nature of appearance his wicked fate lies in wait for him. From the depths of the

unconscious he closes himself from the nature of veiled fantasy; he creates fantastic
images (shades), unseen in nature. With the veil of fantasy he guards himself from the
world of being. [...]

But, having created another world, a better world, the artist sees that the world of being is

created according to the image and likeness of that world; nature is a bad copy of his

world, but a copy nevertheless. The fog of his dreams precipitates onto reality, washing it
with the dew of creation; that native chaos begins sing for the artist in nature as well.

This is the path from fantastic romanticism to the romanticism of reality; such is the

fantasy of reality.*

While not all authors discussed in this chapter share Bely’s vision of artistry, his
expression does belie the tendency of many practitioners of the pre-revolutionary modernist
grotesque movement to fixate their attention on the junction of order and chaos, synthesizing the
concretism of empirical reality with the artifice of their flights of fantasy. This interplay Bely

identifies between the real and the fantastic I will argue, is a near-constant in grotesque

modernist literature. These references to the real are not meant to evoke a kind of naive realism

4 Andrei Bely, “Simvolizm.” Arabski. Kniga statei. Lug zelenyi. Kniga statei, edited by L. A Sugai (Moskva:
Respublika; Dmitrii Sechin, 2012), 387-388: “XymoXHHK HE XOUET BUIETh OKPYKAIOIIEr0, IOTOMY YTO B JyIIIE €TO
IIOET T'OJIOC BEYHOT'0; HO TOJIOC — 0€3 CII0Ba, OH — Xaoc Aymu. It XyZ0KHHUKA Xa0C 3TOT — «POANUMBII» Xaoc; B
3aKOHOMEPHOCTH MPUPO/Ib BHEIIHEH BUAUT OH CBOIO CMEPTh, TaM, B IPHPOJIC BUIUMOCTH — IOACTEPETAET €TI0
3710H pok. M3 riyOnHBI OeccO3HATENPHOTO 3aKphIBACTCS OH OT IIPUPOJIBI 3aBeCOr (haHTa3HMH; CO3AACT NPUTY UINBBIC
o0pa3sl (TeHn), He BcTpedaeMble B mpupoae. Mupom (aHTasnu oropaxusaeTcs oH oT Mupa ObiTHs [...]JHo, coznas
WHOHM MUp, JTy4IINH, XyZ0KHUK BUANT, 4TO TI0 00pa3y M MOA00HI0 3TOTO MUpa ITOCTPOEH MUP OBITHS; IPpUpoIa —
TuToXast KOIMS €0 MUPa, HO Bee e Komusl. TymaH ero rpes ocakaaeTcs Ha AeHCTBUTEIBHOCTD, OMBIBAET €€ POCOH
TBOPYECTBA; POJMMBIN Xa0C HAYMHAET METh /IS HETO M B IpHpoe. TakoB myTh (haHTACTUIECKOTO pOMaHTHU3Ma K
POMaHTHU3MY peaJbHOCTH; TaKoBa (paHTAacTHKa peaJbHOCTH.”
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in my analysis; the real, Bely claims, is created by fantasy, in the process of artistic creation.

The primacy of creation over appearances allows the artists to bend these appearances to his will;
he can attempt to make them ‘mean’ anything by constructing them as he pleases. In the role of
the creator, the artist — the author — can create the non-monistic world, a space where
conventional meaning is undermined and destabilized, where things are in conflict with
themselves and ‘mean’ more than one thing.

Although the grotesque tends to be made manifest by various incongruities, Bely’s work
encourages us to look not only to the fact of incongruity, but to how the incongruity is actually
playing itself out. In this case, is the watery eschaton desecrating the order of Peter and his city,
or is Petersburg’s concrete infringing on nature’s domain? As with Bely’s monument — stuck on
its hinds, delving neither into tyrannical order nor into the destructive realm of chaos — the most
agreeable resolutions accompany the balance of irreconcilable values. However — especially in
art seeking to capture periods of great disorder and turmoil — moments of balance and ‘happy
mediums’ are exceedingly rare. The grotesque often arises when one of the forces begins to
overtake and subdue the other.

When this balance is disturbed in the creations of artistic fantasy, the imbalance becomes
reflected and embodied by those that inhabit that world. Since, as Bely states, there is a
relationship between the artist’s fantasy and the world of being itself, these imbalances are
acutely felt by the reader. I will argue that these imbalances are particularly noticeable when
political, economic, and social indeterminacy, contradictions, and incongruities are embodied in
the population itself by means of the artist’s fantasy. Moreover, the incongruities at the heart of
a text can be intuited through careful analysis of the grotesque imagery therein. The grotesque

elements of a text, in this way, gesture to sets of what I will term ‘fracture points,” or conceptual
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tensions/incongruities pervading the text that do not always find overt explication in the text
itself. Bely’s image of the Bronze Horseman reveals this conceptual fracturing at work.
According to the logic of the image, the monument is the force that ‘split Russia into two’ —i.e.,
severed its fabric between the forces of chaos and order, setting itself on its hinds to maintain the
balance among them. Moreover, the teetering steed is the product of Bely treating the
widespread sense of political tension and historical indeterminism as a wedge, which he drives
into one of the most fundamental symbols of Russian national development. The result is a
dualism in the object itself between the stable granite foundation of a centuries old political
dynasty, and the great chaotic unknown that awaits should the steed overcome the will of its
rider and leap.

In my analysis of the grotesque modernist literature of Russia in the prerevolutionary
period, I will discuss Velimir Khlebnikov’s Crane (?Kypasnw, 1909), Fyodor Sologub’s The Petty
Demon (Meakuii bec, 1905), Andrei Bely’s Petersburg (Ilemep6ype, 1913), and Evgenii
Zamyatin’s At World’s End (Ha kynuukax, 1914). In each of these works, the fragile balance of
order and chaos will play a central role. These texts not only highlight the madness of unfettered
chaos, but also reveal the tyranny of absolute order. Finding a balance between the forces of
order and chaos will prove a difficult task, as the impulse will always remain to embrace
wholeheartedly one or the other. As with the monument, the eternal struggle of these elemental
forces will often play out in localized sites, most often finding expression in the minds and

bodies of the text’s characters.

Prelude Two: Unmasking the Realm of Appearances — The Grotesque of Velimir Khlebnikov’s
Crane
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Stepping away from the conceptual monumentalism of Bely’s teetering steed still leaves
us on the streets of Petersburg, where Velimir Khlebnikov’s The Crane (1909) will continue to
disclose the defining prerevolutionary conceptual divide of order and chaos. Velimir
Khlebnikov’s poem pulls off the mask of Petersburg’s inert appearance, revealing a terrifying
vision of the city’s hidden grotesque face. Khlebnikov’s crane, alongside Bely’s steed, is an
emblem of its epoch. Exploring its meaning will help set the scene before a more abstract,
conceptual analysis of the prerevolutionary period can begin.

Written in 1909 on the occasion of Futurist poet Velimir Khlebnikov’s first encounter
with the urban sprawl of Saint Petersburg,’® Crane is a salient test-case of the explosive
grotesque potential that accompanies the unstable coexistence of order and chaos in the city of
Petersburg. In spite of all Khlebnikov’s inventiveness, here, of course, he is strongly grounded
in a longstanding Russian literary tradition. Khlebnikov joins a line of likeminded, Slavophilic
artists who feel a certain tyrannical, unnatural, and anti-Slavic spirit in the so-called ‘window to
Europe.” Alexander Herzen, in his essay “Moscow and Petersburg,” provides a prototypical
account of this feeling: “In the fate of Petersburg there is something tragic, dark, and grand. It is
the favorite child of the northern giant [...] renouncing his country for his own good, and
oppressing it in the name of Europeanism and civilization.”! Ivan Aksakov, one of 19" century

Russia’s prominent Slavophiles, writes, “The first condition for freeing in oneself the imprisoned

50'S.V. Starkina, “Kommentarii.” Serdtse recharia, edited by S. V. Starkina (Sankt-Peterburg: Vita Nova, 2009),
537.

5L Aleksandr Gertsen. “Moskva I Peterburg,” in Vol 3 of Sochineniia (Geneva: H. Georg, Libraire-éditeur, 1878),
285. B cynn0e [lerepOypra ecTh 4TO-TO TParn4eckoe, MpadHOe ¥ BEINIECTBEHHOE. JTO JIIOONMOE TUTSI CEBEPHOTO
BENUKaHa [...] moOMMoe JUTS Haps, OTPEKILIETOCS OT CBOEH CTPaHbI AJIS €€ MOJIb3bl H YTHETABIIETO €€ BO MMS
€BpOIIeN3Ma U [IUBIIIH3ALIIH.
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feeling of the national ethos is to hate Petersburg with all your heart and all of your thoughts.”>?

And Khlebnikov, himself an adherent of the Slavophiles, echoes these sentiments in a letter sent
home shortly after his arrival into the city in November 1908, “Petersburg is acts as a good draft

and cools everything. Frozen, too, are my Slavic sympathies.”>?

In these sentiments, perhaps,
one senses the instinctive rejection of the unnatural tyranny of order imposed by Peter. Indeed,
Khlebnikov’s The Crane does reject the impulse to adopt “Western’ cultural models that are
supposedly on the side of ‘order.” However, he is not content to portray order and chaos as two
distinct categories; drawing on the tradition of the ‘Petersburg text,” Khebnikov shows that the
chaotic eschaton is paradoxically embedded in the very notion of order itself.

As the first several scenes of Crane unfold, Khlebnikov depicts the signifiers of
Petersburg’s industrialized world in revolt against the human beings they are theoretically meant
to serve. The city’s smokestacks and pipework begin to twist free from factories of their own
accord, casting shadows over the city reminiscent of ‘a sorcerer playing shadow games with his
fingers.” Iron railroad tracks and even the train cars are ripped apart and pulled by some
unknown force to assist in the construction of an iron giant that is beginning to take shape. The
metal framework of the city is uprooted by this strange gravitational pull. Buildings are ripped
apart, bridges are torn free — and it isn’t long before the metal creature at the epicenter of the

destruction assumes its form: a monstrous iron bird, an enormous crane. The titular crane turns

out to be the product of a long-hidden plan devised by ‘things’ (Bemn): “The things were

52 Vladimir Toporov, "Peterburg i ‘Peterburgskii tekst russkoi literatury,” in Petersburgskii tekst russkoi literatury,
edited by N. G. Nikolaiuk (Sankt-Peterburg: Iskusstvo-SPB, 2003), 14: IlepBoe ycioBue aist 0cBOOOXIEHHS B cede
IUIEHHOTO YyBCTBA HAPOIHOCTH — BO3HEHABHAETH [leTepOypr BceM cepieM CBOMM M BCEMH ITOMBICTIAMH CBOUMH.

33 Velimir Khlebnikov, “E. N. Khlebnikovoi,” vol. 3 of Sobranie sochinenii v trekh tomakh, edited by S. V. Starkina
(Sankt-Peterburg: Akademicheskii proekt, 2001), 319: “IlerepOypr neHcTByeT Kak JOOPHI CKBO3HSK U BCE
BBICTYKHMBAeT. 3aMOPOXXEHBI 1 MOH CIIaBSHCKHE UyBCTBA.”
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executing some kind of ancient plan, / following an age-old scheme. / They hurried themselves

along like conspirators.”*

If objects are the conspirators, then — for reasons unexplained by the
poem — the deceased become their co-conspirators: “The cemetery’s dead came flying to [the
crane] / and dressed its iron frame with their flesh / [...] / Betrayers of the living, / the corpses
gloatingly jeered / and their ranks, like combatant forces, / biliously hovered over the square.”?
Their mutual purpose sees them fuse together in a terrible, unnatural hybrid creature; their fusion
is unnatural, incongruous, grotesque. The monstrous crane is depicted as the consequence of
man’s overreliance on, and overinvestment in, the world of material things: “O man! What
treacherous spirit, / at once advisor and murderer, whispered to you: / ‘Pour the spirit of life into
things!” / You mindlessly spilled your reason here and there, // and now you’ve become
tributary to the cranes once again.”® The denizens of Saint Petersburg are powerless to stop the
crane. It celebrates its victory over the city with a perpetual feast of human meat, interrupted
only for ecstatic fits of folk dancing. When the elders notice that it has acquired a taste for

infants, they begin to take babies from mothers to offer them to the crane as tribute. And when it

has finally eaten its fill, the crane is “wear[ing] the remnants of human meat on its beak,” and

54 Velimir Khlebnikov, “Zhuravl’,” in Serdtse recharia, edited by S. V. Starkina (Sankt-Peterburg: Vita Nova,
2009), 198: “Benm BBIIOIHSIN KaKOKH-TO JaBHUIIHKH 3amMbicen, / Ciemys cTapiuHHBIM ITpeaHadepTanusM. /OHn
TOPOMIJIKNCH, KAK 3aTOBOPIIHUKH.”

55 Ibid., 201: K HeMy cleTamich MEpTBENB! H3 KIagouir / U INIOTEIo 0A€BaIl OCTOB JKENE3HEIH [ . ..] U3MeHHUKN
JKUBBIX, / TpyIisl 3mopaHo yneidamick, / U ux psasl, Kak psasl cTpoeBhIX, / Hax muroniansro xerdHo Konebaaucs.”

56 Ibid., 201: “O, genosek! Kakoii koBapHbLi nyx / Tebe menTan, youiilia ¥ cOBETIHK cpasy: // ‘JlyX JKU3HH B BEIH
Bieit!” / Trl pacmeckan 6e3yMHo pa3ym — / M BOT ThI cHOBa naHHUK Xypasieil.” Crane is the first expression of
the ‘revolt of things’ trope that begins to appear shortly after in the work of Khlebnikov’s Futurist colleagues,
especially in Mayakovsky’s plays and verse. See: “Vladimir Mayakovsky,” “Cloud in Trousers,” and “Mystery-
Buff.”
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proceeds to perform its final dance — “as a savage dances over his defeated foe”— and finally flies
off never to be seen again.’’

Though it lacks the deluge motif of so many other ‘Petersburg texts,” Khebnikov’s Crane
is so thematically resonant with the tradition that it unquestionably deserves a place within it.
Even absent the flood, Crane is preoccupied by the northern capital as a nexus of order and
chaos. However, the manifestation of Petersburg’s eschatological valence in Crane is decidedly
modern, reworked and reinvented by Khebnikov. Vladimir Toporov, in his seminal book on the
‘Petersburg text’ writes that, “the eschatological myth of Petersburg is about the cosmos
dissolving into chaos, the cosmos being overcome by it, and that chaos is primarily that of
water.”8 Given that water is such a conspicuous absence, one must assume that its absence is a
calculated artistic choice. But why does Khlebnikov exclude it?

In contrast to his forebears, whose depictions of nature’s revolt against man’s unnaturally
imposed rational order became the hallmark of the ‘Petersburg text,” Khlebnikov depicts the
dwellers of the northern capital under siege by the very infrastructure built to protect them. The
chaos is not represented by water; it enters Khlebnikov’s poem in the guise of the supposedly
‘orderly’ city itself. In this way, the image undergoes an explosive self-negation, a polarized
shift, a grand turnaround in its axiological significance within the tradition Khlebnikov is
operating in: Petersburg’s drive to order — which is supposedly a protective, defensive force
against the hostility of nature — is the most dangerous manifestation of chaos, destruction, and

death (-). Khlebnikov provides an early example of the two modalities of grotesque imagery that

29 ¢

57 1bid., 202: “KIIOB OJ€N OCTATKAMH JIOACKOTO Msica,” “Tak IIISAMIET JUKAPh HaJl TEJIOM MO0k IECHHOro Bpara”

58 Ibid., 47: “Dcxaronoruueckuii mud IleTepbypra — 0 TOM, Kak KOCMOC PACTBOPSIETCS B Xa0C€, OJIONIEBAETCA UM, U
3TOT Xa0C — 110 MPEUMYILIECTBY BOIHBIH
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run through the entirety of my project: monstrous hybridity (between the dead and ‘things’) and
explosive, destabilizing polarization (extreme order is chaos).

If Petersburg is a kind of masked city — hiding its true ‘face’ behind the superficial fagade
of its orderliness — then Crane is an expression of the potential explosiveness of its unmasking.
In Khlebnikov’s poem, the ‘mask’ only stays on while the city is secretly developing towards its
eschaton and comes off when it comes time for ‘things’ to execute their long-concealed plan.
Khlebnikov accentuates the hidden danger behind the inert appearance of ‘things’ in the pre-
cataclysmic (pre-Crane) period by ascribing to them the property of ‘conspirators-in-hiding.’
The tension between the ostensible security offered by the city’s infrastructure and the
carnivorous crane hiding within it serves as the underlying incongruity of the grotesque imagery
in the poem. Put more simply, the unconcealment of the hidden crane ostensibly makes the
poem’s grotesque possible. All of the Crane’s grotesque imagery — the crazed devouring of
men, women, and children, the vengeful smile of the reanimated corpses etc. etc. — are made
possible by it. This, of course, is not the equivalent of claiming that the ‘protector-city vs.
destroyer-crane’ incongruity is the most grotesque image in the poem; conceptual incongruities
like this one rarely generate the visceral punch that an incongruity localized in a single image
does. However, I argue that it is the most fundamental incongruity within the poem itself.

Finding the core incongruity at the heart of Khlebnikov’s poem serves as the point of
departure for my analysis of the grotesque properties in Crane. The next inquiry, then, must be
devoted to explaining the significance of this central tension. The image of the iron crane is said
to be taken from a Kalmyk fairytale, but the form of Petersburg’s infrastructural uprising is less

important than the historical and political impulse that generated it.>® The poet’s unconcealing of
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the modern city’s dangerous hidden face, and the skepticism of ‘things’ in general, is the first
expression in Russian Futurist poetry of the ‘revolt of things’ trope, later developed in Vladimir
Mayakovsky’s poetry, plays, and essays. The first decade of the 20" century, an era of rapid
industrialization and national economic gains that left the majority of its agents poor and
disenfranchised, serves as the poem’s implied backdrop. Khlebnikov’s titular crane acts as a
physical manifestation of this dissonance, revealing the inhumanity of an industrial system that
consumes the very people at the heart of it. In Mayakovsky’s “Now to the Americas!” (1914),
the poet reformulates a number of thematic elements in Crane; only now, in November 1914, the
threats of the modern world seem even more alive and pressing with the advent of WWIL. “[...]
The peace of today is only a senseless breakfast on a lit gunpowder cellar. (After all, two years
ago V. Khlebnikov wrote, plain as day, that, in 1915, man would travel the path of war and bear
witness to the obliteration of nations)”; Mayakovsky continues: “Last year in my tragedy
[Viladimir Mayakovsky], 1 put forth that same ‘revolt of things,” which today is occurring in
Wales.”®® Aside from the invocation of Khlebnikov’s own name and chaos-bringing prophecies,
Mayakovsky nods to his Futurist colleague by continuing the ‘revolt of things’ theme started in
Crane. Moreover, by invoking Wales, Mayakovsky points both to England’s recent foray into
WWI, and to the rising prominence of coal strikes in the region as a response to general

mistreatment of the miners, brutal, unsafe work conditions, and rising economic disparities.®!

59'S. V. Starkina, “Kommentarii,” in Serdtse recharia, edited by S. V. Starkina (Sankt-Peterburg: Vita Nova, 2009),
537: note 195.

60 Vladimir Maiakovskii. "Teper' k Amerikam," in vol 1: Stikhotvoreniia, tragediia, poemy i stat’i of Polnoe
sobranie sochinenii v 13 t, ed. V. A. Katanian (Moskva: Khudozhestvennaia literature, 1955-1961), 311-312:
“CeroHsIIIHAHN TOKOI — TOJIBKO OECCMBICIIEHHBIN 3aBTPaK Ha ITOJOXCKEHHOM IIOPOXOBOM rtorpebde (Bezn B.
X1eOHMKOB J]Ba TO/1a HA3a/1 YEPHBIM 110 OesoMy mponedaral, 9To B 1915 1. moan moiayT BoitHOO U OyayT
CBUJETENSMHU KPYIIEHUI rocy1apcTB, Beb B IPOLLIOM TOAy B MOeH Tparenuu, menuei B [letporpane, B Teatpe
KomnccapskeBckoi, 51 1an TOT caMbliif OyHT BeIieil, KOTOPBI CeroHs moaMedeH ¥Yaiabcom).”

61 G. R. Carter, “The Coal Strike in South Wales,” The Economic Journal 25, no. 99 (1915): 453-65.
https://doi.org/10.2307/2221909.
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Mayakovsky’s essay also offers an expression that may elucidate the strange detail of the
crane’s appetite for infants: “It’s true, we had a lot of tricks to shock the bourgeois. But what are
these tricks if not opposition to their wish to destroy us, and by ‘us’ [ mean all that is young.”
Khlebnikov’s deeply grotesque portrayal of a society feeding their young to the revolting
‘things’ can be understood as a condemnation of a future that would doom generation after
generation to an arduous life in the physically dangerous, underregulated, materialistic spaces of
the rapidly industrializing world. A more literal interpretation might look to the substantial,
albeit declining, number of children under 15 still working in Russian factories throughout the
1900s.%% In any case, Crane functions as an expression of the unjust incongruity at the center of
Russia’s increasingly successful industrialization project — an incongruity that sees the nation’s
upper-echelons growing wealthy from the working class’s labor and their sacrifice of health and
well-being.

Balking at the canonical rendition of the Petersburg tale, Crane sees Khlebnikov
estranging the artifice of the capital city; though it was built to protect the city dwellers from the
hostilities of the environment, it becomes its own elemental force of chaos. The Futurist poet’s
Tables of Fate (Doski sud’by, 1922) reveal his interest in finding mathematical relationships
between the greatest tragedies in history. Mayakovsky’s note about Khlebnikov’s forecasting of
a worldwide ‘obliteration of nations’ represents just one of his many predictions. Amidst the
present-day preoccupations with nuclear holocausts and global climate change, it almost strikes
one as given that humanity and its machinations are the most destructive force on a global scale.

However, for an overwhelming period of mankind’s subsistence on the planet, nature itself

62 Boris B. Gorshkov, Russia’s Factory Children: State, Society, and Law, 1800—1917 (University of Pittsburgh
Press, 2009), 153-154. Project MUSE muse.jhu.edu/book/3745
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played the role of the great destroyer. The recurrence of mythological and religious apocalyptic
tales, like the aforementioned deluge myths, and the historical legacies of great tragedies — like
the eruption of Mount Vesuvius, for instance — evidence nature’s longstanding grip on the
eschatological imagination of the world. Khlebnikov’s poem, then, represents a paradigm shift
that I see in relation to the modern era of industrial and technological advancement. Mankind,
with its newfound power to exploit natural resources on a massive scale and its inexhaustible
ability to invent new, inspired ways of killing one another, supplants nature as its own greatest
threat. The apocalypse myth of Petersburg, also inspired by Pushkin’s Bronze Horseman,
becomes the ideal medium through which to portray the supplanting of the tale of a nature-driven
deluge with skepticism about the utility of human technological progress. The corpses joining the
ranks of the ‘things’ causes the dead to resurrect and return to earth, one of the necessary
trappings of any eschatological fantasy worth its weight. The massive iron crane is the
manifestation of a vengeful god — taking the form of a natural being — and the dead assist it in the
judgment of the living. As I have argued, Khlebnikov’s poem is an unorthodox metaphorical
unmasking. Petersburg is no longer the symbol of mankind’s manifestations of order against the
destructive chaos of natural forces. Instead, Crane reveals that chaos has begun masquerading as
its ostensibly ordered opposite; unchecked, it will eventually pull off the mask of its own accord,
revealing itself in an event of apocalyptic violence.

This unmasking theme is especially characteristic of early, prerevolutionary grotesque
modernist literature. The sociocultural move into modernity — along with the accompanying
paradigm crises — leaves many of the most destructive, dangerous elements of ‘what it means to
be modern’ to be discovered. Though later, post-revolutionary grotesque modernist texts will

occasionally stage dramatic ‘unmaskings’ of particular conceptual incongruities, they do not
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revel in the novelty of the discovery as much as the prerevolutionary texts covered in this
chapter.

If one is convinced about “The Crane’s” preoccupation with the destructive human cost
of Russia’s pursuit of industrialization, then we have derived another conceptual fracture point —
‘order vs. chaos’ — that finds expression not only in Khlebnikov’s poem, but throughout Russia’s
entire prerevolutionary modernist literature. And indeed, recalling Bely’s image of the teetering
from the beginning of the chapter, one can see that it also evokes an apocalyptic mood driven by
a broader sense of the fundamental inner-contradictions of order and chaos sewn into the fabric

of the country, and the fabric of reality itself.

The Role of Core Incongruities and ‘(Un)Concealments’ in the Grotesque

In the two preludes to this chapter, I gestured towards the importance of ‘core
incongruities’ in the analysis of a text’s grotesque properties. The primary conceptual fracture

that emerged in my analysis was the incongruity between ‘order’ and ‘chaos.’

This inconguity
in particular will continue to define much of the prerevolutionary grotesque period. Before I
move on, I believe it will be helpful to clarify a few properties regarding the concept of a ‘core
conceptual incongruity’ in general.

It is important to stress that conceptual incongruities are not determined by their own
grotesque nature. The notion of the conceptual incongruities themselves are not definitionally

more or less grotesque than the images that have the incongruity localized within them.

However, in practice, conceptual incongruities are nearly always less grotesque — if they are

83 Strictly speaking, there are many other conceptual fractures that emerged in the Bely image and the Khlebnikov
poem. For example, in Crane one might pick out the incongruity of ‘animate vs inanimate,” gestured towards by the
images of the dead coming to life and by the depictions of the self-aware metalwork and the crane itself.
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grotesque at all — than the concrete images that represent or embody their incongruous
conceptual qualities. Because images have distinct borders — i.e., they are ‘bound’ — they are
much more sensitive to distortions than the more-or-less formless contours of concepts.
However, the images that contain the incongruities are also not necessarily going to be grotesque
— the impression caused by the incongruity needs to be strong enough to cause estrangement.

In any case, the structural properties of the grotesque are such that it thrives in
environments of incongruity and contradiction. In general, the conceptual incongruities should
not be understood as being strictly subordinate to individual grotesque images or vice versa.
Often it can be difficult — impossible in a practical sense — to be certain if the conceptual
incongruities are responsible for individual grotesque images, or if the images are gesturing
towards a conceptual fracture, and materialize the distinction as a category in the process.
However, for all practical purposes, in the process of reading one naturally collects textual data
on the level of images. The conceptual categories that these images gesture towards only
become clear in the course of reading. The grotesque, with its stark and palpable incongruities,
serves as a device that makes images ‘speak’ about the nature of incongruities within societies,
philosophies, concepts, theories of reality or virtually anything else.

Expressing incongruity and conjuring the grotesque in an image is impossible if the
image is one homogenous ‘whole.” One might assume, then, that artists trying to express
incongruity on the level of the image would need to go out hunting for phenomena with built-in
conceptual or visual disunity. Perhaps they are hunting with something like a zebra’s alternating
black-and-white stripes, something that contains a dissonance or duality ‘by nature.” However,

as we have already seen, this is not the case. The disunifying of a phenomenon is most often a
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product of artistic construct, the desire to construct a non-monistic artistic universe and the
objects that compose it.

The image of the teetering steed is a fine example. Bely’s transformation of the
Horseman into a carrier of ‘order’ and ‘chaos’ is pure artifice (built on Pushkin’s artifice), but
this artifice does create the potent illusion that, if one looks beyond the realm of outward
appearance, there might be some deeper meaning lying concealed.

To review the texts we have addressed thus far, Pushkin’s “Bronze Horseman” reveals
both the terrors of an eschatological imposition of chaos and the tyrannical counterforce of
imposed order. Bely’s text marks an orientation towards fantasy and towards the future; he tries
to find the compromise between these two extremes, showing that the only true solution is in the
precarious balance between order and chaos as embodied by the Bronze Horseman monument
unstable on its hind legs, teetering between the two extremes of Pushkin’s poem. If the problem
of Pushkin’s deluge seemed all too distant to the dwellers of a better fortified twentieth-century
Petersburg, Khlebnikov also exercises his prophetic artistic vision, revealing that an order too
heavily imposed and too readily embraced conceals within itself an element of chaos that
threatens to burst free. Further, Pushkin differs from his modernist descendants in that the latter
attempts to hybridize the forces of order and chaos in a single (non-monistic) image. The choice
of chaos and order is no longer either/or; instead these forces are shown as extant simultaneously
in many phenomena. This inner duality must be reckoned with somehow, for — as Khlebnikov
shows — even embracing one side or another still leaves the individual partially blind, exposed to
a significant backlash from the opposing force. Bely, then, proposes a tenuous solution to this
problem. If these opposing forces are somehow brought into balance, a temporary standoff from

the destructive alignment with one side or the other becomes possible. However, as Bely aptly
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demonstrates in his image, this balance is constantly at risk of falling out of alignment, never
reaching a point of eternal stability.

I do not pretend to claim that the ‘order / chaos’ problem is novel in early twentieth-
century Russian literature. Attempts to balance the forces of order and chaos have existed since
the beginning of recorded human history, in works like The Epic of Gilgamesh or the Enuma
Elish. The situation I described above — namely the interplay of chaos in order (and vice versa)
and the imperative to find a balance between the forces — is perhaps most prominently depicted
in the symbol ‘Tao,” which symbolizes the balance of ‘yin’ and ‘yang’ to find ‘the way,’ or the
ideal path through the world. The idiosyncrasy of the modernist period comes from the tying of
the world of fantasy to the world of ‘reality’ — the strategy as described by Bely,%* a strategy that
infuses these broad, even cosmic concerns into the images of everyday Russian life. When the
hybridization of order and chaos becomes localized in place and body, the artistic word assumes
shape and flesh; imbalances in these forces range from the abstract, to expressions in the real. In
the realm of the real, the tensions between order and chaos often manifest themselves in hideous
displays of the grotesque, the likes of which have already been demonstrated, especially in
Khlebnikov’s eschatological revolt of chaos within order.

Bely’s splintering of the Bronze Horseman into a monument to the unstable balance
between order and chaos, like Khlebnikov’s reveal of the forces of chaos in the structures of
order, is an artistic strategy that, I argue, falls under the broad category of an ‘unconcealment.’
‘Unconcealing’ artistic strategies can take many forms, but in this specific case the classification

stems from the tactic of looking beyond the facade of empirical appearances to uncover

% And not only; as I proceed to the remaining primary texts, I will demonstrate that this tying of the world of the
mind to the world outside of it is a conscious artistic decision for each author discussed.
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something within them that speaks to the zeitgeist of early twentieth-century Russia. Again,
when I speak of Khlebnikov and Bely’s ‘unconcealing,” I do not mean to suggest that they
actually tap into a hidden meaning immanent within the real. Instead, their descriptive technique
is designed to pull away the veil of the inert fagade revealing a second, more profound layer of
hidden meanings — one that they create. The effect, I stress, is artifice. In the primary texts
included in my discussion, I will attempt to demonstrate that artistic artifice functions to create
the sense that these more abstract forces are hiding unseen in the real. While ‘order and chaos’
may have a sort of cosmic primacy among these abstractions, many other forces will be inserted,
acting in a way as their proxy. These proxies include other deeply traditional binary sets like
‘rationality and irrationality,” ‘beauty (form) and ugliness (formlessness),” ‘man and animal,’
‘sobriety and drunkenness’ etc.

To speak more generally, the distinction of ‘order and chaos’ is subsumed by the tension
between ‘high and low’ that is fundamental to the creation of the grotesque. As 1 will attempt to
demonstrate, the grotesque arises when these forces fall out of balance; each pole of the
dichotomy may be seen as an extreme that, more often than not, results in grotesque expression
when localized in a single site. I hope to complicate the notion that a ‘high’ pushed to its
extreme is at all ‘good.” Both Bely and Khlebnikov express the idea that principles — when
pushed to their extremes — can paradoxically become their opposite. The other texts in this
chapter, and in this project, see this become a repeated motif.

This gesture of “‘unconcealing’ the hidden nature of a phenomenon is deeply rooted in the
grotesque tradition, and, although studies of this tradition invariably cross paths with these
techniques, few studies have attempted to describe their complete indispensability to it. They go

beyond the application of the literal ‘masks,” ‘unmaskings’ and ‘masquerades’; they extend into
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metaphor. The techniques of metaphorical ‘unconcealments’ are often encoded into the very
DNA of grotesque literary production because they allow the artist to complicate the unity of any
image. Any image can become an expression of the thematic incongruities of its text. The
author ‘unconcealing’ an image is — to emphasize — artifice, an artistic gesture. The artist is able
to create the impression that there is something behind the realm of appearances; what appears to
be ‘X’ is actually “Y.” All of these impressions are generated by the artist, all of it is under their
control. For the remainder of this chapter, I will argue that the play of metaphorical
‘unconcealments’ is an essential property of Russia’s prerevolutionary grotesque and the
movement’s common goal of constructing the non-monistic (or anti-monistic) world.
Importantly, the task of differentiating between a ‘concealment’ and an ‘unconcealment’
might appear formidable, give the entanglement of the ‘realm of appearances’ and the ‘realm of
the subjective experience (including, at times, the realm of the author’s imagination).” One may
call the dualism of Bely’s Bronze Horseman or that of Khlebnikov’s Petersburg
‘unconcealments.’” These ‘unconcealments,” however, belie a particular perspective; they show
that the speaking subject is treating the ‘realm of appearances’ as a ‘concealing” mechanism that
is ‘unconcealed’ by the artist in his treatment of his phenomena. However, there will be
moments — as imminent as the next section on Sologub’s novel — where the text, most often in
the form of narratorial commentary, will be shown to point to a ‘truth’ about the appearance of a
phenomenon that is ‘concealed’ by a particular character’s subjective perception of it. In other
words, a character may fail to recognize a meaning ‘hidden’ somewhere that is unconcealed (to
the reader) by the textual details. In both of these cases, the play of ‘concealments’ and
‘unconcealments’ privileges the perspective of the narratorial or authorial voice providing a

meta-commentary on the text’s proceedings. For the sake of clarity and consistency, I will —

62



unless otherwise stated — privilege the voice of the artistic artifice and treat ‘the world of
appearances’ from the authorial/narratorial perception. However, it is certainly not clear that the
‘truth’ objectively lies on their side; by reversing perspectives often reverses the effect.
Therefore, it is important to understand the phenomenon as a play of ‘concealments’ and
‘unconcealments.’

To summarize: Grotesque images require internal incongruities. Incongruities can be
created in otherwise unified phenomena through the artifice of ‘metaphorical unconcealments.’
These unconcealments create the illusion that a meaningful incongruity hides under the unified
or inert appearance of a phenomenon. Therefore, these metaphorical unconcealments can be
used to make nearly any phenomenon grotesque. Individual grotesque images will often gesture
to a more abstract conceptual incongruity. If a great number of discrete grotesque images in a
text gesture toward the same conceptual incongruity, that particular conceptual incongruity may
be the text’s constructive principle. The ability to find the conceptual incongruities that form the
basis for a grotesque text, that emerge as the text’s constructive principle, is an integral skill for
the study of the grotesque in general. In this project, I will continue to search for these core
conceptual incongruities and explain both how they become the source for much of the text’s

grotesque imagery, and how they are fundamental to the text’s message.

The Major Prose Works of Prerevolutionary Grotesque Modernism — An Outline

The synchrony of the discordant prerevolutionary period with the burgeoning Russian
modernist movement made for the cultural conditions necessary for a surge of grotesque
literature. The political, economic, and cultural ruptures of the period called for an aesthetic

strategy that could properly express them. Although the three authors that appear in this
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chapter’s analysis belonged to different literary factions, they share a common modernist
aesthetic strategy and a desire to address the contentious issues of the modern period.

Fyodor Sologub, as a first-generation Russian symbolist, bridges the rift between realism
and modernism in his most famous novel, The Petty Demon. The novel’s protagonist, Ardalyon
Peredonov, gradually descends into a nightmare of his own making. Guiding the reader through
the deepest chasms of Peredonov’s pathological psyche, Sologub embraces the role of Virgil in a
psychological Inferno. As a second-generation symbolist, Andrei Bely fixates on the troubled
political landscape of Russia in 1905 in his novel Petersburg. Constructing a competing set of
symbolic systems, Bely weaves the zeitgeist of the first of the Russian revolutions into the fabric
of the text, creating palpable discursive fault lines. Petersburg utilizes the ‘magic of words’ to
great effect, creating an impossibly dense web of symbols, and evoking scenes that are dizzily
overdetermined with meaning. The competing systems of symbolization are often localized in
the bodies of Bely’s characters, violently rending them into pieces and infusing them with far
more meaning than their bound physical limits should theoretically allow. Evgenii Zamyatin, the
self-proclaimed ‘novorealist,” describes the animalizing lawlessness of a Far-East military
outpost in his novella A¢ World’s End. Intentionally sidestepping metaphor, Zamyatin’s
idiosyncratic style is intended to provide unmediated access to the world beyond appearances.
The immediacy of his style creates a textual landscape teeming with characters whose bestial
devolutions are fundamentally embodied. The uncompromisingly disparaging representations of
corrupt military hierarchies and the unbounded absurdity of those who inhabit them led A¢
World’s End to be targeted by wartime censorship in the midst of WWI’s outbreak.

In my analysis of these texts, I will argue that they share a few common features and

aesthetic approaches that justify their inclusion into the overarching category of ‘grotesque
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modernism.” Moreover, [ will attempt to uncover a few of the core conceptual incongruities in
each text that set the tone for each text’s grotesque imagery and motifs. And finally, along the
way, [ will examine notable individual grotesque images that gesture towards the core conceptual
inconguities of each text, helping to find the idiosyncrasies of each author’s approach and
reinforcing each text’s connection to the prerevolutionary ‘grotesque modernist’ corpus.

Fyodor Sologub’s The Petty Demon: Stepping from Realism into Modernism

The Petty Demon was written over many years — starting in the last decade of the
nineteenth century and continuing until its first appearances in print in 1905. Sologub’s novel
whisks the reader into the 20" century and into the new era of modernism in art, both in the
chronology of its formation and in the aesthetics of the text itself.

The transformation of the novel’s protagonist — the provincial grammar-school teacher
Ardalyon Peredonov — is demonstrative of a modernist era shift in the dominant understanding of
subjectivity. Petty Demon problematizes the notion of a ‘knowable’ realist subject. As
Peredonov’s psyche becomes unraveled, he begins to look like a paragon of the impenetrable
human subject: the junction of irrationalism, paradox, and pathological obsession. The novel
itself adopts a deceptive veneer in both theme and form. The Petty Demon initially telegraphs a
plot that revolves around the marriage prospects of Peredonov. Though Peredonov is a
profoundly vulgar bachelor, he manages to stay in high demand owing to the province’s lack of
marriageable men. Leveraging his position, he accepts any and all favors of would-be brides,
refusing to make a definitive choice as long as he pleases. Although the bride selection narrative
is one of The Petty Demon’s most developed plotlines, its significance as the primary narrative

axle slowly wanes as the novel progresses. The bachelor plot is a trojan horse, a familiar
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narrative rolled out to placate the unwary reader — all the while sneaking the pernicious
psychological elements into the novel that define its latter half.

The two closest associates of Peredonov are Pavel Volodin, recognizable by his sheep-
like naiveté and bleating outbursts of laughter, and Varvara, the crafty third cousin of Peredonov
who lives with him under one roof. Volodin’s simple-mindedness and gullibility make him the
ideal sycophant for Peredonov and his endless stream of boastful lies. Varvara’s relationship to
Peredonov is predicated on her former connection to a certain Princess Volchanskaya who, as
Varvara insists, will offer Peredonov the envious position of city inspector should he marry her —
should he marry Varvara, that is.

The Petty Demon begins with a bit of sly foreshadowing that reveals more about its
nature than one would expect from a first paragraph: “All were costumed as for a holiday and
exchanged inviting glances among themselves, and it appeared that life in this city was peaceful
and friendly. Even cheerful. But all of it was only an appearance.”® Pay attention to the
position of the narrator in this fragment; he casts a sweeping glance over the province-dwellers,
noting the apparent normality of their outward appearance, but then gestures to the essence of
truth by making a statement about how it all ‘really was.” This passage ostensibly sees
Sologub’s narrator take on the role of an omnipresent, omniscient authority of truth. The
narrator’s ability to present the more ‘objective’ surface of appearances serves as the anchor
point for the readers who will be reminded from time to time about ‘what is really happening’ so
they do not get lost among the vindictive minds and petty squabbles of the provincial dwellers.

This narrative strategy marks the text with an element of ‘realism’ that places it distinctly in the

6 Fedor Sologub, Melkii bec, ed. N. P. Utekhin (Moskva: Sovetskaia Rossiia, 1991), 26: “Bce npuHapsSIUINCE MO-
MPa3HAYHOMY, CMOTPEJIH APYT Ha JAPyra MPUBETIMBO, U KA3aJI0Ch, YTO B 3TOM TOPOJIE )KUBYT MUPHO U ApyxHO. 1
naxe Beceno. Ho Bce 9To ToNbKO Ka3anock.”
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transitionary zone between the great nineteenth-century realist novel and the move to
‘modernism’ that will become more prominent in the latter scenes of The Petty Demon and the
latter works explored in this chapter. These little ‘revelatory’ details are sprinkled throughout
the text and reinforce the narrator’s role in enforcing a sharp divide between truth and deception.
The binary worldview is built in passages like these — but it will eventually be destroyed.

Indeed, the narrator’s omniscience is invoked on a number of occasions to stabilize ‘the
real’—the element of realism that invariably accompanies Sologub’s play with the realist tropes
of the 19" century. In one boudoir scene, Peredonov and Varvara prepare to make love and the
narrator interjects, “Although Varvara intoxicatedly stumbled and though the sluggish
lasciviousness of her facial expression would have aroused feelings of disgust in any spirited
[csearcuit] individual, her body was gorgeous like that of a soft nymph [...] That magnificent
body was a source of sordid temptation for those two little drunk, dirty figures. This is the way it
often happens — truly, in our time it falls to the lot of beauty to be desecrated and profaned.”¢®
The narrator captures the ‘real’ visage of Varvara’s nauseating face and notes that the beauty of
her body — as ‘real’ as it may be — is subjectively construed by the characters in a way that
completely debases it. The ‘high and low’ of the grotesque finds its proxy here as the ‘beautiful
and the vulgar.” From the perspective of the narratorial voice, the true nature of Varvara’s
beauty is ‘concealed’ from Peredonov due to his fundamental baseness and inability to see past

the realm of simple appearances. In another scene, a group of sisters — all potential female

suitors of Peredonov — are singing simple folk songs in a manner that increases their emotional

% Ibid., 67: “Xotst BapBapa maranack OT ONbSHEHHS U JIAIIO €€ BO BCAKOM CBEXEM YENOBEKE BO30Y IO GBI
OTBpAIIEHNE CBOUM APSOI0-TTOXOTIUBBIM BEIPaKEHHUEM, HO TENIO y Hee OBIII0 MpeKpacHoe, Kak TeIo0 Y He)KHOU
HUMGHI [...] Y 3TO BOCXUTHTENFHOE TENO IS 3THX ABYX MBSHBIX M IPS3HBIX JIIOANIIEK SBISUIOCH TOJIBKO
HCTOYHHMKOM HHU3KOTO cobnaszHa. Tak 3To n yacTo ObIBAaeT, - 1 BOUCTUHY B HAIlleM BeKe HaJUIS)KUT KpacoTe OBITh
TIOTIPAHHOM U ITOPYTaHHOM.”
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weight: “the unstressed sounds were drawn out [by their style of singing] in a way that was
especially unpleasant. The impression was achieved to a stunning degree: that singing would
have driven a deathly longing [cmepTHas Tocka] into any spirited [cBexnii] listener...”%” Then,
the narrator inserts a prosaic ode to the deathly longing that transforms the great vivacious
Russian song into the ‘insane howl’ of the sisters.

In these two cases, a pattern of narratorial interpretation appears that runs through the
novel exposing the banality, vulgarity, and ‘poshlost’ of the novel’s provincial setting. Sologub
continually puts his narrator into a position antagonistic to the ‘baseness’ of the unrefined,
spiritually underdeveloped provincial dwellers. Their gaze ‘conceals’ what is ‘unconcealed’ to
the narrator and, consequently, to the reader. The artifice of exposing ‘reality’ allows the
narrator to assume the vantage point of an aesthetic and moral judge of the events in the
provincial city. He stands in opposition to the poshliak. In Nabokov’s famous essay on the
topic, a poshliak — a vulgarian, roughly speaking — is a force that opposes the narrative voice’s
omniscient eye for taste. The poshliak embraces that which “is not only the obviously trashy but

”68 Tn her

also the falsely important, the falsely beautiful, the falsely clever, the falsely attractive.
Common Places: Mythologies of Everyday Life, Svetlana Boym expands on this definition —

using, like Nabokov, the prose of Nikolai Gogol as the basis of her discussion: “The postlost’ of
life is the major source of [Gogol’s] artistic inspiration, and the embodiment of the evil spirit that

he is trying to exorcise. Gogol’s fascination with this phenomenon will be later interpreted as his

‘realism.’ [...] [Belinsky] considers Gogol’s gift not merely that of ‘clearly exhibiting the

7 Ibid., 134: “PactsaruBanmck 0COGEHHO HEMPHUATHO TE 3BYKH, Ha KOTOPBIX Y/IapEHUE HE TaaeT. Breuatnenne
JIOCTHTAJIOCHh B IPEBOCXOTHOM CTETICHN: TOCKY CMEPTHYIO HarHajio ObI 3TO IIEHHE HA CBEXKETo CIymarens. . .

88 Vladimir Nabokov, Nikolai Gogol (Norfolk: New Directions Publ. Corp, 1971), 70.
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poshlost’ of life but rather a gift in exhibiting the phenomena of life in their fullness, reality, and
truthfulness.” Poshlost’ is a key term in the transformation of the Romantic aesthetic to the
aesthetic of realism.”® Boym’s intuition about poshlost relying on an aesthetics of realism — an
(artificial) difference between appearance and real — applies wholesale to Sologub’s narrative
strategy.

In his work, Nabokov clarifies that ‘poshlost” does not apply to children, who have not
yet developed their own tastes and values. The ‘poshlost’ strikes them when they get older and
are enchanted by the false shimmer of appearances. This same privileging of children is
incorporated into the discourse of The Petty Demon. The following passage reaffirms the
simple-minded purity of children, but also points to a hovering threat that awaits to compromise
them: “Only children, those tireless vessels of God’s joy on earth, were alive, playing and
dashing about, but already an obliqueness fell upon them, and some kind of faceless and
invisible monster nesting behind their shoulders glanced from time to time with eyes full of
threats upon their suddenly stupefying faces.””® As I have argued, in The Petty Demon the
narrator inserts himself into various scenes to engage in a didactic explication of the differences
between ‘high and low’ cultural reception; he is the arbiter of ‘poshlost’. I will continue to

pursue the narratorial arbitration of these values, specifically in the depictions of Peredonov and

% Boym, Svetlana. Common Places: Mythologies of Everyday Life in Russia. (London: Harvard University
Press, 1994), 48.

70" Sologub, Melkii bec, 91: “TonbKo JeTH, BEUHBIE, HEYCTAHHBIE COCYIBI OOKBEN PATOCTH HAJl 3EMIIEID, OBUTH KUBBI
n Oexali, ¥ UTPaJIH, - HO YK€ M Ha HUX HaJeraa KOCHOCTh, M KaK0oe-TO Oe3JIMKOe M HE3pHUMOE Uy IUIIE, YTHE3SICh 3a
WX IUIeYaMH, 3arJIsAbIBajIo TOPOI0 TJIa3aMH, ITOJHBIMK YTPO3, Ha X BHe3arHo Tyneromme auna.” The contextual
ambiguity of this passage allows for several interpretations; one might see that ‘invisible monster’ as a manifestation
of Peredonov’s gaze. Even if that is the case, Peredonov is the ultimate physical embodiment of the ‘poshlost’

trope. As such, his gaze is essentially equivalent to that of an unseen provincial monster that threatens to strip the
children of their innocence. Though Peredonov exudes these vulgar qualities, he is not the source of all vulgarity;
the province itself is the breeding ground of it.
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his psychological receptions of various phenomena, in order to discover how it might relate to
the grotesquery of The Petty Demon.

Attending to his students one day, Peredonov notices slight movements and quiet
whispers in his classroom. We are told that Peredonov’s mind exaggerates and amplifies these
stimuli, giving him the impression that his students are acting disorderly and disrespectful. The
narrator explains: “Even in a calm state, Peredonov, like all crude people, could not accurately
perceive subtle phenomena: he either didn’t notice them or he exaggerated their meaning. Now,
agitated by anticipations and fears, his senses served him even more poorly, and slowly-but-
surely, all of reality crawled into his view in a haze of revolting and evil illusions.””! ‘Like all
crude people’ is the operative phrase; Peredonov becomes representative of a fype of
unsophisticated, uncivil, uncultured individual whose systems of perception are so unrefined that
they begin to distort the reality around them. The implication is that a refined subject should
have similarly refined faculties of perception and should be capable of seeing ‘the truth.” The
poshliak’s crude faculties of perception allow them to do no such thing. The narrator is
continually telling the reader that Peredonov — and crude subjects like him — view the world
through a distorted lens, a lens that desecrates and desacralizes nature, one that exaggerates and
corrupts their perceptions: “Peredonov felt the reflection of his own dejection in nature, his own
fear before the mask of its enmity towards him. He had no notion of the inner-life in all nature
which is inaccessible to external characterization, the inner-life which alone creates true bonds,

deep and irrefutable, between man and nature. He lacked this notion because, in his eyes, all of

"' Ibid., 114: “Jlaxke 1 B cIOKOMHOM CBOeM cocTostHuu [lepeoHOB, KaK U BCe rpyObIe JIFO/IH, HE MOT TOYHO OLEHUTH
MEJIKUX SIBIICHUI: OH WJIM HE 3aMeyYall UX, WIN IPeyBeTNYUBaJ X 3HaUeHHE. Terneps ke, Koraa OH ObUT BO30YXK/ICH
OKUIAHUSAMH U CTPaxaMu, YyBCTBA €r0 CITy)KWIN EMY €IE Xy’Ke, 1 MaJI0-II0-Mally BCs JEHUCTBUTENLHOCTD
3aBOJIAKMBAJIACH NPT HUM JIBIMKOIO MPOTUBHBIX M 3JIBIX MIUTIO3HI.”
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nature was suffused with petty human emotions. Blinded by the temptations of individualism
and detached being, he could not conceive of the elemental Dionysian raptures clamoring and
reveling in nature. He was blind and pitiful like many of us.””?

‘Poshlost’ is a concept with a hidden dualism; as in Nabokov’s formulation, it is the
‘falsely’ beautiful, clever, attractive. The artist who uses the adjective poshlyi means to create a
division between the ‘appearance’ of a phenomenon and a hypothetical ‘real’ value of that
phenomenon. The judge of ‘true’ and ‘false’ — the one who can proclaim a phenomenon is
falsely beautiful while another is beautiful t7uly — is the refined individual, capable of subtle
perceptive insight. The refined individual ‘unconceals’ the false veneer of appearance to reveal
to himself and others the ‘true nature of the thing itself.” Understood in this way, poshlost’
contains one of The Petty Demon’s central conceptual incongruities; it mirrors a number of other
conceptual dyads in the text that compliment it, or can be effectively supplanted by it, including:
‘false appearances and true essences,’ ‘refined people and their unrefined counterparts’ etc.
Since the narrator controls the space of the novel — what readers ‘see’ — it is difficult, if not
impossible to determine if there is any truth to his claims of ‘how things really are.” Searching
for a reality behind the text is not the point — it is the gesture, Sologub’s ludic approach to reality
and appearances that interests us. There is a play between ‘concealments’ and

‘unconcealments,’ and the position one occupies is dependent on whose perception one would

like to privilege. Although I have chosen to take the perspective of the narratorial/authorial

2 Sologub, Melkii bec, 198: “Tlepe1oHOB YyBCTBOBAJ B IIPHPOJIE OTPAKEHUS CBOEI TOCKH, CBOETO CTPaxa Mo/l
JIMYUHOIO €€ BPaXIeOHOCTH K HEMY, - TOH K€ BHYTPEHHEH M HEOCTYITHOM BHEIITHUM OTIPEICIICHNSM XH3HU BO BCEH
TIPUPOJIE, )KU3HHU, KOTOpast OJJHA TOJIFKO M CO3/1aeT MCTUHHBIEC OTHOIICHNS, TITyOOKHE M HECOMHEHHBIE, MEXKTY
YeJIOBEKOM M IPUPOJIOI0, STOH KU3HU OH HE YyBCTBOBaI. [10TOMY-TO BCS pHpoOa Kazanach eMy IPOHUKHYTOO
MEJIKUMH YeJIOBEYECKUMH TyBCTBaMH. OCIETIEeHHBIH 000IBIIEHISIMI JIMTYHOCTH W OTAEIBHOTO OBITHS, OH HE
TTOHUMAJ AUOHUCHYECKUX, CTHXUHHBIX BOCTOPTOB, JIMKYIOIINX ¥ BONMUIOINX B Tprpoae. OH ObUI CIeT U XKaJloK, KaKk
MHOTHe 13 Hac.”
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voice, untangling the perceptions of the narrator and his characters to find ‘the real’ is a
functionally impossible task. The narrator and, almost certainly, Sologub would like the reader
to trust his aesthetic and moral judgments. In any case, however, the truth value of the narrator’s
statements is not the point; the importance is in the gesturing towards these incongruities as a
series of divisions that define the text’s conceptual preoccupations. ‘Poshlost’” — its defining
division between misleading facades of aesthetic value and the vulgarity of the reality behind the
fagade — can be recorded as a conceptual fracture that plays an important role in the grotesquery
of the novel. The falsity of the fagades may go unnoticed — barring the appearance of the
grotesque — unless they are somehow ‘unconcealed.” Sologub’s omniscient narrator performs
the ‘unconcealments’ of these misleading fagades, creating that sense of incongruous dualism
and, often, giving rise to grotesque imagery.

The internal logic of ‘poshlost’ implies that its aesthetic critique comes from the
perspective of a ‘refined subject’ who is able to get in touch with reality to see what the poshlyak
does not see. As the novel progresses, however, Peredonov develops a different subjective
dynamic, a dynamic defined by more than just what he fails to notice. While there is plenty of
evidence to suggest that Peredonov has the vulgarian’s gaze early in the novel, the same is not
true in its later sections. Eventually, Peredonov does develop a gaze that penetrates the facade of
empirical phenomena. However, this gaze works in a much different way from that of the ‘truth-
revealing’ eye of Sologub’s narrator. “His gaze, wandering strangely, settled on something far
away. It seemed as if he was always staring behind the object. Consequently, the objects in his

9973

eyes doubled, drooped, and swam about.”’> What are readers to make of Peredonov’s ‘doubling’

vision?
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Peredonov’s gaze projects the gazer himself, his fears, his pathological paranoia out onto
the world. Peredonov thinks that he is ‘unconcealing’ the realm of appearances, but to the
narrator and even to the reader it is clear that he is only further veiling it with his own
pathological subjectivity. The more Peredonov exhibits signs of detachment, and the more his
observations conflict with those of the reader, the harder it becomes to identify with his
perspective. The explicit emphasis on Peredonov’s disunifying ‘doubling gaze’ and his near-
complete envelopment in the projections of his own psyche would suggest, based on our model,
that an outpouring of grotesque imagery is inevitable. And this is indeed what we get.

The nedotykomka, the most iconic of the protagonist’s projections, is a tiny illusive
demon that, as it seems to our protagonist, was sent by an unseen cabal of conspirators to
terrorize him: “It was filthy, smelly, disgusting, and frightening. Its enmity towards Peredonov
was obvious [...] as was the fact that it had never existed at any time, in any place beforehand. It
was made, and it was brought to life by the power of magical utterances.””* This creature
appears to Peredonov in the same chapter that he visits the home of one of his young students,
Sasha Pylnikov, to punish him for imagined infelicities in his behavior at school. The other
children are calling him a girl, and Peredonov takes this schoolyard bullying literally, beginning
to suspect that Pylnikov is crossdressing. Peredonov’s increasingly paranoid thoughts augment
his inborn sadistic tendencies. In a haze of delusions, he travels from home to home to
preemptively punish the students who make him uncomfortable and — to his disturbed mind —

present a vague threat. Though Peredonov wants to punish Sasha Pylnikov for these imaginary

3 Sologub, Melkii bes, 168: “B3arnsin uiui GbIT OCTAHOBJIEH Ha YEM-TO JANIEKOM, HIIM CTpaHHO Ouyxaarn. Kazanocs,
YTO OH IOCTOSTHHO BCMaTpuBaeTcs 3a npeameT. OT 3TOro mpeaMeTs B €0 I1a3ax pa3ABanBalliCh, MIIETH,
MepexuIn.”

74 1bid., 217: “Omna ObLna TpsA3HAS, BOHIOYAs, IPOTHBHAS, CTPAIIHAs. YoKe SCHO OBLIO, 4TO OHA BpakacOHa
[lepenoHoBy ¥ [...] 9TO paHbIlle HUKOTA U HAUT/AE He ObUI0 ee. Cuenaiu ee - U HaroBOpWIn.”
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crimes, his guardian protects him from the raving schoolteacher’s whims: “no one is going to
touch you.””> This little phrase works its way into Peredonov’s paranoid mind, associated with
the little demonic boy he cannot touch.

Peredonov leaves the residence in a huff, convinced that the boy needs to be investigated.
Only a page later, Peredonov encounters the nedotykomka again: “From somewhere or other a
small creature of indistinct features ran over to him — a small, grey, nimble nedotykomka. 1t
laughed, quivered, and hovered around Peredonov. When he stretched out his hand, it quickly
escaped, ran out the door or under the wardrobe, and appeared again only after a minute, and
quivered, and teased — grey faceless, nimble.”7

The nedotykomka is a mental projection of Pylnikov, a paranoid hallucination come to
life. If their proximity within the novel does not make a compelling enough case, a scan of the
nedotykomka’s appearances in the novel reveals a possible etymological connection based on
Pylnikov’s affinity with the Russian word py/’ or ‘dust.” For example, “Besides, the
‘nedotykomka’ alarmed him. It was dirty and dusty [py/rnaya] and was always hiding under the
robe of the priest” and “In the clouds of dust [v klubakh pyli], whipped up by the wind, the grey
nedotykomka periodically flashed into sight” and “[the nedotykomka] either rolled along the

field, or pretended to be a rag, a ribbon, a branch, a flag, a cloud, a dog, or a column of dust on

the street, and everywhere crawled and ran after Peredonov.””” Furthermore, because Peredonov

> Ibid., 118.

76 Ibid., 119. OTkyna-To npubexkana MaaeHbKas TBaph HEOIIPEAEICHHBIX OUePTaHUH - MAIEHBKAs, cepast, IopKas
HenoThIkoMKa. OHa IMOCMENBAIach U ApOXKalia i BepTeiach BOKpyr Ilepenonosa. Korma ske oH mpoTsATUBai K Heit
PYKY, OHa OBICTPO YCKOJB3aJIa, yoeraia 3a IBephb WK IO/ KA, a Yepe3 MUHYTY TOsBIIAIACH CHOBA, M IpoXKaia, U
Jpa3HUIIACh -- cepasi, Oe3IuKas, FopKas.

7 Fedor Sologub, Melkii bec, ed. M.M. Pavlova (Vita Nova: Sankt-Peterburg, 2021), 290; 275; 313 “Kpome Toro,
TPEBOXKIIIA €r0 HeMOoThIKOMKa. OHa ObliIa Tpsi3Hast U MBUTEHAS M BCE TIPATANIACh MOJT pU3Y K CBAMCHHUKY ; “B
KITy0axX TBUTH TI0 BETPY MeJbKalla HHOT/Ia cepasi HeJOTBIKOMKA”; “To 1o Moy KaTaeTcsi, TO MIPUKIHETCS TPSIIKOIO,
JICHTOIO, BETKOIO, (pI1arom, Ty4IKor0, COOaUKO¥0, CTOIOOM ITBUIH Ha YIIHIIE, U BE3/C MON3ET U OCKUT 3a
[epenonoBbM.”
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is not able to whip the boy — since, thanks to his guardian, ‘no one is going to touch him’ — one
may assume that the imagined threat of Pylnikov manifests itself in the little untouchable
demon.” His ‘indistinct features,” ‘facelessness,” and general affinity for shapeshifting are likely
a product of Peredonov’s suspicions that Pylnikov is a cross-dresser; he cannot get a read on his
true identity. His inability to remove the threat he sees in the boy creates a subconscious
manifestation of that extant threat in his mind. Accordingly, Peredonov launches a full-on
investigative campaign to reveal the ‘secret’ of Pylnikov’s hidden life as a little girl, searching
for a reason to satisfy his desire to inflict punishment on the poor student.” All this suggests that
Peredonov’s desire to engage in violent behavior serves the purpose of fighting off his abstract
fears using real-world violence. If Pylnikov is indeed the source of the projection for the
‘nedotykomka,” one would expect that other manifestations of Peredonov’s fears would begin to
materialize in his experience of day-to-day life.

And indeed, Peredonov’s diseased subconscious continues to conjure up his various fears
into the malleable empirical realm in front of him. Princess Volchanskaya, the mysterious
Petersburgian luminary who has supposedly promised to find him employment as an inspector,
appears in a deck of cards in the form of the Queen of Spades. The illusions spread to the rest of
his playing cards, which assume the countenances of city guards — he is constantly in fear that
other members of the community will inform on him and get him arrested — the grammar-school

boys from his gymnasium, and other personages from the provincial city who are, in his mind,

8 The etymology of the word ‘nedotykomka’ can be traced to the verb tikat’ or ‘to poke/jab.” The prefix ‘nedo’
indicates that he cannot be reached — with a poke, that is — and is an untouchable little beast. Also, the work finds
some commonality with the word ‘nedotroga,” meaning ‘a touchy person,” a reflection of Peredonov’s own easily
offended nature.

7 Of note is that the incongruity squashing narrator goes as far as to relay the locker-room impressions of
Pylnikov’s gym teacher so the reader may be absolutely sure that all is in order with the boy’s parts; he is, we learn,

indeed a boy.
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out to get him. The illusions are so potent that they generate elaborate scenes of grotesque
imagery: “The shapeshifting grammar-school boys teased Peredonov. They lifted their legs in a
strange, unnatural movement like that of a compass leg, only their legs were hairy and hooved.
Instead of tails they grew birch rods; the boys brandished them with a whistle, and a shudder ran
through them with each swing.”®® The information that these metamorphoses provide for the
reader go deeper than fears. In the image of the schoolboy playing cards there is a palpable sense
of eroticism complimenting various other textual manifestations of a hidden erotic gratification
that is associated with young boys. For instance, Peredonov repeatedly reflects on the perverse
pleasure of young boys crying at his feet, asking for forgiveness. The playing cards have
afflicted him with a fear so profound that he begins to slice up the cards, “looking around when
cutting the kings so he wouldn’t be seen and charged with a political crime.”®! Finally deciding
to burn the deck of cards, he recoils in terror when the Queen screams as if in real pain. The
projections of his mind become so real that they become indistinguishable from ‘reality’ itself;
Peredonov is so lost in his mind’s hallucinations by the end of the novel that the outside world
becomes a giant theatre — with him as the lead actor — endlessly performing increasingly more
convincing versions of his nightmares.*?

The ‘killing’ of the cards desensitizes Peredonov to violent behavior; if he’s already

killed so many kings and queens, what’s the harm in taking a few more lives? Emboldened by

80 Fedor Sologub, Melkii bes, ed. N. P. Utekhin (Moskva: Sovetskaia Rossiia, 1991), 218: “BepT/sBble MaTbUHIIKHI-
BOCBMEpKH JpasHuii [lepeoHoBa, - 3T0 OBUTH 00OPOTHU-TUMHA3KCTHL. OHH MOJHAMAIN HOTH CTPAHHBIM,
HEXXHBBIM JIBIKCHHAEM, KaK HOXKKH Y IIUPKYJIsl, HO TOJILKO HOT'H Y HUX OBUTH KOCMaThle, ¢ KOMbITHAMHU. BmecTo
XBOCTOB Y HUX POCJIH PO3TH, MAJIbYHIIIKA TOMaXHBAJIM UMU CO CBHCTOM M CAMH B3BH3THBAIH MPU KaXKIOM B3Maxe.”

il

81 Tbid., 218: “Pexyun KOpOJIEH, OH O3MPAIICS, YTOOBI HE YBHJIEHU M HE OOBHUHUIIM B MOJUTHIECKOM MPECTYTUIEHAN.”

82 Bely’s mozgovaya igra, which will be discussed in the next section of textual analysis, is conceptually quite
similar to Sologub’s use of this motif.
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his courage and the disassociating push of his pathological infliction, Peredonov, suspecting that
a man is living in his wallpaper, purchases an awl and uses it to murder his new foe. “He deftly
swung the awl into the wallpaper. [...] His eyes flashed with crazed triumph. Only one thing
concerned him: it smelled rank. The punctured spy behind the wallpaper decomposed and stank.
Horror and triumph shook Peredonov: he killed the enemy! His heart was steeled to its very core
with that murder.”®* The homicide of the ‘spy” behind the wallpaper marks the moment when
Peredonov’s subjective projections become synonymous with reality itself. The burning of the
screaming cards frightened him, but this murder inextricably binds him to the hallucinations. If
in prior scenes, when Peredonov wanted to punish the gender bending Pylnikov, for instance, the
desire to inflict violence to resolve psychological distress was a largely subconsciously
motivated impulse, after this homicide the desire is fully conscious, as real as the flesh and blood
around him. Moving deeper and deeper into the realm of hallucination, the grotesque arises in
these scenes as a product of the disintegrating elements of reality that manage to seep into
Peredonov’s waking nightmares.

The climax of the novel’s grotesque imagery come at the peak of Peredonov’s
dissociative episode at the end of Petty Demon. Steeled by the murders of his psychic
projections, Peredonov allows his imaginary psychological projections to spill over violently into
the real world. The sheep-like Volodin, one of Peredonov’s closest acquaintances, becomes an

absurdist sacrificial lamb®; he dies only to unconceal his killer’s insanity to his criminally

8 Ibid., 219: “OH cTpeMUTENBHO yAapUI IAIOM B 000H [...] ['1a3a ero cBepKaiu UKAM TOp:KecTBOM. OIHO
TOJIEKO OBIJIO HEXOPOIIO: CKBEPHO MaXJI0. ['HIIT 1 BOHST 32 000SMH 3aKOJIOTHIN COTTIAAaTail. YiKac U TOPIKECTBO
cotpscanu [lepenonosa: yomr Bpara! OecTOYMIIOCH CEpAIIe €Tro I0 KOHIIa B 3TOM yOuiicTBe.”

8 The transformation of Volodin’s image from sheep-like fool to sacrificial lamb is indicative of a pattern that is
more broadly characteristic of the literature of the prerevolutionary grotesque. There is an aesthetic evolution from
the metaphor to embodiment that progresses as the prerevolutionary modernist period develops in Russia. Metaphor
only suggests likeness, appearance — a facet of surface-level observable reality; embodiment is a becoming, a
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inattentive associates who — unlike the narrator — were incapable of ‘seeing’ it for themselves:
“Peredonov quickly snatched up the knife, threw himself onto Volodin and slashed across his
throat. Blood gushed out of him in a stream. [...] Volodin bleated and bleated, trying to grab at
his throat with his hands. [...] Suddenly his life left him and he collapsed onto Peredonov.”®

Peredonov’s reconfiguration of the world around him in conformity with his delusions,
and the author’s omniscient foundation of ‘the real,” creates a stark incongruity that hangs over
the novel. Peredonov lives in a world of fantasy — created by him alone — and the narrator
grounds us in ‘the real.” The most significant conceptual incongruity in The Petty Demon is this
confrontation between the realist mode — manifested in the narrator’s continuous remarks on
truth and ‘the real,” and the modernist mode — expressed, in part, by Peredonov’s gaze that
projects his own subjectivity out into the outside world.

The modernist element of the novel is present in the sections where scenes are dictated by
characters’, Peredonov’s primarily, subjective transformations of the observable world. This
claim is not intended to suggest that the subjective and psychological elements of The Petty
Demon are completely alien to realism. Moreover, I do not mean to suggest that the difference
between ‘modernism’ and ‘realism’ is a simple split between the appeal to ‘objective’ reality and

the ‘subjective’ perception of reality. Instead, I argue that Sologub’s novel, in a paradoxical

manner, both ‘unconceals’ and simultaneously upholds the mythology of realism. It

transformation that occurs when metaphor is performed, internalized, and projected out onto the world. When
Volodin is encountered in the first scenes of the novel, his sheep-like laugh and dumb gaze function as a superficial
description of his appearance. Slowly though, the metaphor becomes so integral to the image that Volodin, if only
for a fateful moment, is literally overtaken by it. The metaphor becoming embodied by the subject is a theme that
will be developed in much greater detail in my analysis of Zamyatin. Volodin’s metamorphosis is made possible by
Peredonov’s vision at the end of the novel, which loses its ability to fixate the appearance itself, and what is beyond
1it.

8 Ibid., 263: “IlepeoHOB GBICTPO BBIXBATHI HOX, OpOCHIC Ha BooMMHA M PE3HYII €T0 110 TOPIY.

KpoBs xueiHysa pyuseM. [...] BomoanH Bee Omesut i cTapajics CXBaTUThCS pyKaMu 3a Topiio. BunHo 06110, 4TO OH
CMEpTENIbHO UCITyTaH, cIadeeT U He TOHOCUT PYK /10 Topia. Bapyr on momepTsen u noBamwics Ha [lepenonosa.”
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problematizes the narrator’s claim to the objective and the ‘real’ by revealing that the pathologies
of the modern man can become as real/ in their manifestations as reality itself. The Petty
Demon’s narrator keeps one foot firmly planted in the clear-minded dimension of sanity,
interrupting the text periodically to insert sobering reminders about what actually is. The
dissonances between Peredonov’s ‘real’ circumstances and his perceptions of them are pregnant
with humor when they reveal his foolishness, pettiness, and paranoia. However, when
Peredonov’s paranoid obsessions go undetected, are shared by the novel’s other characters, and
when they rise to the surface and manifest themselves in acts of sadistic violence, the
pathological and the real become fundamentally inseparable.

The aesthetic incongruity has two sources in The Petty Demon. On the one hand, the
narration toggles back and forth between realist and modernist modes, creating stylistic
dissonances that tear through the text. On the other, the novel’s modernist elements generate
their characteristic splitting between the object and its subjective expression. The grotesque can
arise from either of these sources.

For example, see again the narrator’s interruption of Ardalyon and Varvara’s intercourse
to tell us about the way her face looks outside of Ardalyon’s imagination: “the sluggish
lasciviousness of her facial expression would have aroused feelings of disgust in any [...]
individual.” Sologub’s narrative voice is more often didactic — explaining the shortcomings of
his ‘little dirty figures’ with a heavy hand. The jarring reveal of ‘what really is’ feels particular
grotesque after a stretch of prose that describes the way things look to the book’s characters, a
stretch of prose that sees the characters inhabiting their own ‘reality,” blind to the vulgarity of the

things around them.
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When Petty Demon begins, the ‘refined’ narrator provides readers with many
reassurances about ‘how things are.” Readers are made to feel that reality and delusion are
separable categories. However, as the novel progresses, Sologub’s text becomes less and less
anchored by the realist narrator. The perceptions of Peredonov and the other delusional
characters dominate the text; they create doubt in a shared reality, and instead create their own.
The notion that the refined narrator’s reality is more ‘real’ than that of the characters becomes
more suspicious as the narrative develops; after all, the characters do not see what the narrator
sees, so his observations have little effect on the way the novel unfolds. If the delusions of
Peredonov shape the unfolding events more than the narrator’s expositions of reality, is the latter
really more in touch with reality? Or are the narrator’s perceptions as much the fantasy as
Peredonov’s?

Petty Demon expresses a kind of horror about the ‘refined individual’s’ inability to
maintain a monopoly on reality. If the world is shaped by perception, then no individual — no
matter how refined — can legitimately claim that their perception should be considered more
‘real’. Given the modernist emphasis on the subjective mode of world creation, there is little to
no reason to privilege the ‘refined’ subject’s vision over that of his antithetical counterpart.

In this way, the delusional provincial minds of The Petty Demon’s cast pose a real threat
to the refined narrator’s claim to ‘the real.” Sologub unconceals this threat and uses an
alternating system of modernist and realist techniques to switch the primary textual thrust
between incursions into the crude provincial mind, and rational — or even idealized — critiques of
it. The realist ideal of ‘objective reality’ becomes an essential device for Sologub’s critique of
provincial vulgarity; the realist vision of objectivity becomes the only recourse to critique

Peredonov’s subjective delusions.
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In this section, I have attempted to demonstrate that 7he Petty Demon introduces a new
problematic of competing subjectivities at the start of the ‘grotesque modernist’ period, while
also staging the move from realist to modernist techniques of representation. I have tried to
demonstrate that Sologub’s novel theorizes an ideal, ‘refined’ subject who can be relied upon for
a ‘real” description of the world ‘as it really is.” However, the novel’s narrative performs the
death of the illusion that there is — that there can be — one shared reality among all. I have
suggested that Peredonov’s gaze shapes the world around him to conform with his delusions; and
— though he may be tasteless, provincial, and neurotic — he is a world-creator, and an equal
competitor with the narrator in this endeavor. This turn towards subjectivity, and subjectively
created worlds is a defining feature of the modernist era. The Petty Demon’s aesthetic insights
will become increasingly more poignant as the analysis turns to twentieth-century historical and
literary developments.

Now we turn to Bely’s Petersburg. where we will find that Sologub’s pathological
provincial element has flooded into the streets of the northern capital; the people, like the sardine
tin at the novel’s center, are all potentially concealing the ticking of their explosive inner-
machinations.

Andrei Bely’s Petersburg — Grotesque Embodiments of Order and Chaos and the Grotesque
Sublime

While The Petty Demon never completely abandons its nods to realist objectivism in its
exploration of the emerging implications of a modernized model of unknowable man, Petersburg
dispenses with it to immerse itself in the modernist aesthetic landscape. No longer is there a
persistent narrative presence that pulls the reader out of the unreliable subjective perceptions of

the protagonists, officiating the line between ‘seemed like’ and ‘but in reality.” Bely, like
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Sologub, was a Symbolist, albeit of the younger generation. The symbol as an aesthetic tool is
indispensable to either novel, but Bely’s stylistic program invests in it far more aggressively.
Petersburg features intricate, branching webs of meaning that would collapse if not for the
myriad associative and indexical strands that connect clusters of symbols into systems.
Explicating the meaning of Symbolism several years before the construction of
Petersburg, Bely makes the following note in an article titled “The Meaning of Art” (Smysl
iskusstva, 1910). In this section of the article, Bely is attempting to justify a method of artistic
expression that ties reality (i.e., the realm of empirical phenomena) to the reality of subjective
experience of those phenomena.
Symbolism in art is a technique of expression; it is achieved in the freedom of relation to
the images of [the realm of] appearances and the models of imageless experience of
internal life; [...] changing the realm of appearance or filling it with one’s own
experiences, the artist stays true to reality, since he stays true to his own experience and
to the general systems of creating the images based on appearances; changing the image
of appearances, he, in essence, highlights the general features of the image; the method
by which this is done, and also the order of expression of the general traits of appearance
is dictated by experience. Therefore, by staying within the bounds of appearance, and
creating something like non-extant worlds, - the artist stays a realist in relation to reality
and simultaneously transforms into a symbolist in relation to appearance.3®
In this passage, there is a palpable echo of the tensions between a more objectively anchored

realism and subjective modernism (through Symbolism) that were notable in The Petty Demon.

Because the subjective experience of reality is part of reality itself, the modernist Symbolist does

8 Andrei Bely, “Smysl iskusstva,” in Sobranie sochinenii: Simvolizm: kniga statei, edited by V. M. Piskunov
(Moskva: Respublika; Kul'turnaia revoliutsiia, 2010) 159: “Crioco0 BbIpaskeHHS -- XyA0>KECTBEHHbIH CHMBOJIM3M;
OH OCYIIECTBIISIETCS B CBOOO/IE OTHOMIEHHUS K 00pazaM BUANMOCTH KaK K MOJIENSIM 0e300pa3HbIX MepeKnBaHNH
BHYTPEHHETO OTIBITA,; [...] N3MEHS BUIMMOCTD MM HACHIIIASl €€ CBOMMH IIEPEKUBAHUAMH, XYI0KHHK OCTAETCS
BEPHBIM JICHCTBUTEIFHOCTH, TOCKOJIBKY OH OCTA€TCsl BEPHBIM U NEPEKNBAHNIO, 1 OCHOBHBIM CXEMaM ITIOCTPOCHUS
00pa3zoB BUANMOCTH; M3MEHS 00pa3 BUIMMOCTH, OH, B CYIIIHOCTH, TIOYEPKUBAET OCHOBHBIE YepTHI 00pasa; criocoo,
KaKiM OH 3TO COBEpIIAET, a TAK)KE ITOPSI0K U3TI0KEHHUS OCHOBHBIX YEPT BHAMNMOCTH -- IUKTYETCS TEPEKHUBAHNEM.
[TosToMy 1 OcTaBasiCh B IpenieNiax BUIUMOCTH, U TBOPSI OyATO ObI HeEeHCTBUTENbHBIE MUPBL, -- XYJZ0KHHK OCTaeTCs
PeaInCTOM B OTHOIICHHUH K JICHCTBUTEIFHOCTH M OJJHOBPEMEHHO MPEBPAIIAETCS B CHMBOJICTA TI0 OTHOIIICHHUIO K
BHUIUMOCTH
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not consider themselves to be departing from the role of the realist. However, Bely’s vision of
the artist is someone who creates ‘reality’ themselves and does not distance the impressions left
upon him by his experience from his conception of ‘the real’. The Symbolist connects various
‘things’ in the material world and describes the realm of empirical phenomena according to his
own experience of them. In doing so, he transforms the world into a state that may be
unrecognizable to some, but, for the artist, this interconnected experience of reality is no less real
than the empirical and material connections between various phenomena of the world. This
Symbolist principle plays a vital role in the aestheticizing of Petersburg, and it will be
informative to review an example from the novel. The novel’s magic happens in these baroque
chains of signification.

Let the common Petersburgian phenomenon ‘smoke’ serve as the point of departure.
Smoke constantly pours from the factories surrounding Petersburg’s center and brings to mind
the machinations of industrial labor. Since the smoke billows from the working-class
neighborhoods on the peripheral islands of Petersburg, it also becomes indexical to the workers
themselves. The increasing prevalence of labor strikes among the factory workers connects the
visible smoke to workers’ discontentment and the possibility of a chaotic uprising. The
appearance of smokers, discreet producers of smoke, suggests that these individuals are
connected to this field of linkages. Bely frames tobacco use as a threat to the brain’s grey matter,
so another linkage is established between smoke and the loss of rationality. The degradation of
rationality leads to the loss of sanity, and smoke indexes to this concept as well. Thick smoke
often complicates sight and visual clarity, complementing the aforementioned obscuration of
mental clarity. The gas-like expansion of smoke in the air is compared to the entropic forces of

the universe which are antithetical to the notion of order. Smoke is analogous to fog and clouds,
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so it also indexes to these phenomena and their associative webs. 1 will stop here, but an in-
depth cataloging of smoke’s associative relationships and potential meanings could go on for
pages. Each passing reference to smoke in the novel emits a flurry of possible meanings, each
expressed to varying degrees based on contextual clues and an individual’s intuitive
understanding of the underlying associative network. In Bely’s words, “the process of building
models for [the expression of] experience through the images of appearance is the process of
symbolization.”8’

When this process of symbolization is engaged in Petersburg, it is simultaneously imbued
with indeterminate and overdetermined meaning. A single object becomes evocative of a series
of other objects, concepts, scenes, characters etc. that have been tied to it through textual,
contextual, and associative clues. In theory, an arbitrary image that has been integrated into a
system of symbolization will bring to life a whole array of meanings. Furthermore, given the
infinite creative potential of the artist, the process of symbolization nears the potential infinite.

In Bely’s words, “It is unsurprising that the unknowable imagery of the artist for many is only
seen as the outcome of an artistic dream, and not reality. But the one who has grasped the true
nature of symbols cannot not see in appearance, and also in the visible ‘I’ the reflection of
another ‘I’, true, eternal, creative.”®®

Previous scholarship has attempted to frame Bely’s implementation of grotesque poetics

as a reappropriation of romantic-era literature — especially the work of Edgar Poe and E.T.A.

87 Bely, “Smysl iskusstva,” 160: “TIponecc NocTpoeHns MOJIENEHN TIEPEKUBAHUAM MOCPEICTBOM 00Pa30B
BUAMMOCTH €CTh ITPOIIECC CHMBOJIN3AINN.”

88 Andrei Bely, “Simvolizm,” in Sobranie sochinenii: Arabski: kniga statei; lug zelenyi; kniga statei, edited by L. A.
Sugai (Moskva: Respublika; Dmitrii Sechin, 2012) 385: “HeyauBurensHo, 9T0 HEMO3HaBaeMasi 00pa3HOCTh
XYJOKHHKA TSI MHOTUX — JIMIIb HOPOKACHHE TBOPYECKOH TPE3bl, a He JeHCTBUTENBHOCTE. HO TOT, KTO mocTur
WCTHUHHYIO MIPUPOLy CUMBOJIOB, TOT HE MOXKET HE BUAETh B BUIUMOCTH, A TAKXKE M B BHJIUMOM CBOEM «sD»
0TOOpaKEHHE APYTOTO 51, HCTHHHOTO, BEYHOT'0, TBOPUECKOTO.”
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Hoffmann. Vera Korolyova, in her article “A.A. Bely and E.T.A. Hoffmann. Hoffmann’s Style
in the Works of A. Bely,” notes that the author sought to recontextualize the aesthetic
achievements of the romantic era to make them amenable to modern Russian life: “Bely
emphasized that it was not his goal to revive romanticism, but to reinterpret it: ‘we aren’t in need
of a fairytale or a faraway land — we need the Arbat.””® In the turn away from the ‘fairytale’ to
the concretism of ‘the Arbat,” the middle-class Moscow street, Korolyova sees Bely moving
away from grotesque romanticism towards a a poetics of ‘grotesque realism’ and its comic
leanings. She elaborates, “For Bely, irony and the grotesque become the highest form of
mockery of the world and of himself.”° Although there is something darkly comic in Bely’s
poetics, one instinctually feels that the experimentation and tragicomic ambiguity of Petersburg
is far closer to grotesque modernism than grotesque realism.

Olga Matich’s “Poetics of Disgust: To Eat and Die in Andrei Belyi’s Petersburg”
analyzes the novel’s grotesque poetics through the lens of their affective impact on the reader.
While noting that the “striking grotesque and metamorphic imagry [...] reflect[ing] a sensibility
inimical to stable representation” defines the poetics of the novel, Matich nevertheless worries
that “Belyi’s use of modernist fragmentation [...] does not tell the whole story, nor does the
symbolist aspect of the novel.”! Matich’s affective approach to Petersburg’s grotesque poetics
may well, as she claims, “creat[e] a discursive space in which to negotiate the reader’s aesthetic,

sensual, and moral values,” the affective conjunction between disgust and grotesque is not

% Vera Koroleva, “Cherty gofimanovskogo stilia v tvorchestve A. Belogo, ” Novyi filologicheskii vestnik 38, no. 3
(2016): 2, https://cyberleninka.ru/article/n/a-belyy-i-e-t-a-gofman-cherty-gofmanovskogo-stilya-v-tvorchestve-a-
belogo

% Ibid., 9.

! Olga Matich, “Poetics of Disgust: To Eat and Die in Andrei Belyi’s ‘Petersburg,” Slavic Review 66, no. 2
(Summer, 2009): 284-287.
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unique to Bely’s novel or grotesque modernism — it is a more universal accompaniment. In my
analysis of Bely’s implementation of grotesque poetics, I will attempt to retain certain elements
of this affective approach while searching for an affect that better represents the profound
ideosyncracies of Bely’s novel.

Grotesque imagery crops up most often when the image is internally divided into two
incongruous pieces. What is the result, then, when a symbol gestures to such a multitude of
unfolding meanings outside of itself? Most often, the meaning of the individual symbol is far
too diffuse and complex to evoke the grotesque. If the individual symbol is often not grotesque
in itself, then where does the grotesque spring from in Pefersburg? The answer lies in the text’s
competing textual systems that create its core incongruity. The two systems at the heart of
Petersburg’s narrative can be divided into ‘the system of Order’ and ‘the system of Chaos.’
Occasionally conceptual incongruities have proxies that are virtually interchangeable. In
Petersburg, the Apollonian and Dionysian incongruity, for example, is essentially
interchangeable with the Order and Chaos incongruity. Or rather, the Apollonian and Dionysian
incongruity is more of a repackaging of ‘Order and Chaos’ than a separate category. This
correspondence is far from trivial, and Bely himself offers the most lucid description of its
importance.

The abyss yawns at our feet when we tear off the mask worn by things. [...] We are

horrified by the difference between appearances and being. In solitude, we withdraw

millions of miles away. We cannot overcome the abyss. The deceptive veil of things and
apophatic judgments about essence enervate our spirit when we encounter the depths.

[...] The placid surface of the sea is hiding more than a few monsters. Chaos starts to call

out. [...] But no matter how we try to paper over chaos, we are forever on the border

between it and life. This is the combination of essence (the spirit of Dionysus) with
appearance (with the spirit of Apollo) - our tragedy is the movement of our hand to our
eyes when a blinding light deprives them of sight, leaving only a few circular traces in
our gaze - monsters that appear to us as a real expression of essence. There should come

a time when we remove our hand from our eyes and once again come to believe in the
mask worn by things - or, in other words, return to appearances. But it is impossible to
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forget what was once seen. We can turn away. [But] turning away is horrible 7o us,

though traveling into the abyss is horrible fo those around us. These two horrors keep us

on the border between pessimism and tragedy, between cretinism and symbolism.”?
In so many words, this paragraph is a concentrated statement of many of the themes running
through this chapter of my project. Moreover, if read carefully, this passage alone provides
nearly all the theoretical backdrop one need know before diving more deeply into an analysis of
the role of grotesque in Bely’s novel. For Bely, the forces of Apollonian order lie in appearance.
One overlays one’s own perceptions and understandings on empirical phenomena to make sense
of the world. The chaotic force of Dionysus is the elemental and chaotic foundation of nature,
things as they are, unmodified by the meaning-making of human perception. Echoing the
Apollon and Dionysian impulses at the heart of Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy, Bely sees man’s
fundamental condition within the dyad of Order and Chaos. When ‘the mask is pulled off” of the
realm of appearances — that Apollonian impulse — a great Dionysian chaotic abyss is all that
remains. Bely’s explication suggests one is in a state of ignorance before one’s appearances are
unmasked and shown flawed and false. The mythology of realist discourse often, though
certainly not always, operates on this plane. However, once ‘appearances’ become unconcealed

— whether the unconcealment is the result of an artistic or aesthetic treatment of appearance or it

92 Andrei Bely, “Simvolizm kak miroponimanie,” in Sobranie sochinenii: Arabeski: Kniga statei; Lug zelenyi:
Kniga statei, ed. by L. A. Sugai (Moskva: Respublika; Dmitrii Sechin, 2012), 177-178: IIponacts pa3Bep3aercs y
HAIINX HOT, KOT/a MBI CPBIBAEM C SIBIICHHH MacKy. [...] MBI y)kacaeMmcst pa3HHUIIEH MEXy BUACHUSIMH U OBITHEM.
YenuaeHHO ynansemMcs 3a MIUDTHOHBI BepcT. He ocunuts nponacti. OOMaH4MBBIN MIOKPOB SIBICHUN M PACCYKICHUS
0 CYIIHOCTH OT IIPOTHBHOTO JINIIAIOT OOAPOCTH TyXa NpH BCTpede ¢ TIyOnHOH. [...] I maakas moBepXHOCTh MOPS
TauT HE OJJHO YyAOBHIIE. Xa0C HAYMHAET B3BIBATh. [...] Ho Kak ObI MBI HM 3aBEIIMBAIH Xa0C, MBI BEUHO OCTaeMCs
Ha TpaHAIe MEXAY HUM U KH3HBIO. DTO COBMEIIIEHNE CYITHOCTH (j1yxa JInoHNCa) ¢ BUIUMOCTHIO (C TyXOM
AnoioHa) -- Halll Tparu3M, ABM)KEHHUE PYKH K TJ1a3aM, KOT/1a OCJICIIUTENBHBIN CBET JIMIIAET 3PEHHS U B TIa3aX
KaKne-TO KpyTH -- Yy/I0BHIIA, TPHHIMAaeMbIe HAMH 3a PeaIbHOE BBIpasKeHNE CyITHOCTH. JloJhkKHa HAacTaTh 1opa,
KOTZIa MBI OTHUMEM PYKH OT TJIa3 MM BTOPUYHO YBEPYEM B HAIETYIO MacKy, T. €. BepHeMcs K BHentHocTH. Ho
3a0BITh pa3 BUJICHHOE HENb3s. MOXKHO OTBepThIBaThes. [locnennee -- yxkac 0.5 Hac, a IepBoe, T. €. Hallle
YXOK/IEHHE B TIIyOHHY, -- Y)Kac 04 okpyacaiowux. O6a yxaca CTeperyT HaC Ha TPaHAIE MEXKAY TECCUMHU3MOM U
TParu3MoM, MEXIy KPUTHIIU3MOM U CHMBOJII3MOM
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is catalyzed by a new scientific or technological achievement — there is no way to
unproblematically veil them again. Bely’s vision of the Apollon/Dionysian tragedy situates man
at a crossroads between two horrors. If one surrenders themselves to the chaotic Dionysian, the
result is a horror for others. Peredonov’s decent into the chaotic abyss of his own pathologies,
away from shared, socially constructed meaning structures that define the external world,
certainly evidences this claim. The other horror — that of a willful return to the ordered meaning
of appearances, once lost in the confrontation with chaos, is terrible and negating for the self.
The horror lies in having to act on supposedly meaningful structures that one no longer believes
in. Constrained on both sides by this pair of horrors, the individual will then balance between
conflicting, dialogic philosophical systems without ever falling into one completely.

In this way, the incongruity of Order and Chaos is the text’s most fundamental
incongruity. Order and Chaos (or the Apollon and Dionysian) are echoed in other dichotic
scales; the other incongruities saturating the text can be very often be subsumed within this
overarching framework. These include the incongruities between form and formlessness,
rationality and irrationality/mysticism, man and animal/non-man, the division of the West and
the East, sobriety and drunkenness, sanity and madness, peace and revolution, and so on.

As the latter sections of The Petty Demon, the imagery of Petersburg relies on the
conceptual principles of the modernist gaze — its ability to (re)create the object, its allowance for
subjective modifications of the observable — to manifest protagonists’ perceptions, impressions
and expressions into the ‘real’. However — unlike the voice of Sologub’s narrator, supposedly
anchoring the reader in ‘reality’ — the narrator in Petersburg is one of the most grotesquely
creative subjectivities within the book. In fact, Bely’s narrator often plays the role of an

expressionist as understood though Czech critic Antonin Matéjcek’s seminal definition: “An
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Expressionist wishes, above all, to express himself [...] He rejects immediate perception and
builds on more complex psychic structures... Impressions and mental images that pass through
[...] people's soul as through a filter which rids them of all substantial accretions to produce their
clear essence [and] are assimilated and condense into more general forms, into types, which he

transcribes through simple short-hand formulae and symbols."®?

In this way, an expressionist
writer is keen to reshape/reconfigure the images in his text so the meaning expressed by that
image aligns with what he would like to express about it. Expressionism often necessitates an
aggressive reshaping of the image, and, especially when the image is of a living individual, the
result is often profoundly grotesque. This is especially true when a concept or conceptual
incongruity is ‘expressed’ into a body, forcing physical deformities to speak in a conceptual
language.®* Again, Bely himself comments on this facet of his work, invoking the biblical notion
of forming word into flesh: “The creative word is the word manifest, the word as flesh. And, in
this sense, it is real; the living flesh of man is its symbol; the word-as-term is its skeleton.”>
However, even if the aesthetic reshaping of an image is performed less aggressively than an
expressionist might be keen to do it, the embodiment of any conceptual fracturing is more often
than not going to be grotesque. In further analysis of Petersburg, 1 will provide a number of

examples of embodied conceptualizations and incongruities that steer the novel’s imagery into

the realm of the grotesque, analyze what information this imagery communicates about the

%3 Donald E. Gordon, Expressionism: Art and Idea (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1987), 175-176.

4 Even when only a single ‘side’ of a binary distinction is embodied, there is more often than not a palpable
incongruity between the ‘natural’ form of the body and the ‘unnatural’ form of its conceptual sculpting. Because
Bely needs to maintain distinction between the two competing symbolic systems, the missing ‘side’ of the binary set
still maintains its significance to the whole, even in its absence.

95 Andrei Bely, “Magiia slov,” in Sobranie sochinenii: Simvolizm: kniga statei, edited by V. M. Piskunov (Moskva:
Respublika; Kul'turnaia revoliutsiia, 2010), 319: TBopueckoe cIIOBO €CTh BOIUIOMIEHHOE CIIOBO (CIOBO -- IUIOTH), U B
3TOM CMBICIIE OHO JICHCTBUTEIHHO; CHMBOJIOM €TO SIBIISICTCS SKUBAS IUIOTh YEJIOBEKA; CIIOBO-TEPMUH — KOCTSIK.
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novel’s core conceptual incongruities, and demonstrate that information gleaned in this manner
influences the meaning of the work as a whole.

The novel’s two main protagonists, Apollon Apollonovich Ableukhov and his son
Nikolai Apollonovich, wear their conceptual affinities, not on their sleeves, but on their faces
and in their heads.

Apollon Apollonovich Ableukhov, a highly respected dignitary in the Imperial
government, bares the traces of the novel’s unending clash of Chaos and Order, East and West,
in his name. As befits his status in the state, his name and patronymic point to his affinity to
highly rationalized systems of order (Apollo). His surname — concealed in professional
exchanges of name and patronymic with his colleagues — reveals the character’s well-hidden
affinity with the East when it is named in the novel. Ableukhov’s great-great-grandfather was a
mirza named Ab-Lai, and Ukhov, a homonym with the Russian word for ‘ear’ (ukho), was Ab-
Lai’s born-again sobriquet.

The tension between the order/chaos, east/west conceptual divisions is suffused through
Ableukhov’s name, his body, and his mind. Like the bodies of so many other characters in the
novel, his becomes the site of an internal coexistence of the incongruous forces of order and
chaos. Ableukhov, by irony of fate or by the expression of an unseen meaning-maker beyond
himself, embodies the mark of his ancestor through his green-tinted ears. When caricatured by
the nation’s leftist satirical publications, it is his “pure green, colossally augmented ears” that

identify him as he stands before “the bloody background of a burning Russia.””® Green is a

% Bely, Andrei. Peterburg: Roman v vos 'mi glavakh ¢ prologom i epilogom, in Sobranie sochinenii: Peterburg,
edited by V. M. Piskunov (Moskva: Respublika, 1994), 11.
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heavily symbolic color in the novel that points towards the discourse of chaos.”” Nevertheless,
Ableukhov fancies himself a man of order, and — as befitting a man with a love for geometric
symmetry — he loves to ride in the enclosed cube of his carriage, and is fitted with a ‘cranium’
that invites a literal translation of the Russian equivalent ‘skull box.’* But, despite his best
efforts to embrace circumscription and enclosure, he is afflicted with a mysterious condition, an
involuntary ‘mind play’, that continually draws some part of him outside of his own physical
bounds. “The mind play [...] was defined by a number of exceptionally strange characteristics:
[...] every thought stubbornly projected itself as image across space-time; and continued its
uncontrolled actions outside the senator’s head.”® Ableukhov’s mind, much like Peredonov’s,
casts itself into the outside world and blurs the distinctions between the real and the subjective.
“Apollon Apollonovich was like Zeus: gods and geniuses seeped from his head; one such genius,
[...] rising up like another image, already sprang into being. [...] And one fleeing thought was
the thought that the stranger did indeed exist.”!®® These conscious projections and their
interactions out in the empirical world place the green-eared dignitary’s representation in the
novel firmly in the modernist tradition. Moreover, these embodiments reach a grotesque

crescendo when his cold rationalizing gaze finds mythological synergy with the astral projections

7 The ‘green’ motif can be found scattered throughout the pages of the novel. Taking only a smattering from the
beginning of the novel we see green in the “dank, greenish fog” covering the swampy lands surrounding Petersburg,
to the green “bacilli-infected water of the Neva” to the green tables that surround Apollon Apollonovich just before
his consciousness expands far outside of his own head (Bely 17, 37, 39).

% Tbid., 17, 27.

% Ibid., 27-28: “MosroBas urpa [...] OTINYANACH CTPAHHBIMH, BECEMA CTPAHHBIMH, YPE3BBIMANHO CTPAHHBIMU
CBOHCTBaMH: [...] Kaykias MpasHasi MbICTIb Pa3BHBANIACH YIIOPHO B IPOCTPAHCTBEHHO-BPEMEHHOH 00pas,
TIPOJIOIIKAst CBOM -- TETIEPh yXKe OECKOHTPOJIBHBIC -- IEHCTBHS BHE CEHATOPCKOW TOJIOBBL.”

190 Tbid., 28: “AnosnoH ANOMIOHOBAY GBI B M3BECTHOM CMBICTIE KaK 3€BC: M3 €r0 FOJOBBI BBITEKATN OOTH, GOTHHH
1 TeHun. MBI yKe BUICTH: OIWH TaKOH reHuii (He3HaKOMeIl ¢ YepPHBIMH YCHKaMH), BO3HHKasI Kak o0pas,
3a0bITHIICTBOBAII [...| M onfHA Takast OexaBIasi MBICIE |...] OblIa MBICTBIO O TOM, YTO OH, HE3HAKOMETI, CYIIECTBYET
JIEHCTBUTENBHO.”
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of his thoughts: “thought-bolts flew from his head in all directions like snakes from the bald spot
on his head; a fantast would, without a doubt, have seen before him the head of Gorgon-
Medusa.”!%!

If his father’s name revealed an affinity for order, the veneer of Nikolai Apollonovich
Ableukhov’s name ostensibly suggests that the embodied elements of order and chaos within
him strike a better balance. However — in this case as in others — appearances deceive. In the
beginning of the novel, there are passages that see Nikolai reflecting his father’s embodiments of
rationality as when we learn that when he “submerged himself in serious thought, his gaze would
turn to stone.”!%? However, it is heavily suggested that these similarities are what push Nikolai to
embrace the symbolic systems of the East: “Nikolai Apollonovich cursed his mortal existence
and, considering that he was the image and flesh of his father, he cursed his father as well; [...]
Nikolai Apollonovich knew his father on an intimately sensory level, down to the smallest folds
and indistinct quivers; he was the absolute sensory equivalent of his father; he didn’t know
where he stopped and where that senator began...”!% And further, pressing the relationship of
father and son into grotesque territory, the narrator adds: “Nikolai Apollonovich perceived [the
false gestures of tenderness between them] as a shameful physiological act; in that moment he
would have perceived the discharges of their kindred affinities as the discharge of an

organism.”'% And further on, when son spies father shuffling awkwardly out in the fog:

101 Tbid., 40: “MBICIH-MOJIHHMY Pa3/IeTalNCh, KaK 3MEH, OT JIBICOM €r0 TOIOBEL; U €CIIU OBl ACHOBHISIIAI CTal B TY
MUHYTY TIpe]] JIUIIOM ITOYTEHHOTO MY>ka, 0€3 COMHEHHS Tipe]] co00i OH yBHIIEN OBl ToJI0BY [ OproHEI Meny36l.”

102 Tbid., 35: “Korma morpy»kaicst B CEpbe3HOE CO3EPLAHNE, B3I OKAMEHEBAIL.”

103 Thid., 80: “Hukonaii ANoUTOHOBMY MPOKJIMHAN CBOE GPEHHOE CYIIECTBO U, MIOCKOJIBKY OBLT 06pa3oM M Moao6uem
OH OTIIa, OH — MPOKJISLT OTIA [ ...| Hukomnail AmomutoHoBHY OTIa 4yBCTBEHHO 3HAI, 10 MEbUANIINX N3TMO0B U 10
HEBHATHBIX JIPO’KaHWUH; ObLI YyBCTBEHHO a0COJIIOTHO PaBEH OTILY; OH HE 3HAI, IIe KOHYAeTCs OH U T€ B HEM
HAYMHACTCS TOT CEHATop...”

194 Thid., 81: “MeHee Bcero Moria IOXOAUTh Ha JIFOOOBb 9Ta OJIN30CTh; ee Hukonail AMoIIOHOBUY OIIyIIaN KaKk
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“Apollon Apollonovich Ableukhov resembled death in a top hat. Nikolai Apollonovich [...]
imagined Apollon Apollonovich in the act of marital intercourse; and, with newfound intensity,
experienced a familiar nausea (thus was he conceived).”'% The discourse of conception evokes
the duality of mother and father, and Nikolai perceives those parts of him from his father — his
cold rationality and embrace of order — to be tainted, oppressive, shameful. When Nikolai agrees
to participate in a terrorist plot to kill his father, one assumes that he is partially motivated by
grotesque incongruity within his own body. Nikolai feels that his father’s movements and
characteristics are quite literally projected into his own flesh.

However, the impulse to rid himself of his father’s ordering elements begins to uncouple
Nikolai from reality itself. The sardine tin, concealing the bomb that is to kill Apollon
Apollonovich, begins to assume a corporeal life of its own in his mind: “I brought her [the bomb]
into motion: before [the bomb] was, you might say, dead... When I turned the key; even, yes: it
started to sob, I assure you, just like a drunken body shaken half-awake...”!%

After waking the bomb, the overly porous Nikolai begins to feel the chaotic potential of
its destructive force creeping into his body: “Incredibly expansive sensations got hold of me,
flowing incessantly one to the next [...] Revulsion swelled up [...] I was nauseous, nearly

bursting!.. Well, as if I... swallowed it... [...] I became the bomb: with its ticking in my

stomach.”!®” Whereas Peredonov and Apollon Apollonovich reshaped outside objects to fit their

MTO30pHEUTIIHN (HU3UOTOTHUESCKIHA aKT; B TY MUHYTY MOT OH OTHECTHCH K BBIICTICHHIO POJICTBEHHOCTH, KaK K
BEIJICICHUIO OpraHm3ma.”

105 Thid., 164: “Anosmnonosrd AGIEyX0B HATOMUHAT CMEPTh B IWIMH/Pe; Hukomal ANosutoHOBMY — GBIBAIOT XKe
IIajble MBICITH — TIPEJCTaBII cebe AIoUIoHa ATIOITIOHOBHYA B MOMEHT MCIIOHEHHMS CYTIPYKECKUX OTHOIIECHUI; 1
C HOBOH CHJIOW TIOY9yBCTBOBAJI 3HAKOMYIO TOITHOTY (Tak ObUT OH 3a4ar).”

106 Thid., 195: HaBepHOE KOTIOIIMIACH TaM YKH3Hb, KK s [IPUBEII €€ B JIeCTBHE: OblIa, TaK cebe, MEPTBOIA...
Kirounk g noBepHyII; qaxe, fa: CTajla BCXJIUIBIBATh, YBEPSIO BaC, TOUYHO MbSIHOE TENO, CIPOCOHBS, KOTa €ro
PacTOJIKAKOT...

107 Ibid.: "BoobIe TroBopsi, OYeHb-0YEHb OOMIBHEIE OIIYNICHUs OBIAAEIM MHOI |...] MEHS OTBpalIeHHE
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perception of them, Nikolai allows objects to get into him — and there, in a grotesque reversal,
they reshape him, transform him into all kinds of abstract hybridized monstrosities.

The result is another physiological nightmare which Nikolai describes to the
psychologically disheveled revolutionary who originally provided him the bomb, Aleksandr
Dudkin: “All of this transforms into a mighty sensation, as if you’re being torn in pieces, as if
you’re being dragged apart in opposite directions: your heart explodes in the center; your spine is
torn out from your back”; and Dudkin responds: .. .tortured like Dionysus.”!%8

In other words, Nikolai experiences a personal, embodied, physiological transformation
into Dionysian chaos after having rejected the orderly Apollonian impulse within him. Having
dispensed with the rational anchoring — the only thing, evidently, keeping him circumscribed in
space and time — Nikolai learns why it is problematic to embody only one side of a dualistic
symbolic dyad. In keeping with the modernist tradition, the subjective anguish of his
psychological self-mutilations are not merely abstract anxieties — they are expressed in matter, in
the flesh.

Although the horrible tortures that Nikolai describes may be relegated to the subjective —
a mere ‘play of his mind [mozgovaia igra]’ — he rejects Dudkin’s proposal that his torture was
only a consequence of being ‘beside himself” with emotion: “How very easy to say ‘beside
yourself’; an allegorical saying, not based on any sort of bodily sensation; I felt beside myself

bodily, physiologically even...”'% If Bely had depicted Nikolai’s descent into chaos as a purely

pacmupaio... Bepure im,-- Tak MeHsI pacnupaio, TomHmwio!.. [...]Hy, 6yaro 0w 5 ee... mporaoTwi... [...] To ects
CTaJ XOAAYCIO Ha ABYX HOTaX O0OMOOIO ¢ OTBPAaTHTEIFHBIM THKaHBEM B )KUBOTE"

108 Thid., 196: [Bce] mpeBparaercs B MOIIHOE YYBCTBO, KaK OY/ITO TEP3A0T Ha 9aCTH, PACTACKMBAIOT B

MIPOTUBOIOJIOKHBIE CTOPOHBI: CIIEPEIN BBIPHIBAECTCS CEPJLIE: @ U3 CIIMHBI BBIPHIBAIOT, KaK U3 IUIETHA XBOPOCTHHY,
TBOI1 COOCTBEHHBIH MO3BOHOYHUK.’ [...] "M ObUH BB, Hukonail ATomioHoBUY, Kak JIMOHUC Tep3aeMEbIi. ..
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conceptual problem, the novel’s conflict structure would be overly abstract, weak. The image
comes alive when Nikolai’s confrontation with chaos is embodied, when it tears his flesh apart.

In The Petty Demon, Peredonov was projecting his pathological consciousness out into
the material world. Petersburg attempts a reversal of the traditional dynamics of ‘psychological
projection.” In other words, most of Bely’s characters in the novel take the conceptual
incongruities of the outside world and localize them into their bodies.

Petersburg’s tendency to enliven conceptual incongruities by forcing them into bodies
serves as the most common device for the creation of grotesque imagery in the text. The
emphatic fleshiness of Bely’s expansive symbolic play suggests an aesthetic dynamic that makes
Petersburg wholly unique among the other works addressed in this chapter. But how does Bely
manage to fit these almost infinitely complex, expansive symbolic systems into the body?

The definition of the grotesque assumes that grotesque images are essentially bounded.
In other words, the grotesque relies on incongruous elements being circumscribed in a single
site. Is this at odds with the idea of the “‘unbound’ nature of Bely’s potentially endless symbolic
chains? Bely’s grotesque images — as is especially apparent in the aforementioned embodiments
of ‘order’ and ‘chaos’ — are indeed circumscribed in a specific site like the body. Their
conceptual boundlessness does not interfere with the ‘boundness’ of the image.

It is also important to take note of the fact that the constancy of overdetermined meaning
in Petersburg is also a device. The symbolic play in Bely’s novel is not the equivalent of a
certain object’s potential connectedness to a number of others in empirical reality outside the

text. In other words, the intertextual connections are a device that has very little to do with

109 Thid., 196: "Xopomuio 310 Bam TOBOPHUTH "BHE ceOs»; «BHE ceba" -- TaK BCE TOBOPAT; BBIPAKEHHUE 3TO --
aJJIErOpusl MPOCTO, HE OITUpArOIIasics Ha TeJIeCHbIe ONlyIneHus. 51 e TyBcTBOBaI ce0st BHE ce0sl COBEpPIIIEHHO
TEJIECHO, (PM3HOJIOTHYECKH, UTO JIH.”
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traditional associations that one may hold from their empirical experience. For example, green
has nothing essentially to do with ‘chaos’; the connection is made by Bely within the text.
Again, this is Bely’s artifice.

Because Bely is free to create conceptual paradox in his artificial literary construction, he
can fuse ‘unbound’ conceptual meaning into ‘bound’ grotesque sites. Remarkably, this paradox
is felt by Bely’s characters because they are forced to embody his concepts, no matter how
paradoxical. For this reason, Nikolai feels his heart and spine explode out of his body ‘as if
[he’s] being torn in pieces [...] being dragged apart in opposite directions.” A ‘bound’ grotesque
image combined with the sheer overwhelming magnitude of symbolic play in its constituent
parts leads to an image that is, at once, grotesque and sublime. But why sublime exactly?

In her article “Henry Adams and Andrei Bely: The explosive mind,” Caroline V.
Hamilton sees Petersburg’s famous ticking sardine-tin bomb as an expression of ‘the anarchist
sublime’:

The bomb is both a form of expression and the annihilation of expression. Just as the

sublime, encapsulated in the bomb, exceeds representation, the anarchist rejects

representation, both as a form of government and in the aesthetic. The specific Kantian
language of the sublime — abysses, expansion, infinity, immeasurability — is prominent in

Petersburg, not surprisingly since Bely was a student of Kant. [...] The bomb in

Petersburg participates in the logic of the sublime, partly because it is terrifying and

partly because its function is ultimately to explode limits, to expand and destroy

consciousness.!?
Hamilton’s explication of Bely’s engagement with the sublime is insightful, but its importance to
Petersburg extends beyond its locus in the image of the ticking bomb and the novel’s anarchic

preoccupations. The sublime, I argue, is far more significant for its poetic rather than its political

implications.

119 Caroline V. Hamilton, “Henry Adams and Andrei Bely: The Explosive Mind,” Anarchist Studies 18, no. 2
(2010): 76.
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To explain, I will follow Hamilton’s lead and look to Kant’s seminal definition of the
sublime. Kant speaks of human’s sublime reception of nature — but, to him, nature essentially is
a stand-in for something that, though conceptually understood to not be absolutely infinite, still
exceeds the power of human imagination: “Nature is sublime in those of its appearances whose
intuition carries with it the idea of their infinity. But the only way for this to occur is through the
inadequacy of even the greatest effort of our imagination to estimate an object’s magnitude.”
And further, on the estimation of magnitude: “It must be the aesthetic estimation of magnitude
where we feel that effort, our imagination’s effort to perform a comprehension that surpasses its
ability to encompass the progressive apprehension in a whole of intuition, and where at the same
time we perceive the inadequacy of the imagination — unbounded though it is as far as
progressing is concerned — for taking in and using, for the estimation of magnitude, a basic
measure that is suitable for this with minimal expenditure on the part of the understanding.”!!!

For the reader of Bely, intuitional sense is indispensable. Each individual symbol is
inextricably interconnected with so many others. And each symbolic system grows in complexity
by the page as new symbols join the ranks of the old, as more scenes appear that may shape the
meaning of what has come before and will come after. It is certainly true that one does develop
an intuitive sense of the meanings of each system, and one may even begin to perform the mental
computations required to conjure up a mental map of a symbol’s many relations. However, even
the most attentive reader of Bely — the one who has fastidiously mapped out the symbolic

systems for themself — will find themself unable to comprehend the totality of localized meaning

in many of the overstuffed grotesque images and embodiments in Petersburg.

" Tmmanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment, trans. Werner S. Pluhar (Indianapolis: Hacket Pub. Co., 1987), 11.
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Bely’s Symbolist compatriot Vyacheslav Ivanov defined the symbol as following: “The
symbol is only a true symbol when it is inexhaustible and boundless in its meaning, when it
speaks in its (hieroglyphic and logical) language of hinting and suggesting something indelible
and inadequate to the outer word.”!!? Imagination reaches its limit and intuits that the
interconnectedness of the symbols and their meanings, arranged in various permutations, far
exceeds one’s comprehensive capabilities. To use the Kantian terminology, the sheer magnitude
of symbolic weight becomes intuitable and the imagination recognizes its failure to capture all of
it.

To repeat, these symbolic systems are a constructed element in Bely’s novel, they are a
device. Ifit is true that virtually all phenomena are in reality interconnected in a manner
incomprehensible to the human mind, their interconnectedness is concealed by habituation to
reality. Bely’s symbolic systems estrange the notion of interconnectedness. His symbols are
situated in a textual environment that proposes particular connections. By estranging the ‘unity’
of phenomena (people, objects, concepts, etc.) by symbolically linking them to a whole
incomprehensibly overdetermined ecosystem of others, Bely conjures the sublime. And, as |
argue, he fixes the sublimity of his systems not in, but fo ‘bound’ grotesque images. The
grotesque incompatibility is bound by facets within the image — creating an incompatibility that
is largely sustained even without the symbolic value of the facets — and the symbolic meaning of
the incongruity extends far outside the image, well past the threshold of human

comprehensibility. In this way, Bely’s Petersburg contains the unique combination of aesthetic

112 Viacheslav Ivanov, “Poet i chern’,” in vol 1 of Sobranie sochinenii, eds. D. V. Ivanova and O. Dershchat
(Bruxelles: Foyer Oriental Chretien, 1971), 712: “CuMBOI TOJBEKO TOT]a ICTHHHBIA CHMBOJ, KOTJ]a OH HEUCUEPIIAeM
u OecnipesieTieH B CBOEM 3HAUCHUH, KOTa OH U3PEKaeT Ha CBOEM (MepaTHIeCKOM H JIOTHYSCKOM) SI3bIKe HaMEKA U
BHYIIICHVS HEUTO HEU3TIIAINMOE, HeaJleKBaTHOE BHEITHEMY CJIOBY. OH MHOTOJINIK, MHOTOCMBICJICH U BCET/Ia TEMCH B
mocnenHel riryoune.”
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properties needed to combine ‘boundedness’ of image and the ‘unbounded’ extension of
symbolic meanings resulting in the ‘sublime grotesque.’

The sublime grotesque in Petersburg is especially prominent when the entropic elements
of chaos take bodily form; the combination of form with formlessness — in practice but also by
definition — leads to grotesque deformities and/or self-obliteration. Although the case of the
dissociative revolutionary Alexander Dudkin can be put forth as an example — his sub-plot is
extraordinarily expressive in its manifestations of the symbolism of chaos — I give slight favor to
the yellow double-agent Lippanchenko. In the following paragraphs, I will attempt to show just
how overdetermined Bely’s ‘grotesque sublime’ images can be — a task that requires a great deal
of framing.

Lippanchenko is the novel’s ‘big bad,” the most antagonizing antagonist, an expression of
nearly pure chaos that is only held in being by his round physical form (itself, it would seem, on
the verge of bursting.) Lippanchenko is described as a “clever Ukrainian” in a red tie — “the
color red was the emblem of the chaos killing Russia,” as Apollon Apollonovich reminds us
further into the narrative — who looks like he has Mongol blood.!!® In a clever double-entendre,
Lippanchenko says of himself that he works “exporting Russian swine over the border.”!!4
Later, we see him in the guise of a certain Pavel Yakovlevich who — bending his head over his
fingers as he reads a book — appears to Nikolai as a “monster: a head with blinking eyes, with
unkempt dog’s hair, with a maliciously snapping laugh, running over the table on ten legs — his

fingers: along the pages of the book, looking like a ten-legged spider.”!!> The insect theme is a

113 Bely, Petersburg, 123.
114 Ibid., 51.

115 Ibid., 159: “Iloranas, 3aMoprapuias riia3kaMy TOJIOBa, C BOIOCAMHE, TOYHO K3 IICHHOM, TpeOHEM HaYeCaHHOM
IIEPCTH, OKPBICUBIIACH OTBPATUTEIHHBIM CMEXOM, KEITHIMHU CKIIaJIKaMU KOKHU Oeraja Ha/l CTOJIOM Ha JIECATH CBOHMX

99



common signifier of chaos and, more specifically, a category of things that might be summed up
as ‘ticking bombs.” At various points in the novel, the bomb masquerading as sardine-tin, the
constant flow of pedestrians on Nevsky (as centipede), and Lippanchenko are all instilled with
this description. Each one of these things is portrayed as an unstable force that threatens to
conceal the explosive power of chaos within them. Earlier in the chapter I discussed the
explosive moment of “‘unconcealing’ in general, and in Khlebnikov’s Crane specifically; the
theme is also contained here. Each of these forces in Petersburg will only shed their mask and
reveal their chaotic potential when it is time for them to explode, whether it be through
widespread destructive rioting, a successfully executed terrorist plot, or a literal old-fashioned
explosion.

Later in the narrative, we see Lippanchenko through Dudkin’s eyes — here as the
mysterious ‘personage’ whom Dudkin’s neurotic mind cannot identify — from several angles.
The constant flow of grotesque images is overwhelming. In Dudkin’s perception, Lippanchenko
appears in contradictions: with penetrating, but crying eyes that could be seen if “if his eyelids
were raised...”!!'¢ He has the suck(l)ing set of lips of a breastfed infant, and the head “of a
prematurely born child whose undergrown brain sprouted gigantic bony outgrowths.”!!”

Concealing his ‘softening brain’ are the protrusions of bone at his brow that appear as if taken

from a gorilla, and the biggest one — front-and-center on his forehead — calls to mind a

MIPBITABIINX MANIBIAX I10 JINCTHKAM KHI)KEUKH, BHJ] IMesl OTPOMHOT0 HACEKOMOTO: JIECATHHOTOT'0 NayKa, 1o Oymare
mrypmasirero janamu.” One could hardly ask for a better ekphrastic description of Odilon Redon’s “The Smiling
Spider.” Everything is accurate: the ten legs, the tussled dog hair, the evil smile, and even the yellow background,
though not invoked in this passage, fits thematically with Lippanchenko’s constant symbolic identification with the
color.

116 Ostensibly a reference to the most terrible of the monsters in Gogol’s Viy who has colossal eyelids that, when the
other monsters help him lift the lids up, reveal eyes that are capable of ‘penetrating’ the magic barrier the

protagonist has created to conceal himself.

17 1bid., 206: Tak BHUMATENBHBIH Pa3bop Uy OBUIIHOM TOJIOBE BBLIABAN JIMIIL OJIHO: TOJIOBA ObLIA -- TOJIOBOM
HEIOHOCKA; YeH-TO XMICHBKUI MO3T 00pOC paHee CpoKa )KUPOBBIMH M KOCTSHBIMH HAPOCTAM;
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rhinoceros. And finally: “The combination of the sickliness [of head and brain] combined with
the rhino-like intransigence created a chimera: the chimera materialized in the night: on the
section of dark-yellow wallpaper into a genuine Mongol.”!!#

Instead of pointing to the mechanics of these standout grotesque images — relying on
monstrous, contradictory hybridities: man and baby, man and rhinoceros, man and spider — I will
highlight the symbolic significance. His all-but-melting brain connects him most directly to
Dudkin himself — suffering from extreme insomnia and a smoked-through brain — but also, more
generally, to Petersburg’s discourse of chaos. The sucking set of lips, aside from making him
look like an overgrown infant, is the position needed to make the ‘u-u-u’ (in Russian: y-y-y)
sound, which is repeatedly referred to as the ‘song of 1905.” (A joke: Bely calls u-u-u ‘the song
of 1905’ due to the terrorist-sect underground’s love of evol u-u-u tion and revol u-u-u tion.)
This howling song of revolution blows through the Petersburg streets intermittently through the
novel, and, a few scenes later, Lippanchenko is seen and heard singing it once more. The
rhinoceros’s horn is a transparent reference to Apollon Apollonovich’s coat-of-arms which
depicts a knight — Ableukhov, presumably — getting impaled by the horn of a rhino (chaos
impales order). Paradoxically, the gorilla reference unites the bodies of Lippanchenko with his
orderly adversary Apollon; there is a brief scene when the narrator himself compares the image
of statesman to the skeleton of an old gorilla. The description of the wallpaper refers to a
hallucination that Dudkin experiences regularly: a giant yellow Mongolian head that surfaces

from his wallpaper — a symbol that also conjures Dudkin’s mention of the ‘Mongol blood in all

Russians,” the memory of the Battle of Kulikovo, and philosopher Vladimir Solovyov’s notions

118 1bid., 207: “CoueTanue BHYTPEHHEN XUIIOCTH C HOCOPOKBUM YIIOPCTBOM -- HEYIKEJH 3TO BOT COYETAHUE B
Arnekcannpe VIBaHOBHYE M CIIOXKHIIO XUMEPY, & XMMEpPa pociia -- IT0 HOYaM: Ha KyCKe TEMHO-KEITBIX 000
ycMexaJlach OHa HACTOSIIIIUM MOHTOJIOM.”
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‘Pan-Mongolism’ and ‘Yellow Peril” which predicts a bloody second coming of the Asiatic
invaders into Europe.!'” And, as if the image was not already overdetermined enough, Dudkin
gets a glance at the creature’s back and gathers a new set of impressions. The creature’s back is
jutting out unnaturally and: “a deep skin-fold in [his] neck, between his back and the anterior
side of his head, was pushed out in the form of a faceless smile [...] as if in the chair a monster
sat with a completely nose-less, eye-less face; the neck fold providing its open toothless
mouth.”!?® The emphasis on the protruding back recalls Lippanchenko’s round, gaseous
expansiveness and Nikolai’s description of the exploding spine as Dionysian torture — a symbol
used several times in the novel for the infinitely expansive, chaotic dematerialization of the body
into a vaporous, atomized state akin to death. It is as if that Dionysian element of pure chaos
assumes flesh to smile facelessly at Dudkin, his unwilling — or, better, unwitting — servant.

I should hope that the image of Lippanchenko as presented across only a few paragraphs
will serve as a particularly stark example of that breed of ‘sublime grotesque’ I conceptualized
earlier. I foresee the argument that if the symbolic meaning can be unpacked as I have done
here, in the space of a single paragraph, then it hardly meets the standards of
‘incomprehensibility” and ‘magnitude’ required by the sublime. However, the list that I’ve
provided only gives an impression of the overwhelming diversity of symbolic connections, but it
is hardly a complete set. Moreover, this list does not even begin to explore the significance of
the diversity of symbolic cohabitations in the single image, nor does give one an idea of the

weight or scale of even one of these connections taken individually. It does not attempt to

19 1bid., 34, 75.
120 Tbid., 208: “Bapyr 6e311KOl yIbIOKOH MOBBLIABMIIACH MEXK CITHHOMN M 3aTBLIKOM JKMPOBAs IIEHHAS CKIIA/IKA:

TOYHO B KpecCIe TaM 3aceso 4yAOBHILE; U MPEICTaBUIACH IIes JINIIOM; TOYHO B KPECIIE 3aCEII0 UyAOBUILE C
0e3HOCOH, Oe3II1a3010 Xapero; M MPEACTaBUIACH eHHast CKiIaaKa -- 6e33y00 pa3opBaHHBIM PTOM.”
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resolve the paradoxes involved in the clashing of conceptually incompatible symbolic nodes. If1
may offer a peculiar analogy: presenting the information in this way is like presenting a satellite
image of the Alps to demonstrate the sublimity of nature; the sublime arises in the contact with a
phenomenon in its context, so deconstructing its substantive parts, especially incompletely, and
revealing them from a different perspective necessarily alters the reception. When it is
encountered in the novel, the symbolic ties to the other pages and to external phenomena wash
over the reader so quickly that flashes of intuition are all that one has in their mental arsenal to
attempt to truly comprehend them. One might also argue that, despite the rapid-fire inflow of
symbols, the image can simply be understood as an embodiment of Pefersburg’s chaos
discourse, and that the individual details are not materially significant to the whole impression.
Though the interrelated symbols in the chaos system serve to help the intuition along, propelling
apprehension, the full symbolic weight of the image will still exceed immediate comprehension.
Moreover, a reductionist reading like this clearly undercuts one of the most profoundly unique
elements of the text, washing out all meaning into its simple bifurcated order/chaos dyad.
Another might say that the novel’s ‘boundedness’ does not allow for a (largely self-referential)
symbolic system to ascend into the ‘boundlessness’ of the sublime. The symbolic systems do, I
argue, exceed the bounds of the text in their referentiality to history, geographies, abstractions,
philosophical concepts, various personages etc. and, even conceptually, exceed the individual’s
ability to grasp them.

However, while I am convinced that the symbolic systems reach significantly outside the
text, even if the premise that they do not is admitted, then there is still recourse in Kant’s
terminology. Specifically, if one has truly grasped the plurality of meanings, associations,

contradictions etc. made possible by various permutations of each symbol and their relations,
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then the imagination will intuit the impossibility of a ‘bound,” ‘circumscribed’ interpretation that
will capture the whole. Otherwise, I argue, the reader is suffering from a failure of imagination
of another kind: a failure to grasp the magnitude of the potential meanings in Petersburg’s
symbolically loaded images.

The grotesque manifestation of Lippanchenko described earlier binds numerous
monstrously abnormal physical deformations, each with its own symbolic value, into a single
body. Given the sheer number of integrated symbols, the body must become impossibly
mutilated; the more thoroughly the symbolic landscape is molded within the body, in theory, the
more grotesque it becomes. The symbolic landscape of the mutilated ‘bound’ body also begins
manifesting itself outside the body in a flurry of associative linkages that defies the finality of
comprehension. The result, I repeat, is the sublime grotesque.

Petersburg’s symbolic tension between order and chaos sees an equally symbolic —
though ultimately unfinalizable — resolution with the death of Lippanchenko. Fittingly, it is also
embodied and grotesquely performative. Dudkin, in a moment of clarity after his terrifying
encounter with the monster from the previous scene, finds that he has long been under the
manipulative spell of Lippanchenko. Taking in copious amounts of tobacco smoke, spirits, and
the green bacilli-filled water from the waterways — all elements of Petersburg’s symbolic
linkages signaling ‘chaos’ — Dudkin has invited the dissociative and irrational into his body,
clouding his mind. However, in one of his final hallucinations, the Bronze Horseman himself, in
an ‘entropic’ green coat of patina, crashes into Dudkin’s life. Suddenly, the feverish
revolutionary recognizes himself as a contemporary instantiation of Eugene, the tragic soul from
Pushkin’s Bronze Horseman. Under the white-hot light of the moon, that metal copy of Peter,

the Westernizer undergoes a metallurgic metamorphosis from the patina-green (chaos) to a pure
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white (order) of melted metal — and pours himself into Dudkin’s veins. Once the prince of
chaos, Dudkin now has the negentropic might of Petersburg’s founder coursing through his
body. In his final act, crazed by pure order as he was by pure chaos, the Peter-infused Dudkin
sneaks into the house of the unsuspecting Lippanchenko and kills him. The final image of this
saga is suffused with symbolic power and grotesque weight: “In the morning, they came in: but
Lippanchenko had already disappeared; there was — a puddle of blood; there was — a corpse; and
— a figure with a laughing white face; he had a mustache; it twitched; strange: the man was
mounted on top of the dead; he squeezed a scissors in his hand; he stretched his arm out, and,
along his face — across his nose, along his lips — the scuttling speck of a cockroach.”!?! In their
final moments, the two men — chaos-incarnate Lippanchenko and the unlikely harbinger of order
Dudkin — freeze in a pose that brings to memory the image of the Bronze Horseman monument
that opened this chapter, and the image that defined Puskhin’s seminal poem.

In the opening, I discussed the steed’s great moment of indecision, teetering on its hinds
and threatening to /eap out of balance — launching Russia into an apocalyptic struggle between
chaos and order, East and West. Lippanchenko, the would-be terrorist and conspirator who tried
to plunge Russia into chaos, is now the subordinate image of the steed pacified by the ordering
hand of Peter in Dudkin’s flesh. Pale white — the color of the novel’s sterile and stately world of
order — Dudkin stretches out one arm as Peter does in The Bronze Horseman: “The idol with
outstretched arm / sat atop the bronze steed.”!?> However, even with Peter’s scalding essence in

his body, Dudkin does not totally lose his connection to Evgenii. Evgenii’s madness, driven by

121 Tbid., 283: “Koraa yrpom Bouniy, To JIMMIaHYeHKH yKe He ObLIO, a ObLa -- JIy’ka KPOBH; ObUT -- TPYII; U ObLIA
TyT QUTYpKa My >KUHHBI -- C YCMEXHYBIIUMCS OCIIBIM JIUIIOM, BHE Ce0s; y Hee ObUTH YCHKHU; OHH B3ICPHYJIICH
KBEPXY; OYE€Hb CTPAHHO: MYXUHHA Ha MEPTBEIIa CEJl BEPXOM; OH CKUMAJ B PyKe HOXKHUIIBI, PYKY 3Ty IIPOCTEp
OH; TIO €ro JHIy -- 4epe3 HOC, IO I'y0aMm - yHoi3ajo MSITHO TapakaHa.”

122 Pushkin, “Mednyi vsadnik,” 518: “Kymup ¢ npocteptoro pykoro / Cujen Ha GpOH30BOM KOHE.”
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the post-traumatic stress of his fateful encounter with Petersburg’s deluge mythos — the tragic
expression of the chaotic forces of nature — finds its analogue in Dudkin’s sub-plot with
Lippanchenko. In this final scene, it becomes apparent that the spirit of The Bronze Horseman’s
frightened protagonist still dwells within Dudkin. Though Dudkin squeezes a pair of scissors,
the murder weapon in his hand, in Pushkin’s poem we witness his double squeezing an object of
another kind during the flood: “Mounted on the marble beast, / Without a hat, his hands /
squeezing a cross, / sat the motionless, fearfully pale / Evgenii.”!??

The plurality of symbolic value, at once indeterminately paradoxical and overdetermined,
resists a final interpretation of this scene. One can identify the different references, but how does
one do the arithmetic to find out what it all means? Dudkin’s triumphant mounting of the
slaughtered Lippanchenko is simultaneously an image in itself — but not only. It represents an
image of Peter the Great’s outstretched arm reigning triumphant once again over a manifestation
of chaos, while also representing the image of Evgenii cowering on the marble lion in the flood
with the clutched cross in his hand. It is almost as if Bely applies a modernist spectroscopic lens
that allows him to split the single visible image — Dudkin and Lippanchenko — into a spectrum of
the symbolic ordered and chaotic potentialities that every being, with varying degrees of
expression, embodies.

This final image of Dudkin and Lippanchenko is the ideal embodied grotesque paradox to
end the discussion on Bely’s great modernist novel. As I have argued, Petersburg depicts a

world where the constant incongruities of chaos and order play out in the bodies of each

individual. The bodily distortions that accompany this struggle are far more than a series of

1231bid., 517: “Crosr nBa nbBa cTOpOKeBbIe, / Ha 3Bepe MpaMopHOM BepxoM, / be3 nuismbl, pyKu cxaB KpecToM, /
Cupnen HeIBWKHEBIH, CTparrHo OyenHbi / EBrenanii.”
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hallucinations serving as projections of metaphoric and/or symbolic value. Although many of
these images are generated by the perceptive faculties of various characters and the narrator
himself, there is nothing beyond this subjectivity to ground the text in something more ‘real.’
Unlike in The Petty Demon there can be no recourse to a narrator providing a realist vision in
Petersburg. 1t is not as if the realm of empirical phenomena is just as real as the individualized
subjective expressions of these phenomena; it is no longer clear that there is any distinction
between the two. Recalling Apollon Apollonovich’s reactions to the intrusive ‘mind play’ that
removes him from the boxy geometric order of his cranium, his irritation presumably stems from
the destruction the pernicious mythology of realist ‘truth.” And his hesitancy to engage with this
new proliferation of individual ‘truths’ is not just an expression of Apollon’s crotchety brand of
conservatism. The non-monistic world, transformed by the expressionistic impulses of the mind,
destroys the calming illusion of a shared truth — making reality into a domain of the unfamiliar,
the strange, the frightening, and the grotesque.

Edmond Burke, in his 4 Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the
Sublime and Beautiful, writes: “Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain, and
danger, that is to say, whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or
operates in a manner analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime; that is, it is productive of the
strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feeling.”!?* Repeatedly in Petersburg, the reader
bears witness to the exploding expansions of the chaotic body, ripped into pieces and spread
across the cosmos. This terrible fate, the bound body often reacting violently to its unbinding, is

intimately connected to the sublime grotesque’s penchant for self-obliteration. As Burke

124 Edmond Burke, 4 Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, in Works of
The Right Honourable Edmund Burke in Twelve Volumes (London: Nimmo, 1887). 1: 111 Project Gutenburg
Ebook.
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continues, “Without all doubt, the torments which we may be made to suffer are much greater in
their effect on the body and mind, than any pleasures which the most learned voluptuary could
suggest, or than the liveliest imagination, and the most sound and exquisitely sensible body,
could enjoy.”'?> And indeed, the striking depictions of mutilations of the body in Bely’s
explorations of chaos-made-flesh, combined with the ungraspable complexities of meaning
inherent in his implementation of the symbolist method, create the exceedingly rare conditions
for the sublime grotesque to arise.

The Petty Demon took a careful step away from realism into the realm of modernist
subjective mode and unveiled the danger latent in the self-seeking vulgarity and subconscious of
the crude provincial dweller like Peredonov. Bely leaped into the modernist mode, showing that
the ticking timebombs of violence and chaos are not just in the ‘unrefined’ expanses beyond
capitol city life, but inside the city itself — out below the smoke-stacks and haze of the workers’
factories, hidden behind raised collars, in our homes, and in ourselves. He identified the split,
polar horrors of ‘order’ and ‘chaos,’ placing the individual in the tragic struggle between the
Apollon realm of meaningful, but ultimately deceiving appearances, and the Dionysian descent
into pure chaos. Bely sought ways to aesthetically resolve this tragedy by experimenting with
the word in flesh: ““The word of consciousness should have flesh. Flesh should have the gift of
speech. The world should become flesh. Word become flesh is a symbol of creativity and is the
natural order of things. [...] Extant forms of art lead to the tragedy of the artist: the victory over

the tragedy is the transubstantiation of art into the religion of life.”!?¢ The result of this ‘religion

125 Tbid.

126 Bely, Simvolizm, 388-389: “CioBo co3HaHMs IOJDKHO UMETH TWIOTh. [110Th 10/mkHa nMeTh nap peun. CiioBo
JIOJDKHO cTaTh M0Thio0. CII0BO, CTaBIIee TIOTHIO, — M CHMBOJI TBOPYECTBA, ¥ MOIMHHAS IPUpo/Ia Bemmeil. [...]
Cymectytomye GpopMbl HCKycCTBa BEAyT K TpareJuH Xy J0XKHUKA: 1To0ea Ha/l TpareIuel ecTh PpecyIIecTBICHNE
HCKYCCTBa B PEJIMTHIO )KU3HU.”
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of life’ is a fleshy, yet transcendent aesthetic, ever seeking to save man from the terrors of the

polarities of order and chaos.

Evgenii Zamyatin’s At World’s End

In the first of a series of lectures on the technical elements of writing at Lebedyan
University in September of 1918, Evgenii Zamyatin attempted to summarize the innovations and
aesthetic achievements of prerevolutionary Russian literature. His argument places The Petty
Demon and Petersburg into a new category of literature, ‘novorealism,’ taking the aesthetic
insights from symbolism and applying them to the corporeal realm. His assessment of the
literature, and the affinity between his ‘novorealism’ and ‘grotesque modernism,’ is valuable in
itself.

Zamyatin’s ‘novorealism’ was subsumed into a more general movement of ‘neorealism’
in Vsevolod Keldysh’s book Russian Realism of the Early 20" Century (Pycckuil peanusm
nauana XX 6., 1975). Keldysh explains the factors leading to the genesis of ‘neorealism’ as
follows: “[Neorealism was a result of] the necessity to make sense of the principally new
condition of the world” and “the heightened sense at that time of the exhaustion of previous
artistic forms and the search for a new language of expression.”!?” Furthermore, he argues, a
number of historical factors came into play. According to Keldysh, Neorealism “is doubtlessly
the result of negative socio-historical conditions, birthed by the political reactions of 1908-1910,
and arriving on the heels of the First Russian Revolution” and was also the product of “quickly

changing perceptions of the relationship between the individual and the conditions he lives

127 Keldysh, V. A, “Realizm i ‘neorealizm’,” in Russkaia literatura rubezha vekov (1890-e — nachalo 1920-x godov),
edited by V. A. Keldysh, Moskva: IMLI RAN, 2001), 1:259.
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in.”12% Although Zamyatin’s lecture goes into little detail about how the political and cultural
situation influenced his writings, Keldysh’s comments are consistent with the conditions I
described as giving rise to grotesque modernism. In the course of my analysis of perhaps
Zamyatin’s most scandalous novella, I will attempt to use his comments on ‘novorealism’ —
informed by Keldysh’s framing of ‘neorealism’ — to bolster certain claims about ‘grotesque
modernism’ in general, and to illuminate the devices that inform Zamyatin’s distinctive
expression of it.

At World’s End is set on the periphery of Russia, far from city life, within a military post
in the Far East. As the title suggests, the peripherality of the novella is central to its message.
Motivating the move away from the satanic charms of the Petersburg cityscape, Zamyatin writes:
“Big-city life is analogous to life in a factory: it depersonalizes, makes people somehow
identical, factory-pressed, mechanical. And in the attempt to offer the liveliest images, many of
the Novorealists turned from the big city to the backwoods, to the provinces [...] Here the
Novorealists find not only ‘the everyday’ [by?], but ‘the everyday’ concentrated, withstanding the
centuries, unyielding, tilted at 90 degrees.”'?° Though Petersburg did have an exceptionally
diverse cast, Zamyatin’s comment finds resonance in the novel’s depictions of the ‘human
centipede’ of commoners on Nevsky Prospect: “There is no end to the human centipede; though
all of its links are interchangeable, it is always that same whole; its head bent behind the train
station, its tail thrust down Morskaya, and all along Nevsky shuffle those anthropoid legs.

Scolopendra in the flesh!” (Bely 194).13° Zamyatin’s analysis might be taken to mean that life

128 Tbid.
129 Zamiatin, Evgenii. Na kulichkakh. In Povesti i rasskazy. Edited by Aleksei Dmitrenko and Elena Petrovna

(Sankt-Peterburg: Vita-Nova, 2018), 27-28: “TyT HOBOpeanucTbl HaXOIAT HE TOJIBKO OBIT -- HO OBIT
CKOHIICHTPUPOBAHHBIH, YCTOSBIIMICS BeKaMH, KpermJaimmid, 90-rpagycHbIid.”
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on the periphery is livelier, less faceless than that of the interchangeable linkages of bodies in
Petersburg. His novella encourages a more nuanced view.

Before I analyze several central characters in A¢ World’s End, a few details about the
atmosphere that reigns in the Far East military post will help set the stage. The land itself speaks
of death: “The earth — frozen, dull, naked — lay like an undisposed corpse.”!3! And later, when it
warms slightly, it still exudes hostility to life: “Great Lent, damp, warm. The mud smacks
underfoot — smacks as though it will swallow a man.”!3? And it is as if this constant presence of
death is somehow infectious: “Ridges, tangled with forest, blackened to the right, and below
them was a foggy valley. And seven stilted wooden crosses wavered in the fog and stood beside
the road like beggars. [...] ‘Seven young officers each decided to... And not long ago, only
about eight or nine years ago... All in one year, as if from a virus’.”!3?

The rank-and-file soldiers that populate the outpost are often portrayed as disheveled,
drunk and uncivilized. Zamyatin’s inspiration for their stylization comes from a ‘club’ — the
Lancepoupe Club — that developed in Vladivostok in the late nineteenth century to create a sense
of community among those stationed there. The real men of the Lancepoupe Club participated in

a number of extreme drinking games: including ‘cuckoo’ —a man would ‘cuckoo’ and two others

would try to shoot at the noise — and another called ‘little star’ — men sitting all around a

130 Bely, Peterburg, 194: “Her Takoro mpejenay JIFOACKOM MHOTOHOXKHM; M HHYTO €€ HE CMEHSET; €€ 3BEHbS
MEHSIOTCS, @ OHAa -- Ta K€ BCS; TAE-TO TaM, 3a BOK3aJIOM, 3aBEPHYJIaCh €€ r0JI0Ba; XBOCT IPOCYHYT B MOpCKyIO; a
o HeBckoMy mapkaroT dwieHHCTOHOTHE 3BeHbsl. CoBceM ckosoreHapal”

131" Zamiatin, Na kulichkakh, 135: “3emns — Mepanas, Tyckasi, Tofast — Jiexana HeyOpaHHBIM TTOKOWHUKOM.”

132 Ibid., 160: “UaBkaeT o HOTaMH IPA3b, -- TAK 9aBKAET, YTO BOT-BOT YENOBEKA IIPOTTIOTHT.”

133 Tbid., 166: “BnpaBo 4epHEIOT BUXPACTHIE OT JIECA YBAIIBI, IOl HAMU TyMaHHas JoJnHa. U B TyMaHe mieBensTes,

cTajiny camoit JAO0POT'H, KaK HUIIHEC, CEMb XPOMBIX NCPCBSIHHBIX KPECTOB. [ . ] Cemb 0(1)I/III€pOB MOJIOACHBKHUX. U me
O4YCHb, 4T00 JaBHO, JICT, 4YTO JIM, BOCEMb WJIHU ACBATH... Bce --B OJHWH Ioa, Kak OT 33pa3I>I.”
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cauldron of alcohol would drink till they passed out, becoming one of the cauldron-star’s rays.
In Zamyatin’s novella, a few of the club’s most notorious legends were repurposed.!3*

These spare details are representative of the tragi-comic elements of At World’s End, the
soldiers’ reaction to the misery of the atmosphere is to do what they must to put it out of mind.
The rational, serious mind which entrenches itself in ‘the real’ is at risk, while the irrational,
drunken mind is, at least temporarily, free. Despite Zamyatin’s comments about the
depersonalization of the city, the remote outpost of his novella also depicts a dehumanization of
a different kind. The cost of their mental detachment is significant; the decay of their humanity
makes them look like comic buffoons at one moment, like soulless wanderers at another, and like
senseless killers at the next.

The reader encounters Zamyatin’s Far East fringe along with Andrei Ivanych Polovets, a
failed candidate of the musical conservatorium who prioritized piano practice less than the
practice of another kind with his bright-haired, beautiful instructress. Looking for a fresh start,
Andrei Ivanych travels to the edge of the world to revitalize himself, gain life experience, and
collect material for a book.!*> Andrei’s giant forehead, an embodiment of his sometimes
misguided, ‘high-minded’ pursuit of divine Beauty in art and women, is the only distinct feature

endowed to him in creation by a God too lazy to finish the rest of the job. His forehead is a sign

134 For example, At World’s End fixates a slightly modified version of a story about the Club, taken from a certain
A.P. Budberg’s memoirs, which describes an unexpected visit from their military ally, the French. The encampment
was in shambles and they didn’t know what to do with “the soldiers who, from their constant work in the forest and
in the brick factory, lost all signs of their militaristic image” (see footnotes for pages 157-163 listed on 445-447 in
Zamiatin, Evgenii. Na kulichkakh (Sankt-Petersburg: Vita Nova, 2018). Delaying the French admiral, they managed
to tidy up and the visit seemed to be going over well — that is, until a Russian soldier whose face was smeared with
clay and whose clothes were in tatters happened to cross paths with the admiral and his Russian guide. Thinking on
his feet, the guide explained that the man was actually the member of a local tribe of natives called the ‘Lansepups’.
The admiral bought the story, and the situation was saved. Zamyatin mirrors this story, altering a few minor details.
The symbolic value of the French is captured in their graceful, white — think Bely’s orderly white — ship that
resembles the grace of a swan.

135 If this brings to mind the young Isaac Babel heading out to be ‘among people’ at the behest of Maxim Gorky,
then it situates expectations for what will be found among people with accuracy.
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of an exaggerated high-mindedness that places him on the polar end of the ‘high and low’ scale
in favor of rationality, beauty, sobriety, humanity etc. Although as the plot develops, his ‘high-
oriented’ polarity will serve him poorly in the irrational environment he has landed in, it would
be a mistake to assume that it would serve him well in a more rationally-minded society. After
all, his failure in his life before the Far East was predicated on his constant chasing of the
nearest, most immediate ‘high.” As the plot unravels, it is important to keep in mind the effects
this polarization has on his fate among the officers of the outpost. On arrival, Andrei and his
“god’s yawn” forehead find the military post filled with an anthropomorphizing population and
an oppressive fog: “[The fog caused] a thick, fuzzy murkiness — like a drowsy hangover — in his
head; and in come crawling some kind of senseless inhuman creatures, too frightening to fall
asleep, impossible: the creatures are nearby.”!3¢ To counter the effects of the interpenetrating,
mind-numbing, choking fog, Andrei Ivanych sets out to find “at least one human voice” among
the post’s population.'3’

And that ‘one human voice’ proves unusually difficult to find. It isn’t heard in the
incoherent babbling of his fish-eyed assistant, Neprotoshnov: “Oh C-Christ... In his village
[Neprotoshnov] was, probably, first among the accordionists, and now — fish eyes.”!3® Nor can it
be found in the general’s assistant with “not a face, but a polished bronze samovar,” round and
glimmering, that does not speak per se, but instead starts boiling and rattles out words in a

bubbling agitation. Nor with General Azancheev himself, whose “bare, bulging-eyed frog head”

136 Zamiatin, Na kulichkakh, 94: “T'yCTOM, TOXMaTBIH, KaK XMENTbHAS IPEMA -- MyTh B TOJIOBE -- IPUTIUTCS KAKAA-TO
Hecypa3Hast HeJIFOIb -- U 3aCHYTh CTPAIIHO: 3aKPYXXHUT HETIOb. XOTb KaKOT0-HHUOY b YEIOBEYHETO IoJIoca
3aX0TeN0Ch.”

7 1bid., 94.

138 Thid.: “O, u-qopT... Beap BOT: OBLI, HABEPHO, B JEPEBHE -- TIEPBBIil TAPMOHHCT, a TEIeph -- PHIOBH Ti1a3a.”
2 & 2 2

113



compliments his “pregnant paunch” that, if one could see beneath his cooking apron, would be
covered in “speckled, white-green spots.”!3* Nor with the incoherently babbling wife of the
general who, after losing her first child shortly after birth, “lost herself in thought — and lost she
stayed.”!® Nor with local den-mother Nechyosa, plump wife of a certain captain Nechyosa,
whose nine-child brood looks suspiciously like a miniaturized cast of the novella’s main men.
And on and on.

Understanding these characters in Zamyatin’s novella requires that one have an idea of
the most bread-and-butter technique in Zamyatin’s technical arsenal — i.e., his method of
metaphorical depiction. Andrei’s early encounters with the outpost’s dwellers highlight this
trick, a trick which Zamyatin sees as central to both his work and the prerevolutionary
‘Novorealist’ output: “An author, using a comparison, does not say ‘like,” ‘as if,” or ‘as though’
[...] For a Novorealist [the comparison] is already not ‘seems like,” for him it is not ‘as if,” but
in reality.”'*! This statement might be suspiciously underwhelming if it is taken to mean ‘the
Novorealist privileges metaphor over simile.” Although metaphors, by definition, part with
‘like’ and ‘as’ in favor of more direct comparison, they nevertheless denote comparison.
Zamyatin’s formulation puts an equal-sign between two disparate phenomena — this is actually
that, recall: “not a face, but a polished bronze samovar.” Or, when used most potently, this
device may refrain from drawing attention to the original referent at all. The following image of
a crowd seen through a smoke-filled interior serves as an example: “And all went silent. In the

fog, swaying and flickering, were human lumps: red faces, noses, glassed-over eyes.”!*? By

139 Ibid., 95.
149 Tbid., 100: 3amymanack OHa TOT/IA -- JIa TaK BOT 33JlyMaHHOM M OCTaNach.”

141 Tbid., 25: “HoBopeanucTy 310 yXke HE KOKETCS, IS HETO 3TO He "Kak Oyaro", a peabHOCTh.
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dispensing with ‘like’ or ‘as’, and by avoiding a weaker alternative that calls attention to the
absence (their bodies) allows the image to land with a punch. The ‘reality’ of the image — in this
case, of the human lumps’ connection to bodies — behind the subjective modernist glaze is
readily inferable from the context. The reader is meant to see directly, even if he only half-
believes his eyes. This technique is a break from the traditional modernist formula, in a way,
because it shuns the empirical ‘thing’ and focuses on the ‘other,” the ‘beyond,” exclusively.
Although Baudelaire warns about only capturing the ‘beyond’ element without its empirical
anchor for fear that the artist will “tumble into the abyss of an abstract and indeterminate
beauty,” the nature of Zamyatin’s physical and earthy ‘novorealist’ mode frees him from this
concern. In fact, he compares the method to ‘peering at the skin through a microscope’ in that
the skin looks alien, and yet it is perhaps more real than our perception of it with our imperfect
human eyes.

Though it may only be a terminological squabble, I’d like to address Zamyatin’s self-
diagnosed impressionism, and why I refrain from referring to him as an impressionist. In his
description of the embodiment device described above, Zamyatin claims that the author captures
the ‘impression’ given off by a character or any other empirical phenomenon in his own work.
He then “infects the reader with a belief in that impression.” And then proclaims: “The image
becomes bolder, more brazen, more prominent. This manner of writing is called
‘impressionism’.”'*3 To my mind, Zamyatin is committing a terminological error. He writes

about ‘impression’ as if the characters exist independent of their author-creator, who then

142 Tbid., 120: “3amomuan. U Bce npumonkin. Kadanuce, MUTaIU B TyMaHe 4eOBEYBH KYCOUKHU: KPACHBIE JIMIIA,
HOCBI, OCTEKJIEBIIINE I1a3a.”

143 Tbid., 25: “1 BOT 3TOM BEpPOIi BO BIEYATIEHHE -- ABTOP 3apaxkaeT unrtatens. O6pa3 CTaHOBUTCS CMeENeH, ep3ue,
BBIITyKJIEH. DTa MaHepa MUCAaHMs Ha3bIBACTCsl MMIIPECCHOHN3MOM, OT ()paHITy3CKOTo impression, BriedaTieHue.”

115



observes them and records his impressions. Zamyatin provides an example of his
‘impressionism,’ taken from another of his works, about a lawyer whose deep inner-
contradictions reveal themselves as he walks. He walks with a limp, and so Zamyatin writes in
his characteristic style that ‘his whole body winks’ with every step. The wink-walking is a
constant reminder of the character’s inner discord. Instead, I would contend that Zamyatin is
describing ‘expressionism.” The limping is a device employed by the author to express a quality
about his creation. He embodies the lawyer with an outer-dualism so that the body itself
becomes the medium to an understanding of his inner life.

In At World’s End and elsewhere, the literal embodiment of metaphor is a straight path to
estrangement not only because it significantly alters the image of the body, but also because it
requires a reader to reconceive the mechanics of a character’s physiology. As the samovar-faced
general’s assistant demonstrates, recognizable human processes become subsumed by the
features of the applied metaphor. Consider, for example, the scene when he first meets Andrei
Polovets: “The general’s assistant had not a face, but a polished bronze samovar: round as can
be, as shiny as can be. He was a stalled-out samovar, but then suddenly he started to bubble up,
to boil: ‘Polove-ets? Oh-h bo-oy!’”!#* In this case, the mechanics of the assistant’s speech are
supplanted by the process of boiling which has untrivial effects on the way the reader perceives
the assistant’s communicative behavior. Instead of the responsive start-and-stopping possible
with typical human speech, the imbedded boiling metaphor implies a kind of laggardly
momentum-building that must precede each speech act. Then, when the assistant-samovar

finally gets itself boiling, then the words begin to spew out of him in an uncontainable

144 1bid., 95: “V neHIMKa reHEPAITBCKOTO -- HE JINIIO, & HAYMIIEHHBIA CAMOBAp MEHBIN: JI0 TOTO KPYTJIOE, 110 TOTO
nocHutcst. 1 6611 cebe camoBap 3arioXIni, a TyT BAPYT Hadall Iy3bIpUThCs, 3akunarhk: [lomoe-en? Ax-u-
6aTromku.”
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cantankerous eruption. The implications of these embodied metaphors necessarily extend
beyond their own bounds; the lagged delay in the assistant-samovar’s reaction suggest a mental
inadequacy which is confirmed by the gushing of raucous phonemes. Implanted in the body, the
samovar comparison begins to spread to other physiological systems.

The same is true of metaphorical metonymies; the ‘fish-eyed’ conjuration of
Neprotoshnov implies a certain ‘fish-brainedness’ as well. The general Azancheev’s frog-like
features also imbue him with an implied irrationality and perhaps even a layer of slime that
foreshadows his sleazy character. In short, these embodied metaphors, due to the
interconnectedness of human physiology, infect the body and estrange its processes (and, of
course, the subject as a whole). Moreover, they create internal incongruities between standard
notions of the image and/or innerworkings of ‘man’, and the properties of the implanted
metaphor.

Therefore, the estrangement and incongruity caused by the embodied metaphor, more
often than not, result in the grotesque. The results of Zamyatin’s device tend to polarize his
characters to one end of the ‘high and low’ scale. As I discussed, Andrei’s ‘high-brow’ tastes
tend to pull him blindly to the moment to moment phenomena that titillate his brain. However,
as will become clear, it renders him totally incapable of dealing with the irrationality that
surrounds him among the anthropomorphized creatures in the outpost. Azancheev, who will
emerge as the novella’s primary antagonist, polarizes to the ‘low’ of animalization and chaotic
organization. As the top dog of the outpost, he emanates that atmosphere of disorderliness that
dominates among his officer-compatriots and soldier-lackeys. Pulling everything — including, as
demonstrated above, the environment itself — into a polarized chaotic sphere of being, the outpost

has no chance of ever achieving that sought-after harmonious hybridization of order and chaos.
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Andrei is relatively unique in his longing for a human voice; the others seem to be
managing amongst themselves just fine. However, there is one other notable member of the
troupe that fares poorly amongst these creatures. Though his yearning is less for interpersonal
contact and for more escapism in the annals of human Rationality, a notable exception to the
troupe of animalized servicemen is the Kant-loving, Schopenhauer-reading Tikhmen’. Looking
for a way to steel himself against the surrounding ‘senseless inhuman creatures,” Tikhmen’
retreats to philosophy, and treats the division of noumena and phenomena as a kind of conceptual
shield: “there were ‘things-in-themselves’ which Tihmen’ never cared to associate with, and
there the ‘reflections of things” in Tikhmen” which were submissive and under his control”!4
However, this protective philosophical spell becomes disenchanted when, in jest, the others
convince him that lady Nechyosa’s newest sproutling grew from a seed that he drunkenly
planted. And the truth of the claim is not out of the realm of possibilities. If Tikhmen’ has a
sober, celibate, Kantian Jekyll, then his Hyde is a dog-like drunk with an unhealthy appreciation
for the captain’s wife. The sober Tikhmen’ spends the majority of his time trying to figure out if
he really is the father, and drunk dog-like Tikhmen’ decides to ask Captain Nechyosa himself.
The understandably angry Captain can nevertheless provide no answer and Tikhmen’, in his deep
drunken melancholy, ends his own life.

At last, Andrei finds his feminine ideal in the figure of Marusia, the wife of the sharp-
featured, self-disciplined Captain Schmidt. Marusia and Schmidt are something of an anomaly
for the outpost; they’ve been married three years and still love one another. “Let God punish for

her pride,” as den-mother Nechyosa says.!#® Their spousal idyll is interrupted when Schmidt, the

195 Ibid., 151: “PanbIue GBUIO BCE TAaK ACHO: OBLIH "Bely K cebe", 10 KOTOPEIX THXMEHIO HUKAKOTO He OBLIO J€Na, 1
661t "oTpakeHns Beniell" B Tuxmene, TUXMEHIO TOKOPHBIE M TIOABJIACTHEIE.”
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local treasurer, scolds General Azancheev about mismanagement of funds and the poor state of
the outpost’s infrastructure. Azancheev does not take kindly to the insubordination, and insults
Marusia: “Just wait, little one, she’ll soon be passed around like the rest of them.”!*’ Schmidt
slaps the general and, while he is put in a holding cell, Azancheev sends Marusia a letter
threatening Schmidt’s life if she does not come by and somehow convince him to show mercy.
Marusia sacrifices her marital faithfulness at the altar of the frog-general, and Andrei falls deeper
in love ostensibly with the idealization of the classic Russian female martyr. On the other hand,
the now even sharper-featured Schmidt cannot bear the thought, and his expressions of ‘love’
with his wife become infused with a passionate, self-obliterating sadism. Andrei’s desire to play
the chivalric knight leads him into a confrontation with Schmidt that ends in a missed shot from
Schmidt’s revolver. To maintain his honor, Schmidt issues a duel so Andrei can square them up
by also firing a shot. Andrei refuses. Now, with tarnished honor, convinced that his wife will
never believe in his love again, the ever-tightening spring in Schmidt’s head finally gives way;
Schmidt shoots himself in the head. Azancheev, who had left to the city to avoid Schmidt’s
revenge, now returns to the outpost, “and [gives] such a remembrance speech that he himself
even shed a tear.”'*® Marusia breaks all contact with Andrei for refusing the duel. Captain
Nechyosa, seeing Andrei’s sorrow at the memorial, advises that he have something to drink,
“and Andrei Ivanych drank, obediently drank. Inebriation, that old friend, is affectionate one:
when you’ve got nowhere to lay your head, inebriation will take it, stroke it, and cheer it with a

lie...”'* And the antidote works. In the final scene, Andrei starts to dance with an ecstatic

146 Ibid., 104: “Bor-To ee 3a TOpAOCTh HAKAXKET...”
147 bid., 116: “IToromu-Ka, MUJIEHOK, Oy/IET OHA TIO pyKaM XOJIMTh, KaK U TIPOYHeE HanIu.”

148 Tbid., 186: “U Takyro moMuHanbHy0 [IIMATY peds IBUHYI, 4TO caM Jaxe CIe3y MyCTHIL.”
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cheer as Nechyosa looks on: “That’s how it’s done! Oh, he’s one of ours, that Andrei Ivanych!
[...] What did I tell you, brother - drink, I said. One of ours!”!°

Even in this cursory synopsis, the pattern of the destruction of strong-willed and
intellectual men reveals a very basic truth about Zamyatin’s text: the qualities of rationality and
humanity that are often construed as man’s defining features are not only useless here, but
profoundly harmful. A¢ World’s End ostensibly depicts a domain where holding on to
Enlightenment ideals is functionally a death wish. Andrei loses the ability to contain his grief
without alcohol, Schmidt is destroyed for his stand against Azancheev’s disorderly rule, and
Tikhmen’ ends his life when he gives up on finding truth.

In fact, poor Tikhmen’ is a great point of departure for a thematic discussion of A¢
World’s End because he serves as a locus for its most central conceptual incongruities. His
embodied splitting is the result of several interrelated conceptual fractures that are central for the
text as a whole: sober, cynical, rational, human vs drunk, idealistic, irrational, animal (dog).
Moreover, his case highlights a discursive strategy, fundamentally Gogolian, that mixes
discourses of the tragic and comic to trivialize the suffering of a character at their lowest
moments. For Tikhmen’ and the rest of the outpost, alcohol serves as a symbolic switch which
not only gets them drunk, but also transfers them from one set of concepts to the other (i.e., turns
Tikhmen’ from sober, cynical human in a tragedy to drunk, idealistic dog in a comedy). The
failure of his sober rationalization is the reason he drinks himself to his ‘dog mode’ for the last

time: “Tikhmen’ was still entirely sober and therefore looked at everything with skepticism: ‘All

199 1bid.: “U nun Auapeit Msanbrd, mocsymHo mu. XMenb-0aTioNKa -- JIACKOBBIN: HEKYIa TOJIOBY MPEKIOHHTE, TaK
XMeJb ee IPUMET, IPUT0IyOUT, 0OMaHOM B3BECENHT...”

150 Tbid.: “Bor 310 Tak-Tak! Aii na Ham, aii qa Anapeit ViBanbra! -- 3akpuaan Hedeca on06pUTENEHO, -- s TOBOPHIL,
Opar, rieii, s1 roBopui. Aif qa Ham!”

120



of this is, of course, a lie. But it shines, yes. And since the only truth is in death, and since I still
am living, then I need to live in falsehood, superficially. [...] I need to be empty-headed... But
practically? Ah, today I cannot seem to think straight...””!>! This scene reflects Tikhmen’ before
the Russian-French ball; here he plans to confront Captain Nechyosa about the true father of his
wife’s latest child. And he drinks. With the alcohol in his body he becomes brave enough to
confront the captain, but, in this devil’s deal, loses the ability to discern whether or not he
actually should: “Capta-ain, you tell me h-honestly [...] who is Petyashka’s father? My heart,
understand? My hea-art aches! — I’'m dying: is Petyashka mine or, um, not mine... / You’re the
last hope I have, hm! hm!”!>2 Nechyosa stares at his tear-streaked nose, and, when he finally
processes the information: “Nechyosa, overtaken by some higher power, snugly grabbed
Tikhmen’ by the nose with two fingers and started to lead him back and forth. And Tikhmen’s
surprise was so great that he stopped his sniffling and obediently, with a little curiosity even,

153 In the next scene, Tikhmen’ pulls himself out of a

followed the lead of the captain’s hand.

window and falls to his death.
Although Tikhmen’ contains both the elements of order and chaos, one may wonder why

he is unable to achieve a successful internal hybridization. The answer, again, lies in the notion

of polarities. As the above-mentioned passages exemplify, Tikhmen’ never attempts to find a

balance between his orderly and chaotic side, but rather uses alcohol to switch from one polarity

151 Tbid., 166: "Bce 3T0, KOHEYHO, JI0Kb. Ho 5T0 6mecTrT, qa. A Tak Kak eIMHCTBEHHAS NCTHHA -- CMEPTb, U TAK KaK
sI €IIIe )KHUBY, TO U HAJIO KUTH JIOKBIO, IOBEPXHOCTHO. 3HAYUT, TIpaBbl MOJOYKH, U HaJIO0 OBITH ITyCTOTOJIOBEIM... Ho
IpakTHdeckn? AX, s CeroJHs 4TO-To ImyTaro..."

152 1bid., 169: “KanuT-TaH, CKaXu ThI MHE TIO C-COBECTH, Hy, paau [ocnona camoro: ueit [lersmka cen? C TOCKH --
TTOHUMAETITh, C TO-CKH! -- ToMupato; Mol Iletsmka uimm, BOT, He MOH... [...] Tlocmeanss T y MeHs Hagexaa, Xm!
xm!”

153 Tbid.: “Bnexomslii BeIcIeit cuitoit, Hedeca kpenko B3sut iByMs nanbiiamu THXMEHEB HOC U HAYAN €ETO BOJUTH
BIIPaBo U BJeBO. 1 cTomnb 3710 0610 A71st THXMEHS CIOPIIPHU30M, YTO MEPECTa] OH XHBIKATh U IIOKOPHO, TAXKeE C

HEKOTOPBIM H}O6OHI>ITCTBOM, cjaeaoBall 3a KaIINTaHOBOU pyKOﬁ.”
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to the other. In either case, his image is clearly grotesque. On one hand, his rational side is
hopelessly naive and unable to mentally cope with the irrationality of those around him. On the
other, his ‘dog-like’ drunkard-self escapes all rational grounding and loses sight of the material
consequences of his actions leading to the potential impregnation of Nechyosa’s wife and,
consequently, his own suicide.

In the seminal essay “How Gogol’s Overcoat was Done,” Boris Eikhenbaum discusses
clashes between the ironizing narratorial jokes at Akaky Akakievich’s expense and the very real
tragedy of his situation. When these discourses of the comic and tragic meet, Eikhenbaum
argues that the comic elements tend to detract from the tragic with a result that is distinctly
grotesque in character. The same can be said about Tikhmen’ here, who is on the verge of
suicide and yet gets literally ‘led by the nose’ — a Russian idiom meaning ‘to mislead, or lead
someone astray,” which is quite an ironic gesture given the question who deceived whom here?
suggests a role-reversal. Although this scene is the most poignantly tragi-comic in the text, it is
reflective of the At World’s End’s ability to put a glaze over its violence, abuses of power, rape,
murder etc. etc. with moments that conjure up the drunken jolly absurdity of the carnivalesque.
It would be a mistake to tow the strictly Bakhtinian line, looking for an expression of the joy of
relativism in these passages. The military post of bestialized Russian soldiers, headed by the
frog-like General, is entrenched in falsehoods so profoundly that these falsehoods become the
local truth; this is why Tikhmen’ concludes before the ball that, for one trying to maintain their
moral human face in these conditions, ‘to live in truth is to die.” Instead of Bakhtin, I see an
echoing of the expressions in The Petty Demon and Petersburg that show the kind of heinous
unraveling of sustainable human life sustained when the grand scale of ‘order and chaos’ tips too

far off to the right.
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When surveying the fates of all these characters, it becomes clear that hyper-rationality
and hyper-irrationality are both pathological states of mind. Just as the grotesque arises in
extreme embodiments of ‘high and low’ values, so too does it come about from the
psychological extremities on display in A¢ World’s End. The result is a kind of ‘psychological
grotesque’ that permeates the novella. Just as extreme order imposed on the material world
causes a tyrannical authoritarianism to the detriment of the people living within it, so too does
pathologized psychological orderliness lead to a despotism of the self. Best seen in the sub-plot
of Schmidt, the ‘screw’ of internally-enforced rationality continues to tighten in the officer’s
head until he cannot bear it anymore and offs himself. His sadistic treatment of his wife is also
predicated on the tautness of thought that cannot cope with his wife’s act of martyrdom, most
likely construed as an act of betrayal at the hands of Azancheev. At the polar opposite end, there
are characters like the general himself and many of the anthropomorphized minor characters who
contribute to the psychotic chaos of the Russian outpost. Being on the traditionally ‘low’ end of
the scale, perhaps the destructive power of irrationality requires less explication, but nevertheless
it is important to underline for the nth time that polarities of any kind rarely result in any positive
outcomes. The chaotic nature of their minds reduces these characters from man to animal,
forcing them to embrace their vulgar and base instincts as a matter of course. As I discussed in
the context of Khlebnikov’s Crane, on one polar extreme one may find a manifestation of the
opposite extreme. In the case of Crane, the orderliness of the city’s industrialized infrastructure
hid a pernicious element of chaos within it. In At World’s End the pathologically chaotic nature
of Azancheev’s approach to leadership leads to an authoritarian chaos, a chaos that is imposed
upon the dwellers of the outpost. In many ways, it is this tyrannical imposition of chaos that

necessitates the mental embrasure of a polarized irrationality, if only to survive in such disorder.
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However, it goes without saying that the ‘psychological grotesque’ does not exclude
Zamyatin’s embodiments of these same polarities of ‘high and low.” Similarly to Bely’s work,
Zamyatin’s metaphorical embodiments also serve as an effective mechanism to imbue characters
with certain symbolic values. The examples, even excluding the animalistic hybridizations, in A¢
World’s End are numerous. The ‘god’s yawn’ height of Andrei’s forehead is reflective of his
appreciation of ‘higher things’: literature, music, and idealized Beauty. It looks to be a wall that
protects Andrei from the outpost’s irrational impulses until it finally gives way in the last scene.
Schmidt’s continually emphasized sharp features and cutting gaze are initially a sign of his self-
discipline and rational impulses, but then come to symbolize the violence and cruelty he is
capable of. (The final snapping of the compressed spring in his head may be read as a censure
against ‘pure order,’ restricting interpretations of At World’s End being a cautionary tale about
‘chaos and irrationality’ in general.) Perhaps the most developed of these tropes is the trait of
‘roundness,’ ‘circularity,” and cyclicality that, upon careful reading, can be found dotted
throughout the text.!>* Azancheev appears in the first scene with his round paunch wrapped
tightly in an apron. Though the impression roundness strikes harder when, as Marusia arrives to
make her awful sacrifice, the frog-general gleefully runs over: “His paunch took off in front of
him — it looked like the general was rolling it along in front of him on a cart.”!>*> The brood-
mother Nechyosa, another of the novella’s less likable cast, is always accompanied by a

description of her soft feminine ‘roundness.’ In either case, it can be interpreted as a

154 The artistic legacy of Bely can be spotted all over Zamyatin’s Far Eastern outpost. The height of Andrei’s
forehead contrasts with the small-brow of Lippanchenko, and the expansive bloat of Azancheev’s stomach is
reminiscent of his gaseous paunch. A choking yellow fog is seen moving about outside, echoing Bely’s symbiology
of color and weather. And the very conceptual fracture of order and chaos / rationality and irrationality is ostensibly
inspired by Petersburg.

155 Zamiatin, Na kulichkakh, 104: “Ilo6exai, 3aceMeHIIL. Bproxo mo0eKano BOEpeay -- BEIXOAWIO, OYATO KATHII €T0
reHepa epes co0oit Ha Tauke.”
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formlessness — of character, perhaps — that is contrasted with Schmidt’s idiosyncratic sharpness.
The theme finds development in a popular song among the soldiers — ‘The pope had a dog...” —
which has an infinitely elliptical structure allowing it to be sung forever. This nauseating
senselessness of constant repetition infects Andrei and, at several points in the narrative, the song
pops into his head when he becomes overwhelmed with the conditions at the outpost. The scene
of the ball, the very same Tikhmen’ calls a ‘lie’, is full of circles, spinning, repetition. Schmidt
with Nechyosa’s wife: “Schmidt spun with the round wife of Nechyosa, spun lithe and severe.”
Andrei with Marusia: “With clamped teeth he pulled her along, and spun again — oh how good it
would be to spin like this to death...”; the narrator adds: “Here, by the way, heads weren’t
spinning as much from the waltzes, as they were from the downed spirits™!°®, Zamyatin uses this
chain of associative symbols to add a symbolic atmosphere of nauseating dizziness to the already
hostile setting. The spins are existentially stomach-turning, bringing together the round physical
shape as a marker of ontological formlessness, the inane buzzing of the song without end, the
spin-till-death dancing, and the whirlwinds of confused, drunken thoughts.

What, then, distinguishes the symbolic systems and grotesque embodiments of Bely and
Zamyatin? Though he does imbue his novella with limited symbolic systems, Zamyatin’s use of
the symbol is significantly less intricately constructed and significantly more constrained. The
constant overdetermination of meaning in Bely — his complex systems that encourage the
conceptual and symbolic connections between phenomena as impossibly distinct as intestinal
gas, the unbounded steppe of Russia, and cosmic entropy — is largely absent in Zamyatin.

Petersburg is suffused with the fracturing caused by entropy’s unending battle with negentropy;

136 Tbid., 168: “U co cTUCHYTBIMY 3y6aMu MOBJIEK, ONATh 3aKPYKHI -- aX, 10 CMEPTH ObI 3aKpykuUThes...” / “TyT,
BIIPOYEM, HE OT BaJHCOB OOJIBIIIE TOJIOBBI KPY>KHIIUCh, & OT BBITUTHIX 3€JIbEB.”
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this theme is explored in the individual, in the nation, and in the cosmos. On the other hand,
Zamyatin’s symbolic systems of a similar sort ground themselves largely in the physical, the
material, and the earthly. He is concerned with the stability of rationality in the face of
irrationality, the struggles of man against the impulses making him animal, physiological
experience without an explicit metaphysical expression. Even his system of circle and spinning
tropes are aimed at the head and the gut. That is not to say that A¢ World’s End does not gesture
towards a metaphysics of its own, but rather that it is muted in the text’s absorption in physical
life.

Zamyatin’s understanding of his role in the ‘novorealist’ pantheon of pre-revolutionary
writers (i.e., his focus on the body and his observation of its features as if through a microscope,
making the familiar territory of one’s outer facade look alien) is certainly applicable to his
novella. However, the metaphor of the microscope may suggest that Zamyatin’s aestheticizing
gaze is only skin-deep. On the contrary, however, his surface-level physiological transformations
have far broader psychological consequences than may be initially expected. The competing
axiologies of ‘order and chaos,’ as we have seen in the other examples of prerevolutionary
modernist grotesque, lies at the center of the majority of these scenes. As exemplified in Bely’s
work, Zamyatin’s characters cannot thrive when they embody — either directly or
psychologically — only one side of the dyad. Although the ideal balance of these forces is never
achieved in At World’s End, it is clear that Zamyatin privileges a psychic structure that can
incorporate the presence of order and rationality while still allowing for the irrational and chaotic
impulses of nature and man. What are we to make of the persistence of this pattern in

prerevolutionary grotesque modernist literature?
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Conclusion

This chapter’s focus on the order and chaos dyad is deceptive if it implies a persistent
preoccupation with an abstract, conceptual problem. Conceptual dyads are concretized through
their localization in the ‘site’ of the body and mind; it is the human being and their sociocultural
environment that is primary to the period’s grotesque literature. Whether it be the narrative of
industrial-progress-turned-meatgrinder in Khlebnikov’s Crane, or the horrific byproducts of
subjective co-construction of the world in Sologub’s The Petty Demon, or Bely’s sublimely
meaningful eviscerations of the body across space in Petersburg, or Zamyatin’s psychologically
infectious metaphorical embodiments, it is the psychology and physiology of man that is
primarily at stake in these texts.

The grotesque’s bipartite structure makes it an ideal aesthetic tool to explore incongruity
in times of paradigm crisis. If it is this bipartite conflict that makes something grotesque, then
perhaps one might assume that, to resolve the incongruity, one must try to side with one
component of the dyad and dispense with the other. There is, after all, a kind of “unity’ in this
theoretical one-sidedness. However, in text after text, the literature itself suggests that this way
of thinking is a fallacy

It appears impossible for an individual to adjust himself to one position in a dyad, the
extreme end of a value structure; although traditional ‘highs’ and ‘lows’ of human axiologies
may persist in culture and politics, these texts’ embodied manifestations of ‘pure’ values often
cast doubt on their supreme efficacy.

Perhaps, then, our authors are trying to suggest that incongruities might find a resolution
not in all-or-nothing investments in one or another value in an axiological system, but in a kind

of balance within the conceptual dyad. However, these configurations are often just as tortured;
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Bely’s steed temporarily preserves a kind of balance, but there is nothing resembling stability.
So no, this is not quite right either. In fact, there seems to be something wrong with the way the

question is being posed.

Polarization and Hybridization — Two Representational Strategies

To understand how the grotesque is being used in pre-revolutionary Russian grotesque
literature, one must dispense with the assumption that textual incongruities populate texts in
order to be ‘resolved,” or made congruous again. One ought to ask a better set of questions: why
pursue a grotesque representational strategy in a work of literature? What kinds of grotesque
representational strategies are possible, and what are each of these representational strategies
effective at portraying? Why do these particular grotesque representational strategies become so
widespread in Russian modernist literature?

At least one answer to the question “why pursue a grotesque representational strategy?”
has been long apparent: modernist literature moves away from the more grounded ‘realist text,’
and benefits from devices that help create non-monistic worlds, concepts, objects, and symbols.
Narrators like Sologub’s in Petty Demon — who suggest that they are able to delineate a clean
line between ‘how the phenomenon is perceived’ and ‘how the phenomenon really is’ — all but
disappear in the other texts in my project. Because the grotesque captures both sides of a
conceptual dyad, it is particularly effective in creating phenomena that resist easy explication.
Trying to ‘solve’ the indeterminacy before understanding what the indeterminacy is doing within
the text misses the point. Recall, for example, how Bely’s symbolic systems are capable of
creating images so overloaded with meaning that they are, by design, all but impossible to
explicate fully. He is not interested in privileging order over chaos, or chaos over order in his

vision of the Bronze Horseman that opens the chapter. Rather, he is interested in the
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indeterminacy itself, in creating a whole world of flickering but unstable meanings. The
grotesque creates images and phenomena that are at odds with themselves, and so it is no wonder
that Bely finds it attractive as a representational strategy in his unstable symbolist poetics.

In my further research, I will continue to try and understand what different grotesque
representational strategies are useful for, how they work to complement the motifs, themes, and
meaning of the texts under review.

Interestingly, a potentially new analytical distinction emerges if one reviews not only the
core incongruities in the literature, but also the relationality between the incongruous values in
each of them. Before discussing the pattern, I should explain what is meant by ‘the relationality
between the incongruous values.’

Take Khlebnikov’s “The Crane.” The core incongruity was between ‘order’ and ‘chaos.’
What is the relationship between ‘order’ and ‘chaos’ in the text? Extreme order, the poem posits,
is simultaneously cataclysmic chaos. This enantiodromial quality of Khlebnikov’s image
polarizes the two values — the desire to segregate Petersburg from the forces of chaos creates a
situation in which order and chaos coexist simultaneously in extremity. The values coexist but
are polarized — they resist one another, but paradoxically coexist.

Now see Zamiatin’s At World’s End. Here, too, we have an example of a conceptual
polarization embodied in the figure of Tikhmen’. The core incongruities of the text —
humanity/animality, rationality/irrationality — exist within him. He does not try to integrate the
two facets of this incongruity; he is not interested in conforming to the animality of the rest of the
camp. Therefore, he resists integrating the rational and irrational elements of his personality; he
segregates these two internal impulses, trying to eradicate his drunken idealism with rational,

philosophical affirmations. However, his effort to do so fails, and the split in his personality
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drives him to suicide. (Not to mention a similar dynamic at play with Nikolai Ableukhov, who
tries to eradicate all elements of order within himself to dispense with any lingering trace of his
Apollonian father — a resolution that nearly kills him.)

The attempt to integrate the incongruous self (or the incongruous phenomenon) is
‘grotesque polarization.” It is a representational strategy that emphasizes resistance, that refuses
conformity — one that is nearly ubiquitous in the grotesque modernist texts covered in this
chapter.

The notion of ‘grotesque polarization’ implies the existence of an alternative model.
What is ‘the relationality between the incongruous values’ in this alternate case, and do we see
any examples in the literature under review? Polarization is created in phenomena that resist
integration, avoiding conformity — so the inverse implies a willingness to conform, a lack of
resistance. What might we call this?

For an example, recall all the characters in At World’s End who do not engage in
Tikhmen'’s resistance project, who are more than willing to conform to the animality of the
outpost. The case of the initially ‘highbrow’ Andrei Ivanych provides the clearest example.
Though he resists the animalizing influence of General Azancheev and the others, he begins to
sense that the strategy of resistance is going to destroy him like it destroyed Tikhmen.
Therefore, he eventually gives in, drinks himself to irrational oblivion, and engages in the raving
dance that signals his conformity: “That’s how it’s done! Oh, he’s one of ours, that Andrei
Ivanych! [...] What did I tell you, brother - drink, I said. One of ours!” Andrei Ivanych allows
himself to become a hybrid, a monstrous blend of humanity and animality like all other people in
the outpost who lost the will to resist and let themselves conform to the bestial encampment’s

culture. Though this grotesque hybridization signals a strategy opposite to that of Tikhmen’s
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grotesque polarization, each strategy is still a mode of grotesque representation. Moreover, both
grotesque polarization and grotesque hybridization help the artist — the grotesque modernist
author — construct their non-monistic artistic worlds, sets of images that resist simple
interpretation.

Moving forward, I will be analyzing various works of postrevolutionary grotesque
modernist literature. Each chapter will be a close reading of a single text within the
postrevolutionary grotesque modernist corpus at a more granular, more detailed level than
offered in this introductory chapter. Nevertheless, the exploration of these several
prerevolutionary modernist texts have established the conceptual groundwork needed to execute
those close readings. I will attempt to show how the two modalities of grotesque representation
— polarization and hybridization — continue to help authors create their non-monistic textual
worlds after Red October. However, it will become clear that — though there are similar
representational strategies undergirding pre- and postrevolutionary modernism — the kinds of
core incongruities that concern authors become much different when the Soviet project emerges
in earnest. Although the cosmic struggle of order and chaos undergirding many of these
prerevolutionary texts represents a conceptual incongruity applicable to many pieces of
grotesque modernist literature directly after 1917, my emphasis will be on texts that were written
a decade or more after the Russian Revolution, when the effort to create an ordered Soviet state
was already well underway. Even then there was no shortage of sociocultural contradictions, no

lack of the profound incongruities capable of inspiring works of grotesque literature.

On the Emergence of Post-Revolutionary Literature

The endeavor to focus on works belonging to the grotesque modernist tradition in post-

revolutionary literary production raises the question: when does post-revolutionary Russian
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literature formally arise? The revolution did not instantaneously catalyze the birth of a league of
new writers, pre-equipped with a distinctly post-revolutionary poetics. Literature that could be
called post-revolutionary — not in strict chronological terms, but in the sense of ‘having an origin
in the conditions of post-revolutionary life’ — would come significantly later. In his 1918 lecture
on pre-revolutionary literary production in Russia, Evgenii Zamyatin’s describes the
impossibility of truly post-revolutionary literary production emerging so soon after the October
Revolution:
You have reached a mountain. You climb. The mountain is in clear view: a rock, a bush,
a worm crawling along that bush. The mountain is in clear view — and still, when you
stand like this on the mountain, you don’t see it, you cannot feel its true dimensions, you
cannot determine all its contours. And only from far away — travelling at a distance of
ten versts, when that rock, that bush, that worm, and all the other finer details of the
mountain have receded — only from far away do you see the mountain itself.
The monumental events of past years — the World War, the Russian Revolution — are that
very same mountain. For now, all we see is the bush, the worm, and the rock. And we’ll
only be able to see the mountain having journeyed on by a decade. Only then can there
be genuine fictional literature about the World War and the Revolution (Zamyatin).!'>’
Though Zamyatin’s ten-year formula is not an exact science, his forecast is not an unreasonable
one. Though there were works that managed to capture those early years with striking fidelity —

works like Blok’s The Twelve, or Mayakovsky’s Mystery-Bouffe — Zamyatin would likely argue

that this is still a vision of the revolution’s ‘rocks, bushes and worms.” The historical meaning of

157 Evgenii Zamyatin, “Ocherk noveishei russkoi literatury,” Teknika khudozhestvennoi prozy (Moskva: RIPOL
klassik, 2018), 6: “Brl momonutn k cope. Bel momauMaeTech. Bam mpekpacHo BUIHO Topy: KaMeHb, KYCT, IO KyCTy
IOJI3€T YepBb. BaM BHIHO MMPEKpacHO -- M BCE-TAKH, KOTJa BBl CTOMTE TaK Ha TOpe, -- BBl HE BUINTE €€, BBl HE
MOJKETe MOUYBCTBOBATH €€ Pa3MEPOB, HE MOXKETE ONPEAETUTD €€ ouepTaHuil. 1 TobKo U31any, OThbeXaBIIU Ha
JIECATOK BEPCT, KOT A YrKe JTAJIeKO Oy IyT KaMeHb, KyCT U YepPBSK, BCE MMOIPOOHOCTH TOPHI, -- TOJIBKO W3ATH BBI
YBHUIUTE caMylo Topy. ['pomaHble COOBITHS MOCTIEIHNX JIET -- MUPOBas BOIHA, pyCCKasl pEBOJIONKS -- Ta XKe caMast
ropa. [loka MBI BUIUM TOJNBKO KYCT, YepBAKa, KAMCHb, a TOPY YBHIUM, MOAbKO OMbexasuiu Ha decimok aem. Y
TOJIBKO TOTIa MOXKET MOSIBUTHCS TTOUTMHHAS Xy J0)KECTBEHHAs JINTEPaTypa 0 MUPOBOH BOIHE M PEBOJIONNN.”
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the October Revolution would not come into focus ‘as a mountain in all its contours’ until later.
This prevented no one from trying to ‘feel its true dimensions’ in the intervening years.

However, since I am trying to articulate the nature of a genuine post-revolutionary
grotesque aesthetics, I have generally opted to select texts for this project that were written about
a decade or more after the 1917 Revolution. The problems that preoccupy each of these texts do
have their genesis in postrevolutionary Russian life; the incongruities and conceptual fractures at
the heart of these texts’ narrative concerns can all somehow be traced back to Russia’s great
paradigm crisis. Nevertheless, readers will observe how the same representational strategies
utilized by prerevolutionary modernist writers continue to serve postrevolutionary authors in
their representation of paradigm crisis and in their creation of non-monistic artistic worlds. In
this way, the epoch of Russian grotesque modernism after the October Revolution is a evolution
of the prerevolutionary period, not a sharp break.

The following four chapters on postrevolutionary grotesque texts are not sequenced
chronologically and are not meant to present a linear narrative of grotesque modernism’s
development through the 1920s and 1930s. First and foremost, this project is concerned with
exploring the grotesque as an artistic tool. Historical or sociocultural events are important to the
inquiry, but only to the extent that they inform, provoke, or catalyze the grotesque images being
evoked by those writers seeking to represent them.

In order to do justice to these priorities, I sequenced the postrevolutionary chapters to
accentuate the two modalities of the grotesque identified in the prerevolutionary chapter —

polarization and hybridization.
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CHAPTER TWO:

Can’t Live with Him, Can’t Live Without Him — Evgenii Shvarts’s The Shadow, Grotesque
Polarization, and Tragicomic Double

Introduction: The Double and Grotesque Polarization

To engender an appreciation of the practical differences between the two grotesque
modalities, it is not enough to describe them theoretically, as if abstracted away from any given
work of literature. One needs to observe each being used in a work of art: both to see how —
from a technical perspective — artists generate these modalities in their work, and why they would
gravitate to them at all. As modalities of the grotesque, polarization and hybridization are, by
definition, going to be used as tools to create and represent dramatic, estranging incongruities in
art. Each grotesque modality is uniquely suited for different types of incongruities. For the
remainder of this dissertation, I will be analyzing various artistic devices utilized in grotesque
modernist literature that operate using the modalities of grotesque hybridization or grotesque
polarization.

The grotesque’s affinity with hybridization seems to be more intuitive than polarization.
After all, it is the monstrous, chimeric, ‘hybridized’ creatures — like those taken from
Hieronymus Bosch paintings or Dmitri Prigov’s Bestiarii Series — that, I suspect, denotes what
the grotesque is to the non-specialist. Therefore, in order to help the intuition along, I will begin
my analysis by clarifying polarization — how it ‘works,” and why it resonates with the definition
of the grotesque that undergirds this project. Once the notion of polarization clearer, it will be
much easier to show how it differs from hybridization and how both modalities constitute a

mutually complimentary pair. The example I have chosen to represent grotesque polarization —
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the trope of the double (the doppelganger, the shadow) — is one of the the purist, simplest, and
most expressive manifestations of the modality in the grotesque modernist corpus.

This chapter is designed to explain several important concepts. First, it explores how the
doubling trope works, the structure of the trope, how this structure resonates with our definition
of the grotesque, and, more specifically, how the double is an instantiation of ‘grotesque
polarity.” Second, I offer a close reading of romantic doubling texts to demonstrate how the
double operates in 19" century romantic literature, and then to explain how its use transforms in
the modernist period. Then, I test my theory with a comparative analysis of Hans Christian
Andersen’s romantic fairytale “The Shadow,” and Evgenii Shvarts’s modernist adaptation, 7he
Shadow.

The comparative analysis is not possible without a substantial grounding in the structure
and history of the double trope. The significance of the grotesque to this history will be made

increasingly apparent as the chapter, and especially the comparative reading, develops.

The Trope of the Double

The trope of ‘the double’ in literature has an extensive history, but nowhere is it so
pronounced as in the Romantic tradition and the literature it inspired through the end of the
nineteenth century. To understand the trope’s essential qualities, one must first look to its
canonical expressions in this era: the unholy transfigurations of the Capuchin monk Medardus in
E.T.A. Hoffmann’s The Elixirs of Satan (1815), the conscience-haunted protagonist of Poe’s
“William Wilson,” (1839) the paranoid projections of Dostoevsky’s Golyadkin in The Double
([sotinux, 1846), and the archetypal dualism of Stevenson’s Doctor Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886).
These depictions of the double reveal a small terminological paradox, one that makes the term

something of a misnomer. In each of the aforementioned works, the literary doubles are not
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simple copies, reflecting the appearance and behavioral patterns of the original one-to-one. After
all, what does the debauched character of Poe’s protagonist William Wilson have in common
with his moralizing counterpart? Only their name and appearance correspond. Should we
conclude that the similarities of doubles are only superficial? But then how might one justify the
sinister Edward Hyde as a double of the upright Doctor Jekyll, who differs dramatically from his
counterpart in both name and appearance? These questions belie what is obvious to the intuition:
the double is a double because striking differences between the original and the alter ego are
always interspersed with the similarities; the trope is a play between the different and the
identical, of the unfamiliar and the familiar, of duality and singularity. And yet, this is only a
common denominator among doubles, and does not represent a comprehensive formula by which
to define or classify them.

The double trope’s versatility makes it difficult for the theorist to circumscribe all its
possible variations and their corresponding functions, and yet Sigizmund Krzhizhanovsky — well
at home in the grotesque modernist tradition — has attempted to do just as much in the fourth
chapter of his Philosopheme for the Theatre (Punocodema o tearpe, 1923) titled “The Double
and the Twin” (“/IBoiinuk u nBoitHA"). As the title suggests, Krzhizhanovsky makes a
distinction between two sub-types of the double. Within Krzhizhanovsky’s system, the
implementation of the ‘nBoitHuK’ trope describes a formal movement from duality to singularity:
“In the opening of the work, two are given. In the conclusion it is discovered that the two are

2158

one To exemplify this principle, he describes the psychological movement of the hero,

‘torn’ by two internal impulses, finally overcoming his indecision with an action that makes him

158 Sigizmund Krzhizhanovsky, “Filosofema o teatre,” in Sobranie sochinenii v shesti tomakh, ed. Vadim
Perel’muter (Sankt-Peterburg: Symposium, 2006), 4:75: “B 3aBsi3ke TeMbI qaHHI [BOC. Pa3Bsi3ka 00HApyKUBACT:
JIBOE — O/THO.”
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‘whole’ again. Krzhizhanovsky further explains that the story of the fated lovers is also an
instance of the ‘nBoitHuk’ plot: “In the opening of the play the two figures think that they’re
really two; love reveals their mistake: the two turn out to be one.”'> And, he adds, for their
failure to recognize their mutual unity, one of the fated lovers must perish, necessarily bringing
with it the death of the other. The conclusion Krzhizhanovsky offers is characteristically brazen:
“All tragedies, despite the differences in their fabula, are all of one theme: their departure from
the theme of the double is illusory.”!®°

The counterpart to the deotinux [double] is the 0gouins [twin] trope, which signals a
movement from singularity to duality: “The theme of the ‘twin’ is formulated like this: an
illusory ‘one” splinters into two.”!¢! In contract to the tragic ‘Osotinux,” the ‘Osotins’ trope
generates a comic outcome: “When one is expected and two are born, or when a multiplicity
triumphs over the likeness of similarity, the comic arises: whether in life or on the stage, it’s
always the same.”'®? The most common expression of this 1-to-2 doubling is — like the term
oeotina suggests — in the archetype of the twins and the twin comedy. The twin archetype is
subdivided into twins of the body — pairs who share physical appearance — and twins of the spirit
— pairs of similar character, demeaner or general persuasion. Krzhizhanovsky takes note of the
intuitive antipodal principle of the double trope, writing: “When constructing a comedy, the
more similar their spirit, the more different their bodies will be; or the greater the similarity in

appearance, the sharper the internal difference. In the absence of that inverse proportionality of

159 Tbid.: “B 3aBs3Ke NMbECHI IBOE AYMAIOT, YTO MX JBOE; JTOOOBL PACKPHIBAET OMIMOKY: IBOE OKA3bIBAETCS OAHUM.”
160 Ibid., 76: “Bce Tparemuu, pH pa3sHOo0Opasku UX (padyll, OMHOTEMHBIL: OTXOJ MX OT TEMBI-IBOMHUKA — MHHM.”
161 Tbid., 76: “Tema o mBoliHe GOPMYITMpPYETCS TaK: MEUBIIEECS OJIHUM PACIIEIUIAETCS Ha J1Ba”

162 Tbid., 76: “Korma ®IyT OHOTO U POKIAETCS IBOE, TO ECTH KOT/IA MHOKECTBO TOPIKECTBYET HaJl HEKUM

HO,HO6I/I€M C€AWHCTBA, BOBHUKACT KOMHYCCKOC: B )KU3HU JIM, HAa CLICHC JIK -- BCC paBHO.”
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163 He completes his

similarity and difference, comedy loses its intrigue and all its resonance.
system by offering a synthesis, suggesting that the ‘twins of the spirit’ trope is often a mix of the
nBorHuK and the ‘aBoitHsa’ impulses, generating the genre of tragicomedy: “The ‘fear’ of tragedy
and the laughter of comedy are conjoined into one [in ‘twins of the spirit’], most often forming a
social or (petty)bourgeois drama. The drama develops like this: two consider themselves one (a
mistake), organize their lives around their relationship, but end up disconnected from each other:
or rather one transforms into two, but each individual ‘one’ then doubles, i.e., one’s internal
feeling becomes estranged from their external [actions].”!%*

Krzhizhanovsky’s framework reveals several important qualities that will prove useful —
at least hypothetically — in developing a deeper understanding of the intricacies and potentialities
of the double trope. Doubling in Krzhizhanovsky’s model is defined by the relationality between
singularity and dualism, built on both comparison and contrast, dependent on the correspondence
between the original and ‘double,” and on elements of divergence from that correspondence.
Krzhizhanovsky takes this formal relationship between dualism and singularity, which may
initially appear to be a characteristic of secondary importance and repositions it as the double’s
definitive property. The various sub-types of the double trope, then, are defined by the nature of

the relationship between the two and the one, determined by underlying formal change between

‘twoness’ and ‘oneness’ occurring with specific characters in the course of a work’s plot.

163 1bid., 77: “Ilpn TOCTPOEHUM KOMEUH, YEM GOJIBIIIE CXOJICTEO JYII, TEM PA3UTEIBHEE PA3HUIIA TEA; WU YEM
OoJIIbIIIe COBIMAACHNS B HAPY>KHOCTH, TEM pe3due BHYyTpEeHHEe HECXO0ACTBO. [Ipu oTCyTCTBHM 3TOH 00paTHON
TIPOTIOPIIMOHAIBEHOCTH CXOJICTB C HECXOACTBAMM, KOMENS JINIIACTCS] HHTPHUTH U BCEX CBOMX PECYpCOB.”

164 Ibid., 78: “CTpax’ Tpareun U cMeX KOMEIUH COEIMHUIIICE B HEH B OTHO, JaBasl Yalle BCETO OBITOBYIO HIIH
MEMIaHCKYTO paMy. Pa3BUBaeTCs OHA Tak: IBOEC CYUTAIOT ce0s OHUM (OIIMNOKa), TepecTPanBaloT JIJIs STOTO CBOU
JKU3HU, HO OKa3bIBAIOTCS OTHETUHEHHBIMU JIPYT OT JPYyTa: TO €CTh OJHO MPEBpaIIacTCs B IBa, HO KaX/Ias ¢IUHAIA
JIBOWTCS, BHEIITHEE B HEU JIeTaeTCs IyKIbIM BHYTpEHHEMY.”
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Furthermore, Krzhizhanovsky’s detection of the correspondence between various modes
of ‘doubling’ with tragic or comic stylistic modes suggests tremendous conceptual potential.
Even without sufficient information to make a final determination as to the veracity of his claim,
one begins to wonder whether different types of textual doubling might really be generative of
various stylistic registers or genres with any degree of reliability. Admittedly, there is a
temptation to view Krzhizhanovsky’s reconceptualizing of tragedy and comedy into sub-types of
doubling tropes as a radical oversimplification of the structural dynamics of these genres. But if
one loosens Krzhizhanovsky’s categorical assertions, treating his tragic ‘nBoitnuk’ and comic
‘mBoiiHs’ instead as identifiable tendencies, or rather vectors, within the double tradition, the
utility of his work — initially concealed behind his implausible, all-encompassing schematizations
— begins to emerge.

While these considerations will come to influence the conception of the double grounding
this section of my work, the more immediate concern of the double trope’s relationship to the
grotesque must be addressed first. Fortunately, Krzhizhanovsky’s schema makes the formal
correlation between the grotesque and the double trope intuitive. The grotesque shares the
bivariate structure observed in the double and relies on the same dissonance between singularity
and duality as demonstrated by the incongruity [ressa3ka] of its dual constituent elements
encapsulated within the single site.

Are we to assume, given this structural correspondence, that all doubles are grotesque? If
we allow the double trope the conceptual breadth suggested by Krzhizhanovsky, then no. The
appearance of the grotesque requires that all its formal features be manifested, and the concepts
of 0gouinux and deotina allow for permutations of the double that fall outside of the bounds of

grotesque aesthetics. For example, the case of the fated lovers — serving as Krzhizhanovsky’s
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example par excellence of the tragic ‘nBoiinuk’ trope — involves the failed unity between two
subjects, who are secretly one, because of their failure to recognize their inherent compatibility.
Both because of the lovers’ failure to come together, and because of their hidden unity — ready to
express itself if only they achieved their union — there can be no fundamental incongruity
[ressaska] that is characteristic of the grotesque.

Non-grotesque doubling can also be found in some manifestations of the ‘aBotins’
conception, though these comic doubles tend to result in border cases between the comic
grotesque and the simply comic. For instance, consider Gogol’s implementation of the ‘twins of
the body’ trope — a purely comic manifestation in Krzhizhanovsky’s framework — found in the
figures of Dobchinsky and Bobchinsky in his Inspector General.' Gogol shapes these
characters to be comic compliments to one another; they are superficially similar enough, from
name to appearance, as to appear silly and a touch frivolous, but their slight differences in spirit
or character— are perhaps just enough to distinguish them, keeping them from feeling frightful or
uncanny.'®® Though if Gogol’s stage notes calling for a marked difference in their behaviors are
played down, allowing the performers to deemphasize the differences between the pair while

augmenting their similarities, in practice they may transform into something grotesque like the

165 Taken from the introductory stage notes of the play: “Bobchinsky and Dobchinsky are both short, squat, very
curious little fellows; they are incredibly alike one another; each with modestly sized paunches; both speak in
tongue-twisters, frequently helped by flailing arms and gestures. Dobchinsky is a wee-bit taller and more serious
than Bobchinsky, but Bobchinsky is a little more relaxed and livelier than Dobchinsky.” Nikolai Gogol, Revizor in
Sobranie Sochinenii, ed. Andrei Nemzer (Moskva: Vremia, 2009).

166 For illustrative purposes it bears mentioning that Krzhizhanovskian “twins of the body” trope can enter the realm
of the grotesque, doing so when it coincides with a simultaneous doubling of “spirit.” For example, the famous twin
girls, the Grady twins, from Kubrick’s rendition of The Shining become grotesque only when the similarity of their
appearance coincides with a complete synchrony of action and speech — their iconic call to “come play with us.”
Expectations of a natural human autonomy of expression are at odds with their strange, robotic, synchronous
behavior.
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Tweedledum and Tweedledee of the Russian stage. In any case, the grotesque double is only a
subset of the doubling trope as a whole.

To determine which permutations of the double do give rise to the grotesque, pursuing
this line of the uncanny — a well-established concept in the psychoanalytic tradition of aesthetic
theory — provides a compelling starting point. Sigmund Freud’s analysis of E.T.A. Hoffmann’s
work in the essay “The Uncanny” (1919) contains the canonical explication of the term’s
aesthetic function and its formal properties. As per Freud’s interpretation, the uncanny is
generated through the paradoxical dual presence of the heimlich [the familiar] and the
unheimlich [the unfamiliar] in a single figure. In other words, the uncanny relies on the principle
of one element [heimlich] paradoxically becoming its opposite [unheimlich], or, to use the term
coined by Heraclitus and popularized by Jung, on the principle of enantiodromia. As Freud
writes: “[H]eimlich is a word the meaning of which develops towards an ambivalence, until it
finally coincides with its opposite, unheimlich. Unheimlich is in some way or other a sub-species
of heimlich.”'%” Freud’s formulation of the uncanny maps easily onto the structure of the
grotesque. In the language of the grotesque, the familiar — the privileged (+) facet — is suddenly
undercut by the perception of something deeply unfamiliar — the unprivileged (-) facet. The
deeply familiar and the deeply unfamiliar paradoxically coexist, compromising the comfort of

168

familiarity, making the familiar strange again.'*® The antipodal nature of the familiar and the

unfamiliar, their mutual irreconcilability, means that the sudden appearance of the latter element

167 Sigmund Freud, “The Uncanny,” trans. Alix Strachey, TSS Publishing (July 2017), 4.
https://theshortstory.co.uk/the-uncanny-by-sigmund-freud/

168 The grotesque nature of the uncanny is not only supported by its structure, but also by ‘the uncanny valley’
phenomenon. The “uncanny valley’ describes a flood of negative emotion experienced when a subject recognizes a
humanoid figure failing to replicate normal human behavior. The “valley’ refers to the steep drop in subject’s
reported emotional comfort to a figure as its appearance approaches, but does not match, that of a human. Once the
object more completely emulates the look of the human, the reported likability of it improves once again.

141



in that which was previously known territory creates a jarring effect that makes the uncanny
subject fundamentally strange. The uncanny’s enantiodromial quality and its distorting,
estranging effect places it among the devices of grotesque polarization.

Freud’s article is written in dialogue with another essay exploring the conjunction of
psychology and aesthetics put forth by E. Jentsch, who also proposed the psychological import of
the uncanny in literature, describing E.T.A. Hoffmann’s affinity with uncanny aesthetics in his
seminal work The Sandman (1817). Jentsch suggests that Hoffmann’s use of the automaton —
specifically, his attempts to create uncertainty about whether a particular figure is a real being or
a mechanical replica — is the source of the story’s uncanny spirit.!® While Freud agrees with
Jentsch’s description of the uncanny nature of the automaton trope, he finds a much more potent
source of the uncanny elsewhere in the text: in the fantastic figure of the Sandman himself and in
his frightening ‘doubles,” who haunt the protagonist Nathaniel from childhood into his adult life.
Although much of his analysis focuses on Hoffmann’s The Sandman, Freud continues this logic
more explicitly with another work. He analyzes the expression of the uncanny as it relates to the
double trope in Hoffmann’s novel, The Elixirs of Satan. Following the work of his student, the
psychoanalyst Otto Rank, Freud argues that doubling can represent the expression of primary
narcissism, a tendency to project one’s thoughts and needs into the outside world, to confuse the

‘other’ and the self. In his words:

169 The use of the automaton in literature is also grotesque, based on the internal ambivalence of the ‘natural” human
animacy and unnatural robotic inanimacy of the simulacrum. Though this project will not explore the automaton
trope in greater detail, it is worth noting in brief that Russian literature offers a number of examples of grotesque
automatons. For example, Saltykov-Shedrin’s The History of a Town (Mcmopus 0onozo 2opoda, 1870) contains an
episode where a certain tyrannical mayor Brudastyi turns out to be an automaton with a little mechanical organ in
his head endlessly repeating two phrases: “ae motepmto” (I won’t tolerate it) and “pasopro” (I’ll bring it to ruin).
This text had an important impact on the grotesque modernist tradition, evidenced by Platonov’s Soviet
reinterpretation of the book’s themes in his City of Gradov (I'opoo I'paoos, 1927), and in the renewal of the
automaton trope with the empty-suit functionary in Bulgakov’s Master and Margarita.
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These [uncanny] themes [in the Elixirs of Satan] are all concerned with the idea of a
“double” [...] Hoffmann accentuates this relation by transferring mental processes from
the one person to the other—what we should call telepathy—so that the one possesses
knowledge, feeling and experience in common with the other, identifies himself with
another person, so that his self becomes confounded, or the foreign self is substituted for
his own—in other words, by doubling, dividing and interchanging the self. [...] It is not
difficult to judge, on the same lines as his theme of the “double,” the other forms of
disturbance in the ego made use of by Hoffmann. They are a harking-back to particular
phases in the evolution of the self-regarding feeling, a regression to a time when the ego
was not yet sharply differentiated from the external world and from other persons. I
believe that these factors are partly responsible for the impression of the uncanny,
although it is not easy to isolate and determine exactly their share of it.!”°

Freud’s understanding of the role of the uncanny within the theme of the double relies on
a subject’s disorientation between the (heimlich) ego, the insular, the self, and the (unheimlich)
outside, the external, the other. However, this definition is incomplete. His comments on 7The
Elixirs of Satan are influenced by the fact that the novel’s doubling occurs between two separate
individuals, between the monk Medardus and his lunatic half-brother. The projection of
Medardus’s ego has an object that is wholly outside of himself, so the distinction between the
familiar self and the unfamiliar other remains clear. And while this approach suits Hoffmann’s
novel, it does not make room for those common instances of doubling involving a split in one’s
mind, where the separation of self and other is ostensibly indistinguishable. Freud offers a
solution to this conundrum, arguing that the Aigher subsystems of the psyche (the superego or
conscience) are capable of othering its /lower components (the ego and/or id):
The idea of the “double” does not necessarily disappear with the passing of the primary
narcissism, for it can receive fresh meaning from the later stages of development of the
ego. A special faculty is slowly formed there, able to oppose the rest of the ego, with the
function of observing and criticizing the self and exercising a censorship within the mind,
and this we become aware of as our “conscience.” In the pathological case of delusions of
being watched this mental institution becomes isolated, dissociated from the ego, and

discernible to a physician’s eye. The fact that a faculty of this kind exists, which is able to
treat the rest of the ego like an object—the fact, that is, that man is capable of self-

170 Freud, “The Uncanny,” 9.

143



observation—renders it possible to invest the old idea of a “double” with a new meaning

and to ascribe many things to it, above all, those things which seem to the new faculty of

self-criticism to belong to the old surmounted narcissism of the earliest period of all.!”!

Does this theory apply more generally to literary doubles in the Romantic and neo-
Romantic works? Another recognized Romantic master of the doubling trope, Edgar Poe,
provides a test case with his famous short story “William Wilson.” Early in his life the titular
protagonist, a profligate who sees himself as a victim of his temptations, meets a boy with the
same name and appearance. Wilson’s double can only speak in a whisper and seems to pursue
the protagonist everywhere just to discourage his debauchery with sobering advice. Although
the ‘original’ Wilson angrily rejects his double’s guidance at every turn, he never manages to
deter his moralizing doppelgidnger and cannot escape him no matter where he goes. Wilson
finally loses patience with his pursuer when the latter stops him from seducing a married woman;
he forces his reluctant double into a swordfight, and, just when he lands the killing blow, Wilson
realizes that he has just killed himself.

What does this story describe if not a man pursued by his own conscience? The doubling
arises as an externalization of the internal struggle between Wilson’s basest desires and his
moralistic superego, who attempts to redeem his host or at least stop him from slipping further
into depravity. Wilson’s distain for his double is a product of the narcissistic impulse — the
desire of the ego to escape the conscience’s harsh judgment — as described by Freud and Rank.
The uncanny force behind Poe’s prose is generated by the protagonist’s uneasiness with his
double, who shares his name and appearance but feels like a foreign and judgmental other. The
grotesque, too, arises out of this same paradox. Furthermore, a considered look at the structure

of “William Wilson” reveals it to be an expression of Krzhizhanovsky’s dgouinux concept: there

71 Tbid., 10.
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are two, who don’t realize they are really one, and their failure to manifest their unity results in
the death of one, necessarily bringing with it the death of the other. And, as Krzhizhanovsky
suggests, the outcome of this movement is tragic.

A survey of the appearances of the double in the canonical texts of the Romantic period
suggests that the tragic deotinux, in the aforementioned uncanny Freudian tenor, is its dominant
mode of expression. And the trend of the tragic double continues well into the nineteenth
century, in literature described as neo-Romantic, influencing both Russian and world literature.
In the latter case, Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde becomes the
archetypal expression of the dualism of man, embodied. Dr. Jekyll’s life slips out of his control
after he discovers a substance that can separate the forces of his psyche: his base desires become
unmoored from his reflex for moral action. Without this latter reflex — a manifestation of the
Freudian superego to regulate his id — his violent and sexual impulses are free to commandeer his
behavior. As a result of his constant indulgence in his desires while living as Mr. Hyde, Dr.
Jekyll creates an internal imbalance that binds him ever tighter to his base nature, making it
increasingly difficult to return from his Mr. Hyde persona. Jekyll, in a rare moment when he
possesses his self-reflective reflex — retaining the ability to turn his moralizing eye onto the
heinous acts of Mr. Hyde — realizes he must kill himself before he becomes trapped in his
debased, near-bestial form.

In the Russian context, the tradition of the tragic double continues with Dostoevsky’s The
Double. In many ways, Dostoevsky’s Golyadkin draws from the Romantic tradition. The author
positions Golyadkin against the manifestation of a more assertive, ambitious part of his psyche,
simultaneously strengthening the fearful, uncanny nature of the text by highlighting the

expression of the protagonist’s manic persecution complex. However, already in Dostoevsky’s
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work one is able to catch a glimpse of the evolution in the double plot that will become defining
for the coming modernist epoch: the strengthening of the comic element. While there are comic
moments in the works of the Romantics, especially in Hoffmann’s doubling texts, it is always a
side attraction, decentered from the main uncanny encounter with the double.!”? Golyadkin’s
descent into madness is caused by the same fracturing of the psyche found in the Romantic
literature; but, although his fate is tragic, the severity of the tragedy is undercut at every step by
the ridiculous protagonist. The effect calls to mind Eikhenbaum’s comments on the grotesque
mix of the tragic and comic discourses in Gogol’s “The Overcoat”; not for nothing is 7he Double
widely regarded as Dostoevsky’s most Gogolian text.

What does the introduction of the comic element do to the effect of the Romantic double?
To some extent, it disrupts the fearful, disorienting impression the uncanny doubling leaves on
the reader. The more the comic impulse is integrated, the more difficult it becomes to relate to
the unraveling of the protagonist’s subjectivity with a straight face. If Dostoevsky was
attempting to elucidate a moral conundrum arising from man’s inner dualism, why would he
choose a figure like Golyadkin to transmit it? Thomas Mann once wrote that Dostoevsky’s The
Double, “by no means improved on Edgar Allan Poe's “William Wilson,” a tale that deals with
the same old romantic motif in a way far more profound on the moral side and more successfully
resolving the clinical [theme] in the poetic.”!”3 Joseph Frank, in his book of lectures on

Dostoevsky, worries that the introduction of the comic element may have undercut the gravity of

172 For example, in The Elixirs of Satan the jolly barber, Peter Schonfeld, creates stretches of comic relief between
the local climaxes of action, the tense bouts between the protagonist with his double. He serves as the comic
counterpoint to Medardus, dreaming up a debauched alter ego for himself by the name Pietro Belcampo. However,
he is a character on the periphery, and does not factor into or undercut the uncanny relationship between Medardus
and his alter ego; he is absent in the novel’s most frightening scenes.

173 Thomas Mann quoted by Thomas Meyers in Edgar Allan Poe: His Life and Legacy (New York: Cooper Square
Press, 1992), 287.
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the work. Addressing Dostoevsky’s concerns that his Double was a failure in its form, Frank
speculates that Golyadkin’s physical double, “used primarily for external comic effectl[,] [...]
thereby again weaken[s] the seriousness of the conflict that Dostoevsky wishes to convey. One
could argue that Dostoevsky, at this point, was still too much under the influence of Gogol,
imitating his playfulness and avoiding psychological probing.”!’* Had Dostoevsky indeed been
attempting to replicate the same Romantic double, then Mann and Frank’s impressions would
truly be well-aimed critiques. But perhaps something else is happening in his treatment of the
double; one cannot help but feel that Dostoevsky is too deliberate in undermining the seriousness
of the uncanny Romantic motif for the novel to be just another permutation of this outmoded
trope.

Exploring this problem does not start and end with Dostoevsky’s work, though he may
have been the catalyst for the innovation that the double trope would see in the years after his
death. The comic element of his Double is a premonition of a literary phenomenon that evolves
into a full-fledged aesthetic breakthrough in Russian literature’s modernist period. In fact,
several of the works covered in the chapter on pre-revolutionary Russian modernism — Sologub’s
Petty Demon, Bely’s Petersburg, and Zamyatin’s At World’s End — contain scenes or whole
subplots built around the comic double. Near the peak of his madness, The Petty Demon’s
Peredonov believes that his companion Volodin is trying to replace him at his wedding
ceremony; to ensure his bride and others can tell the two apart — though they look nothing alike —

he fastidiously scribbles the letter ‘P* (for Peredonov) all over his body.!”> His gruesome

174 Joseph Frank. Lectures on Dostoevsky (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2019), 41. https://doi-
org.ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/10.1515/9780691189567.

175 See Fedor Sologub, Melkii bec in Sobranie sochinenii, edited by T.F. Prokopov (Moskva: Intelvak, 2001),

2:212): “Then, locking himself in the bedroom, [Peredonov] decided to mark himself so Volodin could not replace
him himself. On his chest, on his stomach, on his elbows, and on other places still, he streaked ink in the shape of
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stabbing of Volodin in the last few pages of the novel plays out the tragic end of the traditional
Romantic double plot, but the sheer absurdity of Peredonov’s persecution mania creates an effect
very different than the climax of, say, Poe’s “William Wilson.” If there is a moral injunction
here, what is it? Bely’s Nikolai Apollonovich attempts to play out the double-life of the
mysterious suitor in a Romantic masquerade plot, disguising himself as the Red Domino and
sending dangerous letters to his love, Sofya Petrovna. A far cry from the tangle of intrigue in a
proper Romantic text — Lermontov’s Masquerade, for example — others see through his
performance because he executes it so awkwardly. Nikolai Apollonovich’s failed attempt to
project the Romantic homme fatale persona renders him a harmless clown in the eyes of Sofya.
At World’s End manifests the double trope in the figure of Tikhmen’. When he is sober, he
projects the ideal Schopenhaurian cynic, convinced that he needs nothing in life but the strength
of will to shape the world around him, but, when drunk, he turns into the sappy, affected white
knight ready to save and ravish the princess no matter the cost. Before his tragic suicide,
committed out of drunken despair, his ludicrous duality is the target of laughter; can he possibly
be interpreted as an expression of the hazards of human dualism like Jekyll and Hyde often are?
The uncanny double trope — playing out in its tragic register — that once dominated the
Romantic and neo-Romantic traditions starts to take a new form in the modernist literary
landscape.!’® The severe, serious quality of the Romantics’ attempts to explore the darker
element of human nature gave the moral messaging a seriousness that fades away as the trope

develops into the twentieth century. Are Mann and Frank correct in insinuating that the

the letter ‘P.” ‘I should have marked Volodin, too, but how would I go about it? He’ll see and wipe it off”, —
Peredonov thought sadly.”

176 And if the uncanny double is found, it’s more than likely to be in a neo-Romantic text, like Alexander Chaianov’s
novella The Venetian Mirror (Beneyuanckoe 3epkano, unu JJuxogurHvle ROX0XHCOEHUs CMEKISIHHO20 YeN08eKd,

1923). The work, by and large, is a simple restaging of Hoffmann — a fact that Chaianov directly acknowledges —
and it’s difficult to position it in the context of the modernist tradition in any way but chronologically.
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tragicomic double is simply a weak rehashing of the Romantic variation’s moral force? And, if
that’s not the case, what does the comic element do for the traditional double narrative to
compensate for the tragic gravitas lost in its desire to provoke the reader’s laughter?

In practice, the structural dynamics of the modernist double narrative differs from that
proscribed by Krzhizhanovsky, though his theory of deotinuxu and dsouinu nevertheless can help
clarify how these tragicomic texts are working. In the beginning of the narratives, they show the
protagonist as a whole, a unity, and exploit the comic potential of the 0soiins, of two appearing
where one expects to find only one. Compare this to “William Wilson,” The Elixirs of Satan,
and The Strange Case of Doctor Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, where the doubling has occurred already
before the narrative begins, and where the presence of the double is anything but comic. This is
in contrast to Dostoevsky’s Double, Sologub’s The Petty Demon, and Zamyatin’s At World’s
End where the narrative relishes in tracking the characters’ slow disassociation from themselves,
and exploiting the appearance of the two from the one for its full comic potential. But, as
suggested by the explosive and violent moment of revelation that often punctuates the end of the
tragicomic doubling narrative, the comic deotinsa doubling turns out to indicate an illusory
presence of two. The jarring ending reinforces the notion that the doubled characters have
always been only themselves — that the comic split was artifice — snapping the narrative back to
the tragic osotinux mode. Therefore, it is the combination of these two Krzhizhanovskian modes
of doubling that perhaps define the narrative movement of the Modernist tragicomic double —

from the one, to the two (comic), back to the ‘one’ (tragic).

Hans Christian Andersen: The Individualistic Double of the Romantic Era
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The surest way to test this conjecture is through comparative analysis, and post-
revolutionary Russian literature contains one text in particular that presents a promising
opportunity for just such a comparative case study: Evgenii Shvarts’s The Shadow (1939), paired
with Hans Christian Andersen’s fairytale of the same name (1854). Andersen’s tale is a
conventional, though instructive, case of the tragic Romantic-era doubling plot, providing
grounds to continue the exploration of the double’s affinity with psychoanalytic theories and the
uncovering of psychological insight. The work accommodates Freud’s uncanny and Rank’s
intuition about the narcissistic root of the double, but also Jung’s theory of the unconscious
‘shadow.” As an explicit reimagining of the fairytale, Shvarts’s play is the Modernist-era analog
to Andersen’s take on The Shadow. A comparative analysis of their narrative structures and the
double’s role therein will lead to a hypothesis on the nature of Shvarts’s reappropriation of the
Romantic trope, and on the nature of the Modernist tragicomic double. Each of these texts will
elucidate the connection between the double trope and the phenomenon of grotesque
polarization, revealing how their interrelation is altered when the trope enters into the tragicomic
literature of the Modernist era.

Freud and Rank’s work on the psychoanalytic meaning behind the double concept is
significant for Andersen and Shvarts, but Carl Jung’s work on the role of ‘the shadow’ in the
psyche offers an even more specific framework through which to understand these texts. Jung’s
shadow is conceptualized as a negative and unconscious force: “By shadow I mean the
‘negative’ side of the personality, the sum of all those unpleasant qualities we like to hide,

together with the insufficiently developed functions and the contents of the personal
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unconscious.”'”” Jung understands the shadow as a human universal, a manifestation of the
personal unconscious, and an element of the psyche that can only be recognized and integrated
into one’s conscious understanding of themselves, but by no means dispensed with. Despite the
shadow’s negative content, Jung does not advocate a repressive attitude towards it, nor does he
think the shadow is explicitly bad for an individual. This is not least because the shadow is not
something that can be destroyed, and repressing it only leads to a lack of self-knowledge and an
escalation of the danger that it will emerge in the other through psychological projection. The
manifestation of the shadow outside of the self is a product of the polarization catalyzed in the
process of repression. The pervasiveness of shadow repression is perhaps one of the best
explanations for the prominence of the double trope in art. If an individual integrates their
shadow into their conscious understanding of self, Jung sees an incredible positive potential in it:
“When seen from the one-sided point of view of the conscious attitude, the shadow is an inferior
component of the personality and consequently repressed through intensive resistance. But the
repressed content must be made conscious so as to produce a tension of opposites, without which
no forward movement is possible. [...] Life is born only of the spark of opposites.”!”® And
finally, Jung’s theory makes the role of perspective for the double explicit; opposing “the one-
sided point of view of the conscious attitude” to the opposing shadow position, Jung creates the

theoretical possibility that a single psyche can house more than one viewpoint. This echoes

177 Carl Jung, On the Psychology of the Unconscious, in Collected Works of C. G. Jung: Two Essays in Analytical
Psychology , translated by R. F. C. Hull (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1972), 7:66, footnote 5.

178 Jung, On the Psychology of the Unconscious, 53-54. In other words, the integration of the shadow does not
resolve the inner-contradictions of the individual’s psyche, but simply trains the individual to accept contradiction as
a fundamental part of the self. Jung argues that these contradictions are advantageous to the individual, that they
provide the individual with a life-giving energizing dynamism. The successful integration of the psyche’s shadow
will prevent the psychological repression and projection, which catalyzes the manifestation of an externalized
shadow other (making it also the catalyst for the grotesque double trope). If the antithetical shadow element of the
psyche is made conscious and integrated, it will not trigger the affective disgust that is characteristic upon the
unexpected appearance of repressed psychological content in ‘the other.’
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Freud’s assertion that the superego can treat the ego like an object or an other, and vice versa;
this conceptual separation of psyche into distinct perspectival positions, externalized and
performed through art, is the basis of the polarization of the uncanny double. Moreover, given
that each individual perspective possesses its own value structure, the grotesque nature of
doubling narratives will theoretically change based on what part of the psyche is ‘looking.”!”
Jung’s theory offers a potential model for the psychological undergirding of each version of The
Shadow. Although Jung’s influence on these texts is not direct, his shadow is understood to be
archetypal because, as he claims, it has mythological origins and universal significance.
However, the degree of correspondence between Jung’s framework and the stories of Andersen
and Shvarts remains to be seen.

Andersen’s Shadow fits in among the other Romantic-era doubling stories, largely
corresponding to their formal and narrative propensities. The tale follows the so-called learned
man, a young and intelligent traveler who has come to a foreign land of sweltering heat so that
he may write about the good and the beautiful he hopes to experience there. During his stay he
becomes enthralled by a stunning maiden whom he often sees on the balcony opposite his hotel
room. One night, as the learned man is beginning to drift off to sleep, he sees that his shadow is
being cast across the street to her balcony. Unable to get to the woman’s room himself, he

jokingly asks his shadow to slip into her room and report back about what he finds. The next

morning, he discovers that his shadow has really gone missing and, later, when he decides to

179 For example, recall the horror with which Dr. Jekyll, temporarily identifying with his more noble instincts,
regards the embodiment of his base id impulse. And, in contrast, recall how the protagonist of “William Wilson,”
identifying himself closely with his id, experiences his superego not as a virtuous, benevolent force of good, but as a
frightening, judgmental pursuer. The element of perspective cannot be removed from a coherent theory of the
grotesque.
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return to his homeland, he has already resigned himself to growing a new one.!®® The learned
man lives on for many years forgetting about the incident with the shadow until a mysterious
emaciated figure shows up at his door, dressed in fine clothes and covered in jewelry. It is his
shadow, who has returned transformed as if into a man, to regale his former master with stories
of his adventures. As instructed, he parted with the learned man to visit the woman across the
balcony, who turns out to have been the embodiment of Poetry, and the shadow’s encounter with
her beautiful brilliance initiated the shadow’s transformation into man. Nevertheless, he retains
his shadowy nature and sets out to continue his transformation into man by learning more about
the ‘real’ world. Able to creep into humanity’s private spaces undetected, he bears witness to the
side of man hidden from outward appearances. The shadow finds out many things about
mankind that contradict the learned man’s writings on the beautiful and good. In his own words:
“I ran here and there, looked through the highest windows into the rooms, and over the roofs. I
looked in, and saw what nobody else could see, or indeed ought to see; in fact, it is a bad world,
and I would not care to be a man, but that men are of some importance.”®! Setting out to attain
the air of significance inaccessible to him in his old form, the shadow concentrates on gathering
those superficial traits that elevate a man in the eyes of his peers: fitting himself with expensive
clothes and jewelry, growing a thick beard, and putting on weight. As more time passes the

learned man’s health declines as he begins to doubt the utility of his work on the good and

139 At this moment in the story, Andersen — through his learned man — explicitly evokes the tradition of shadow
narratives: “And it certainly did vex him, not so much because the shadow was gone, but because he knew there was
a story of a man without a shadow. All the people at home, in his country, knew this story; and when he returned,
and related his own adventures, they would say it was only an imitation; and he had no desire for such things to be
said of him. So he decided not to speak of it at all, which was a very sensible determination.” The other “story of a
man without a shadow” is a reference to Adelbert von Chamisso’s Peter Schlemihl (1814). This quote is then
adapted by Shvarts into an epigraph to his play.

181 Hans Christian Andersen, “The Shadow,” in Stories and Tales, trans. H. W. Dulcken (London: Routledge, 2002),
383.

153



beautiful — discouraged, in part, by the shadow’s devaluation of his work. He eventually agrees
to travel with his counterpart to a spa town, all expenses paid, if he himself plays the role of his
shadow’s shadow. At the spa town they meet a princess suffering from “sharp-sightedness,” or
the ability to uncover the hidden flaws of those she meets at an instant. Before the shadow and
the princess have had time to be properly introduced, she recognizes that the shadow is unable to
cast a shadow of his own. The shadow counters that she must be recovering from her ‘disease’
because she failed to recognize that the learned man is, in fact, his shadow. The shadow
expresses interest in taking the princess’s hand in marriage, but her commitment rests on whether
or not he can pass a test of intelligence to prove his worth. The princess asks him a difficult
question, and the shadow — though secretly ignorant of the answer himself — counters that a man
as great as himself even has a shadow smart enough to pass the test. The learned man, in turn,
answers her question and speaks to her about the beautiful and the good; the princess is
convinced that the shadow would make a suitable groom, after all: “what a man that must be,
who has such a clever shadow.”!8? Once the marriage between the shadow and the princess is all
but settled, the learned man decides he is done playing the shadow and threatens to expose the
lies of his doppelganger. However, his change of heart comes too late; the shadow uses his
newfound royal influence to declare the learned man insane and has him put to death on the same
day that the shadow weds the princess.

To a degree, the struggle between the learned man and his shadow looks like a traditional
tale of good versus evil; the genuine good-and-beautiful-loving learned man and the
opportunistic, exploitive, evil shadow represent two sides of the dualistic individual morality.

Though, if Andersen set out to tell a morality tale, why would the work end with the learned

182 Hans Christian Andersen, “The Shadow,” 386.
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man’s execution? Either it is an exhibition of extreme moralistic pessimism, or he is up to
something else.

If, however, the text is read through the lens of Jung’s theory of the shadow, many of the
strange narrative elements of Andersen’s fairytale attain a definite, internally coherent
significance. Although the learned man is intelligent and strives towards the good, he lacks the
requisite motivation and strength of will to reach his ideals. He seems to lack the willingness to
expose himself to the bad, ugly, and dangerous elements of the world, preferring to stay in the
shelter of his hotel room. He is enchanted by the woman on the opposite balcony — the
embodied spirit of Poetry — but the foreign land’s heat renders him helpless, leaving him to
project his shadow towards that ideal. As an embodiment of the learned man’s opposite, the
shadow is not depicted as having the same hesitancy to explore the world’s hazards, or to
experience reality apart from the beautiful and the good, ‘as it really is.” Unlike his counterpart,
the shadow undoes his naiveté by exposing himself to the bad; his curiosity prompts him to
confront the shadow side of life, of mankind’s hidden motivations and behaviors. He loses all
illusions about man’s essential goodness. And what good is the learned man’s knowledge and
idealism if his model of the world is incomplete?

Because the shadow in Andersen’s work is willing to confront the world, there is a
greater ambivalence in his role than a reading of him as ‘the embodiment of human evil” would
suggest. As in Stevenson’s Jekyll and Hyde, the unlocked alter ego does not accept its
subordinate role, forcing the ‘original’ into a competition for dominance. Herein lies the
principal danger of the shadow. Andersen’s depiction of the shadow is not negative per se. It
embraces that which people desire in secret or even those elements of life containing an

unarticulated or sub-rational importance to all men. The shadow is negative in the sense that he
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is a negation of the learned man’s values, but that does not mean he is without his own virtues.
On some level of his understanding, the learned man seems to recognize the advantage and
attraction of the shadow’s approach to life, even exhibiting a hesitant willingness to subvert
himself into the secondary shadow role so he might travel alongside him. However, the learned
man is ultimately unwilling to integrate qualities of the shadow into himself, repressing the
difficult lessons the shadow could teach him about the world’s concealed qualities. As Jung
wrote: “The shadow becomes fatal when there is too little vitality or too little consciousness in
the hero for him to complete his heroic task.”'®3 The lack of vitality Jung speaks of characterizes
the learned man, and — though his aims are good, perhaps even heroic — his one-sided and rather
lethargic idealism foretells his tragic end.!4

To understand the nature of the grotesque elements of Andersen’s fairytale or of any
other doubling narrative requires a knowledge of the role of subjectivity and perspective in the
psychoanalytic approach, and it is worth dwelling on it again for a moment here. There is a
strangeness in discussing different perspectives when speaking of a trope like the double, which
describes the relationship of the psyche to itself. However, this aspect of the double was
anticipated by Freud’s description of the psyche’s ability to treat itself like an ‘object’; the

different subsystems of the psyche — for Freud: the ego, the superego etc. — can be understood as

183 Jung, “Symbols of Transformation: Part Two,” paragraph 393.

134 There is danger in using the Jungian model of analysis too literally without considering the content of the story
itself. For example, the scholars Tatyana Bushueva and Ol’ga Korkunova analyze a number of texts with ‘shadows’
though a Jungian lens and come to the following conclusion about the meaning of Andersen’s work: “The ‘learned
man,” with his consciousness, entered into battle with his unconscious, and his unconscious turned out to be stronger
than his conscious mind. The conclusion itself speaks to the fact that the conscious aims of the protagonist were a
flop, and therefore the Shadow gained strength and achieved success.” Although the shadow may be related to the
unconscious, interpreting the shadow as nothing beyond the unconscious itself misses Andersen’s attempt to imbue
it with a specific content, and thus undermines any specific (non-derivative) interpretations that could be drawn from
his tale. See: Ol'ga Vladimirovna Korkunova and Tat'iana Ivanovna Bushueva. "Rol’ teni kak strukturnogo
komponenta lichnosti, Logos et Praxis, 16.2 (2017): 27, doi: 10.15688/lp.jvolsu.2017.2.3.
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if they are separate beings capable of pronouncing subjective value judgments on one another.
This abstract principle is demonstrated more concretely in a number of doubling narratives. For
instance, in Poe’s “William Wilson” the protagonist grounds his identity with his ego’s pursuit of
immoral pleasures, rejecting the moral guidance of his superego. Unable to escape the judging
eye of his embodied conscience, the narrator develops a persecution complex that ends in tragic
murder-suicide. Poe’s decision to ground the narrative perspective with the pleasure-seeking
‘ego’ allows the reader to gain insight into the affective terror of being hounded by superego’s
inescapable judgment. Because of the narrative position, the grotesque in Poe’s story is
generated from the perspective of the ego. Using the language of Freud’s uncanny, the
incongruity of the familiar and unfamiliar is generated from the narrator’s perspective; the
superego doppelgénger appears to the narrator — and the reader by extension — as a
defamiliarized distortion of the narrator’s ‘familiar’ name and features. In Andersen’s Shadow
the narrative dynamic is inverted. The learned man identifies with the more noble impulses of
the superego, priding himself on his affinity with the beautiful and the good. For him, then, the
existence of the shadow — embodying vanity, superficiality, and mankind’s (or, perhaps, his
own) instinctual, base, or inarticulable desires — is perceived as a threatening force of moral and
aesthetic degradation. As the shadow develops his plan to subjugate the learned man, the
collapsing of boundaries between the two figures — their roles reversed — is perceived as
grotesque from the perspective of the superego. The fact that the Romantic doubling narrative
ends tragically regardless of perspective underscores the fundamental interdependency of
protagonists and their doubles that is only logical given its underlying psychological component.
The antipodal tension between the protagonist and the double, the symbolic significance

of the double for the individual’s psyche, and the tragic outcome of the double’s struggle for
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supremacy (among many other narrative and aesthetic traits) aligns Andersen’s text with the
major Romantic doubling plots, Hoffman’s Elixirs of Satan, Poe’s “William Wilson,” and

Stevenson’s Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.

Evgenii Shvarts and the Politization of the Tragicomic Modernist Double

Since the formula of the Romantic doubling narrative possesses a proven stability, any
deviations from the tradition in Shvarts’s play have a heightened significance. Shvarts’s work
justifies a comparative approach, not least because the pair of epigraphs to the play indicate that
the author sees himself in dialogue with Andersen’s work. The second epigraph is the most
explicit about Shvarts’s intent to experiment with the artistic legacy of the shadow trope. It
primes the reader to approach the work as something new, not completely beholden to past
intentions and meanings associated with the appropriated plot: “...it is as if another’s plot has
entered into my flesh and blood, I created it anew and only then released it into the light.”!85 But
what is the nature of Shvarts’s transformation of Andersen’s fairytale, and does his vision of the
shadow align with the tradition of the modernist double trope observed in the pre-revolutionary

period?

135 Evgenii Shvarts, “Ten’ (skazka v trekh deistviiakh),” in Golyi korol’, eds. Aleksei Dmitrenko and Elena Petrova
(Sankt-Peterburg: Vita Nova, 2019), 193: “...qyxo0if Clo)keT Kak ObI BOIIIET B MOIO IJIOTh U KPOBb, sI IEpeco3al
ero u roraa Toisko BeirycTria B cBeT.” The first epigraph is a coy intertextual reference from Andersen’s Shadow
and Chamisso’s Peter Schlemihl (see footnote 23). Shvarts expresses a tongue-in-cheek anxiety about a readership
approaching the work as derivative instead of seeing the thematic evolution contained within it. In Chamisso’s
novella, the titular character sells his shadow for an ever-replenishing bag of riches, but quickly comes to understand
that he’s let go an integral part of himself that is no longer retrievable. He’s unable to achieve any happiness in
love, unable to retain the respect of other men because they consider him irredeemably compromised without a
shadow. Realizing he cannot regain the unity now that it has been lost, he nevertheless rejects the riches that tempted
him into selling his shadow, abandons all hope of attaining love, and lives out the rest of his days in poverty as
repentance. The shadow, the double proxy, is something essential to the unity of a man, a piece of himself that must
be integrated in order to live a normal and respectable life. By invoking Andersen’s reference to Chamisso, Shvarts
is positioning himself squarely within this tradition of shadow-based doubling narratives.
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Shvarts’s The Shadow begins with the arrival of the young scholar Christian-Theodor, a
nod to Hans Christian Andersen and Ernst Theodor Amadeus Hoffmann, to a small hotel in a
land where fairytales are sewn into the fabric of reality. There he meets Annuntsiata!8®, the
daughter of the hotel owner, who tells him of the land’s king who — disappointed by a series of
immoral, opportunistic ministers — has given up ruling and left the country’s fate in the hands of
his daughter, the princess. In his will, he encourages the princess to marry a kind-hearted
commoner who will rule honestly; she, in turn, will disguise herself among the townsfolk until
the day she discovers the man who will inherit the throne. Later, Christian-Theodor sees a
beautiful woman on the balcony across from his room and wins her favor by speaking in lofty
language about love. After their conversation, he guesses that the woman is the princess and
jokingly encourages his shadow — cast over the street separating their balconies — to go into her
room to profess his love. The shadow unexpectedly severs himself from the scholar, causing the
latter to become severely sick. The rest of the town learns of the scholar’s love interest along
with the identity of the princess. The ill-willed among them hatch a plan to interfere with the
princess’s relationship so that they may have her, and the power she holds, for themselves. Two
among the malevolent, high-placed ministers, worry that Christian-Theodor will be hard to
undermine or blackmail as a naive, straightforward, honest man. However, the scholar’s shadow
appears to them with the promise that he — as the one who knows Christian-Theodor’s deepest
vulnerabilities — will take care of their problem. The shadow convinces Christian-Theodor, who
does not see his double’s nefarious intentions, that by signing a commitment to abandon his aims
with princess in exchange for riches, he can misdirect his pursuers long enough to plan his

escape with her. The shadow takes the document, signed with great reluctance by the scholar, to

186 From the Latin word ‘annunciate’ or ‘to foretell, herald.’
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the princess as if proof of Christian-Theodor’s shallow, cowardly, and materialistic nature; the
shadow, with the inverted name Theodor-Christian, then professes his love to her, and manages
to win her favor by appealing to her hidden desires. Though the scholar attempts to condemn
Theodor-Christian’s deception and explain himself to the princess, she refuses to listen and
proceeds with her plans to be married with the shadow. The scholar travels to the palace during
the wedding celebrations to expose Theodor-Christian as a shadow to the court, but, when he
tries to bring the truth to light no one believes him, and he is sentenced to beheading for his
insolence. However, just as execution is carried out and the scholar loses his head, so too does
the shadow. The royal palace, in a panic, sends for ‘living water’ to revive the scholar in order to
save the shadow along with him. Once both the scholar and his shadow are brought back to life,
the latter realizes his dependency on Christian-Theodor and tries to win back his favor.
Christian-Theodor refuses to have anything to do with his shadow or the princess, leaving the
land accompanied by its only other honest, kindhearted inhabitant, Annuntsiata. The shadow
disappears, and the scholar senses that they will meet again, but vows to be more vigilant for
those future encounters.

Given the explicit connection between Shvarts’s and Andersen’s Shadow it is not
surprising that the correspondence between texts has received attention from critics. And yet a
consensus has not arisen as to the meaning of each text and the nature of their correlation to one
another. For example, Irina H. Corten presents each work as a commentary on the struggle of
good versus evil: “An important difference between Andersen and Shvarts lies in their attitudes

toward coping with evil. Andersen’s story indicates that evil forces are so overpowering that
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struggle against them is bound to end in defeat.”!®” She sees Shvarts as a less pessimistic writer
who presents his scholar as a spiritual leader: “The scholar’s way of fighting evil, then, is the
way of spiritual enlightenment. [...] He chooses the slow and difficult path of travelling through
the world and tracking down the elusive shadow — the symbol of darkness in people’s hearts.”
Duffield White’s analysis adds a measure of complexity and subtlety into the analysis of the
conflict between the scholar and the shadow in Andersen and Shvarts, looking beyond the
rhetoric of ‘good and evil.” Moreover, though he does not engage with the psychoanalytical
angle using Jung’s thinking, he does recognize that the learned man bares part of the
responsibility for his own undoing. Comparing Andersen’s depiction of the relationship between
the learned man and his shadow to that of Raskolnikov and Svidrigailov in Dostoevsky’s Crime
and Punishment, White asserts, “The ending of Andersen’s The Shadow represents a stand-off
between the idealist and worldly conceptions of identity. The scholar makes the idealist
conception appear unfulfilling because he lacks boldness, while the shadow’s life demonstrates
that worldly power is based upon deception and aggression which derives from a weak sense of
self.”!88 He opposes the hopelessness of the ending in Andersen’s work to Shvarts’s
transformation of it into a biblical test of faith, echoing the religious overtones of Dostoevsky’s
novels: “The end of Andersen’s story encourages the reader to infer that the scholar dies in
despair. If, in fact, he died with firm faith in his idealist values and their commitment to Truth,
then he did not die in despair. [...] In rewriting the story, [...] Shvarts insists that, as in the story

of Christ’s crucifixion, spiritual faith can prove to be stronger than worldly power. When he

137 Irina H. Corton, “Evgenii Shvarts as an Adapter of Hans Christian and Charles Perrault,” The Russian Review,
37:1(1978): 62, www.jstor.org/stable/128363.

138 Duffield White, “Shvarts's The Shadow: The Andersen Story and the Russian Subtexts,” The Slavic and East
European Journal, vol. 38, no. 4 (1994): 639, www.jstor.org/stable/308419.
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returns to the state after his execution and resurrection, Shvarts’s scholar thinks only of how his
faith has passed the test of dying.”'® And while each scholar’s approach brings forth certain
concealed meanings in both Andersen and Shvarts, they neglect to shed new light on the trope of
the double, its literary history and function, and its role. This is a particularly conspicuous
absence in the work of White, who draws perceptive philosophical parallels between Shvarts’s
work and Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment, The Idiot, and The Possessed, and yet fails to
mention 7The Double. A comparative discussion of Andersen’s and Shvart’s Shadow as part of
the literary tradition of the double trope, then, ought to illuminate particular elements of each text
that have largely been overlooked.

Though Shvarts’s Shadow holds up apart from Andersen’s fairytale, without a familiarity
with the latter, a significant portion of the play’s subtle intertextual play — especially the tension
between its comic atmosphere and the teasing of its own tragic potential — will go unnoticed.
Although the comic quirkiness of all the fairytale residents — including the corrupt leadership — is
emphasized in Shvarts’s play, there is an uneasiness in the laughter it generates. There is always
a chance that the potential of the villains’ threatening power will be realized, echoing the tragic
ending of Andersen’s work and retroactively casting all the scenes of comic, over-the-top
nefariousness in a much grimmer light. Shvarts invokes the specter of Andersen’s tragic ending
to generate an abiding, ambient sense of peril in the text; on several occasions Annuntsiata
reminds Christian-Theodor — the ‘scholar’ — that just because The Shadow is set in a land of

fairytales does not mean that he can count on a happy ending: “[ Adults] know well that many

1% Tbid., 650.
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fairytales have sad endings. And that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. Be careful.”®® In
another case, the play’s doctor warns the scholar that he ought not to be so sure that his venture
to win the heart of the princess will end in success: “In folk legends about the man who lost his
shadow, in the monographs of Chamisso and your friend Hans Christian Andersen, it is said
that...” But the scholar cuts him off, “Let us not recall what is said there. It will all end
differently for me.”!”! The conclusion of Shvarts’s play reveals that his scholar does meet a
different fate from that of Andersen’s learned man, but what is the narrative and symbolic
significance of this change? How are Shvarts’s protagonist and antagonist different from their
predecessors, and what is the impact of these changes on the meaning of the double trope?

The significance of the scholar and his shadow depends on the positive content they
represent. Though the double trope is frequently conceptualized as a symbolic struggle between
‘good’ and ‘evil,” these concepts do not have any specific content in and of themselves. To
interpret them outside of their pure symbolic meaning, one must understand the axiological
hierarchy of the work itself to determine what, in this specific narrative, constitutes good and
evil. Speaking about The Shadow, Shvarts noted in an interview that the play is designed to
express an optimistic conjecture about the world: “A careerist, a man without ideas, a
functionary can defeat a man inspired by ideas and grand thoughts, but only temporarily. In the

end, living life will prevail.”!? Shvarts’s message can be integrated into a value structure, then,

190 Shvarts, “Ten’ (skazka v trekh deistviiakh),” 202: “[B3pocible] IpekpacHO 3HAIOT, 9TO MHOTHE CKa3KH
KOHYAIOTCS IMeYaibHO. BOT 00 3TOM 5 ¢ BaMU 1 XOTema MOroBOpuTh. byapTe 0CTOPOXKHEL.”

1 bid., 235: “B HapOIHBIX IPEIAHUAX O YEIOBEKE, KOTOPBIH MOTEPSI TEHb, B MOHOrpadusx [llamucco u Bamrero

npyra [Nanca-Xpuctrana AnmepceHa roBopurcs, 4ro...” // “He OymeM BCIIOMHHATH O TOM, YTO TaM T'OBOPUTCS. Y
& &

MEHS BCE KOHYUTCS hHaye.”

192 Evgenii Shvarts, “P’eca-skazka ‘Ten’,”” Iskusstvo i zhizn’, no. 9 (1939): 46. http:/lib.sptl.spb.ru/ru/nodes/9165-
iskusstvo-i-zhizn-1939-9#mode/inspect/page/50/zoom/4: “KaprepucTt, yemoBek 0e3 uei, YMHOBHUK MOXKET
MOOEIUTh YeNIOBEKA, OIYIIEBICHHOTO UACSIMH U OOJIBIIMMHU MBICIISIMH, TOJILKO BPEMEHHO. B KOHIIE KOHIIOB,
mo0OeKTaeT KUBast KU3Hb.”
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to help create a rough mapping of the central conceptual distinctions of the play. Though
Shvarts’s comments are not an exhaustive inventory of the axiological structures of the play, at
the very least they suggest that ‘inspired thought,” ‘big ideas,” and ‘life” would track to the play’s
positive positions, or simply impulses of ‘the good.” And indeed, these values are embodied by
the scholar and his only loyal companion, the hotel owner’s daughter Annuntsiata. On the other
hand, the oppositional values, embodied by the ‘shadow,” would track to ‘careerism,’
‘bureaucracy,’ and, by implication, ‘death.” The shadow himself is a ruthless careerist,
sacrificing any semblance of moral virtue to attain rank, wealth and status; he is the shadow
‘essence’ embodied, a concrete manifestation of the abstract psychological temptation faced by
the play’s other figures. And all the play’s villains — the two ministers, the cannibals i.e., the
hotel owner Pietro, and the journalist Cezar Borgia — are cynical and ruthless careerists, or both;
their indifference is implicit in their single-minded orientation towards personal gain and
success. And while these values imbue the polarized ‘good and evil” moral coordinates of the
work with a more specific content, the play also invokes another trait that plays a central role in
the value structures it explores: cynicism and indifference. In his first conversation with the
princess, the scholar is shocked with her jaded attitude towards life, and her assertion that she
cannot distinguish any specific coordinates in the moral landscape: “These people are right, and
so too are those others, and, at the end of the dayj, it is all the same to me.”!** The scholar
counters that to assume there is no distinction between conflicting sides, or to become indifferent

to the world is among the worst of fates: “‘It is all the same,’ but that [attitude] is worse than

193 Shvarts, “Ten’ (skazka v trekh deistviiakh),” 219: “U Te IIpaBbl, ¥ 5TH OPABEL, H, B KOHIE KOHIIOB, MHE BCE
0e3paziamgHo.”
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death!”!®* The focus on indifference sets Shvarts’s play apart from its predecessor. In
Andersen’s fairytale, the narrative remains so fixated on the duality of the learned man and his
shadow that there remains no narrative space for an exploration of indifference because there are
no other figures in the story that can embody it. Shvarts, on the other hand, incorporates a
number of additional characters with their own subplots, developed in parallel with the playing
out of the scholar’s rivalry with the shadow. The additional characters provide Shvarts with the
opportunity to explore the dynamics of more complex value structures and embodied values —
the analysis of ‘indifference’ chief among them. Although these additional figures do not have
embodied ‘shadows’ of their own, their presence in Shvarts’s reimagining of Andersen’s
fairytale does suggest that the significance of the ‘the shadow’ trope is somehow tied up in the
unraveling of their stories.

In the analysis of the Romantic texts, including Andersen’s work, the prototypical tragic
double serves as the counterpoint to a specific individual’s characteristics, and the narratives
built on this trope centered on the fate of that individual. The Romantic double is suggestive of a
universal applicability, but its universalism is sooner an implication following from its
psychological nature. The shadow’s implicit connection to the psyche (and the unconscious) is
made explicit in Shvarts; as the play’s doctor suggests, “Dreams and shadows are closely related,
after all. They, it seems, are cousins.”'®> Though the psychological element of the double hints
at its universal quality, Shvarts brings the trope’s applicability to the collective out as one of its

central themes. Speaking to the princess, the shadow suggests that he is not only an antithetical

194 Ibid., 219: “Bce 6e3pa3indHO, Aa BEOb 5TO €IIE XyxkKe cMepTH!”

195 Shvarts, “Ten’ (skazka v trekh deistviiakh),” 253: “Jla Belb CHBI ¥ TEHH B OJIM3KOM poacTBe. OHM, KaXKeTcs,
JTBOIOPOJHBIC”
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manifestation of the scholar, but represents a part of her too: “People do not know the shadow
side of things, and — more specifically — in the shadows, in the semi-darkness, in the depths hides
that which intensifies all our sensations. In the depths of your soul — there am 1.”°¢ If the
Romantic doubling text staged the drama of an individual against their alter ego, then the shadow
in Shvarts’s play has an explicitly extended domain. He has both an individual specificity — as
he claims, “I speak with everyone in their own language” — and a generalizable universality,
localizing himself in every subject comprising the collective.!®” If the shadow is narratively
significant as both universal and individual, then there ought to be evidence of its presence
beyond its embodied manifestation in the figure of Theodor-Christian.

The character development of two figures in particular epitomizes the struggle between
the play’s antipodal moral coordinates - either towards moral virtue and or to the debased
shadow side: the disenchanted doctor, and the near-sighted singer Yulia Julie. Yulia has the
vanity of a famous performer, and has established a reputation as someone ready to trample
others to raise herself up: “[Yulia] steps and steps on good people, on her closest girlfriends,
even on herself — and she does it all to preserve her new shoes, her stockings, and her dress.”!*®

However, she is charmed by the virtues of the scholar, and, defying her self-interested nature,

risks attracting the ire of her powerful social circle — especially her clandestine lover, the

196 Tbid., 251: “Jlronu He 3HAIOT TEHEBOM CTOPOHBI BEIIEH, 8 IMEHHO B TEHH, B TIOJYMPAKE, B ITyOUHE M TAWTCS TO,
YTO MPUAAET OCTPOTY HAIlMM YyBCTBaM. B riryOune Bamreit mymm — s1.”

197 Ibid., 243: “S ¢ KaxIBIM FOBOPIO Ha ero sa3bike.” This distinction mirrors the Jungian distinction between the
individual unconscious and the collective unconscious. The Jungian shadow archetype in its collective
manifestation cannot be understood as an entity with specific and defined features that somehow inhabits the minds
of all mankind. The archetypes are potentialities, and they are best understood structurally; ‘the shadow’ is the spirit
of the antithetical within the psyche, and stands in contrast to the individual’s structure of values. The way the
shadow manifests itself varies for every individual in relation to their cognized and unconscious value structures.

198 Ibid., 210: “[IOnust] HACTYMAET M HACTYTIAET HA XOPOIINX JIFOJIEH, Ha JIYHIIHX MOJPYT, TaKe Ha CaMOE ce0s — 1
BCE 3TO JUIS TOTO, YTOOBI COXPAaHUTh CBOM HOBBIE OallIMavKH, 9yJI0OUKM ¥ TUIAThUIA.”
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minister of finance — by warning Christian-Theodor of the plot to tear the princess away from
him. She is herself surprised by the sudden change of heart: “Ah, you have ruined me over these
past two weeks. Why did I ever come visit you! I have turned into a sentimental commoner.”!*°
However, her resolve to enact moral good is tested when the minister of finance tries to enlist her
to bring the scholar to ruin. Taking note of her hesitation to participate in the plot, the minister
threatens to launch a media campaign against Yulia designed to drum up false charges: crimes
against the state for supposedly injecting subversive political messaging into her music. Her will
to truth is tested against her instinct for self-preservation in the decisive moment when the
scholar reveals to the royal court that Theodor-Christian is his shadow; when they do not listen to
his warning the scholar turns to Yulia for a voice of support, but she betrays his confidence: “It is
you who is the shadow!”?*® Moments later she stands before the royal court, singing a song
about the virtues of indifference — titled “Don’t Lose Your Head” — while the scholar is beheaded
behind the scenes.

Like Yulia, the doctor sees a kind of charm in the scholar’s naiveté and virtuousness.
The doctor takes a liking to Christian-Theodor and tries to convince him to adopt a new mode of
being to avoid getting into more trouble. The doctor’s method of treatment is therapeutic,
teaching his patients to embody indifference to endure the difficulties and injustices of life under
the tyrannical ministers: “Yes, [the scholar] is well. But his affairs are going poorly. And they
will get even worse until he learns how to look at the other way, until he learns to give up on it

all, until he internalizes the art of shrugging his shoulders.”?°! Though beyond this projection of

199 1bid., 238: “Ax, BBI MEHS HCTIOPTHIIN 3a 3T JIBE HEJIEU. 3a4eM TOJIBKO 51 HaBemana Bac! Sl mpesparuiach B
CEeHTUMEHTAJBHYIO MEIaHKy.”

200 Tbid., 272: “TeHp — 370 BHI!”
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cynicism, the doctor conceals his own shattered ambitions from the days of his youth when he
mirrored many of the scholar’s virtuous qualities. The doctor confesses to the scholar that long
ago he, too, had the will to fight for the world’s betterment. Once he discovered a source of
‘living water’ that could revive the dead but was forced to lock away the miraculous substance
because the minister of finance worried it would diminish the city’s turnover: “I fought like mad
with the minister — and then the functionaries all came after me. They are indifferent to it all. To
life, to death, to great discoveries. And precisely for that reason, they prevailed. And I gave up
on it all. And it became easier to live on this earth right away. Give up on all of it, and you’ll live
just like me.”?%2 Eventually, the doctor is also confronted with a test of his resolve to remain
indifferent. Just after Yulia betrays the scholar in front of the royal court, the minister asks the
doctor if the scholar has a contagious case of insanity, a diagnosis that would justify and
legitimize his execution. The doctor chooses safe indifference over a dangerous expression
resistance, confirming the minister’s absurd diagnosis: “I was almost infected with his madness
myself.”2% Though, after their public betrayals, it appears Yulia and the doctor are still
experiencing pangs of conscience. To relieve her guilt, Yulia approaches the doctor about
retrieving the locked-away ‘living water’ to revive Christian-Theodor once the execution is
complete. However, the water’s source is locked away and can only be opened with a key that
belongs to the finance minister; the doctor insists there is nothing he can do, and Yulia rejects the

suggestion that she ask the minister for the key — “[the doctor] wants to put all the responsibility

201 1bid., 234: “Jla, [yuensiit] 3mopo. Ho nena ero mayt mioxo. Y molayT eime Xyxke, MOKa OH HE HAYYHTCS
CMOTPETh Ha MHP CKBO3b ITANIBIIHI, TOKA OH HE MAaXHET Ha BCE PYKOH, ITOKAa OH HE OBJIAJEET NCKYCCTBOM HOXXHMATh
reyamu.”

202 Tbid., 253: 51 Goposcs ¢ MEHUCTPOM Kak OeIeHbIi — ¥ BOT HA MEHS JIBUHYJIMCH YMHOBHUKH. VM Bee
6e3pazniyHo. U )Ku3Hb, ¥ CMEPTH, U BEJIMKHUE OTKPHITHS. 11 nMeHHO moaToMy oHH robeunu. U s MmaxHyn Ha Bce

pykoii. I MHe cpa3y craiio jierde )HTh Ha cBeTe. V1 BBl MaXHUTE Ha BCe PyKOH M )KMBUTE, KaK 51.”

203 1bid., 273: “SI cam enBa He 3apasuics 3TuM Oe3ymuem.”
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on me. [...] [ did everything I could” —, and so both wash their hands of Christian-Theodor’s
beheading.?%4

Through characters like the doctor and Yulia, The Shadow explores the implications of a
moral landscape where collective indifference and cynicism reign; and Shvarts’s emphasis on the
interrelatedness of the moral strength of the individual and the health of the collective leads to a
reading of his shadow as a political force. The corrosiveness of indifference and cynicism as a
political force is not only that it benefits the representatives of a corrupt power structure, but also
that it transforms potential moral forces into passive, indifferent, submissive subjects. Jung
himself often warned about the power of the collective shadow to subvert the individual: “[Man]
never suspects that his own hidden and apparently harmless shadow has qualities whose
dangerousness exceeds his wildest dreams. As soon as people get together in masses and
submerge the individual, the shadow is mobilized, and, as history shows, may even be
personified and incarnated.”?*® Jung’s insight explains the political success of the scholar’s
shadow in Shvarts’s fictional universe; the ‘light’ of individual virtue is put out in its encounter
with the collective shadow, and it is the shadow embodied that is best adapted to the
environment ruled by the collective’s unconscious impulses.

Furthermore, the indecision faced by Yulia and the doctor reflects one of the doubling
principles described by Krzhizhanovsky in his treatise: the subtype of the dgounux designating
the indecisive figure who faces a deep inner division which they hope to resolve by making a

choice between two incompatible options, thereby restoring unity to themselves. The figure of

204 Tbid., 278: “[ JlokTOp] XO4ET BCe CBATUTH Ha MeHd. [...] S cienana Bee, 9To Morna.”

205 Jung, “On the Psychology of the Trickster-Figure,” Collected Works of C.G. Jung, edited and translated by
Gerhard Adler and R. H. C. Hull (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969) 9:267.
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the indecisive hero described in Krzhizhanovsky’s theory represents too broad a category to call
a double in all cases. However, in Shvarts’s play, the indecisiveness of the doctor and Yulia, the
gravitation towards indifference and self-preservation, is a mirroring of the play’s shadow motif,
which itself makes the connection far more explicit. Their siding with ‘indifference’ does not
constitute a choice in and of itself; it is the absence of choice. Thus, they remain divided,
denying themselves internal, curative unity and rendering them morally impotent subjects.

The scholar, on the other hand, is one of very few protagonists of doubling narratives
from any era who manages to resolve the problem of the alter ego. His shadow is not destroyed,
for if it does have its ontological basis in the psyche it simply cannot be, nor is it repressed.
Instead, the scholar vows to remain vigilant, suggesting that the solution to the problem of the
shadow is to understand that it is a constant threat, and to be ready for it in whatever form it
appears: “He hid away only to appear before me on my journey again and again. But I will
recognize him, I will recognize him everywhere.”?® But what significance does the scholar’s
victory carry? To experience the full weight of the ending, one ought first to understand its
significance both in psychological terms and in terms of the political and collective spirit of the
work.

Built on the antipodal principle of doubling, Shvarts’s play contains the structural
qualities generative of grotesque polarization like its Romantic-era counterpart. However, as a
work built to unconceal the relational dependency of the individual and the collective, the
grotesque element of the work spills out into the political sphere. As Freud’s theory of the

uncanny suggests, the grotesque double is often a result of the familiar suddenly transforming

206 Shvarts, “Ten’ (skazka v trekh deistviiakh),” 285. “On ckpbuICS, 4TOOBI €IIE Pa3 M ELIE Pa3 CTATh y MEHS HA
nopore. Ho 4 y3Hato ero, s Bclofy y3Haro €ro.”
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into the unfamiliar. The logic of this transformation is straightforward in the individual who
suddenly is confronted with a part of his psyche he has repressed; the self ought to be the most
familiar thing of all, and the shock and revulsion accompanied by an estrangement from the self
is understandable from a psychological perspective. If the aim is to understand the logic of the
grotesque in the double’s collective sense, though, the utility of Freud’s theory is rather limited.
Wolfgang Kayser, and his theory of the grotesque as ‘world estrangement,” and Mikhail
Bakhtin, with the grotesque elements of his notion of the carnival, propose competing
conceptions of the grotesque’s function in collective contexts. Bakhtin’s polemic with Kayser
raises a theoretical debate that will prove useful in analyzing the grotesque nature of the
collective shadow. Bakhtin’s concise summary of Kayser’s work is as follows:
For Kayser, the most important thing in the grotesque world is “something hostile, alien,
and inhuman.” Kayser especially emphasizes the moment of alienness: “The grotesque is
the world made alien [strange].” Kayser explicates that definition, comparing the
grotesque to the world of fairytales. After all, the world of fairytales, if you look at it
from the outside, can also be seen as alien and unusual, but it is not the world made alien.
In the grotesque, that which for us was familiar and close suddenly becomes alien and
hostile. It is precisely our world that suddenly transformed into an alien one.?"’
Because it relies on the principle of radical defamiliarization, Kayser’s theory can be understood
as complimentary to Freud’s uncanny. Kayser’s conception should be able to reveal something
about the aesthetic utility of Shvarts’s invocation of the collective shadow. The double,

understood in the individualistic sense through Freud’s uncanny, estranges the individual from

himself; if Freud’s theory were externalized from the individual and applied to the outside world,

207 Mikhail Bakhtin, Tvorchestvo Fransua Rable i narodnaia kul 'tura srednevekov’ia i Renessanca (Moscow:
Khudozhevstvennaia literatura, 1993), 56: “Ilns Kaiisepa e ri1aBHOE B TPOTECKHOM MHpPE — «HEUTO BpakaeOHoe,
qyXJ0e 1 HedenoBeueckoe». OcobeHHo moauepknBaet Kaiizep MoMeHT uyxnocTti: «I poTeckHOE — 3TO MU,
cTaBOIMH gyxuM». Kaiizep MOosSCHIET 3TO OnpeesieHre, COMOCTABIIIS TPOTECK C MUPOM CKa3KH. Benb 1 Mup ckaskuy,
€CIIM CMOTPETh Ha HETO CO CTOPOHEI, TOXKE MOXKHO ONPEAEINTD KaK Ty>KAbI M HEOOBIYHBIH, HO 3TO HE

MHUp, CTaBIIMK yXHUM. B rpoTecke ke To, 9To OBIIO I HAC CBOMM, POIAHBIM M OJIM3KHM, BHE3AITHO CTAHOBHUTCS
qy>KUM 1 BpaXKAeOHBIM. FIMEHHO Hall MUp NpeBpaiiaeTcs BAPYT B 4y OH.”
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it describes the core of Kayser’s theoretical framework. The importance of the principle of
polarization for certain forms of the grotesque is also made explicit. The grotesque, as Kayser
imagines it, is a potent aesthetic device, designed with the explosive power to alienate a subject
from their surrounding environment. If this effect is to really be achieved, the artist must give
their audience quite the jolt, and this is attempted by snapping their perception of the world
between two antipodal positions, from the intimately familiar to the disturbingly strange.?’8
Especially given the prevalence of the fairytale motif in Shvarts, it is worth stopping for a
moment to evaluate Kayser’s distinction of the grotesque world — a world that becomes strange —
and the fairytale world — a world that is already strange. In the typical fairytale, the action takes
place in a hypothetical fantasy world hermetically sealed outside of the spatial boundaries of our
own; the subject can experience a symbolic parallel that unites our world with the fairytale
world, but — as Kayser suggests — the fanciful nature of these tales does not often make our world
strange. However, Shvarts violates this principle, making the collision of the ‘real’ and the
‘fairytale’ worlds a central motif in his play. For example, in one of The Shadow’s opening
scenes the scholar claims that the two are much closer than one might expect: “You know, in the
evening, after removing my glasses, I am ready to believe [that in your world fairytales are real].
But in the morning, leaving the house, I see something completely different. Your country —
alas! — is like all the countries in the world. Riches and poverty, nobility and slavery, death and
misfortune, reason and idiocy, sanctity, crime, conscience, shamelessness — all of it is mixed so

thoroughly that it horrifies you. It will be very difficult to untangle it all, to parse it, and bring it

208 Compare to the explosive effect generated by the aforementioned pre-revolutionary Modernist texts, pivoting
from the comic mode to the tragic mode — sometimes in an instant. Because they highlight a defect in the reader’s
perception of the events they witnessed, these texts, too, have the potential to estrange the world in the way Kayser
describes.
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back to order such that nothing living is damaged in the process. In fairytales, everything is much
simpler.”?® By breaking down this barrier, Shvarts attempts undermine any assumption that the
strange people and events of his fairytale world have no bearing on outside reality. When this
line appears in the early moments of the play, viewers and readers are unlikely to make much of
the connection. However, as the play proceeds, Shvarts confronts his audience with a growing
pile of evidence that his corrupt fairytale world — ruled by the collective shadow — is much closer
to their familiar Soviet reality than initially meets the eye.

Written in the last years of the 1930s, Shvarts’s rendition of The Shadow has a heightened
moral urgency due to the connections it dares to draw with the repressions perpetuated by the
Soviet State during the peak of Stalinist Terror. Several moments in the text are so transparent in
their political relevancy that it is a wonder the play was allowed to be staged at all. For example,
when Yulia hesitates to help the minister of finance bring the scholar to ruin, he threatens to
arrest her, to initiate a media slander campaign, and to accuse her of undermining state
initiatives: “Your refusal shows that you do not respect our whole system of government.
Silence! Be quiet! To the bench with you! [...] “Oh, Why Aren’t I a Puddle!” [the name of
Yulia’s hit song], only now I understand what you mean by that title. You are suggesting that our
farmers are not given enough land. Yes? And? Just you... I’'ll make you... Tomorrow the papers

will tear apart your figure, your manner of singing, your private life.”?!® In another chilling nod

209 Shvarts, “Ten’ (skazka v trekh deistviiakh),” 203: “3naere, BedepoM, [a €Ie CHAB OYKH, 1 TOTOB BEPHUTH [UTO B
BaIlel cTpaHe cKa3ku — rpasna]. Ho yTpom, BEIIIS U3 oMy, S BUXKY COBCeM Jpyroe. Bamra crpana — yBeI! —
ITOX0JKa Ha BCE CTpaHBI B Mupe. boraTtcTBo u GeMHOCTh, 3HATHOCTH U PAOCTBO, CMEPTh M HECUACTHE, Pa3yM U
TITyTIOCTh, CBATOCTb, IPECTYILUICHUE, COBECTH, OECCTBIICTBO — BCE ATO TIEPEMEIIIAHO TaK TECHO, YTO TIPOCTO
ykacaembcsi. O4eHb TPyIHO OYIET BCE ATO pacIyTaTh, pa300paTh U MPUBECTH B MIOPSIOK TaK, 9TOOBI HE TOBPEIUTH
HUYEMY XHBOMY. B cka3kax Bce 3T0 ropasnmo mpouie.”

210 Tbid., 240. “Bam 0TKa3 HOKA3BIBA€T, YTO BB HEAOCTATOYHO YBAXKAETE BCIO HAIITY TOCYJAPCTBEHHYIO CUCTEMY.
Tuxo! Momuats! ITog cyn! [...] «Ax, 3auem 51 He myxaiika!» [the name of Yulia’s hit song] Tonsko Tereps s
TIOHSUT, YTO BBI THM XOTHTE CKa3aTh. BeI HaMeKaeTe Ha To, 94To y pepmepoB maino 3emsn. A? Urto? [la 51 Bac..., na s
BaM... 3aBTpa JKe ra3eTsl pa3depyT M0 KOCTOYKaM Bally GpUTypy, Bally MaHepy IETh, Ballly YaCTHYIO XHU3Hb.”
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to the politics of the era, the shadow coerces the scholar to sign a concessional document under
the pretense that doing so will save the lives of those he loves: “You are also a murderer! By
refusing to sign this insignificant scrap of paper, you are killing yourself, your best friend, and
the poor, helpless princess.”?!! Subsequently, the shadow betrays his trust, using the document
instead to slander the scholar to the princess, convincing her that he is just another careerist
willing to sacrifice others for his own gain. In one of the known drafts of the play, the newly
freed shadow, having made his pact with the ministers, proclaims: “Today I have come to
understand the beauty and power of the chancellery. The most complex affairs of man look so
simple with it. Two words on a piece of paper, and a man no longer exists.”?!> One need not
strain the imagination to determine why this line was subsequently removed. This steady stream
of reminders that the dangers of Shvarts’s fairytale world are those same dangers confronting his
audience are all but designed to prevent the routine nature of anti-humanitarian excesses under
Stalin from becoming familiarized banalities. By collapsing the distance between the fairytale
and the real, Shvarts invites his audience to do the same, and — for the perceptive among them —
reveals that the collective shadow is alive and well in their world, too.

Although Kayser’s theory applies to the tragic elements of The Shadow, it is less
effective in explaining its comic components. Bakhtin’s critique of Kayser’s theory suggests that
it is “applicable to only a few manifestations of the modernist grotesque” and, since it does not
have its roots in the carnivalistic worldview, is an inferior manifestation of grotesque aesthetics.

Bakhtin is categorical about the role of laughter and liberating relativism in genuine expressions

21 1bid., 246. “Tol Toxke youiina! OTKa3hIBasACh MOAIKCATE 3TY KATKY OyMaKOHKY, Thl yOUBAEIIb MEHS, JIyUILIETO
CBOETO JpyTa, U OCAHYI0, OECIIOMOIIHYIO TIPUHIIECCY.”

212 1bid., 510. “ToBKO CETOAHS S TIOHSI KPACOTy M CHITy KaHUesapuu. CIOKHENIINE YeTOBEUECKUE JIENA BBITIISIAT
B KaHIEJISIPUHU TaK IPOcTo. J[Ba cioBa Ha OymMakke, M HET 4eJoBeKa.”
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of the grotesque: “The relativity of all existence is always joyful in the grotesque [...] The comic
principle and the carnivalistic worldview, lying at the foundation of the grotesque, destroy the
limiting seriousness, all pretentions of timeless meaning, and the certainty of notions of necessity
— freeing human consciousness, thought, and imagination for new possibilities.”!* If the
practitioners of the modernist grotesque are distinguished by their resistance to the laws guiding
the pre-Romantic grotesque Bakhtin loves to champion, then Shvarts is solidly positioned among
their ranks. There is plenty of laughter in Shvarts’s play, but it is a laughter of great uneasiness,
accompanying many of the play’s greatest evils. From the ministers, who can (literally)
‘understand each other from half a word,’ threatening to kill the scholar (“Hazno ero niu Ky, uiu
y”’), to the doctor whose medical treatment is encouraging moral people to ‘look the other way,’
to the running gag that half the city are cannibals working at the city’s pawnshop (“Scholar:
‘Annuntsiata, how many appraisers work in your city’s pawnshop?’ Annuntsiata: ‘A lot™”) to
Yulia Julie singing her song “Don’t Lose Your Head” as the scholar is being beheaded — Shvarts
ensures the play’s darkest moments are simultaneously its funniest. 214 But while laughter in the
face of tragedy and death is Bakhtinian, it fails to meet one of Bakhtin’s core criteria to be
genuinely grotesque: it fails to celebrate relativism. More than that, moral relativity is perhaps
the value that the play rails against hardest of all. For instance, the scholar recoils when the
princess proclaims that, “these people are right, and so, too, are those others, and, at the end of

the day, it is all the same to me.” The audience is meant to understand that, within the

213 Bakhtin, Tvorchestvo Fransua Rable i narodnaia kul tura srednevekov’ia i Renessanca, 58: “OTHOCHTEIBHOCTh
BCET0 CYIICCTBYIOIIETO B TPOTECKE BCeTAa Becemnas [...] CMexoBoe Hayao M KapHaBAJIFHOE MUPOOIITYIIECHHE,
JIeKaIue B OCHOBE TPOTECKA, Pa3pyIIAIOT OTPAHIICHHYIO CEPhE3HOCTD U BCSIKHUE MPETEH3UHN HA BHCBPEMCHHYTO
3HAYNMOCTD U 0€3yCIIOBHOCTD IPEACTABICHUH 0 HEOOXOAMMOCTH M OCBOOOXKIAIOT YEIIOBEUECKOE COSHAHUE, MBICITH
1 BOOOpakeHUe 11 HOBBIX BOBMOXKHOCTEH.”

214 Shvarts, “Ten’ (skazka v trekh deistviiakh),” 229, 210. “Vu4: ‘AHHYHIMAaTa, CKOIBEKO OLECHIIAKOB B BAIIEM
ropoackoM tombapae?’ Axr: ‘“MHoro.””
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axiological framework of the text, holding this belief is an unforgivable manifestation of moral
impotency. The grotesque in Shvarts’s play, then, comes from the collective shadow — the spirit
of lies and life wiped of any positive content — gaining sway over the fairytale land and its
people. Shvarts’s grotesque is not Bakhtinian because it advocates for the power of truth, rails
against relativity, and believes that ‘the beautiful and the good’ are restorative forces in the
world. There is little joy in the grotesque for Shvarts, for things are grotesque because the world
is twisted by liars, bureaucrats, careerists and cannibals while the indifferent look on and
habitualize themselves to the corrupted world.

The grotesque in The Shadow, then, is a negative state of exception, born out of the
supremacy of the collective shadow, that ought to be blighted by representatives of the true and
the good. The play mythologizes the kingdom’s corruption and fall, and treats the scholar’s
arrival into the land like the coming of a savior and redeemer. Shvarts includes a short anecdote
that serves as a symbolic depiction of the corruptive power of the shadow: “My aunt was a
beautiful girl, and she got married to a scoundrel who only pretended that he loved her. And his
kisses were cold and so repulsive, that the beautiful girl soon transformed into a cold, repulsive
frog. [...] They say that such things happen a lot more often than one might think.”?!> Shvarts is
fond of including small anecdotes that reflect the broader themes of his work, and so here. The
myth of corruption serves as the play’s constructive principle, applying to specific characters and
the collective with equal validity. The beautiful maiden finds its parallel in the uncorrupted

fairytale city, the cold husband — indifferent to his wife — stands in for the collective spirit of

215 1bid., 218: “[T]erst Most ObUTa MpeKpacHas JIEBYLIKA, U OHA BBIIIUIA 3aMYK 33 HETOJISIsS, KOTOPBIA TONBKO
MIPUTBOPSIICS, YTO JTFOOUT ee. M morenyy ero ObUIM XOJOAHBI M TaK OTBPATUTEIBHBI, YTO MTPEKpacHas AeBYIIKa
IIPEeBpaTHiIach B CKOPOM BPEMEHH B XOJIOJHYIO U OTBPATUTEIBHYIO JIATYIIKY. [...] [OBOpST, 4TO Takue Belu
CITy4JaroTCs TOPA3/I0 Yalle, YeM MOKHO IIPEIIIOIOKHTE.”
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careerism and indifference plaguing its political structures. The positive potential of the fairytale
kingdom, having come into contact with the corrupting force of ‘the shadow,’ is warped into a
nightmare where corrupt ministers and cannibals have seized power and where honesty is a

crime punished with execution.

Conclusion — A Remedy for the Polarized Individual

Although the ending to Shvarts’s play puts a positive spin on Andersen’s tragic
resolution, the message conveyed is not unproblematically optimistic about an individual’s
ability to act as a catalyst for goodness and truth in one’s own culture. The collective shadow is
by no means an impotent force, even if Shvarts is convinced that ‘in the end, living life will
prevail.” The case of Yulia Julie and the doctor demonstrate that harboring a spark of the good is
not enough. Overcoming the temptation to become a silent collaborator requires a spiritual feat
of good that can hardly be expected of the average citizen. The scholar is only able to secure
victory over his shadow — and, symbolically, over the collective shadow — by standing up for
truth to the death. The scholar accepts the possibility of his death, possessing a bravery that sets
him apart from Andersen’s passive learned man. Before risking his life to confront the royal
court about the truth of the shadow’s identity, the scholar externalizes his own philosophical
approach to life onto a number torches that burn in the night: “I really love how these torches
burn. [...] And I love all the torches at once, and each torch individually. I know that by morning
you will all be extinguished, my friends, but be not sad. For you still burned, and happily, too —

no one can take that away from you.”?!6

26 1bid., 260: “MHe O4eHEL HPABUTCS, KAK TOPST 3TH OHAPHKH. [...] Y 1 M061I0 Bee (OHAPHKH PAa3OM U KA IbIi
(oHapHK B OTAETHHOCTH. S 3HaIO, YTO K yTPY BHI ITOTACHETE, APY3bsi MOH, HO BBI HE ajielTte 00 3ToM. Bee-Taku BbI
TOpEJNH, U TOPEJH BECEN0, — ATOTO y BaC HUKTO HE MOXET OTHATE.”
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However, Shvarts’s dramatic ending is not serving only to project a message of great
moral import; it also works as an innovation on the tradition of the double in the way it lays bare
the central paradox at the heart of doubling narratives (and the associated principle of grotesque
polarization). Recall the dynamics of the pre-revolutionary modernist doubling narratives,
analyzed through the lens of Krzhizhanovsky’s dgounux and deotina. On the surface, Shvarts’s
Shadow develops much like the pre-revolutionary Modernist tragicomic texts, though with its
own significant differences. In this case, the narrative conflict begins with the scholar, suddenly
splitting into two, mirroring the structural movement of Krzhizhanovsky’s concept of dsoiins.
As Krzhizhanovsky argues, the dsoiins trope ought to be comic, and the sudden division of the
scholar into two is predicated by the scholar’s localization within the fairytale domain, a
circumstance which itself gives rise to the play’s predominant comic element. Though already at
this early stage of the work, Shvarts is tinkering with the structural formula: he preemptively
problematizes the comic nature of the deotinza and does so through the interventions of
Annuntsiata and the doctor. As longtime denizens of the fairytale city, both are experienced
‘readers’ of doubling narratives and understand what the scholar’s doubling foretells. However,
despite their warnings and references to the tragic endings of Chamisso and Andersen, the
scholar presses forward believing that the story will end differently for him. As if by inertia, the
play’s finale draws out the move to Krzhizhanovsky’s ogoiinuk narrative mode, revealing that
the protagonist and antagonist are really an interdependent, singular being. The moment of the
beheading — when both the scholar and the shadow lose their heads in tandem — is ingenious
because it lays bare the structural elements of the shadow trope that give rise to its central
dramatic paradox. Both scholar and shadow lose their heads because they are fundamentally

interconnected and interdependent (highlighting their oneness), and yet they still cannot unify

178



with one another because their natures are antipodal (emphasizing their ‘twoness,” and the
fundamental nessazka separating them). The image of the individual left by these endings are
oppressive, pessimistic, and — yes — grotesque. These texts reveal man to be the embodiment of
the principle of polarization: he is divided by antipodal, contradictory, and fundamentally
irreconcilable impulses. Attempts to ignore or repress the double exacerbates the individual’s
internal polarization, leading to a dangerous dysphoria with the self. And the double cannot be
harmed or dispensed with without harming or destroying the self along with it. In other words,
the traditional doubling narrative only leaves the reader with a problem but does not present a
positive solution.

Shvarts recognizes the severity of the problem at the heart of the traditional doubling
narrative, but his reappropriation of Andersen’s fairytale logic — his invocation of ‘living water’
— allows him to justify a few fantastic scenes where the scholar and his shadow come back to life
and reflect on the nature and meaning of their connection. (Whereas the traditional doubling
narratives end concurrently with their final tragic twist, and — since both protagonist and
antagonist are conclusively dead — these texts spend no time dwelling on the meaning of their
deaths.) The ‘living water,’ then, is not simply a deus ex machina that allows Shvarts to salvage
a happy ending from his otherwise tragic play, and instead represents an essential element in his
reinterpretation of Andersen’s tale and the double trope more broadly.

After the shadow and the scholar are brought back to life, they are both transformed by
the execution and its significance. Though he once thought himself the dominant force of the
two — able to dominate his counterpart through sheer force of brazenness, guile, and shameless

deception — the shadow is humbled by the realization of his dependence: “I cannot live without
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him!”2!7 The scholar, in contrast to his groveling shadow — “Stay with me, Christian. [...] Not
one hair will fall from your head. [...] I will leave the ruling [of the kingdom] to you — within
reasonable bounds, of course” — is empowered by his triumph over the shadow and in no mood
to be making compromises: “Be quiet. I went unto death [...] For to prevail, one must go even

unto death. And so — I prevailed.”?!8

In this light, it is worth revisiting the scholar’s remarks
about his inevitable future encounters with the shadow: “He hid away only to appear before me
on my journey again and again. But I will recognize him, I will recognize him everywhere.”?!° In
the last pages of his play, Shvarts presents a positive alternative to the double narrative’s classic
polarized model of individuality — divided by fruitless repression of the antipodal double or
shadow — propagated by so many of the play’s influences. Not only sobered by his execution,
but also empowered by his resurrection, the scholar is made to understand the power of his own
will, motivating him to dispense with his blindness towards evil, and his own tendency to ignore
or repress the base and vulgar instincts within him. Instead, he resigns himself to a life of living
vigilantly, accepting the inevitability of the shadow’s perennial return, and taking responsibility
for recognizing it and grappling with it when the time comes. Though Shvarts’s message is a
powerful moral lesson for the individual — agreeing with prescriptions of the twentieth century’s
most prolific psychologists — it also serves as a timely reminder of the duties of the collective to

resist the temptations of vulgarity, evil, and the narrowminded instincts of self-preservation at a

time when twin totalitarianisms haunted Europe. Shvarts’s answer to the problem of the double

27 1bid., 284: “a xuTh Ge3 Hero He Mory!”

218 Thid., 284: “Ocrtanbcst co MHO#, XpucTHaH. [...] Hu oauH Booc He ymajeT ¢ TBOeH ToMoBEL [...] S nam

2 &
YIpaBIATh TeOE — B pa3yMHBIX, KOHEUHO, ipeaenax.” // “3amomran. Ho s momen Ha cMepTs [...] Beap 4ToOs!
moOeINTh, HAJ0 UITH U Ha cMepTh. U BOT — s mobeqmn’”

219 1bid., 285: OH ckphuICs, 4TOGHI €IIlE pa3 U eIle pa3 CTaTh y MeHs Ha fnopore. Ho s y3Hawo ero, s BCloIy y3Haro

2

€ro.
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is no trivial call to action for mankind — after all, who can be expected to manifest the tireless
vigilance and fearless self-sacrifice of the scholar? — but, for all that, proposing a solution any

less demanding would simply be naive.
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CHAPTER THREE:

Know Thy Author, Know Thyself — Konstantin Vaginov’s Goat Song, the Art of Grotesque
Self-Authorship, and Conformity as Grotesque Hybridity

A Conceptual Introduction to the Interrelation of Hybridity and Polarity

Goat Song is a hallmark piece of Russian grotesque modernism. Not only does it
showcase the discontinuities of Russia’s modernist age in a manner more vivid than most other
novels of its era but demonstrates just how effective grotesque aestheticization is at expressing
the meaning of those discontinuities for the individuals who must exist between them. Very little
of substance can be written about Goat Song without at least passing reference to its abundance
of phantasmagoric scenes, its coteries of abject characters, or the strange, desacralized objects
polluting its pages. It is therefore of little wonder that many extant analytical treatments of the
novel have grappled with the question of grotesque’s role in its narrative. In M.A. Orlova’s 2009
dissertation, “The Nature of Genre in Konstantin Vaginov’s Goat Song,” the grotesque is framed
as the defining principle of the text. Following Leonid E. Pinsky, she defines the grotesque as,
roughly, ‘the cohabitation of opposites’ [B3aMOCBSI3b IPOTHBOIIOIOKHOCTEH | or ‘the connecting
of the unconnectable’ [coequnenne Hecoequuumoro], seeing Goat Song’s grotesque as a product
of the collision of the principles [Hauana] of the comic and tragic.??° She argues that the
grotesque is the organizing principle of the artistic structure as a whole. Similarly, Igor Gulin, in
his 2021 article “The Poet and his Author: The Tragedy of Goat Song” notes the “grotesque

portraits of [ Vaginov’s] friends and acquaintances” and outlines some of the conceptual

220 Mariia Aleksandrovna Orlova, “Zhanrovaia priroda romana Konstantina Vaginova ‘Kozlinaia pesn’,”” (Sankt-
Peterburgskii gosudarstvennyi universitet, 2009), 15.
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oppositions that define its structure: “ecstatic escapism / banal reality; high art / kitsch; poetic
intoxication / drunkenness; chastity / desire and sex.”??!

Given that the grotesque is implemented to such an excessive, aesthetically overpowering
degree, there will be no shortage of individual grotesque ‘things’ to point to. But, of course,
pointing to hideous things does not make an argument. As always, I am seeking to uncover the
specifics of the text’s constructive principle. As Orlova concluded — and what is of little surprise
in a fount of grotesque imagery like Goat Song — the constructive principle here happens to be
rooted in attempts to ‘connect the unconnectable,’ to explore the implications of when opposites
are forced into uneasy cohabitations. The novelty of this chapter will be the insights that emerge
when Goat Song is analyzed through the hybridity/polarity framework.

Goat Song is a challenging text to navigate as an analyst. It has a baroque, sometimes
overwhelming level of detail: it is overstuffed with unqualified evocations of Vaginov’s intricate
self-made mythology, esoteric intellectual references, inside jokes only Vaginov’s Leningrad
milieu ever understood. Furthermore, Goat Song’s protagonists are not easy to understand in
isolation from its more minor characters. In fact, the difference between major and minor is
often blurry. An analysis without a few stops to gaze at the ornamentation, or to dwell with the

minor characters would be a betrayal of Goat Song’s poetic and narrative strengths. However, I

have tried to maintain a critical focus on the formal cornerstones and the most consequential

221 Tgor’ Gulin, “Poet i ego avtor: tragedia ‘Kozlinoi pesni.” Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie 164 (April 2020):
https://www.nlobooks.ru/magazines/novoe_literaturnoe obozrenie/164 nlo 4 2020/article/22581/:

“IPOTECKHBIE TOPTPETHI APY3€il N 3HAKOMBIX aBTOpa,” “dOKCTaTHYECKUI IcKanm3M / yooras 1eficTBUTEIBHOCTH (32
«IIMPOM B CTpaHe HEM3BECTHOW» HEM3MEHHO CIIEyeT INICBOK B MMOHEPOB); BEICOKOE HCKYCCTBO / OE3BKYCHIIA;
MTOATHIECKOE ONbsIHEHHE / ITBSHCTBO; IIEIOMYAPEHHBII 5poc / TOXOTh U CEKC.
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characters — only looking off course when the cost of losing a detail or ignoring a minor
character is too steep to ignore.

I will argue that Goat Song’s narrative engenders a slow shift from a paradigm of
‘grotesque polarity’ to a paradigm of ‘grotesque hybridity.” Grotesque polarity is a prominent
formal and narrative force in the novel. However, this analysis will be at its closest to the text’s
most important insights when it reaches its discussion of hybridity. To properly understand why
Vaginov’s move from polarity to hybridity is significant, one will need a fairly comprehensive
overview of the novel’s systems and structure — whether or not these details are ‘grotesque’
themselves. In certain sections, this will take us away from our discussion of the grotesque —
sometimes for pages at a time — as I focus on specific textual structures and developments in the
plot. However, all will eventually contribute to the ultimate goal of explaining the significance
of Vaginov’s implementation of a hybrid form of the grotesque.

If polarity relies on the internal forces of the ‘site’ pulling away from one another (a
segregation doomed to fail), then hybridity is an expression of just the opposite — an attempt to
integrate the incompatible internal impulses. Sometimes the attempt to integrate one’s
supposedly incompatible internal impulses can be successful, productive, and remedial — a
hypothesis that defines Jung’s injunction to ‘integrate the shadow.” However, because successful
attempts to find a synthesis are anything but grotesque (as the two successfully become one),
they fall outside the bounds of the present inquiry. Grotesque hybridity arises when integration
attempts fail. The tragedy of failed integration results from the fact that the incompatible
impulses are still trapped within one ‘site,” and so the ‘site’ must go on existing at odds with

itself. Unsurprisingly, the domain of human psychology provides some of the most expressive
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manifestations of the tragedy of the hybrid — and this is where Vaginov’s talent for grotesque
tragicomic drama in Goat Song reaches its peak.

Just as Shvarts’ use of grotesque polarization in the Shadow demonstrated the self-
interested benefits of blinding one’s moral sense to totalitarian abuses of power under Stalin (and
the steep price of contesting them), Vaginov’s implementation of grotesque hybridization has
much to reveal about the interplay of conformity and resistance for the intelligentsia in the Soviet
1920s. In fact, the underlying dynamic of each structure suggests their respective relationship to
conformity and resistance. Cases of polarization, because they imply a refusal to integrate,
suggest a state of constant confrontation; this is Shvarts’ scholar, who is willing to die before he
compromises with power. Cases of hybridization are much more amenable to conformity; they
imply integration attempts that, for one reason or another, are unsuccessful. Attempts to
integrate or attempts to conform may end in a successful fusing of the constituent parts. This
happens exceedingly rarely in the case of ‘grotesque’ hybridization — for, if the constituent parts
truly did complete the integration process, there would be no incongruity within the ‘site.’
Accordingly, grotesque hybridization in literary explorations of conformity is far more common
in cases where the conformity is problematic, troubled, where it leads to unresolved or
unresolvable internal conflict.

In postcolonial studies, Homi Bhabha, Nestor Canclini and others have popularized the
use of the term ‘hybridity’ as a conceptual tool to describe subjects’ attempts to mediate identity
£ 222

— especially, but not only, in colonized spaces where such mediation is fundamentally fraugh

Of course, there is some conceptual resonance, but ‘post-colonial hybridity’ and ‘grotesque

222 See Néstor Garcia Canclini’s Hybrid Cultures: Strategies for Entering and Leaving Modernity (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1995) and Homi K. Bhabha’s The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 2004).
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hybridization” will be misunderstood if conflated. There is a distinct risk of terminological
confusion or logically fallacious equivocation if readers do not bear in mind several differences.
First, my deployment of ‘hybridization’ is a narrowing of the very general notion of hybridity: it
includes only ‘sites’ that explicitly move towards integration (and fail). Second, the ‘grotesque’
in ‘grotesque hybridization’ is not incidental to the formula. I do not contend that all hybrid
forms or modes of being are de facto grotesque. Further, the grotesque does not exist
independent of a perspectival vantage point, so there are no ‘universally’ or ‘objectively’
grotesque phenomena. ‘Grotesque hybridization’ is a narrowing of the category of

‘hybridization,” a proper subset. To be clear, hybridization becomes grotesque to a given subject

when that subject experiences the failed attempt to synthesize two incompatible properties in a
given ‘site’ as estranging and profaning. What a given subject experiences as grotesque reflects
something — you might even say betrays something — about the axiological positions of that
subject. When an author intentionally portrays a subject or image as grotesque — by, for
example, exaggerating its proportions or reshaping its image to create a sharp, estranging
incongruity — they are imbuing it with a particular axiological structure that is left behind for
readers to notice. Of course, this does not necessarily reflect something straightforward about
the author’s values; the axiological incongruities are a sophisticated, and often ambivalent means
of creating meaning. Vaginov’s penchant for grotesque distortions of people and spaces with
deep personal meaning — his city, his milieu, and himself — makes his Goat Song a particularly

compelling case study in the axiological ambiguity of grotesque distortion.

Goat Song: Overview

Konstantin Vaginov’s Goat Song famously derives its name from the Greek word for

tragedy, ‘tragodia’ —a compound of tragos, or ‘goat’ and oide, or ‘song.” Hardly could Vaginov
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have found a more fitting title. The novel is nothing if not a virtuosic attempt to strip tragedy of
its elevation, leaving a profane, bleating comedy in its place.

Goat Song centers its narrative on two strange men in Leningrad in the mid-1920s. The
first, Teptyolkin, is an erudite philologist suffering from a crippling fear of women and anxieties
about his sexual virility. The second is the so-called ‘unknown poet’ [Heu3BecTHBIH MOAT], an
idealistic wordsmith whose work stirs the imagination of young student-enthusiasts and once-
aristocratic widows. The novel follows these two men in their endeavor to carry the torch of
‘genuine’ culture through the barren intellectual desert of the early Soviet period. A cadre of
minor characters join them in this lofty mission, including Kostya Rotikov — a collector of
baroque art with a weakness for erotic kitsch — and Misha Kotikov — the tireless biographer of a
recently deceased poet, willing to sleep with the dead man’s widow to gain more intel on the
subject of his future masterpiece. Although Vaginov’s cast of intellectual misfits are often too
blinkered to see their own faults, Goat Song’s monstrous ‘author’ — a narrative presence haunting
the text, and a character in his own right — ensures that the reader is never afflicted with this
same blindness. As Goat Song’s dominant narrative voice, he is most responsible for the comic
profanation of the intellectuals’ tragedy, and will become the focal point of the analysis further
into this piece.

The publishing history of the novel is not as dry and inconsequential as the topic may
suggest. Goat Song was written in 1926, and was published, abridged, in the October edition of
the journal Zvezda. In August 1928, Goat Song first appeared as a separate book, without the
abridgements, through the authoritative publisher Priboi. After 1928, Vaginov continued
working on revisions to the text, many of which never made it to print until long after his death.

Tinkering with the Priboi edition, Vaginov made dozens of alterations straight into to his
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physical copy — adding (or, more rarely, deleting) phrases, inserting whole paragraphs, even
writing new chapters. Vaginov also glued a few new typed sections straight into his book, or
into books he gifted to others. Some of these miscellaneous alterations have made it into more
contemporary editions of Goat Song, but no edition included them in their entirety until Saint
Petersburg publisher Vita Nova released a comprehensive version in 2019. For this piece, [ am
referencing the 2019 edition and will be drawing both from the original text and Vaginov’s later
edits. Given that Vaginov’s alterations never appeared in print during his lifetime, there may be
some dispute over the canonicity of certain passages. There are, after all, three variants of the
novel’s ending included with the Vita Nova edition. With this in mind, I will make a note about
the nature of Vaginov’s alterations when referencing passages that would benefit from the
additional context.

The bulk of the novel’s events take place in the mid-1920s, though there are a number of
sequences that portray the characters’ lives before the revolution and the years directly
following. The tragedy propelling the novel’s plot — the plight of an erudite coterie of
intelligentsia who feel hopelessly out of place in a new Soviet reality — is not a particularly
unique approach to its historical epoch.??> However, though Goat Song was not the first novel in
its tradition, it is uniquely good at what it does. The novel is so singularly interesting, in part,
because the aforementioned cast of characters all correspond, with varying degrees of
verisimilitude, to real-life analogs in Konstantin Vaginov’s intellectual circle. In this way, Goat
Song has provided ample fodder for modern philologists to speculate on the under-documented

relationships between cultural icons like the classical philologist Lev Pumpyansky (as

223 Recall Marienhoff’s Cynics, Bulgakov’s White Guard, Fedin’s Cities and Years, Babel’s Red Cavalry, Leonov’s
the Thief, Pasternak’s Doctor Zhivago among many others.
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Teptyolkin), Mikhail Bakhtin (as ‘the philosopher”), Vaginov himself (primarily as ‘the
unknown poet’) and many others.

Nikolai Nikolaev’s article “Teptyolkin and Others in Konstantin Vaginov’s Goat Song”
(2017) is currently the most thorough analysis of Goat Song’s roots in reality — of Vaginov’s
literary circles, possible prototypes and biographical references, and the reaction of his

224 Much is made of these prototypes in scholarship

contemporaries upon the novel’s publication.
on Goat Song, though my investment in the ‘who’s who’ conversation is comparatively limited.
I do find one of Nikolaev’s comments particularly salient here: “Let’s get something straight
from the start. It is true that the prototypes for the protagonists of Vaginov’s Goat Song were
representatives of the Nevel School — Pumpyansky, Bakhtin, their friends and acquaintances.
However, one couldn’t make a bigger mistake than to think that the prototypes correspond with
their protagonists, to think, for example, that Teptyolkin is Pumpyansky.”??*> Nikolaev insists
that Vaginov’s prototypes are something of a loose approximation, but that understanding

characters’ real-life counterparts is not a ‘key’ to the novel’s meanings. Each prototype

undergoes major alterations in service of Vaginov’s specialized narrative needs.

Teptyolkin and Philostratus: A Beginning in Grotesque Polarity and Vaginov’s Personal Mythos

Teptyolkin — introduced with no name or patronymic — has Goat Song’s most fully
developed character arc. Although all the novel’s leading roles have narrative fates that differ in

ways meaningful to Vaginov’s project, it is the story of Teptyolkin that best expresses the

224 N. 1. Nikolaev, “Teptelkin i drugie v romane Konstantina Vaginova ‘Kozlinaia pesn’,” Literaturnyi fakt, 4
(2017), 233-267.

225 Nikolaev, “Teptelkin i drugie v romane Konstantina Vaginova ‘Kozlinaia pesn’,”” 234: OroBopumcs cpasy.
HeiictBurensHo, mpotoTtunamu repoeB pomana KI1 Barnrnosa 60Ut ipeactaBuTent HEeBIbCKOM IITKOITBT —
[Mymmstackuit, BaxTuH, BX Ipy3bs U 3HaKoMbIe. OtHAKO HE OyIeT OOJBIIEH OMMOKH, YeM CUUTATh, YTO MPOTOTHITHI
COBITAJIAIOT C TEPOSMH, TO €CTh UTO TENTEeIKUH 3TO U ecTh [IyMrstHCKuiA.”
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generational tragedy that Goat Song sets out to capture. Singling out Teptyolkin accords with
the attention paid to him in the novel, not to mention that he plays a central part of Vaginov’s
intricate personal mythology. Unwinding Teptyolkin’s narrative thread will help to loosen up
some of Goat Song’s tangled chronologies and knotty prose.

To understand Teptyolkin’s initial role in Goat Song, it is necessary to reframe one’s
thinking to mirror his idiosyncratic worldview. His character-defining demeanor, one that
endures until a personal trauma midway through the book, is highlighted from the novel’s first
moments: “In the city lived an enigmatic creature — Teptyolkin. He could often be seen walking
through the public dining room to fetch boiling water for his teapot, surrounded by nymphs and
satyrs. To him, the fragrance of beautiful groves wafted through the foulest places, and posh
statues — the inheritance of the 18" century — looked like magnificent suns made from Pentelic
marble. Only on occasion did Teptyolkin raise those big clear eyes of his — and, in those
moments, he saw that he was lost in a desert.”*2¢ Teptyolkin lives in a dualistic universe of his
mind’s own making, but he hardly notices the dualism himself. Ensnaring his mind within the
artistic and literary traditions he so dutifully studies, Teptyokin lives within the starry vault of his
own cultural imagination. Though his daily life is polluted by a million little banalities, his mind
— attentive only to itself, isolated from the outside world — projects a veneer of his imagination’s
making onto the outside before he has a chance to notice it. As the passage suggests, it is only
when Teptyolkin makes a concerted effort to turn his eyes to the world that he sees that he exists

within a desert, the Soviet everyday stripped of his projections.

226 Konstantin Vaginov, Kozlinaia pesn’, ed. Aleksei Dmitrenko and Elena Petrova (Sankt-Peterburg: Vita Nova,
2019), 17: “B ropoje ®uJ0 3aralo4HOE CYIIECTBO — TenTenkuH. Ero 4acto MOXHO OBUTO BUIETH HUIYIIETO C
YaHUKOM B OOIIECTBEHHYIO CTOJIOBYIO 32 KHUIIATKOM, OKPY>KEHHOT0 HIM(aMu U catupamH. [IpekpacHble pormu
Onaroyxaju IJIsl HETO B CaMBIX CMpaJIHBIX MECTaX, ¥ )KeMaHHbIE CTaTyH, HacJIeane BOCEMHA/IIIATOr0 BeKa, Ka3alIich
€My CHSIOIIMMH COJHI[AMH U3 IEHTEIMHCKOr0 MpaMopa. TobKo HHOTAA ToAbIMaT TeNTeNnKiH OTpOMHEIE, SICHBIE
IJIa3a CBOM — M TOTJja BUJIEN ce0sl B IyCThIHE.”
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Teptyolkin’s failure to integrate his imagined, elevated reception of being with the
prosaic vulgarities of the world depicted around him creates a sharp incongruity. Here already is
a potential case of grotesque polarization — a hard division of the banal outside set against his
hermetically sealed imagination. Is this the kind of psychological polarization that is present in
doubling narratives?

But Teptyolkin is not safe yet, for he does have a strange, non-traditional type of double:
a figure named Philostratus??” who does not intervene in the events of the narrative so much as
he haunts them. The 1928 Priboi version of Goat Song left the nature of Teptyolkin and
Philostratus’s relationship vague. In the opening chapter, Teptyolkin seems only to hear
Philostratus speak an enigmatic phrase about a Phoenix dying and being resurrected again.??®
But, in his post-Priboi revisions, Vaginov adds an entire paragraph to this early scene that puts

Philostratus’s narrative role into focus:

Do not let the reader think that the author does not respect Teptyolkin, or that he laughs at
him. Quite the opposite, for perhaps Teptyolkin thought up his unbearable family name
on his own to chase the reality of his being into it, so that no one who laughs at him will
manage to reach past him to Philostratus. As is well-attested, one’s consciousness can
become split, and, perhaps, Teptyolkin suffered from just this kind of split consciousness,
and who can tell who dreamed up whom — was Philostratus a projection of Teptyolkin, or
Teptyolkin — of Philostratus.??’

227 For reasons that will become clear, Vaginov’s Philostratus ought not to be directly equated with the historical
Philostratus, author of Life of Apollonius of Tyana — a book later referenced in the novel. More important is the
position in history occupied by Philostratus. A representative of the 3" century AD, the historical Philostratus stands
between the decline of Hellenistic culture and the rise of Christianity. Moreover, his affinity with biography
resonates with Goat Song’s thematic obsession with memory, and the possibility of carrying one’s cultural
inheritance through an epoch where the values of the past are desacralized. Teptyolkin’s Philostratus bears these
meanings, but is more closely aligned with the philologist’s attributes — lacking any other qualities, physical or
otherwise, that would tie him directly to his historical analog.

228 Vaginov, Kozlinaia pesn’, 22. “Watch,” Teptyolkin thought he heard [Philostratus] say, “observe how the

Phoenix dies and comes back to life.” In the original: “Cmotpu, — ka3ajgoch TenTeIkuHy, TOBOPHII OH, — CIISAH, KaK
2 b &
@DeHUKC yMUPAET U BO3POKIACTCA.”
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What to make of these strange, unexplained signifiers: why invoke the ‘Phoenix,” why
Philostratus exactly? To get a better handle on the highly idiosyncratic web of signifiers woven
into Vaginov’s novel, I turn to two of the most authoritative voices on the life of the author and

elaborate personal mythos he developed in the 1920s — Nikolai Chukovsky and Mikhail Bakhtin.

Firsthand Accounts of the Life and Mythology of Konstantin Vaginov

Mikhail Bakhtin’s discussion of Vaginov and Goat Song, surviving as an interview
transcript with V.D. Duvakin, contains insights about the novel that are informative, if a bit
general. Bakhtin does not claim to have Vaginov’s whole mythological system in memory like
Chukovsky, so figures like ‘the Phoenix’ and ‘Philostratus’ are conspicuously missing from his
interpretation. He frames Goat Song as a novel centered on Teptyolkin who he characterizes as,
“a tragic protagonist who is... tragic and not tragic, funny and a bit eccentric, and awkward —
and, at the same time, still deeply tragic. That’s Teptyolkin.” He continues: “Life does not
accept him. And he himself doesn’t accept the life that surrounds him. Only, he has nothing but
genial feelings for that life, very genial, - he does not judge, no, a critical pathos is completely
foreign to him.” His summary praise for the novel seems to suggest that, in his reading, Goat
Song is primarily a tragedy: “I would say that [ Goat Song] is a totally distinctive tragedy in
literature, a tragedy — here’s what you might call it — the tragedy of a ridiculous man. A

ridiculous man. The tragedy of an eccentric.”?3® Whether Goat Song’s primary affinity is for the

229 1bid., 22. “TlycTh 4uTaTENb HE JyMaeT, uTo TENTeNKNHa aBTOp HE YBAKAET U HaJl TENTENKMHBIM CMEETCH,
HaIlpOTHB, MOXKET OBITh, TENTENKNH caM BBIyMall CBOIO HECHOCHYIO (haMHUIIHIO, 9YTOOBI H3THATH B HEE PEaIbHOCTh
CBOETO CYyIIECTBA, YTOOBI HUKTO, CMEACH HAA TenTeaKHHBIM, HE cMOT OBl M TOTpOoHYThCs 10 Puoctpara. Kak
N3BECTHO, CYIIECTBYET PAa3IBOCHHOCTh CO3HAHUS, MOXKET OBITh, TAKOW Pa3ABOCHHOCTHIO CO3HAHMS M CTpaall
TenrenkuH, 1 KTO pazdeper, KTo KoMy npurpesuics — @unocrpar mu Tentenkuny wim Tenrenkun @unoctpary.”
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tragic or the comic mode will be a question that is posed by the novel itself, so it is worthwhile to
remember how Bakhtin casts his vote.

However, the most enlightening moments of the conversation come from Bakhtin’s
memories about Vaginov himself. For one, he provides another surefire confirmation that the
intellectual attachments of Goat Song’s protagonists are autobiographical, noting that Vaginov’s
adoration of Ancient Greece, Hellenism, and Italian baroque art was well-known to all. Bakhtin
recalls the rare 17" century Italian tomes of poetry in the author’s library, calling to mind the
scene in Goat Song where Teptyolkin browses the antique book market.?! If Vaginov’s library
and intellectual interests suggest that his primary allegiance is to his intellectual misfits,
Bakhtin’s insight about Vaginov’s political positioning only strengthens the impression. Bakhtin
recalls that Konstantin Fedin, who had once been open to helping Vaginov as a writer, grew
frustrated with his refusal to adapt to Russia’s new cultural conditions and so ceased
collaborating with him: “Fedin’s words were passed along to me, [saying] that, apparently,
[Vaginov] ‘has become detached from life, he doesn’t want to walk in step with life — so what
can be done about him.” Well, of course, at that time those phrases, ‘detached from life,” ‘does
not walk in step with life’ were very common. And ‘life,” of course, was understood to mean the

official line, which was then being inculcated in all using all available means.”3

230 “Piataia beseda — 22 marta 1973 goda,”in Besedy V.D. Duvakina ¢ M.M. Bakhtinym, ed. N. 1. Kolyshkina
(Moskva: Izdatel’skaia gruppa ‘Progress,” 1973), 194-197: Jla. Tparudeckuii repoii, KOTOPBIH... M TparuieH 1 He
Tparm4eH — ¥ CMEIOH, ¥ YyAaKoBaT, U HeJIeH — M B TO e BpeMs Iry0oko TparndeH. Jto Tenrenkun.” [...]“He
MIpUEMJIET €T0 JKN3Hb. 1 OH 3TOM XM3HH, KOTOpast eTo OKpyXaeT, He npuemieT. Ho Tobko OH 049eHb T0OpOIyIIHO
OTHOCHTCS K 3TOH XH3HHU, 04eHb TOOPOIYIIHO, — HE OCY’K/IACT, EMy COBEPIICHHO UYX[ Madoc KPUTHIESCKUH, —
Her.” [...] BooG1e 310 coBepiieHHO cBOeoOpa3Has, s ObI CKa3all, B INTepaType Tpareaus, Tpareans — BOT MOXKHO
TaK 3TO Ha3BaTh — TpareIusi CMELIHOTO YesioBeka. CMemHoro yenoseka. Tparenus gyynaka.”

21 1bid., 188.

232 1bid., 199: “Mmne nepenasanu cnosa MemuHa, 4TO OH OYATO GBI KOTCTAN OT KU3HHU, HE XOUET HATH B HOTY C
JKU3HBIO — YTO K€ MOXHO C HUM ojenatsy. Hy, B To BpeMsl, KOHEYHO, BOT 3TH CJI0Ba: «OTCTAII OT KU3HUY, «UAET
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Nikolai Chukovsky’s posthumously published reflections, titled On What I Saw [O moum,
umo euoern], offers a different account of Vaginov’s political allegiance. Moreover, it includes
an extended discussion of the nature of Vaginov’s personal mythology — thereby making it
possible to get a grounding in his mythos without rampant speculation. His invaluable
recollections, gathered firsthand from Vaginov and his circle, provide a potential cypher to Goat
Song’s coded language — the Phoenix, Philostratus, and plenty of other details that will come into
play later in the textual analysis.

Like Bakhtin, Chukovsky is an insider — he speaks with authority on Vaginov’s milieu,
even relaying an amusing anecdote about having to abandon Lev Pumpyansky’s private French
lessons. Evidently, Pumpyansky found it more important to preach about an occult sect of
spiritualist philosophy, ‘metapsychics,’ than to teach him how to read Baudelaire’s Flowers of
Evil.

As a privileged source of information, there is the distinct temptation to treat
Chukovsky’s description of Vaginov’s mythology as an authoritative ‘key’ to the text. However,
though his work is an invaluable starting block, I will admit only those elements of his account
that have a clear evidentiary basis in Goat Song itself. This is particularly important given the
friction between Bakhtin and Chukovsky’s accounts — especially their conflicted portrayals of
Vaginov’s position on the significance of Soviet cultural development. Chukovsky’s notes were
written decades after Vaginov’s passing and show signs of being influenced as much by his
memory as by a recent re-reading of Goat Song. Furthermore, writing mid-century in the Soviet
Union, he seems to take unusually great care to paint Vaginov’s novel as a thorough

denouncement of its cast of out-of-step intellectuals and of anything related to the petty

HE B HOT'Y C )KU3HBIO» — OBLIN OYEHb pacopoCTpaHCHBbI. A o «OKM3HBIO» ITIOHUMAJIO0Ch, KOHCYHO, TO 0(1)I/IHI/IaJ'II>HO€
HaIpaBJICHUEC, KOTOPOC B TO BPEM HACAKIAIIOCH BCECMU CpeHCTBaMI/I.”
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bourgeoisie. I will stake out a position somewhere between Chukovsky and Bakhtin to argue
that the novel itself is far more ambivalent in its relationship to the epoch. So, Chukovsky’s
conclusions are a great interpretive aid but they ought not to be treated as sacred writ.

According to On What I Saw, the rise and fall of civilizations and their cultural legacies
became a central preoccupation for Vaginov in the mid-1920s. He saw the October Revolution’s
victory over Russia’s ‘old world’ as a historical echo of the triumph of Christianity over Roman
paganism. Vaginov understood these historical turning points as being caught up in a dialectic
relationship between the advancement of social justice and the development of world culture.
For example, though the fall of Rome advanced social justice by marking the end of “the Roman
empire’s slave-owning system,” Vaginov lamented that it had the side-effect of bringing down
the culture of antiquity with it. Culture, therefore, is a periodic victim in humanity’s march
towards more just forms of political organization, more equitably organized power hierarchies.
The sacrifice of culture at the altar of social progress is necessary, but deeply tragic. However,
in these moments of cataclysmic historical change, Vaginov thought that it fell on the shoulders
of a few chosen ones — acting in secret and misunderstood by their age — to carry forward ‘true’
culture [moanuuHas KyneTypal. Moreover, “[Vaginov] believed that when one religion took
another’s place, the gods of the former religion would become the demons of the new. Since his
myth viewed the revolution as a change in religion, he concluded that all agents and defenders of
the old culture would become devils in the eyes of the new culture’s agents.”?** The chosen few

— whether they be angels or misunderstood devils — lie in wait until the conditions are right for

233 Nikolai Chukovskii, O tom, chto ia videl (Moskva: Molodaia gvardiia, 2005), 209: “On yTBep>aaJ, 4To pH
CMEHE PeNTUTHi OOTH MPEXHEH PETIUTHH CTAHOBSTCS YEPTSIMH HOBOH. Tak Kak peBOJIIONNIO MH() €T0 pacCMaTpHBa
KaK CMEHY PeJIUTHH, TO OH MOJaraj, 4To BCe ACATEIN U 3alIUTHUKN CTApOH KyJIbTYpsl OyIyT Tereph B Iiiazax
HOBBIX JTFOJICH depTsaMu.”
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the Vaginov’s Phoenix of ‘true’ culture to be reborn from the ashes. Thus, the significance of
the mythological bird.

And Philostratus? “In Vaginov’s myth, Philostratus is the lover of Psyche, (i.e., soul),
[...] Vaginov’s soul, which is why it sometimes seems like Philostratus’s persona overlaps with
the persona of the author himself. Philostratus was doubtless a symbol of that ascetic humanist
fated to clandestinely carry culture through the twilight of the new Middle Ages to the jubilant
moment of the Phoenix’s resurrection.”?3*

However, Chukovsky claims that when Teptyolkin — a latecomer to Vaginov’s myth —
entered this intricate symbolic system, the tenor of the whole project, especially the importance
of the Phoenix’s resurrection, was radically changed: “Teptyolkin became the advocate of the
idea that it is the revolution that represents the new Middle Ages, and that culture’s intercessors
should find a tower or in a cave to hide in while waiting for the Phoenix’s resurrection from the
ashes. [...] Philostratus, in love with Psyche and treating Teptyolkin with the deepest antipathy,
was the only figure from the whole myth who remained on Vaginov’s side.”?*

In light of Chukovsky’s explication of Vaginov’s myth, does the meaning of
Philostratus’s appearance in Goat Song come into focus? Yes and no. At the very least, it
becomes much easier to posit what Philostratus and his Phoenix might mean for the text. But we

still do not know why he would appear as Teptyolkin’s double in the novel. After all, Teptyolkin

seems to demonstrate a noble urge to protect Philostratus, ‘so that no one who laughs at

234 1bid., 209: “B BarmaoBcKOoM Mude Dunoctpar — mrodosruK [cuxen, T.€. gy [...] ayma camoro BaruHosa, u
MI03TOMY MHOTIa KaXeTcsl, 4To 00pa3 PunocTpara cinuBaeTcs ¢ 00pazoM aBropa. Tem Oosee uto dutoctpat 051,
pasyMeeTcsi, CAMBOJIOM TOT'O CaMOT'0 ITOJIBIKHUKA-TyMaHHCTa, KOTOPOMY CY>KAEHO BTaifHE IPOHECTH KYJIBTYPY
CKBO3b CYMpPaK HOBOTO CPEJHEBEKOBbS JI0 CYACTIIMBOTO MHTa BO3poskaeHus ntuilpl Pennkc. [...] Ha ctopone
BarnnoBa u3 Bcero muca ocrancs ognH Puioctpar, Bo3mooneHHsIi [Icuxen, oTHocuBIMIics K TenTenkuny ¢
rITyOOKMM mpe3peHueM.”

235 Ibid., 209.
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[Teptyolkin] will manage to reach past him to Philostratus.” Since it is Philostratus who is
supposedly antipathetic to Teptyolkin, could we be seeing the kind of doubling narrative we
encountered in Poe’s “William Wilson” — where the elevated, but oppressive ‘superego’ casts
judgment on the inferior ‘ego’? Or could this just be a red herring from Chukovsky — not his
error, but our fault applying his generalized articulation of Vaginov’s myth to too specific a
moment in one text? More textual data is necessary to resolve the problem. And, more
generally, what to do with this knotty myth, how to understand its apparent role in Goat Song,
and to what extent we can rely on Chukovsky’s rendition of it are all questions that cannot be

solved all at once.

A Further Investigation into Philostratus, the Phoenix, and Goat Song’s Underlying
Mythological Substrate

Is Philostratus a double of Teptyolkin or not? Curiously, Philostratus is not entirely
attached to Teptyolkin; he appears to take on an existence of his own for other characters. Take,
for example, a scene where ‘the philosopher’ is accompanying Teptyolkin and friends, lamenting
the tragic nature of their cultural predicament: “A writer ought to have appeared who could have
sung our praises, extoled our feelings.” The unknown poet replies, “Philostratus is [that writer]”
to which ‘the philosopher’ responds, “let it be as you say, we’ll call the stranger who must

29

appear ‘Philostratus.”” And ‘the unknown poet’: “No doubt our names will be tarred, [...] but
Philostratus should portray us bright and radiant, and not as some kind of devils.”>*® Here,

Philostratus plays the role of narrative savior. He will deliver the coterie of friends from their

236 Vaginov, Kozlinaia pesn’, 99: “Jlomken ObUT ObI TIOABUTHCS MACATENb, KOTOPBIM BOCTIEN OBl HAC, HAIIA
gyyBcTBa.” [...] “Oto u ectb @mitoctpar” [...] “IlycTs OyneT mo-BameMy, HA30BEM HMEIOIIETO SBUTHCS HE3HAKOMIIA
@unoctparom.” [...] “Hac ouepHsT, HECOMHEHHO, — IIPOIOKAJI HEU3BECTHBIH 1MOAT, — HO PHIIOCTpaT JOJHKEH Hac
n300pa3uTh CBETIIBIMH, & HE KAKIMHU-TO YE€PTAMH.”
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unenviable fate with a pen powerful enough to express the timeless virtue of their cultural
struggle. Unlike their contemporaries, who see them as the devilish incarnations of the old
culture, Philostratus sees them for who they are: ‘gods of the former religion,” and heralds of the
coming resurrection of the cultural Phoenix. And — on a night of celebration that has them all
feeling ‘terribly young, beautiful, and good’ — they have a collective vision of their would-be
savior: “They all saw Philostratus clearly before them: a thin lad with spellbinding eyes [...]
And, wavering like a ghost, Rome rose up.”?’” Philostratus, it would appear, is no traditional,
individualized double haunting Teptyolkin alone. Rather, he seems to be a manifestation of a
joint wish fantasy. This reading is reinforced several chapters later when Goat Song’s narrative
voice, the so-called ‘author,” declares: “[...] my protagonists imagine themselves to be part of a
certain Philostratus; they fall together with the last of the autumn leaves, crumble together with
the houses on the shore, are annihilated together with the men of the past.”?*%

In that case, is Philostratus a collective double? Perhaps this is not a wholly
inappropriate description. However, something in it is lacking, for it suggests that Teptyolkin,
‘the unknown poet,” and all the others are positioned in opposition to Philostratus. And, having
reviewed the relevant passages, this is not strictly the case. Philostratus is united to Teptyolkin
and his inner circle both as an ideal they all strive towards, and as an imaginary savior that has an

existence of his own. Perhaps Philostratus can be oppressive like a superego-aligned double in

the same way all ideals are oppressive — failing to live up to them will be painful. But this alone

237 1bid., 100: “U Bce Boounto yuaenn OUIOCTpaTa: TOHKHI FOHOIIA ¢ 9y THBIMH TIIa3aMH, OTTEHEHHBIMH KPbUTAMH
PECHHII, B HUCIAJAIOIINX OEXKIaX, B JABPOBOM BEHKE — II€JI, 4 32 HUM IIIyMEeIH OJIMBKOBBIE pomu. W, kauasce, kak
npuspak, Pum Berasan.”

238 1bid., 139: “... MoM Tepoit MHAT cest 4acThiO HEKOETo DUITOCTPATa, OCHINAOIIETOCS BMECTE C TTOCIIEHIMH

OCEHHUMH JICTHSIMHU, TTAIAI0IIETO BMECTE C IOMaMH Ha HaOEPE)HYI0, pa3pyIIalonIerocs BMECTE C IPSKHUMHA
JIIOA6MH.”
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is not enough to make him a true Doppelganger, especially in the classic, polarized sense. In
fact, though Philostratus is indelibly bound up in Goat Song’s sophisticated, ornate web of
grotesque imagery — who or what isn’t? — he is not anything like a source of the novel’s
storehouse of grotesque imagery. One must imagine that if Philostratus were to write a chronicle
of Teptyolkin’s generation, the grotesque would be far more understated — an unavoidable
byproduct of Leningrad’s masses looking murky and dim in contrast to the shining erudition of
the cultural torchbearers. As a cornerstone of Vaginov’s personal mythological project,
Philostratus plays an outsized symbolic role — but his long absences often say more than his
fleeting presence. Teptyolkin and his coterie never live to see the author that will paint them in
‘bright and radiant’ hues or exalt them for suffering their tragic cultural martyrdom.

Quite the opposite, in fact. Perhaps Goat Song’s most vicious irony is that the seat of
‘the author’ — the narrative persona Vaginov inhabits while writing Goat Song — is exactly that
author who sets out to portray the representatives of ‘the old gods’ as the devils of the new

Soviet religion.

Konstantin Vaginov as ‘the Real Author’

Vaginov starts augmenting the complexity of Goat Song’s treatment of authorship from
the very first pages. His stance is playful — if ‘proto-postmodern’ is fit to describe anything at
all, one has to believe that Goat Song’s rich authorial play qualifies. If readers hope to
meaningfully engage with Vaginov’s game of authorship, the only way to start is by reading the
instructions. Enter the novel’s three [!] forewords. Each of them announces a different authorial
presence — and none of these ‘authors,’ should be unreflectively equated with Vaginov himself

without further analysis.
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However, already in the first foreword Vaginov tempts readers to do just the opposite.
The descriptive title, “Foreword Written by the Real [pearsrsiii] Author on the Neva’s Bank,”
suggests it is a transmission straight from Vaginov — as opposed to the ‘appearing’
[nosenaiowuecs] authors of the remaining two forewords. The focus of the ‘real’ author’s
foreword is appropriately metatextual. He notes that a novel is alike to a big top tent [marep];
viewers (readers) and the ring master (author) enter together and are each transformed by the
novel’s narrative performance. The entrance of both parties is preconditioned on their tacit
agreement to participate in a fictional spectacle, one that depends on the cooperation of each
side. Most pressing here is the foreword’s implication for Goat Song’s treatment of authorship.
While the ‘real” author appears confident in his ability to fulfill his role in the spectacle, he is

less sure his ‘viewers’ are up to the task. They, he worries, may make a mess of fact and fiction.

Remember, reader, that the people portrayed in this book are presented not in themselves,
i.e., in the fullness of their being, which is impossible, but from a contemporary’s point of
view. The author in the following forewords, and in the book itself, is another one of the
performers like all the other characters [...] If your mind is predisposed to compare every
literary work with life, like most readers, and not with [other] literary works, then find
connections with the era, with [issues of] class; compare with anything you like, anything
except with the real author — be civilized.?*

The ‘real’ author’s foreword has generally not been included in the novel — that is, until
Vita Nova’s comprehensive 2019 edition. According to that edition’s extensive commentary by

Dmitrii Bresler, Aleksei Dmitrenko, and Natal’ia Falikova, this short text was found in only two

239 Ibid., 12. “...unMTaTENb, HOMHH, YTO JIIOAH, H300pa)KEHHEIE B 5TOM KHHTE, IIPEICTaBICHE HE CAMH B Ce0€, T. €. BO
BCE CBOEH MOIHOTE, YTO U HEBO3MOKHO, & C TOUKHU 3PEHHSI COBPEMEHHHUKA. ABTOP B CIEIYIOMIMX NPEIUCIOBUSIX U
KHHT€ SIBISCTCS TAKUM K€ JCHCTBYIOIINM JINIIOM, KaK U OCTaNbHBIE |...] Ecim ke yM TBOM Tak yCTPOCH, 94TO
KaXJI0€ TUTEePaTypHOE TPOU3BEICHIE THI COOTHOCHII C JKA3HBIO, KaK OOJBIIIMHCTBO JIFOJICH, a He ¢
JINTEPATYPHBIMH MPOU3BEACHUSIMU, TO COOTHECH C 3IIOXOH, C KJIACCOM, C YEM YTOJHO, TOJIBKO HE C peabHbIM
aBTOPOM — OyIb YEITOBEKOM BOCITUTAHHBIM.”
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known copies of Goat Song, each handwritten by the author and glued into copies of the 1928
Priboi edition. One previously extant copy, gifted to sculptor L.A. Mess, has been lost. The
other copy survives and was reproduced in facsimile by Vita Nova. It is difficult to say whether
this foreword was supposed to be included in future revisions of Goat Song meant for the general
public, or whether Vaginov only intended it for a particular group of friends. The problem is
likely unsolvable because the history of the surviving copy’s ownership cannot be traced past the
1970s, and it is unknown who might have been the original recipient.?*

Since the ‘real’ author’s foreword appeared only after Goat Song’s official publication
and the scandal it provoked, it is plausible that it is meant to carry a genuine didactic purpose —
even if it is colored with Vaginov’s irony, and perhaps even his irritation. The ‘real” author just
might be Vaginov himself, though his apparent vexation with his ‘uncivilized’ readers is rather
comic. Could the ire Vaginov’s friends directed at him for Goat Song — those who he turned into
monstrous, corroded visages of themselves — really have taken the author by surprise?

But then, who is he purporting to remind about the distance between a ‘real” author and
an author’s narrative voice? One may surmise that the general reader would benefit most from
the warning. However, it is his close circle of contemporaries — intelligentsia like those
lampooned in Goat Song — who would have known Vaginov’s factual prototypes well enough to
dwell on the parallels tying them to the author’s fictions. If the foreword is meant as a kind of
defense, then it is likely directed against this latter group of peers — even if they ought to know
better than to make such conflations. The copy gifted to L.A. Mess, an artist doubtless aware of

the distinction between authorial and narrative voices, seems to support this hypothesis. If this is

240 Dmitrii Bresler, Aleksei Dmitrenko, and Natal’ia Falikova. Commentary in Kozlinaia pesn’. ed. Aleksei
Dmitrenko and Elena Petrova (Sankt-Peterburg: Vita Nova, 2019), 288.
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indeed the case, the foreword’s didacticism speaks to a kind of anxiety that arises because
Vaginov’s fictions so resemble his factual prototypes that the comparison would be irresistible.
For his part, Chukovsky admits that the gossip and scandal were a significant part of the novel’s
appeal, and that the prototypes were concealed so incompletely that no one had the least trouble
connecting the dots.

Can any reader believe that Goat Song’s grotesque transmogrifications of the Leningrad
intellectuals do not — a least somewhat — represent ‘the people themselves,” or even Vaginov’s
private reception of them? He denies that anyone in the novel is portrayed “in the fullness of
their being” [60 6ceti céoeli nornome], but what does this strange claim even mean? Even if — as
the foreword insists — he sought to portray people ‘from a contemporary’s point of view,’ there is
no denying that Vaginov’s imagination still gave birth to all of them. Who exactly is this
‘contemporary’ and what vantage point do they take? If, in assuming the narrative position of
‘the contemporary,” Vaginov means to relinquish his role as the knowing inside man, there is an
amusing paradox here. The vantage point of the fictional ‘contemporary’ poses the narrator as
an outsider, while the piercing specificity of his critique is only possible by the most intimate
kind of inside knowledge. Vaginov’s ‘contemporary’s point of view’ is most coherently
understood through one of our past insights, as another way of expressing that his narrator is
writing on the side of the ‘new religion’ against the ‘old world devils.’

In this way, Vaginov’s project relies on the interpenetration of outside and inside
perspectives. With this in mind, we approach the novel proper: going forward with the
awareness that the ‘author’ is never ‘Konstantin Vaginov,” without forgetting that it is the
privileged knowledge of his mind and the caustic bent of his imagination that makes Goat Song’s

grotesque spectacle possible.
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The Problem of ‘the Author’ and his Authorship

The second of Goat Song’s three forewords, titled “Forward Pronounced by the Author
Appearing on the Threshold of the Book,” already finds us, readers, in the ‘big top tent’ with the
performative narrative persona promised by the ‘real author’. He introduces us to the defining
topos of the novel — the hallucinogenic St Petersburg text: “For a while now, my Petersburg has
been doused in a greenish color, blinking and flickering, a horrible, phosphoric color. A
greenish ember wavers, giggling and sinister, on houses, across faces, in souls. A flash of the
ember — and it’s no longer Pyotr Petrovich before you, but a viscid vermin; the ember leaps —
and you’re now worse than a vermin yourself; and it is no longer people that stalk the streets:
steal a glance under a bonnet — there’s the head of a snake; take a good look at the old woman —
it’s a toad, sitting and tossing its paunch [...] I do not love Petersburg, that dream of mine has
perished.”?*!

The author presents us with a montage: just as quickly as Petersburg’s residents turned
into nasty reptiles, the page turns to the third foreword — and we’re no longer in Petersburg, but
now Leningrad. In this final introductory text — titled “Foreword Pronounced by the Author
Appearing in the Middle of the Book™ — the author suggests it is not Leningrad that is of interest
to him, but the dead Petersburg: “Now there is no Petersburg. There is Leningrad; but Leningrad
is of no interest to us — the author is no cradle-builder, but rather a coffin-maker by trade. [...]

And he loves his deceased, tottering after them while they’re still alive, shaking their hand and

chatting with them, leisurely preparing the wooden planks, buying the nails, and picking up the

241 Vaginov, Kozlinaia pesn’, 13: “IleTepOypr oKparueH Juist MEHsI ¢ HEKOTOPBIX MOP B 3€JIEHOBATHIN BET,
MEpLAIONINNA M MUATAFOIIUH, TIBET yKaCHBIHN, hocopruueckmii. 1 Ha momax, ¥ Ha MHIAX, ¥ B TYIIaX IPOKHUT
3€JICHOBATHIN OTOHEK, EXUIHBIN U TIOAXUXUKHUBatowii. MurHeT oroHek — u He [letp [letpoBuu nepen 10001, a
JIMTIKUIA TaJl; B3METHETCS OTOHEK — M ThI CaM XYK€ TaJia; ¥ MO yJIUIaM He JIOAU XOAAT: 3arJIsIHENb O IIISIKY —
3MeWHas T0JI0Ba; BCMOTPHUIIBCS B CTAPYIIKY — %Kaba CHIUT U )KHBOTOM JBIKET. [ ...] He moomo s [TetepOypra,
KOHYMJIACh MeYTa MOs.”
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lace needed for the occasion.”?*? These two texts paint a vivid diachronic scene of a
shapeshifting Petersburg — first corrupted, then perishing — leaving Leningrad to spring up on its
corpse. However, as ‘the author’ insists, it is less the cityscape that is his central concern, and
more the living dead inhabiting it — the protagonists of Goat Song.

Aside from setting the thematic foundation and aesthetic tenor of the novel, these two
small introductory texts offer a reworking of Vaginov’s Philostratus mythos from the perspective
of ‘the author’ — one that meaningfully departs from Chukovsky’s variant. When Philostratus is
confronted with the fall of Russia’s ‘old world’ and the birth pangs of a new civilization, he
elects to kindle the embers of the old world’s ‘Phoenix of Culture’ until it is ready to rise from
the ashes. Though he is deeply invested in the legacy of the past, his actions are oriented
towards the future. Philostratus’s function is to preserve the past’s memory, and — most
importantly — to facilitate its life and rebirth.

In contrast with Philostratus, Goat Song’s fictional ‘author’ lives through Petersburg’s
decline, drenched in eerie light and populated by monsters, and subsists long enough to see it
reincarnated as the new, Sovietized Leningrad. Like Philostratus, ‘the author,’ too, finds purpose
in making contact with the past and its relics. However, the purpose of his mission is not to
propel the past forward, but to bury it and seal it away. Philostratus’s great talent is bringing the
dead back to life, turning graves into cradles. ‘The author,” not to be outdone, all but buries the
living — sensing their impending death with enough of a lead to have a custom coffin at the ready

for their final hour.

242 1bid., 14: “Teneps mer [letepOypra. Ecte Jlerunrpasn; Ho JleHMHIpa HAC HE KACAETCS — aBTOP MO mpodeccun
TpOOOBIINK, a HE KOJBIOGIBHBIX el MacTep. [...] 1 IoOHUT OH CBOMX OKOWHHKOB, U XOJWT 32 HUMH €I IPH
JKU3HU, U PyYKH UM KMET, ¥ 3arOBAPUBAET, U UCIIOABONb JOCKU 3aTOTOBJISIET, TBO3AUKH 3aKylaeT, KPy>KEB IO
CIIyYaro JOcTaer.”
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As a pair, Philostratus and ‘the author’ function as another of Goat Song’s dualistic
structures. Philostratus expresses a mode of authorship that exalts its subject, while ‘the author’
embodies an opposing mode that profanes everything it deigns to represent. However, though
Philostratus and ‘the author’ create a dualistic structure, they are not strictly competing forces on
the level of narrative: if they were, Goat Song might read as a battleground of Philostratus’s
sacralizing aestheticization of Teptyolkin’s retinue and ‘the author’s’ profanation. Here, though,
‘the author’ has sole dominion — he is the ‘ring master’ of Vaginov’s big-top tent. Therefore,
understanding Vaginov’s implementation of the grotesque, and pinpointing the narrative function
it serves, necessitates a deeper analysis of ‘the author.’

The heart of the Goat Song’s tragedy is that Teptyolkin and friends are never granted
their Philostratus, that they are left with ‘the author’ instead. We need to ask: why do they never
get their savior? Why must they suffer their ‘coffin maker’? Is it just bad luck that no writer
talented enough emerged to represent them, or are they being punished? If so, why — and for
what?

The closest Goat Song ever gets to an answer is in the novel’s most famous scene: ‘the
unknown poet’ has a frightening vision of hell and must face a fateful ‘last judgment’ before a
tribunal of literary titans. These authors are deliberately selected to represent history’s greatest
comic and satirical writers: Gogol, Dante, Juvenal, Horace, Persius. The tribunal demands to
know what ‘the unknown poet’ did on Earth, and he responds that, though he did not offend any
orphans or widows, he did something (presumably) much worse: “I gave rise to ‘the author’ [...]

I corrupted his soul and replaced it with laughter. [...] I allowed him to submerge us in the sea of
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life and laugh at us.”?** The tribunal wants to know whose laughter powers the soul of ‘the
author’ — Gogol’s laughter through tears, or perhaps Juvenal’s satirical laughter? No, he answers
— but the nature of the laughter in ‘the author’s’ soul is never revealed, even as ‘the unknown
poet’ is cast out of the titans’ presence.

This scene raises more questions than it answers. How did ‘the unknown poet,’
embedded within the text, spawn ‘the author,’ the creator of the text? They share something like
Philostratus and Teptyolkin’s chicken-or-the-egg problem, so the uncertainty about who
generated whom is at least a kind of pattern, even if its meaning is inscrutable. I will return to
this question, but the other mystery here is the unknown nature of the laughter in ‘the author’s’
soul. What kind is it?

To venture an answer to this riddle, one could contend that what Vladimir Propp calls
malevolent laughter [3101i cmex] might be an approximate stand-in: “Malevolent laughter
[causes] imperfections — sometimes even spurious, imaginary, fabricated ones — to be
exaggerated, blown out of proportion and [gives] fodder to one’s malevolent, inimical feelings
and ill-wishes. The kind of people who generally use this laugh are those who do not believe in
others’ noble impulses, seeing everywhere only insincerity and hypocrisy. [...] People who
exhibit heightened sensitivities are, from their point of view, idiots or sentimental idealists who

deserve nothing but mockery.”?** Framing ‘the author’ as embodied malevolent laughter has the

243 Ibid., 125: “SI mopomuII aBTOpa, — OTBEYAET OH THXHM T'OJIOCOM, — s PACTIIMII €T0 YLy ¥ 3aMEHHI CMEXOM. |...]
51 mo3BONUIT aBTOPY MOTPY3HUTH B MOPE )KU3HU HAC U HAJl HAMHU ITOCMESATHCS.”

24 Vladimir Propp, “Zloi smekh: smekh tsinichnyi,” Problemy komizma i smekha, ed. 1. V. Peshkov (Moskva:
Labirint, 1999), 125: “IIpu 3moM cMexe HeAOCTaTKH, HHOTA Jake MHUMBIC, BOOOpaXkaeMbIe U TIPUCOYNHEHHBIE,
MIPEYBEIMIUBAIOTCS, PA3AyBAIOTCS U TEM JAOT THIIY 376IM, HEAOOPHIM UYBCTBAM U HEIOOPOKEIATENBCTBY. TakuM
CMEXOM OOBIYHO CMEFOTCS JIFOTU, HE BepSIIE HH B KaKue OJaropoIHBIC MOPHIBHI, BUIAIINE BCIOIY OJHY TOIBKO
(anpmb u munemMepue. [ ... JI'oau ¢ TOBBIIICHHON YyBCTBUTEIFHOCTHIO, C MIX TOUKH 3PSHHUS, — TITYTIIBI WITH
CEHTHMEHTATBHBIC HCATNCTHI, 3aCITyKABAIOIIHNE TOIHKO HaCMEIIeK.”
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advantage of being intuitive; one of Goat Song’s prerogatives does seem to be the humiliation of
a generation of out-of-touch idealists. However, this formulation misses a defining trait of ‘the
author’: he occupies a position that is not only external and hostile, but also one that is internal,
even intimate in relation to Teptyolkin and friends. ‘The author’ is not simply an outsider, even
if he engages in the malevolent mockery of one.

Several scenes in the text depict ‘the author’ like a friend to Teptyolkin, ‘the unknown
poet,” and the others. In several more, he describes himself almost like one of his own creations.
‘The author’ demonstrates a kind of fond possessiveness of them, echoing their interests,
adorning himself with their possessions, and calling them ‘my protagonists’ [mou ecepou]. In the
Goat Song’s “The Appearance of a Figure” (Ch. XX), the author invites his troupe of misfits to
dinner and wants to “treat them to wine [he] buried in the courtyard under the broad lime tree
back in 1917.72% Before they arrive, he all but inhabits their various roles: “Now I wrapped
myself in [Teptyolkin’s signature] Chinese robe. Now I look over my collection of kitsch [like
that of Kostya Rotikov]. [...] The book markets are still closed. Perhaps it is time to engage in
numismatics and read a treatise on the connection between drunkenness and poetry [as ‘the
unknown poet does].”**¢ Might it be that ‘the author’ — like Philostratus before him — is a
projection of the protagonists themselves? This would explain why ‘the unknown poet’

confesses to the tribunal of comic writers that he ‘gave rise to the author.

24 1bid., 152: “3aBTpa s MpUITIAITy MOUX TEPOEB HA YXKUH. $1 YTONly X BHHOM, 3aPBITBIM B CEMHA/IIIATOM IOy
MHOIO BO JIBOpE MO OOJIBIION JTUTIOH.”

246 Tbid.: “Bor s u 3aKyTasucs B KMTalcKuil xanar. Bor paccMarpuBaro Koyuteknuio 6e3BKycupl. [...] Eute kamkHbIe
JIABKH 3aKPHITEL. MOKET OBITh, ITOKA 3aHATHCSI HYMHU3MATHKOHN WM TIOYNTATH TPAKTAT O CBSI3H ONBSHEHUS C TTO33HEH.
3aBTpa s MPUTIIANly MOUX I'epoeB Ha Y>KHH. S| yromry uX BHHOM, 3apbITHIM B CEMHANATOM IOy MHOIO BO IBOPE MOJ
OOJIBIIION JTUITON.”
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Goat Song provides more evidence in a later chapter. We encounter ‘the author’ alone in
his room, reflecting on his own image: “I am kind [...] I have a beautiful soul like Teptyolkin. I
possess the refined taste of Kostya Rotikov, the apprehension of the unknown poet [...] T am
made from the dough of my protagonists...”?*’” If we can take him at his word — and, given that
this proposition has significant explanatory power for the text, I argue that we can — then ‘the
author’ is a true mirror of Philostratus: the mythological force of authorial damnation to the

latter’s authorial model of salvation.

Conclusions about Vaginov’s Experiments with Authorship

Given the complexity of Goat Song’s experimental approach to authorship, it is important
to stop for a moment and reflect on what all of these conclusions can tell us at this juncture. This
moment offers a chance to reevaluate Nikolai Chukovsky’s articulation of Vaginov’s mythology,
and to make any adjustments that might be drawn from the evidence.

Goat Song’s mythology depends on two main fictional authors: Philostratus, and the
unnamed narrator — ‘the author.” Both Philostratus and ‘the author’ create and are created by
Goat Songs cast of characters. As narrative presences, Philostratus and ‘the author’ occupy a
kind of mythological substrate above their characters and appear to have the power to shape their
destinies. They serve as a kind of invariant duality that the novel’s variant characters inhabit.

Understanding an author’s top-down influence over their literary subjects is intuitive, but
how does the bottom-up influence of Teptyolkin and friends work to shape the fate of their

authors? We have already seen that Philostratus can be read as the projection of Teptyolkin and

247 1bid., 245-246: “S1 106p, — Pa3MBIILIAKO 51, — 1 MO-TENTEIKMHCKN MPEKPAcHOAyIIeH. S| 00a1ar0 ToHYaimm
BkycoM Koctu PoTnkoBa, KoHIENIMEH HEM3BECTHOTO MO3Ta, TPOCTOBATOCTHIO TpoutpiHa. S caenan u3 Tecta MOMX
repoes...”
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‘the unknown poets’ idealistic imaginations. When an ideal becomes strong enough, one has to
assume it acquires a kind of being — very much like the presence of a person’s conscience or
their Freudian ‘superego’. (Though reducing Philostratus to a ‘superego’ would strip him of all
his distinctive qualities, so let this only serve as an illustration.) How does it work with ‘the
author,” who is in no way a projected idealization? He is still a product of the inspired literary
imagination of ‘the unknown poet,” but what part of the imagination?

Vaginov’s first foreword suggests the answer: ‘the author’ seems to be an imaginary and
judgmental ‘contemporary.’ This is not a stranger, but a viewer who sees things as if from the
outside, but with all the knowledge of an insider. Following the logic of Philostratus as a
projected ideal, ‘the author’ must be an embodied manifestation of all Teptyolkin and ‘the
unknown poet’s’ worst doubts and fears about themselves.

This framing has wide-ranging explanatory value. For instance, it explains ‘the unknown
poet’s’ penance before the tribunal for spawning the author — for this suggests that the poet
knows he bears responsibility for ‘the author’s’ existence. The author’s malevolent laughter is
really the unknown poet’s laughter — caused by his own recognition of his milieu’s
shortcomings. Why else would he have the authority to claim: “I corrupted his soul and replaced
it with laughter” and “I allowed him to submerge us in the sea of life”’? Here, too, is an
explanation of the author’s great fondness for his protagonists, even as he paints them in the
most unflattering colors.

Bottom line: in Goat Song, the protagonists and their mythological authorial projections
are mutually co-creating. Vaginov’s crew of misfits imagine their own, purely notional world —

but then, simply by dint of the strong impression these notions make on the mind, they begin to
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influence the misfits’ relationship to reality. Then they become indistinguishable from the real —
maybe even more real than real.

Goat Song contains passages that explicitly comment on this reciprocal process of
cocreation between the imaginary and the real. For instance, in an early scene Teptyolkin notes
how frightening it must be for Mar’ya Dalmatova, his less-educated love interest, to live life
knowing so little — and thinks to himself: “We — the cultured ones, we explain and understand
everything. Yes, yes. First we explain, and then we understand — words do our thinking for us.
You start to explain something to a person, you listen closely to your own words — and it
suddenly much becomes clear to you, t0o.”**® Putting aside Teptyolkin’s comically misplaced
paternalism, Vaginov appears to be expressing the narrative logic of Goat Song here. Though
people have a semblance of control over their words in producing them, once they’re out and
alive in the world — they assume a life of their own, and have a power wholly different from that
which created them. ‘The unknown poet’ shares a similar sentiment about the power of poetry:
“It’s a frightening sight, and a scary one: you take a few words, arrange them in uncommon ways
[and several nights] you spend thinking about arrangements of words. And you notice: the hand
of meaning stretches out from under one word and shakes the hand that’s crawled out from under
another word, and a third word offers its hand, and then a whole new world opening up behind
the words swallows you up.”?* In a third scene, the most expressive on this theme in Goat

Song, ‘the unknown poet’ reveals himself to ‘the author’ in a dream, showing ‘the author’ his

248 Ibid., 44: “MsI MomM KyJIbTypHEIE, MBI BCE OOBACHAM U HoliMeM. Ja, 1a, cHadaaa 0OBbICHAM, a IIOTOM IHOAMEM —
CJIOBa 3a HAC TyMarT. HauHens 4enoBeKy 0ObSICHATE, IPUCIYIIACIIbCS K CBOUM CIIOBaM — U Tebe caMOMy MHOTOE
CTaHeT 5ICHO.”

249 bid., 143: “CTpamnoe 3pelHnIe B OIaCHOE, BO3BMEIIL HECKOJIBKO CIOB, HEOOBIKHOBEHHO COIIOCTABUIIL U
HAYHEIIb HaJT HUIMH HOYb CHACTH, IPYTYIO, TPETHIO, BCE HAJl COMMOCTABICHHBIMHU CIIOBaMH TyMaelb. 1 3amedaents:
MIPOTATHUBACTCS PyKa CMBICIIA M3-ITO]T OJJHOTO CIIOBA U TIOJKAMAET PYKY, TTOSBUBIIYIOCS U3-TIO/ APYTOTO CIIOBA, U
TPEThE CIIOBO PYKY MOJACT, ¥ MOTJIOIMIACT TeOS COBEPIIEHHO HOBBIA MUp, PACKPHIBAIOIIUICS 33 CIIOBAaMH.”
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book: “No one suspects that this book arose from the arrangement of words. This does not
contradict the fact that something reveals itself before every artist in childhood. This is the
fundamental antinomy (contradiction). An artist is given something outside of language, but he
— spreading words out and arranging them — creates, and only then comes to know his soul. In
this way, arranging words in my youth, I came to know the universe, and a whole world rose
before me in language and emerged from language. And, as it turned out, that world rising out
of language was in surprising accord with reality...”>°

Within Goat Song’s narrative logic, it appears that this principle is ‘key’ to a deeper
understanding of how the novel mediates between fiction and ‘reality.” Reality enters into a
reflexive connection with art, or myth — or, to do justice to Vaginov’s apparent logocentrism, a

connection with ‘the word.” First, reality is primary — then, the word consumes reality, then the

word and reality mediate one another’s existence.

Goat Song as a Spell Book

If reality and ‘word’ are as powerful a co-creative force as ‘the unknown poet’ believes,
then — in some sense — Goat Song is a potentially dangerous, highly elaborate spell-book. To
twist Nietzsche’s famous dictum: if you stare long into the book, the book stares back into you.
This magical language captures the spirit of the co-creative process as it is depicted in Vaginov’s

novel, but what does this mean in a more practical sense?

250 Ibid., 152: “HHKTO He IMOAO3PEBAET, YTO STa KHUTAa BOHHKIIA M3 COIIOCTABJICHHS CIIOB. DTO HE IPOTUBOPEUHT
TOMY, 9TO B IETCTBE Tepe KAXKIBIM XYI0KHIUKOM HEITO HOCHTCS. DTO OCHOBHAS aHTUHOMUS (IIPOTHBOPEUHE).
XyIOKHUKY HEUTO 3a/1aHO BHE SI3bIKa, HO OH, PACKH]IbIBAsl CJIOBA M COMOCTABIIAS UX, CO3/IAET, a 3aTEM IO3HAET CBOIO
nmyury. TakuM 00pa3oM B FOHOCTH MOEH, COTTOCTaBIISISI CIIOBA, ST TO3HAJ BCEJICHHYIO U IICIBIA MHP BO3HHUK I MCHS B
SI3BIKE U TIOTHSUICA OT sI3bIKa. M 0Ka3amock, 9TO 3TOT MOTHABIIUICS OT SI36IKA MHUP COBIAJ YIAWBHTEIBHBEIM 00pa3oM
C IENCTBUTEIHHOCTHIO.”
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In articulating a deconstructing, desacralizing stylistic register tailored to himself and his
intellectual generation — their ideals, their sacred assumptions, their vision of history, their
privately held fantasies — Vaginov instantiates a mental lens for himself and concretizes it for his
readers. A mental lens, once rooted in the mind, is not something that can be freely worn or
discarded. Instead, it forces the impressions of perception though itself — often automatically —
and transforms the experience of passive reception. Goat Song provides a comic example of this
dynamic in a scene where Teptyolkin is disgusted with his finger because it is vulnerable to
Freudian interpretation: “Teptyolkin was sad. He walked home and thought about how a finger
could be interpreted through Freud, thought about how such a revolting concept was created so
recently.”?®! Just as Teptyolkin is disgusted by the Freudian lens’s ability to transform the
outside world into an infinite gallery of phalluses, so, too, might Vaginov’s contemporaries find
reason to be anxious about what Goat Song’s lens might do to them. At the very least, Lev
Pumpyansky’s decision to cut ties with Vaginov is a kind of real-life echo to Teptyolkin’s
Freudian revulsion. It is no wonder that Vaginov’s debut served as the seed for his following
novel, The Works and Days of Svistonov — a text about fictional impressions overriding reality,
parasitic fictional characters pushing their real-life counterparts out of sync with existence.

The characters themselves are terrified of the transformative power of the word, for they
have their image on the line. When their image is being assailed by the hostile ‘author,” they
duly react with revulsion at the idea that he will degrade it. The horror of the word’s co-creative
potential is felt in-text as characters realize that the narrativization of their lives is not simply an

innocent act of writing, but a method of corrupting image and memory. Correspondingly, the

231 Ibid., 191: “Tentenxus 6611 nevaned. OH 1T JOMOH U JIyMaJl O TOM, 4TO BOT ¥ HaJIEL] MOKHO UCTOJIKOBATh T10
Opeiimy, OH AyMall O TOM, 9TO BOT OMEP3UTEIbHAS KOHIICIIIHS CO3/1aTach CTOJb HETaBHO.”
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intensity of Teptyolkin and friends’ desire for a Philostratus to arise and tell their story is
justified by the novel’s implication that the narrative binds itself to the real. He would not only
offer them narrative salvation from ‘the author’s’ profanations, but a real redemption, too. They
would live beyond their lives in the visage of cultural heroes, looking far more attractive in the
story than they ever did in real life.

But why is hybridity so tightly aligned with Goat Song’s constructive principle? In early
revisions of the novel Vaginov provides a hint by granting ‘the author’ an explicitly monstrous
body that can claim a kind of embodied affinity with the hybrid tensions he creates. Though
Vaginov later dispenses with this image, once a reader sees it, it comes hard to shake the feeling
that you can feel his presence hovering over the text — even in the later revisions: “I finished
writing my novel, lifted my sharp-pointed head with half-closed yellow membrane eyes, and
looked at my hands, deformed from birth: on the right hand, three fingers, on the left — four. [...]
I slowly undress, and walk naked to the table, open the window, look out at the pedestrians and
the city, and begin to write...”??

One might well assume that Vaginov’s hideous ‘author’ might create polarized
counterpoints to his subjects, film-negative versions of them. However, this is not the case.

‘The author’ is not a slanderer; in his depictions of Goat Song’s protagonists, he does not cast up
images that are at complete odds with the truth. Vaginov divests ‘the author’ with the insight of

an insider so that he can reveal them ‘as they are.’

252 1bid., 245: “S1 momucan cBOM pOMaH, TOHST OCTPOKOHETHYIO TOJIOBY C TJIA3aMH, TIOTy3aKPBITBIMH JKEJITBIME
MEPENOHKAMH, IOCMOTPEII Ha CBOM YPOJUIMBBIE OT POXKICHMS PYKU: Ha IPABOH pyKe TpU Majblia, HA JIEBOU —
getsipe.” [...] “S MeuIeHHO pa3ieBaroCh, TONIBIN IIOX0KY K CTOJY, pACKPBIBAIO OKHO, PACCMATPUBAIO IPOXOXKUX U
TOpOJ ¥ HAYMHAIO ITHCATh.”
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This is the great irony ‘the author’s’ role: he often seems like the novel’s great adversary,
but he simply fixes what Teptyolkin and his friends are truly like into words and sentences.
Could the fact that those words and sentences make Teptyolkin look so ridiculous be ‘the
author’s’ sin? Is it ‘the author’s’ fault, for example, that it is funny and a little obscene to read
about a group of grown celibates collectively imagining a little boy named Philostratus to be
their savior? When these things are fixed in language, they presumably become so far removed
from how they existed in the imagination. What is a tragedy in the imagination is a comedy on
the page.

In the spirit of co-creation, the words do reach back out and make a claim on reality. The
words begin to distort the unfixed image that existed in his protagonists’ imagination, and so
they must confront the narrative that unfolds on the page. And, crucially, Vaginov — the real
author Konstantin Vaginov — is implicated in both of these practices: it is he who sincerely
conjured the image of Philostratus as a serious symbolic touchstone in his poetry, and he who
desecrates the very same image by lowering it into Goat Song’s profane prose.

‘The author’s’ corrosive influence is in his ability to bring comic elements of his
subjects’ lives into relief — tarnishing the purity of their tragedy, and making their cultural project
look ridiculous. The fact that he does not have to lie to do this is a terrible problem for Goat
Song’s cast of characters. If Vaginov’s protagonists were confronted with ‘the author’s truth’
and became neurotic about trying to avoid ever seeing it again, that might give rise to
polarization. But that is not what we see.

In the final section, a case study of Teptyolkin’s character arc, I will argue that when
Goat Song’s protagonist is confronted by a desacralizing, long-overlooked though vital

dimension of his life, he is all but forced to reconcile it with the idealized narrative undergirding
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his sense of self. However, because Teptyolkin’s whole temperament was formed by his
idealism, because his identity crystalized around the supposed tragedy of his life, the attempt to
reconform himself to a desacralized reality and to reconcile himself with ‘comedy’ is a doomed
pursuit. I intend to highlight moments in the text where it is as if the comic and tragic narrative
modes compete for interpretive supremacy of the given events. It will become clear that
Teptyolkin himself is, after a critical junction in the text, suddenly made aware of these moments
of comic / tragic superposition. And, in trying to mediate these incongruities in his life, he will
have to invite the divide into his mind — his conscious interpretations of the events of his own
life. The localization of the comic / tragic divide into the mind will be the cause of the grotesque
hybridity I am most interested to explore.

In this part of the analysis, the figure of ‘the author’ will recede. I have tried to use the
previous section to highlight all the major sections of the book where ‘the author’ is
foregrounded, so his presence as a narrator will still be detectable as an implicit rather than an
explicit player in the narrative. Vaginov’s game is more subtle than having Teptyolkin and
friends constantly shaking his fist at ‘the author’s’ spectral presence — those moments are there,
but we’ve seen nearly all of them already. The author is still ‘the author’ on those pages where
he isn’t mentioned — and still he tirelessly works to transform ‘the tragedy of the imagination into

comedy on the page.’

Returning to the Case of Teptyolkin

Let’s pick back up with Teptyolkin where we left him: in the novel’s first scene, ‘walking
through the public dining room to fetch boiling water for his teapot, surrounded by nymphs and
satyrs.” I suggested that his obliviousness to the Soviet everyday does not put him at risk for

psychological polarization because of the inside / outside nature of the incongruity. (The
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incongruity is not occurring within a single ‘site,” to appeal to the formal explanation.) In Goat
Song’s opening scenes, Teptyolkin is especially insulated against the risk of polarization because
he lives comfortably within his own imagination. He only rarely notices the dissonance at all, so
it has no chance of becoming a mental incongruity. In contrast, recall the characters in previous
chapters suffering from ‘doubling” — Shvarts’ scholar, Zamyatin’s Tikhmen, Hoffmann’s
Medardus etc. In those cases, the protagonists who underwent doubling always become
hyperattentive to their uncanny rival, which were nothing more than a manifestation of the deep
incongruity within themselves. Even if they failed to realize that their doppelganger was another
aspect of their mind, their focus was squarely on the embodied contradiction haunting them. A
fixation on the incongruity — on one’s double, in this case — drives the relentless neuroticism that
almost always pushes doubling stories into the realm of tragedy. For Teptyolkin, the grotesque
also cannot arise because he cannot detect the incongruity (ness3xa), even intuitively.

The reader, however, cannot help but notice it — we have access to ‘the author’s’ text,
after all. Because readers are privy to both the thoughts and fantasies that inhabit Teptyolkin’s
mind and the surrounding conditions he ignores, their attention is squarely fixated on
Teptyolkin’s absurd remove from reality. In other words, the ‘site’ of the grotesque is on the
level of the text — in the incongruity between what we, readers, see Teptyolkin seeing, and what
we see that he cannot. Only when the incongruity is finally noticed and attended to by
Teptyolkin himself — causing it to enter his psyche’s sphere of concerns — will grotesque polarity
become a potential threat to him. And Teptyolkin will notice his remove from reality in a later
scene. However, Goat Song does not become a typical doubling narrative — at least not through

Teptyolkin. Rather than triggering a state of violent self-denial, Teptyolkin’s encounter with the
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incongruity of fantasy and reality will turn the conversation away from grotesque ‘polarization’
and towards grotesque ‘hybridization.’

I emphasize the issue of attention not only because it sheds light on the importance of
subjectivity in an individual’s reception of the grotesque, but also because Vaginov himself
weaves the motif of his characters’ attention and inattention into the narrative. As the first
chapter’s characterization of Teptyolkin suggests, he rarely shifts his attention outside the
confines of his imaginary projections. Vaginov’s ‘author’ highlights a number of moments
where Teptyolkin’s obliviousness to the vulgarity of those around him reaches comic
proportions. In one such scene, Teptyolkin arrives mid-conversation as the minor character
Svechin, a pseudo-intellectual rapist, brags to a group of their mutual friends about raping
Natasha, a close friend of Teptyolkin’s love interest Mar’ya Dalmatova: “‘Yesterday, while you
were getting your kicks prancing around the city [...] I cozied up with Natasha and...” [Svechin]
performed the corresponding gesture.” Walking up to the group while Svechin is still
derogatorily thrusting his hips, Teptyolkin exclaims: “‘Ah, my friends, so here’s where you
ended up,’ [...] “You must be deep in a conversation about literature, no, no, go on, [ won’t
bother you’.”?>3 Though a particularly egregious case of Teptyolkin’s obliviousness, this is not
an isolated incident. Much later in the book, Teptyolkin receives a whispered warning about the
moral failings of his friends — one is supposedly a former drug addict, another lives with his
mother and practices occultism, another is ‘not indifferent to little dogs.” Here, though

Teptyolkin stands up for his friends, we finally begin to see the vulgarity of the world around

him seeping into his perception: “[Teptyolkin exclaimed]: ‘My friends are among the chosen

233 1bid., 64: “Buepa, TOKa ThI INECTBUAMH HacHaxaaics [ ...] s Haramy... Beisumii aprusepuiicknii oduiep
CZIean COOTBETCTBYIOIINH XKecT. [...] A, BOT BHI T/Ie, APY3bsl MOH, — IPOTSIHYJ UM PYKH TeNTeNnkuH, — JOJKHO
OBITh, O TUTEpAType TOBOPHTE, He OyAy MemmaTh BaMm, He Oymy.”
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ones; I’ll never believe such slander. There’s nothing greater than friendship.” But he began to
notice that the young man [...] truly kissed his mother a little too passionately. They would sit,
sit, and suddenly their tongues would lock, and the tongues would be knotted up so strongly that
both of them, son and mother, grew red from the strain. And he distinctly noticed that another of
his acquaintances was speaking in an all too familiar register with unrespectable types [...] But
Teptyolkin nevertheless convinced himself that it was all empty nothings, and that there wasn’t a
thing on Earth greater than friendship. And here he rattled off a quote from Cicero.”?>*

The push-and-pull between Teptyolkin noticing the moral defects in his acquaintances,
and then explaining them away, allows him to go on without having a crisis of psychological
polarization. Of course, the perceptual dissonance in these scenes reflects the tension between
comic authorial narration and the mismatched perception of those events by Vaginov’s
characters. Again, the dissonance is grotesque to us, Goat Song’s readers, but only because the
‘author’ is bringing the incongruity into such sharp relief in the text that it becomes unmissable,
estranging, comic. But, ironically, the great philologist Teptyolkin does not notice what any
competent reader of Goat Song could not miss. But the recursive process of character / author
co-creation cannot begin until he finally has sufficient cause to reorient his attention.

This charade continues until Teptyolkin, one fateful night, has a direct encounter with the
polarized aesthetic paradox that readers have been privy to since Goat Song’s first pages. Fitting

that the revelation occurs in the home of Kostya Rotikov, a collector of baroque and kitsch art.

Kostya and his aesthetic taste are worth dwelling on for a moment: more than any other character

254 1bid., 120-121:““Mowm mpy3bs — n30paHHMKH, HUKOT/Ia KIIEBETE He MoBepro. HeT Huvero Bbime apyxOe.” Ho on
CTaJ 3aMedaThb, YTO MOJIOJOH YETIOBEK [...] AEHCTBUTEIBHO KAK-TO CIMIIKOM CTPACTHO LEITYETCs CO CBOCH
Marymkoid. CHIST, CUAAT U BAPYT SA3BIK C A36IKOM COEIMHSCTCS, U HAIPSHKEHHE SI3BIKOB y HHUX JIO TOTO CHIIBHO, YTO
00a OHH, U CBIH ¥ MaTb, OT HATYTH KpacHeroT. M AefiCTBUTENBHO 3aMETHII, YTO JPYTOH €ro 3HAKOMBIH C
HETIOYTEHHBIMH JIIOJbMU Ha «TB [...] Ho Bce ke yoexman cam cebs TentenkuH, 4To BCe 3TO MyCTSIKH, APYXKOa
BhIIIE Bcero Ha ceere. U TyT npousHocuiacs nutara n3 Lumepona.”
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in the book, he represents a kind of solution to the problem of living in the Soviet Union as an
aesthete, a (perhaps not fully committed) torchbearer of the delights of Hellenistic culture, of the
culture of the Renaissance. Shortly before the scene that catalyzes Teptyolkin’s big revelation,
Kostya’s apartment is described as having two opposing walls covered in art: the first holds a
display of baroque works, while the opposite wall is covered floor-to-ceiling in kitsch. Whereas
the encounter with a more striking variation of this incongruity is what will undo the delicate
sensibilities of Teptyolkin, Kostya Rotikov is completely unperturbed about having to live amid
the supposed aesthetic contradiction in the most literal fashion. His artistic sensibility stretches
across the whole gamut of aesthetic modes. His vision of what constitutes cultural production
worthy of one’s attention is unconstrained by classical notions of good taste. This ‘answer’ to
Goat Song’s problem of incongruent tastes also seems to suggest that — like an aesthetic
enantiodromia — baroque art is not so different than kitsch. This is where the extreme ‘high’ and
the extreme ‘low’ paradoxically meet.?>> Anthony Anemone’s “Obsessive Collectors;
Fetishizing Culture in the Novels of Konstantin Vaginov,” argues that Kostya Rotikov’s role as a
‘collector’ enjoins him to a motif that runs through all of the author’s prose. “Collecting in
[Goat] Song,” he argues, “[is] a way of preserving the cultural legacy of the past.”>>¢ He sees
Vaginov as a “defend[er] of modern, free (and fetishistic) art from the imprecations of a

repressive society moving toward totalitarian control of literature.”’

255 A similar sentiment is explored in some detail in Susan Sontag’s “Notes on ‘Camp’.” In general, camp is an
interesting phenomenon for the theorist of the grotesque, specifically for its ability to invert grotesque aesthetic
revulsion into a kind of aesthetic elation. The ‘lower,” more ostentatious, more artificial the campy object gets — the
more it is praised as ‘good’ camp. However, exploring this thread will take us too far afield of Vaginov’s novel —
especially given that a proper study of camp will necessitate a proper grounding in its queer cultural origins. A
project for a more qualified scholar working with a different spectrum of texts.

256 Anthony Anemone, “Obsessive Collectors: Fetishizing Culture in the Novels,” Russian Review. Vol. 59, No. 2
(April 2000), 260.

257 Tbid., 268.
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In any case, after an evening gathering in Kostya’s apartment, Teptyolkin is sent to his
room to retrieve the coat of his (still platonic) love interest Mar’ya Dalmatova. While he gathers
the coat, a gust of wind comes through an open window and disturbs a velvet curtain hung to
conceal a collection of erotic art Kostya has hanging on the wall. Though Teptyolkin has
remained stubbornly oblivious to the dualism between the fantasies of his internal life and the
vulgarity of his friends and the reality outside his mind, a direct encounter with eroticism is what
finally breaks through to him: “And here Teptyolkin saw that which he ought not have seen. He
clutched at his bag, his mouth fell open, he sat down. ‘What’s all this? — he thought. — What on
earth is all this! A man with such a refined taste and suddenly...” Above him the velvet now
covered the wall, now again revealed dozens of naked male and female bodies in all imaginable
positions. He felt that all was not right in this place. ‘Oh, you nest of vipers,’ he screamed,

‘vipers!” — and ran headlong out of the room.”?8

This episode is traumatic to Teptyolkin not
only because it reveals the vulgar side of Kostya’s aestheticism, but because it triggers a
perception-shattering paradigm shift in the way he sees his friends, the world he inhabits, and his
own position in that world. Going forward, Teptyolkin never returns to the mental innocence
and naiveté that defined his character in Goat Song’s earlier scenes.

In this moment, the grotesque incongruity that has long existed in on Goat Song’s textual
plane gets through to Teptyolkin’s mind. This is a direct encounter with the grotesque, an
encounter that is all the more threatening because the poor philologist cannot escape it — for he
comes to realize that vulgarity has long been seeping into his cherished circle of chosen ones.

He finally notices his own longstanding failure to notice. Here, too, it is as if Teptyolkin gets a

glimpse under the velvet veil keeping him from seeing the profane, comic underpinning to the

238 Vaginov, Kozlinaia pesn’, 137: “3men, — Bckpuaai oH, — 3Men! — 1 6pOCHIICSA BOH U3 KOMHATHL”
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story he is part of. Teptyolkin seems to understand there is no going back to the cradle of
innocence, so he resolves to find a way to integrate himself into the Soviet world he ignored for
so long.

The destabilizing affect of Teptyolkin’s fateful encounter is not wholly unexpected given
the polarization, experienced at a deeply personal level, confronts him with an insoluble
subjective paradox. He experiences the full weight of the polarized grotesque’s horrific
explosive force, but, of course, we readers — long privy to the incongruity Teptyolkin encounters
—do not. Teptyolkin will try to try to integrate Goat Song’s prevailing sacred/vulgar dualism
into his way of being. This attempt at integration, for reasons that will become clear, is doomed
to fail. This failure, in turn, will give rise to the grotesque hybridity that ultimately shapes the
image of a Sovietized Teptyolkin.

In any case, Teptyolkin’s idealistic purity and naivete are tarnished by Kostya’s wall of
erotic art because the philologist has maintained a lifelong sexual innocence — prioritizing
physical chastity for the good of culture. Yes, Teptyolkin is a voluntary celibate. Though he is
deeply enamored with the young Mar’ya Dalmatova, he prefers to keep her at a physical distance
— stowed away in his imagination. He opts to incorporate her into his platonic fantasies. Take,
for example, an early fantasy of Teptyolkin’s, one devoid of explicit erotic content: “Sometimes
Teptyolkin was visited by a dream: he descends from his tower on high, [and] beautiful Venus
stands amid the pond waters [...] And he sees: Mar’ya Petrovna Dalmatova sits on a small
bench and reads Callimachus [Ancient Greek poet, scholar, aesthetician, 3™ ¢. BC] and lifts her

eyes, full of love. ‘We live, - she speaks, — ‘in the midst of horror and desolation’.”**® To sleep

239 1bid., 22: ViHora TenTenKuHa HABEIAT COH: OH CXOJIUT C BBICOKOM GaIllHu CBOEH, IpekpacHas Benepa crout
nocpeanHe npyna [...] On Bugut — Mapbs IlerpoBHa /lanmvmaroBa cuanT Ha ckamelike u untaeT Kamummmaxa u
TIOJIBIMAET TIOJTHEIE JII00BH 04H. ‘Cpenb yKaca U 3aIlyCTEeHHS KUBEM MBI,” TOBOPHT OHA.
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with Mar’ya would be tantamount to betraying his role as the pure-hearted paragon authentic
culture, lowering both of them into the 'horror and desolation' outside of his fantasies. Like a
committed Romantic or Symbolist,?*° Teptyolkin so deifies the feminine that sex is an
unthinkable physical manifestation of what ought to be a purely spiritual union. Teptyolkin
seems to believe that, if he is to descend into the vulgar, physical world, his union with a woman
must be the portal through which he makes his descent. In terms the Hellenized Teptyolkin
might appreciate, a sexual encounter would be a descent down Plato’s ‘ladder of Diotima.’
Though, if his soul is already floating alongside the true Beauty of the imagination’s Forms, why
tarnish such a contemplative life with the desire for another physical body, only an empty
simulacrum of the beautiful 226!

The notion that sex acts as a mechanism that compromises the purity of soul is in keeping
with the move from Teptyolkin’s polarized relationship to reality to one defined by hybridity — a
hybrid stance that will increasingly come to define Teptyolkin’s character from this moment
onward. Instead of making the vain attempt to deny his corporeality — separating himself from
the ‘desert’ of the world — sex offers Teptyolkin a way to embrace the body.

So, after the fateful night at Kostya’s, Teptyolkin begins to wonder how to enact a ritual

that will bind him to the vulgarity of the physical world. To this end, he desires Mar’ya’s hand

260 Whether or not this is a biographical detail of Lev Pumpyansky is largely irrelevant — though, of course,
Aleksandr Blok’s infamously long refusal to consummate his marriage with Lyubov Dmitrievna is a clear reference
point.

261 Plato’s Symposium does make a brief appearance in Goat Song at the end of Ch. XII — Bloom [Pacuger]. In
accord with his idealistic Platonic philosophical leanings, Teptyolkin is an anti-Freudian thinker through and
through (as was Pumpyansky): “Teptyolkin was sad. He walked home and thought about how a finger could be
interpreted through Freud, thought about how such a revolting concept was created so recently” (191). Goat Song’s
‘author’ seems to be having a laugh, imbuing Teptyolkin with all these sexual hang-ups and a sex drive that
simultaneously acts as a kind of death drive. All this, against his most fervent wishes, seems to bind him as much to
Freud as to Plato. For more on Vaginov and Freud, see D.M. Bresler’s article on intertextuality Bresler, Dmitrii.
“‘Vot i palets mozhno istolkovat’ po Freidu’: pragmatika interteksta v romane K. K. Vaginova ‘Kozlinaia pesn’.”
Vestnik LGU im. A. C. Pushkina 3, 1 (46-55): 46-55.
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in marriage, a marriage anchored not in Platonic love, but sexual union. Teptyolkin cannot help
but see that this union will compromise the chastity that had hitherto been a cornerstone of his
identity. What if, in turning away from his role as Culture’s devoted monk the intellectual
gardens of his mind will be doomed to wither away? Moreover, what would he do if he turned
out to be ‘no man at all,” an impotent wretch? This conundrum is at the center of the novel’s
dramatic treatment of Teptyolkin’s personal crisis — his very life depends on it:

‘How is it that I,” - thought Teptyolkin, - ‘will give in to temptation and get married? It
could be that nature created me for something very different. I’ll marry —and my
memory will weaken, my dreams, marvelous and obscure, will fade away, and those
morning hours of perfect clarity and those calm nights, too, will fade. Beside me a
woman will grow old, and I will notice that I am aging as well. Yes, it’s a difficult
conundrum,’ — Teptyolkin paced around his room. — ‘Perhaps it will be beyond my power
to marry, perhaps I am no man at all. Perhaps my body hasn’t fully matured yet. Well
then, I’d marry, and then — horror..."2%2

To remediate his fear, Teptyolkin attempts to verify that he is indeed a man, vowing to sow his
oats with a prostitute. The attempt ends in failure when he tries to make her swear on a bible that
she is not ‘infected.” This scene’s histrionic comedy expresses Teptyolkin’s newfound drive to
profanation of the self as it is born in his soul. The strange breed of conversion experience at
Kostya Rotikov’s apartment changed him. In Goat Song’s textual system, sexual activity is
almost exclusively a means of degradation. In the aforementioned scenes where Teptyolkin’s
inattentiveness is thematized, the things he fails to take proper account of are always sexual in

nature — Svechin’s vile reinvocation of his rape, the vague insinuations about Teptyolkin’s

262 Vaginov, Kozlinaia pesn’, 157: ‘‘Kaxk xe 51, — xyman TenTenKkus, — NoaaaMcs CooIasHy 1 KeHIOCh? A MOXeT
OBITh, TPUPOZIA COBCEM HE JUIS TOTO MeHs co3nana. JKeHrock — 1 ociabeeT Mosl ITaMsITh, HCUE3HYT TUBHBIEC 1
HESICHBIC TPEe3bl, HCUE3HYT 3TH SICHbIC YTPEHHNE Yachl U CIOKOWHBIE HOYH. PsitoM co MHO# OyaeT crapeTs JKEeHIIUHA,
u st 3ameuy, 4To s ctapero. [la, TpyaHsIil Bonpoc, — 3axoamt TenTeaKuH 1o KoMHaTe. — A MOXKET OBITb, 51 HE B CHJIaX
Oy Ly KEHHUTHCS, MOXKET OBITh, 51 HE My>KYnHA. MOXKeT OBITh, TEJIO Y MEHS Heco3peBIIee. YTo K, )KEHIOCh, a TOTOM
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acquaintances engaging in incest and bestiality, and, of course, Kostya’s Kama Sutra of kitsch
wall art.2®> Presumably, the unseen ‘author’ — an exhibitionist writing naked in his window — is
especially keen on bringing these bawdy scenes into relief and into competition with
Teptyolkin’s tragic self-narrativization.

The importance of Teptyolkin’s step foward, and not away from that which repulses him
cannot be overstated — for here is the definitive step away from polarity and towards hybridity.
Instead of a segregation of the incongruous impulses, Teptyolkin opts to attempt an integration.

To help underline the difference between these two modes, it is worth appreciating that
Teptyolkin’s reaction to Kostya’s erotica could have been very different. If, for instance, he had
chosen to insist on maintaining his own purity and on the purity of his fantasies, he could have
cut ties with those friends and acquaintances whose tastes made them unworthy of being a
hypothetical ‘cultural torchbearer.” He could have withdrawn further into the self and rejected
the outside world altogether. Perhaps he could have understood the choice before him as a
Kierkegaardian either/or — choosing the life of a cultural torchbearer no matter the implications,
rejecting any ‘both,” any mediation, no matter how far it would drag him away from apparent
reality. If one accepts that such a repression of reality could have occurred, then Teptyolkin’s
decision not to engage in polarizing, repressive mental strategies might even be understood as a
step that will prevent a potentially explosive inner-conflict in the future.

Teptyolkin’s choice highlights the fact that the difference between polarity and hybridity

represents a strategic distinction in the way the philologist attempts to mediate the incongruity he

263 Moreover, even if Teptyolkin radically rejected marriage in favor of ‘Philostratus’ and the life of the mind, the
choice would not guarantee him the image of chaste purity he desires. It is not lost on other characters that the
intellectuals’ obsession with the Greek Philostratus — a young boy of ideal beauty — is caught up in embarrassing
pederastic implications. Teptyolkin is a committed Hellenist, after all. When ‘the unknown poet’ confesses that
“many of us are haunted by a beautiful youth,” his acquaintance Asfodeliev laughs, “Finally I’ve caught you.
You’re all degenerates [...] that’s why you’re being chased by a pretty little lad” (139).
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has discovered. If we recognize Teptyolkin’s transformation as a rejection of polarity, then
would we be justified in seeing his reconciliation with the world as a proto-Jungian attempt to
‘integrate his shadow’? Perhaps, but there is a complication that prevents such a clean
implementation of the psychological ‘doubling’ paradigm. Namely, that which Teptyolkin must
reconcile himself with is not purely a psychological incongruity. As previously noted, the
incongruity exists between the inside (the psychological) and the outside (a mixture of Soviet
cultural reality, a milieu with questionable tastes and scruples, and the ‘author’s’ textual
hostility). In other words, Teptyolkin is not simply trying to reconcile himself to some other
internal, psychological reality, but trying to put his mind in greater conformity with Soviet
sociopolitical life, at least as he now perceives it around him. But is such a radical conciliatory
project even possible for a man like Teptyolkin? And, if not, what happens if the project fails?
Vaginov depicts the transformation of Teptyolkin with a surprising degree of restraint,
unfurling the changes slowly over many scenes, spacing them out with calculated temporal gaps.
Teptyolkin does finally gather the courage to marry Mar’ya Dalmatova. We see that the
philologist is not fated to lose touch with Philostratus and the cultural project that the young lad
signifies for him right away: “After the wedding, Teptyolkin stood for a long time on the balcony
and looked down at the city. But it was not five- and three-story buildings he saw, but rather
narrow alleyways of pruned acacias and Philostratus standing on a small road [...] and alongside
the lad, deferentially bowed, he walked — Teptyolkin.”?%* However, it isn’t long before readers
begin to witness Teptyolkin’s turn away from certain values that once defined him: “Teptyolkin

was already 37 years old. He was already bald and he already suffered from arteriosclerosis, but

264 Ibid., 167: “Ilocne cBanbObl JONTO cTOsLI TenTenkuH Ha OallkoHe, CMOTpEJ BHU3 HA TOPOJ, HO HE BUIEN
MATUATAXKHBIX U TPEXITAXKHBIX JIOMOB, a BUJEN TOHKUE aJUIEH MOACTPHKEHHBIX aKallui U Ha Jopoxkke Puioctpara
[...] u psimoM ¢ FOHOIIIEH, TOYTUTETHFHO COTHYBIIINCH, UAET OH — TenTenkuH.”
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still he loved to read Pierre de Ronsard [sixteenth century French poet]. [...] He had no more
thoughts about the Renaissance. Submerged in household comforts [...] and in his belated
acquaintance with physical love, he subsisted in a kind of lethargy, all the time steeling himself
from Mar’ya Petrovna’s caresses. It cannot be said that he did not notice the deficiencies of
Mar’ya Petrovna, though he loved her like an old widow loves the portrait of her husband,
painted at the moment when he was still her bridegroom.”?® Already we see an emerging sketch
of a Teptyolkin that is detaching himself from his former cultural loves and attaching himself to
‘household comforts’: though his interest in poetry is still alive, his thoughts center around his
(still rather unusual) love of Mar’ya rather than the culture of the Renaissance. He is beginning
to show the early signs of growing old despite his relatively modest 37 years, and the
consolations of quotidian life with a loving wife look as though they are somehow enervating
him. Though there is little in him that is explicitly ‘Soviet’ — the bulk of his transformation is yet
to come — the increased personal investment in materiality signals a move away from his former
spiritual, ethereal purity. Teptyolkin is now a man far more amenable to material comforts.
Along with the attempt to reconcile his cultural aspirations with family life, Teptyolkin
engages in a parallel effort to make his peace with the ‘new world’ of 1920s Soviet culture.
Though here, too, he finds it difficult to reconcile the emerging form of life with the life he feels
he sacrificed: “‘Even if,” thought Teptyolkin, ‘the villages are shining bright with electricity,
even if cows are mooing in exemplary sovkhozes, even if agricultural equipment is working in

the fields, even if a life more beautiful than the Eifel Tower is unfolding before us, there still is

265 Ibid., 188-189: “Vke TenTenkuny ObLIO TPHALATE CEMB JIET. YKe OH OBLI JIBIC ¥ CTPafal apTePHOCKIEPO30M, HO
Bce ke OH o0 untath Porcapa [...] Yike He Obuto v TenTenknHa HUKaKUX MEICTel o Bo3poxmennm.
[Morpy>keHHBII B CeMEHHBIIN YIOT WX B [...] HO3HO Y3HAHHYIO (PU3WYECKYIO JIF000BH, OH TPEOBIBA B HEKOTOPOH
CIITYKE, BCE BpEeMsl YCHIIMBAOIIEH s OT MpuKocHOBeHnM Mapbu [leTtpoBHbl. Henb3s cka3arh, YTO OH HE 3aMedall
HenocTaTkoB Mapeu [1eTpoBHEL, HO OH JIFOOUII €€, Kak cTapas BIOBYIIKA JTFOOUT TIOPTPET CBOCTO MYXKa,
M300paKarouid TO BpeMsi, KOTIa HCUS3HYBIIHIA OBLT eIIle >KEHUXOM.”
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something missing from the new world.”?® And yet the narration still affirms that, “still, in the
depths of [Teptyolkin’s] soul, he believed in the coming peace and quiet, in the looming

267 Tn another, more comic scene, the tension between old and new

cooperation among peoples.
world pays out when Mar’ya Petrovna chides Teptyolkin for insisting on wearing his pince-nez:
“No one wears a pince-nez anymore! [...] Now people wear glasses!” Teptyolkin counters, “I
don’t give a damn! [...] I’'m a man of the old world and so I’'m going to wear a pince-nez. I have
nothing in common with new world garbage.”?® Remaining in a space of indecision between
new- and old-world modes of being, Teptyolkin is scarcely able to find anything resembling
peace.

Vaginov’s textual alterations pose a particular difficulty for this passage in particular.
Perhaps in the attempt to further draw out Teptyolkin’s transformation, post-Priboi versions of
the text reverse the last sentiment — reading: “in the depths of his soul, [ Teptyolkin] did not
believe in the coming peace and quiet...” Moreover, instead of ‘thinking’ the thoughts about the
‘villages,” ‘exemplary sovkhozes’ etc., he ‘speaks’ these criticisms of the new world’s
inarticulable lack, prompting an interlocutor to retort: “Your Plato is an elegiac idealist. And
your love for the forest is nothing more than a reflection of the interests of feudal nobility, who,

fighting for control over large tracts of land, did not want to lose their hunting grounds...” (190).

If anything, this vision of Teptyolkin is more tortured than in the earlier Priboi edition of Goat

266 Tbid., 189: “IlycTh, — myman TenTenKuH, — SPKO OCBEIIEHBI JIEKTPHIECTBOM JIEPEBHH, TTyCTh MBIYAT KOPOBHI B
MIPUMEPHBIX COBX032aX, ITyCTh CEIbCKOX03IHCTBEHHbBIE MAIIMHBI paOOTAIOT Ha JyTaX, IIyCTh pa3BepPTHIBACTCS KU3Hb
Ooee kpacouHas, yeM DiiderneBa OalmHs, — YeT0-TO HET B HOBOW XU3HM». [...] Ho Bce ke Tuxoit My3bIKoii OMIT0Ch
cepane TenrenkuHa, Bce ke B IIIyOMHE TyIIN OH BEPIII B HACTYMHAIOIIE MUD U THILIHHY, TPSIyIIee
COTPYIHHYECTBO HAPOJIOB.

297 Ibid., 190

268 Ibid., 192: “TlneBats! — kpuuan cHu3y TENTENKUH, — 51 YETOBEK CTAPOTO MUPA, 51 Oy/ly HOCHTH MEHCHE, C HOBOH
raflocThIO 51 HUYETO O0IIEero He UMer0.”
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Song — even more reluctant to surrender his old ways, and even more hesitant about the prospects
of the Soviet project.

Teptyolkin’s capitulation to the ideology of Soviet life reach a turning point when he is
asked to adopt a leading role in the local housing lease cooperative society [acuuwyno-apernonoe
KoonepamugrHoe mogapuwecmeo (xcaxm)] — nominated for a position, ironically enough,
because ‘he’s a cultured man, not a thief.” Especially now, saddled with explicitly Soviet
responsibilities, he begins to worry that “the culture he defended was not his [...] that he was not
destined to do anything in the world, that he would pass on like a shadow and leave no memory
of himself behind, [...] that there was no great gap separating him from an accountant.”?%° The
thought of his indistinguishability from accountants, clerks, and commoners plagues him: “When
it seemed to [Teptyolkin] that there was no difference between him and a whimpering philistine,
he became disgusting to himself and felt nauseous, and he causelessly lashed out at Mar’ya
Petrovna and sometimes even broke dinnerplates.”?"°

Teptyolkin’s anxiety about the cost of his hybridizing compromise reaches a crescendo in
these moments — feeling himself merging with faceless clerks, with the indistinguishable masses.
Effectively, he has now become a hybrid of old-world Hellenized Teptyolkin and new-world
Soviet Teptyolkin. Each of these impulses coexist within him, though, try as he might, their
mutual incompatibility prevents a true psychological or behavioral synthesis. Though

Teptyolkin’s attempt to conform parts of himself to Soviet reality may have saved him from

269 Ibid., 250: “KyneTypa, KOTOPYFO OH 3aIyINal, ObLIa HE ero [...] YTO HUYETO EMY HE JAHO CENATh B MUPE, 4TO
TIPOI/IET OH KaK TeHb M HE OCTABHT MO ceOe HUKAKOM IMaMATH [...] 9TO HeT Oe3HBI MEXK HUM U OyXTantepom.”

270 Ibid.: “Korma Ka3anoch eMy, 9T0 HET Pa3HUIIBI MEXKTY HUM M CKYJISIIAM OOBIBATEIIEM, TOT/IA OH JENANICS CaM

cebe IPOTHBEH M TOTAa TOLIHHUIIO €r0, M OH OeCIIpHIMHHO 371Miics Ha Mapbio [leTpoBHY 1 1ake HHOTIA OHIT
Tapenku.”
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aggravating a dangerous psychological divorce from reality, eluding the polarization problem has
led him to a situation that is hardly better.

Teptyolkin’s increasingly hybrid cultural identity has led to his negation, his self-
effacement — and he plainly experiences the transformation as a corruption of his being. Look no
further than Teptyolkin’s ‘disgust’ and ‘nausea’ at becoming a ‘whimpering philistine’ for
evidence; these sickly feelings suggest that enough of his former ego subsists to level an
aesthetic critique against his own slow transformation into a common nobody. He judges his
situation unbearable, and himself — monstrous. This are the affective symptoms of the self-
experiencing itself as grotesque. His disgust signals a painful cognizance of the incongruity
within him — a departure from the oblivious bliss that once defined his inattentive orientation to
the outside world prior to the incident with at Kostya’s apartment. Could it have been possible to
prevent all this, to return to the protection of his prior naiveté? No, there was never any practical
means of reverting back to ignorance, not — at least — without resorting to constant willful self-
deception. For Teptyolkin had previously avoided psychological polarization by not noticing the
surrounding world, and, crucially, by not noticing his failure to notice. After his ‘conversion,’
going back to that effortless ignorance was an impossibility. And even if Teptyolkin tried
resorting to self-deception and repression, it would take a great effort to continually ‘not notice’
as before, making the effort an exercise in futility. Could he have broken off all ties with his
former friends and acquaintances in the hope of maintaining the purity of his cultural ambition?
Perhaps, but the prospect of ‘carrying true culture through the Soviet dark ages’ becomes all the
more improbable without the already limited number of imperfect allies he had. Teptyolkin’s

attempt to hybridize looks all but inevitable.
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If he could completely resign himself to Soviet life, abandoning Philostratus for good,
would living as he now lived become less nauseating? The text suggests its answer: “Teptyolkin
sat near the stove and read one of his favorite books, but the reading went poorly. He listened
close to what was happening inside of him. It was no good; it was painful. He began to
understand that it was not the historical Philostratus [...] he loved — and not the other one, the
compiler of erotic letters to youths and hetaerae, and not a third either. And then he began to feel
calm and clear right down in his soul. And it no longer horrified him that clerks experience the
world just like him, that there is no gulf between him and an accountant.”?”!

Banishing Philostratus from his sphere of concerns does, as it turns out, have a strong
palliative effect on Teptyolkin, curing him — at least temporarily — of his ‘nausea.’ For a
moment, Teptyolkin frees himself from his own hybridizing project — opting instead to simply do
away with his cultural attachments. Could it be that the solution to Teptyolkin’s conscious
dilemma is to abandon the project of mediation and come to terms with the fact that the decision
is one of ‘either/or’ but not ‘both’? But is there not a problem here, too? Is it possible for
Teptyolkin to simply dispense with the part of himself he exalted for so long? As it turns out, it
is not so simple. He continues returning to his old reveries through the end of the novel; “in
those golden minutes” when he is able to escape thoughts “of war, of the Revolution, of his own
[creative] infertility and the infertility of his age™ he finds himself once again occupying a world

of “charming figures with horns and hooves, nymphs with eyes of unfathomable depth,” where

271 1bid., 250: OH HauMHAI IOHUMATB, YTO COBCEM HE UCTOPHUYECKOT0 DUIIOCTpPaTa, He IPHABOPHOTO POMAHHCTA
BpemeH HOmmu JloMHBI (M1 HE IPYToro — COCTABUTEIIS SPOTUUECKHX MMHUCEM K TeTepaM M IOHOIIaM, ¥ He TPETHEro),
mo6wt oH. U crano Ha aymie ero CnokoiHo ¥ sicHO. Y OoJpliie He yKacayio ero, 4To KOHTOPIIUKH TakK JKe
YyBCTBYIOT MHP, YTO HET O€3IHBI MEXLy HIM M OyXTaJITEpOM.
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he is “anything but alone” and where, together with these fantastic creatures, he can watch as one
of humanity’s great epochs fades into the past.?’?

Teptyolkin’s final reflection on his hybridized psychodrama in Goat Song is revealed in a
rather long, but thematically vital letter he wrote to ‘the unknown poet.” ‘The unknown poet,’
like Teptyolkin, has gone through his own crisis and has abandoned the bulk of his cultural
ambitions — though, crucially, he does not make the same capitulations to the new Soviet mode
of life as his philologist counterpart. Teptyolkin tries to bring him to see that his compromise,
Teptyolkin’s, is the best way forward, or at least the most humane. To understand the letter, we
must refer back to the mythological system Vaginov sewed into his text. Here, namely, that
Vaginov saw in the decline of paganism and the rise in Christianity as a parallel to the end of
pre-Soviet humanism and the rise of Soviet political and cultural influence. Therefore, when
Teptyolkin calls ‘the unknown poet’ a pagan, he is aligning him with pre-revolutionary Russia,
and when he praises Christianity, he is gesturing at Soviet reality. With this ‘key,’ the letter
becomes far more decipherable, allowing Teptyolkin’s reflections on the nature of his cultural

capitulations to come into sharper focus. The emphasis added is mine.

Dear friend, you are a paganist. This is a deeply negative trait of yours; you do not
accede to Christian grace, though you well could fuse Christianity with the belief in
the delightful [pagan] gods and enjoin yourself with the particular silence [oco6as
tummnHa] of the world. After all, no matter what you’ve said, you love the sun, the warm
morning sun, you love the morning birdsongs, and it is not only ornamentation, not
ornamentation that attracts you to pagan religion, not the variety of deities, not the
materialization of the forces of nature, but that distinct sanctity, that prized knowledge,
which is born from contact with nature. You love the agony of that feeling, but is it not

272 1bid., 254-257: B cBeTibie MEHYTHI TENTENKUH GONbIIE HE CBAIMBAJ HU HA BOMHY, HM Ha PeBoIronuio, HU Ha
Oecrioze CBOe M CBOETO BeKa. M Tora oceHHMe JUCTHS VISl HETO IIyMENH IO-TIPEKHEMY B CaMyo SIPKyIO BECHY, B
camoe HeyMoauMoe 1eTo. Y u3-3a [epeBbeB CMOTPENN HA HETO IIICHUTENbHBIE POKULIBI C POXKKAMH U KOIIBITHAMHU, U
HUM(BI ¢ TJ1a3aMH HETIPOOYJTHOM TTyOMHBI KaK Map HOAHUMAINCH HaJT BOJOH, ¥ OH CIIBIIIAT UX pedb BHYTPH ceos,
IUICHUTENBHYIO U YAUBHUTENBHYIO; U OH AyMall, YTO BOT U3 IPYroro MUpa MPHUXOIAT K HEMY CYIIECTBA, YTO OH BOBCE
HE OJMHOK, YTO BMECTE C HUM OTXOJIUT BEIHKasl SII0XA YEIOBEYECTRA.
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better to love its dawn? You love dying, but is it not better to love life? [...] I have heard
a rumor that you’ve disavowed yourself. My good friend, come to your senses, you are
now terribly sick, return to paganism, but to an enlightened paganism, one without
poisonous constituents, without snickering and without spite. After all, those nymphs
and satyrs who appeared to us did not appear to others. Dear friend, why do you insist on
slandering yourself? [...] You were always striving for Rome, though Florence was
always nearer to our hearts, dearer. You’re living through a horrible crucible which I, too,
survived. Remember your own words about us being transformed into devils. Now I
understand life in all of its melancholy beauty. It was not our dream that was a lie. It
was us. We were then unworthy of that which was revealed to us. I see our
insufficiencies, but they do not frighten me. I know that we are weak, awfully weak, that
we are depraved, that we are greedy, but I also know that we loved the spirit’s sun

[myxoBHoe connue], and, who knows, perhaps even now we love it still.?”

In Teptyolkin’s mind, it is the fusion (hybridity) of paganism and Christianity that offers
‘the unknown poet’ a way out of his spiritual quagmire. The letter’s use of natural signifiers is
vital to its message, but their meaning is slightly opaque. Teptyolkin means to suggest that
Christianity — and its analog, the rise of the Soviets — is that ‘warm morning sun’ and are those
‘morning songs of birds.” The ‘sun’ of paganism — the cultural legacy of Russia’s pre-
revolutionary era — is on the decline. Teptyolkin recognizes that ‘the unknown poet’ finds

something both agonizingly beautiful and terribly meaningful in falling below the horizon of

273 1bid., 257: “Jloporoit ApyT, BBl MAaTaHUCT. DTO 4EPTA TTyGOKO OTPULIATENBHAS, BbI HE TIPUEMIIETE XPUCTHAHCKOM
6narogaTy, MEeXIy TeM MOKHO CO€IMHUTH XPUCTHAHCTBO C BEPOH B MTPEJIECTHBIX OOTOB M OIIyIIATh OCOOYIO
TUIIUHY MUpa. Bexb, 9To OBl BB HU TOBOPHIIH, BBI JIIOOWUTE COJHIIE, TEIUIOE YTPEHHEE COJHIIE, TFOOUTE yTpeHHEe
TICHNE NITHI, ¥ HE TOJIBKO JEKOPATHBHOCTb, IEKOPATUBHOCTH BAC MPHUBJIEKAET B S3bIYECKON PEIUTHH, HE
MHOT000pa3ue 00KecTB, He MaTepHAIN3AINS CHII IPUPOJIBI, @ Ta 0C00ast CBSITOCTh, TO COKPOBEHHOE 3HAHME,
KOTOPOE POXKIAETCS OT CONPUKOCHOBEHHMS C MPUPOI0H. BbI mo0uTe aroHuio 3Toro 4yBCTBa, HO HE JyHIle JIN
TMOOUTH ero paccBeT? Brl mobute yMupaHue, HO He JyUIIle JIX TFOOUTH Xu3Hb? [...]| Jlo MEHS TONUIN CITyXH, 9TO BB
OTPEKJIICH OT camMoro ce0st. Jloporoi pyr, OIIOMHHUTECH, BBl CeHYac TSHKKO OONBHBI, BEPHUTECH K MTAraHU3My, HO K
IIPOCBETIICHHOMY, 0€3 SITOBHUTHIX BEIIECTB, Oe3 cMemIka 1 0e3 npe3peHus. Beab Te HUMQBI 1 caTUpBI, KOTOPbIE
SIBJSUTHCH HaM, HE SBJLUTHCH APYTUM JroasaM. Jloporoit apyr, 3aueM BbI Tak Kiaeseniere Ha ceds? [...] Brl Bcerna
cTpeMunch B Pum, HO Benp @nopennus Onrke HaM U Joposke. BBl mepexuBaeTe y)KacHOE UCTIBITaHHE, KOTOPOE 5
yoKe TIepeXnII, BCIIOMHHTE BaIllX )K€ CJI0Ba O MIPEBpalleHny Hac B 4epTeil. Teneps s npuHUMAar0 MHUp BO Beeil ero
ropectHoi kpacoTe. He Meura Hamma, a MbI — OBUTH JI0KBI0. MBI yoKe ObIIIH HEJOCTOMHBI TOTO, YTO OTKPBUIOCH HaM.
51 BUKy HaIll HEIOCTaTKU, HO OHU MEHS He MyTaloT. Sl 3Haro, 9TO MBI Cl1a0bl, OEIIeHO cI1a0bl, YTO MBI pa3BPATHEL,
YTO MBI &JTYHBI, HO YTO MBI JIFOOWIIN TyXOBHOE COJIHIIE, M KTO 3HAET, MOXKET OBITh, U TE€Neph JFO0MM.”
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history together with the previous era’s ‘setting sun’. But, he counters: what if one can
appreciate the beautiful dusk of one era while greeting the dawn of the next? His comment
encouraging ‘the unknown poet’ to adopt a paganism without ‘poisonous constituents,’
‘snickering,’ or ‘spite’ is presumably a call to embrace paganism’s tragic elevation while
rejecting its comic baseness — a plausible explanation given Teptyolkin’s disdain for ‘the author’
and his comic interpretations and profanations of tragedy. His elevation of Florence over Rome
is meant to be read as an elevation of one of the Renaissance’s birthplaces, the Christian Italy of
Florentines like Dante, Boccaccio and Petrarch, over the Greco-Roman pagan tradition
represented by the capital city. The end of the letter is most telling. It suggests a rationalization
on the part of Teptyolkin, claiming the poet’s cultural revival project may have been possible,
except that none of their coterie were worthy of it. Teptyolkin’s betrayal of his values, then,
looks like a realist’s inevitable capitulation to reality.

So, despite all his personal wavering — a wavering, as I have tried to show, that is
definitive of Goat Song’s depictions of Teptyolkin — the philologist presents himself as
unrepentant about his cultural capitulations. He is inviting ‘the unknown poet’ to follow his
example. Why? His argument rests on the virtues of his hybrid mode of being. This
endorsement of hybridity is particularly strange in light of Teptyolkin’s agonizing struggle to
reconcile himself with it. Given all Teptyolkin’s irresolute half-measures in embracing this
hybridity — a hybridity that, by his own estimation, effaced his historical significance and life’s
purpose, that made him no different than a common clerk, that made self-reflection into a
confrontation with nausea and disgust — why does he seem so eager to suggest this course of

action to a former friend?
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The text gives no definitive answers, but one may surmise that his letter is as much an
attempt to convince ‘the unknown poet’ as it is an attempt to convince himself. Or, perhaps,
Teptyolkin earnestly believes the unstable peace he has acquired is better than the poet’s
principled, ascetic commitment to a disappearing past. Can one surmise that Teptyolkin has
genuinely come to terms with his transformation? Has his attempt to bridge two cultural modes
coalesced into a genuine synthesis — one that is capable of representing a stable, uncontradictory
basis for his identity? Perhaps, if only for brief moment, one might argue that Teptyolkin has
found something like inner tranquility. However, even if we put more of an interpretive stake
into the letter than is likely reasonable, the moment is still transient. The text leaves little

evidence for such an optimistic reading, especially in light of the ending.

Death of the Clerk’s Muse

Goat Song ends on its most authentically tragic note with the death of Mar’ya Petrovna.
Walking together in an Easter procession, both Mar’ya and Teptyolkin are lost in their
imaginations — Mar’ya thinking about the necessity of esotericism for real religious experience,
Teptyolkin calling to mind a scene from his childhood. Absentmindedly, they get separated, and,
equally absentmindedly, Mar’ya falls into freezing Saint Petersburg waters. Teptyolkin panics
when he realizes she is not with him, but does not find her again until she is brought back to their
apartment by strangers. The shock of the cold water is going to kill her. Passing away, she wants
to be held by Teptyolkin, twirled around by him like a groom holding his bride, wants for
Teptyolkin to take her around their room so she can touch the most commonplace household

objects. Teptyolkin is bereft, and yet this does not become a pure encounter with ‘the real’ free
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from his fantasy. He thinks of Beatrice’s influence on Dante?’#, and then is bothered that his
frame isn’t ideally masculine, that he isn’t muscular enough, that his face would be better if it
has a more ascetic look, that he ought to wear an ascetic’s fetters, that he would be better if he
had a name other than ‘Teptyolkin.” When the imminent widower is trying to sound himself out
a new name, any invested reader will be disgusted with Teptyolkin for neglecting his wife in her
last moments for such trifling thoughts. Only after the nth complaint about how “no one thought
about the Renaissance, except me,” Teptyolkin again ‘fell back into reality’ [mpoBanuics B
peanbHOCTh|.27°He realizes what terrible reality his fantasies are papering over with just enough
time to implore ‘don’t leave me’ and see her fade away.

Why end Goat Song with Mar’ya Petrovna’s death? Understood in context, there
something of Shakespearean tragic maximalism in her passing. Mar’ya Petrovna was the
catalyst for Teptyolkin’s move away from his dream of reigniting the ‘cultural phoenix.” Mar’ya
is the only thing in his life that supplied him enough meaning to make the betrayal of his ideals a
potentially worthy endeavor. Just at the moment Teptyolkin seems to be coming to terms with
the forfeiture of his former self’s most prized ambitions, the reward for making that tremendous
sacrifice is lost. Teptyolkin’s senseless reveries in the moments before Mar’ya’s death reinvoke
the same tension between fantasy and reality (in Mar’ya herself) that has psychologically

hounded him for most of the novel. Of course, Teptyolkin’s confused priorities suggest that he is

274 Galina Zhilicheva cleverly invokes the famous scene between Paolo and Francesca in Canto V of Dante’s Inferno
in her work “The Narrative Strategy of K. Vaginov’s Novels.” Zhilicheva’s observation brings Goat Song’s
reflections on narrative and salvation into relief. Recall that Francesca faults her and Paolo’s reading of an enticing
romance narrative that tempts them succumb to lust, and, ultimately, their own damnation. Is Mar’ya and
Teptyolkin’s love story, where the woman pulls the man out of his narrative haze, an inversion of this trope? Does
Mar’ya’s anti-narrative pull into reality free Teptyolkin from damnation or does it damn him all the same?

275 Vaginov, Kozlinaia pesn’, 261.
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still hopelessly the hybrid, that his attempts at creating a more integrated selthood failed. Even
the impending death of his wife cannot keep his mind out of the realm of the imagination.

One might argue that Teptyolkin’s failure to arrive at a synthesis is simply a lack of
desire for change, a fact his eternal wavering betrays. However, Vaginov paints too many vivid
scenes of Teptyolkin growing frustrated with himself for this to be the easy out. These scenes
betray a genuine will to change and a genuine distress at his inability to do so. These final
manifestations of Teptyolkin’s inattention to life are so stark that I think it plausible Vaginov
sees Teptyolkin’s problem as an ontological one. Teptyolkin’s tragedy has a strong
psychological component, and much of his suffering is precipitated by the fact that his psyche is
not infinitely moldable by his will. His psychological detachment, in other words, lends itself to
a fatalistic interpretation: Teptyolkin was incurable from the start. Perhaps we’re even meant to
doubt that Mar’ya’s death was an unavoidable tragedy. If Teptyolkin had somehow adapted, if
he had been paying attention to the reality around him rather than to his childhood memories,

could he have prevented disaster?

Conclusion

Is Vaginov’s Goat Song a condemnation of Teptyolkin and his intellectualism? No, I
doubt that Vaginov’s goal has much to do with condemnation of mind or body, fantasy or
realism, Christianity or paganism, pre-revolutionary Petersburg or Soviet Leningrad. Vaginov’s
conclusion has more to say about the nature of tragedy — the genuine mode of tragedy that is
born of terrible inevitabilities and impossible choices rather than explicit acts of evil. The
tragedy of Teptyolkin’s psychological hybridity is the precipitated by the sociocultural
conditions of his generation, not his alone. The post-revolutionary cultural shift was such a

fundamental change that it de facto condemned those who were integrated in the old paradigm.
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Goat Song presents two ways of dealing with this dilemma: one must either try to
integrate oneself to the new paradigm or refuse to do so. Both are losing strategies.

Bakhtin’s comments on Lev Pumpyansky and Maria Veniaminovna Yudina, the
prototype of Mar’ya, are particularly telling at this juncture. In his conversations with Viktor
Duvakin, Bakhtin explains that “since [Pumpyansky] was, of course, a very exceptional man, he
simply had a huge influence on Maria Veniaminovna.” This was true, as Bakthin explains, in
many domains of their lives, though not in matters of politics. “Pumpyansky, at the end of his
life, got deep into Marxism and Communism. Well, of course, he never did become a
communist, and they would have never accepted him into the Party, but he did become an
inveterate Marxist [3asabiii MapkcucT] and a Stalinist. But Maria Veniaminovna, of course,
felt... I wouldn’t say negatively, no, but, in a word, she didn’t share this with him, didn’t share
his views.”?7¢

Especially in light of what was happening to so many of Pumpyansky’s non-capitulating,
fellow-travelling literary peers ‘at the end of his life’ in 1940 (liver cancer) when he apparently
became a fervent Stalinist, the price of ideological capitulation becomes especially stark. The

awkward naiveté of Teptyolkin appears much more sympathetic than the callousness of a

Pumpyansky that cheers Stalin through the repressions.?”’

276 «“Shestaia beseda — 23 marta 1973 goda,” in Besedy V.D. Duvakina ¢ M.M. Bakhtinym, ed. N. 1. Kolyshkina
(Moskva: Izdatel’skaia gruppa ‘Progress,” 1973), 231: “U Tak kak oH OBLT YEIIOBEK, KOHEUYHO, OUYCHD HE3aYPSIHBIN,
TO OH OKa3ai Ha Mapuro BeHnaMrHOBHY mOAaBIIsIoNIee pocTo Biustare. OHA OHO BpeMs — Ja ¥ He TOIBKO OJTHO
BpeMs, 51 ObI CKa3aj, 3TO OCTaIOCh, 3TO BiusiHAE JIpBa BacuiseBrua, 10 KOHIIA ee THEM, 10 KOHIIa ee THEeH — Koe-
TJie, XOTSI OHH, TaK CKa3aTh, Pa30ILINCh TOTOM, ¥ OY9EHB AIEKO OBLTH IPYT OT Apyra, HoToMy uTo [IyMIsSHCKHiA B
KOHIIC CBOCH KM3HU yJapWIICS B MAPKCU3M U B KOMMYHI3M. Hy, KOMMyHICTOM OH, KOHEYHO, HE CTaJ, Ja €T0 U He
TIPUHSDIA OBl HUKOT/IA B TTAPTHIO, HO OH CTAJ 3asJIBIM MapKCHCTOM H CTATMHUCTOM, BOoT. Ho Mapus
BennamuHOBHA, KOHEYHO, K 9TOMY OTHOCHJIACK... S OBI HE CKa3aJl, OTPUIIATEIFHO, HET, HO, OJTHIM CJIIOBOM, HE
pas3zensiia 3TOTo, He pa3Aelsiia ero B3TIISIOB.

277 Though Goat Song is not preoccupied with the image of Maria Yudina and Mikhail Bakhtin as with Lev
Pumpyansky, it is worth adding a word about their strategies for navigating Stalinism — namely, that both rejected it.
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This juxtaposition raises a troubling question: is Teptyolkin in the mid-1920s an
embryonic precursor to a figure like late-1930s Stalinist Pumpyansky? After all, that same
irreconcilable hybridity of mind seems to explain both types. As Bakhtin says, Pumpyansky
would have never been accepted into the Party. Is it implausible to think that an opportunist’s
desire to appear untainted by pre-Soviet cultural thought would be a potent motivator to throw
oneself behind the Soviet cause, any Soviet cause, with unflinching enthusiasm? I have argued
that the hybridity of Teptyolkin is grotesque because it is unintentionally comic, mentally
disordered, and self-effacing. However, with the example of Pumpyansky’s troubled Stalinism
looming over him, the psychological pathos of Teptyolkin’s neurotic hybridity is invested with
much more monstrous potential.

In light of all this, a passage from Goat Song’s afterword formally concludes

Teptyolkin’s story with portentous sagacity:

The author was always trying to save Teptyolkin, though saving Teptyolkin proved out of
his power. After his renunciation, Teptyolkin did not live in anything like poverty. The
place he occupied in life was no small nook, never did any self-doubt seize him, and
never did Teptyolkin think that he had no claim to high culture. It was not himself that

he considered a lie, only his dream.

Teptyolkin became much more than a minor worker in a culture club — a prominent,
though stupid official. And he harvested no garden in his yard, but, on the contrary, he
shouted at poor functionaries and was terribly voluble and proud of the position he’d
achieved. [...] But now it’s time to close the curtain.?’8

278 Vaginov, Kozlinaia pesn’, 266: “ABTOp BCe BpeMs MBITANICA CMIACTH TENTENKNHA, HO criacTh TenTeNnKuHa eMy He
ynanock. CoBceM He B OeTHOCTH 1ociie oTpedeHust kw1 Tentenkua. CoBceM HE Maloe MECTO 3aHsII OH B JKU3HH,
HHUKOT/Ia €r0 HE 0XBAThIBAJIO COMHEHbE B caMOM ce0e, HUKoraa TenTeIKiH He JyMai, 4TO OH He IPHHAIEKHT K
BBICOKOH KyJIBTYpE, HE ce0sI, a CBOIO MEUTY CUell OH JIOXKb. / CoBceM He OeTHBIM KITyOHBIM paOOTHHKOM CTall
TenTenkuH, a BUAHBIM, HO TIIyIIBIM YHHOBHUKOM. V1 HMKaKOTro cajyKa BO ABOpPE HE pa3BOAMI TeNTenKuH, a
HalpOTHB — OH KpHYaJI Ha O€IHBIX YMHOBHUKOB M OBUT CTPAIITHO PEYHCT U TOPJI JOCTUTHYTHIM HOJOKEHHEM. |...]
Ho nopa onyctuts 3anasec.”
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The real monster in Teptyolkin emerges here. If it took some imagination to get from
Teptyolkin, the lonely, grieving widower, to Pumpyansky, the Stalinist — here, it takes almost no
imagination at all. Vaginov, too, seems to have sensed how susceptible Teptyolkin’s hybridized
psyche would turn out to be to political extremism.

Looking at Mar’ya and her husband as a simple body / mind dyad, one may have
expected that the death of the wife, the grounded body, would send Teptyolkin back, untethered,
into the realm of spirit rather than headfirst into Soviet officialdom. The psychological insight in
Goat Song’s non-adherence to this intuition seems to be that Mar’ya’s ‘grounding’ influence was
not so much about ‘the body only,” and more about the body as a means of mediation. Though it
was Mar’ya’s marital bed that coaxed Teptyolkin away from a life of pure mind, her cultured
manner played no small part in Teptyolkin’s decision to marry. She was always something of a
bridge between these impulses: a sexual partner, a grounded caregiver, but also an intellect in her
own right. In fact, she can be read as a mostly successful?’® synthesis of the kind Teptyolkin
fails to achieve — perhaps only falling short of Kostya Rotikov and his near-universal aesthetic
open-mindedness in this regard. So, what exactly was it that Teptyolkin lost in Mar’ya’s death?
He loses the drive to moderation, a saint of the ‘middle way,’ a feminine telos of personal
salvation that just might make Teptyolkin’s evocation of Beatrice in Mar’ya’s final moments a
kind of explanatory key. Even if Teptyolkin’s psychological hybridity was ontological and
unfixable, she helped prevent it from completely destabilizing. It’s true that Mar’ya’s
Teptyolkin often appeared grotesque to his own imagination, felt disgust and shame as he felt
himself becoming more and more indistinguishable from a Soviet commoner. But Mar’ya’s

Teptyolkin was pitiable, possessed of an anodyne melancholy and a hapless tragicomic nature

279 Only ‘mostly successful’ because her absentminded reflections (not her body!) lead to her death.
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not devoid of its own idiosyncratic charm. Without Mar’ya, Teptyolkin devolves into caricature
— his well-intentioned weaknesses replaced with pride, boastfulness, and a tyrannical spirit.
Ending on a terrible note of pessimism, Teptyolkin appears more well-integrated as a
tyrant than he was as a ‘clerk.” With Mar’ya dead, we witness an inversion of Teptyolkin’s good
will. This Teptyolkin appears to attempt an integration of his old and new psychological
impulses on the basis of a much worse decision-making heuristic. Rejecting the humility of a
small life with Mar’ya, Teptyolkin conjoins the grand egotism of his former immortality project
with the meanspirited careerism of Soviet bureaucracy. Paradoxically, this ‘better integrated’
Teptyolkin is the most terrible monster of all. Perhaps his successful transformation into a
Soviet bureaucrat helps him overcome his grotesque reception of self. However, readers will
recoil at the vision of how a once-harmless vessel like Teptyolkin could become host to such a

soulless political lackey.

A Failed Salvation and a Grotesque Cure

‘The author’ shows his face in these last moments to lament: “The author was always
trying to save Teptyolkin, though saving Teptyolkin proved out of his power.” Could it be that
‘the author’ had Teptyolkin’s best interests in mind from the beginning? Did he really anticipate
Teptyolkin’s impending transformation into a tyrant and do everything in his power to stop it? If
‘the author’ is giving a truthful account, pulling off his jester’s mask in the novel’s final
moments to rattle off a few tragic lines, the implications would flip the script of all of Goat Song.

The telos of Vaginov’s narrative looked like it might be leading to a moment of self-
reckoning for Teptyolkin, a successful synthesis of his pre- and post-revolutionary modes of
being. The poorly mediated incongruity between the past and the Soviet present appeared to be

the conflict that called out loudest for a solution. However, if ‘the author’ wrote Goat Song and

240



invested it with his laughter in order to save Teptyolkin, then perhaps he understood just how
dangerous the pull of Soviet bureaucracy would prove to be for an ambitious temperament like
his. Untethered from the single-minded pursuit of grand cultural achievement in pre-
revolutionary life, Teptyolkin’s one-track mind may have been fated for a scaling of the new
culture’s hierarchy with the same zeal. Could ‘the author’s’ laughter have been a mediation
strategy all along — an attempt to goad Teptyolkin into an uneasy hybrid mode of being that,
despite the discomfort, offered the best of all possible outcomes?

If so, then it is strangely fitting that in Goat Song — among the most resplendent specimen
of grotesque modernist literature — would prescribe a grotesque hybrid mode of being as the most
onerous of all medicines: it’s difficult to swallow, it’s disgusting, it’s bitter, but it just might save

you from something worse.
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CHAPTER FOUR:

Purple Prose or Red Karamzin — Literature’s Absurd Future ‘Exposed’ in Mikhail
Zoshchenko’s Michel Sinyagin

Mikhail Zoshchenko: From Short Story to Novella

In the ten-year period following the revolution, perhaps no other author was more
successful at constructing the image, modeling the voice, and capturing the attention of the new
Soviet subject than Mikhail Zoshchenko. The author’s satirical treatments of a newly emerging
Soviet byt from the late 1910s through the 1920s offer abundant material for scholars of the
grotesque. However, his literary production becomes significantly more vital to the study of pre-
and post-revolutionary literature when he explicitly places these epochs and their traditions in
opposition to one another in the late 1920s and early 1930s. The defining works of
Zoshchenko’s output during this period are the cycle of Sentimental Novellas
(Cenmumenmanvrnvie nosecmu, 1928) — recently translated by Boris Dralyuk as Sentimental
Tales — and a separate but thematically linked novella Michel Sinyagin (Muwenv Cunseun,
1930).28° The latter text, the ‘last word” in Zoshchenko’s series of sentimentalist novellas, can be
read as the apotheosis of his years-long project to perfect the poetics of the cycle.

It would be a mistake to view the move to the novella — a departure from the comic short

stories that defined the early phase of Zoshchenko’s writing career — as a superficial formal

280 Though “tales” is more elegant translation, I am preserving the Russian sense of ‘povesti’ as novellas because it’s
important to my analysis that the title Cenmumenmanvnuie nosecmu acts as a signifier for Zoshchenko’s turn away
from the short story genre that dominated his early-career output.

242



change. Zoshchenko himself insisted that the genre shift was motivated by details of the texts’
content, by the kinds of characters that work most effectively in each form:
In their outward form, my novellas are much closer to the forms of so-called high
literature. There are, I would say, more literary traditions invested in [my novellas] than
in my comic short stories. [...] In my novellas (Sentimental novellas) 1 exclusively take
cultured man as my subject. In the short stories, I write about a simpler kind of man.
The form is dictated to me by the task I have set for myself, the theme, and the type of
character I will depict.?8!
In Zoshchenko’s explanatory framework, the delineation between novella and short story is
straightforward: the short stories deal with the ‘simple man,” — in practice, a primarily an
un(der)educated post-revolutionary Soviet type — whereas the novella was adapted to allow for a
more traditionally literary treatment of the intelligentsia. Is this distinction actually visible in his
work? Or might Zoshchenko’s experiments with the novella allow him to complicate the
meaning and cultural critiques embedded in his work to a level beyond what he was able to
accomplish in the short story? Given that Michel Sinyagin represents the acme of Zoshchenko’s
work on the sentimental novella, an analysis of this text in particular will help to seek out an
answer to this last question.
The following analysis of Zoshchenko’s Michel Sinyagin will focus on the author’s use
of parody and deconstructive ‘overidentification,” both devices that play a central role in the

text’s composition. Making sense of Sinyagin through the lens of parody is not itself a new

approach. My analysis will attempt to make a significant contribution not in its pointing to the

281 Mikhail Zoshchenko, “Michel’ Siniagin,” in Sentimental 'nye povesti, Michel’ Siniagin, Fel etony, ed. Tu.
Tsurikhina (Moscow: Knizhnyi Klub Knigovek, 2015), 2:9: “Ilo BHemneit popme, moBecTs MOst O11Ke TOAXOANT K
o0pazaM Tak Ha3bIBa€MOI BBICOKOI JIuTepaTypsl. B Hel, s1 ObI cka3ai, O0JIbIe TUTEpaTyPHBIX TPAAUINN, YEM B
MOEM IOMOPHCTHYECKOM pacckase. [...] B moBectsx (‘CeHTnMeHTaIbHBIE TIOBECTH ) S Oepy UeloBeKa
UCKJIIOYNTENFHO HHTEIUIUTEHTHOTO. B Menkux ke pacckasax, st NIy o0 genoBeke Ooiee mpocTom. I camo
3aJjaHue, caMa TeMa M THITBl AUKTyeT MHe (opmy.”
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fact of parody, but in its detailed breakdown of the underlying textual structures that generate
parody, and in its diagnosis of the novella’s parodic idiosyncrasies and their raison d'étre.

Furthermore, in contrast to previous critical work on the novella, I will argue that Michel
Sinyagin is not merely a vehicle for critiquing the intelligentsia and its cultural production.
Aside from the novella’s more conventional parodic treatment of Sinyagin himself, it also
contains a critique of the writing of the ‘red Karamzins’ being called for by Soviet cultural critics
in the late 20s and early 30s. This critique is achieved using an even more complex technique
with parodic elements, ‘overidentification.” I will show how overidentification allows for
Zoshchenko to stake out a position contra the Soviet narrator in many of the same moments that
the intellectual Sinyagin seems to be in the novella’s critical crosshairs.

I will argue that parody and overidentification are generated in structurally similar ways
to the way grotesque imagery is — through the uneasy coexistence of incompatible, incongruous
elements within a single ‘site.” Michel Sinyagin features instances of grotesque hybridization
and polarization — parody tending towards the former, and overidentification to the latter.
Zoshchenko’s turn to the novella imbues Sinyagin with the formal expansiveness necessary to
execute such sophisticated structural play with parody and overidentification. By allowing both
his ‘red Karamzin’ and his superfluous intellectual to undergo deconstructive critique within the
same textual framework, Zoshchenko reveals his concern about a cultural crossroad facing
Soviet culture at the advent of the 1930s. Reading through the lens of the two grotesque
modalities will bring the novella’s otherwise veiled conceptual clashes and axiological
suppositions into sharp relief, allowing readers to better understand the connections between the

nature of Zoshchenko’s cultural critique and the devices he uses to represent it.
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Michel Sinyagin: An Overview

For the uninitiated, the Sinyagin plot itself is rather conventional. His life story is told
by a distinctly Soviet ‘author’ in the form of biographical — not autobiographical — ‘memoirs’:

Michel Sinyagin was born in 1887, and lived for three decades in a well-educated, noble
family during Russia’s Imperial period. The first part of his biography describes his attempts to
emulate the behavior and creative output of a post-Romantic or Symbolist poet, his youth
growing up on his rich aunt’s estate, and his tragic, ill-fated love affair with the peasant girl
Simochka. Leaving Simochka pregnant and heartbroken, Sinyagin travels to Russia’s cultural
capital to find himself as a poet and artist. When he arrives, however, he becomes disenchanted
by the industrialized city that is nothing like the pre-revolutionary Saint Petersburg — a
flourishing, bohemian cultural hub — he imagined and idealized. Without any skills, Sinyagin is
only able to find work as a bottle-washer in a factory, but he finds the job far below his sense of
dignity and quits. Instead, he prefers to live off his rich aunt’s money. Soon, he falls in love
with Izabella Efremovna, a classic femme fatale figure who encourages Sinyagin to pawn all of
his aunt’s property to pay for their life together. And once Sinyagin runs out of things to pawn,
Izabella leaves him, and he is reduced to begging on the St. Petersburg streets. Fondly recalling
the days of his love affair with Simochka, Sinyagin decides to return to her in the provinces to
beg for her forgiveness and, perhaps, to raise the child he left behind. Upon his return, he finds
Simochka and his child living with Simochka’s new husband who graciously and somewhat
paternally finds the former poet work. Sinyagin finally finds happiness working an honest job
and living in this non-traditional family unit before he abruptly dies from the flu — bringing the

memoirs down with him. The end.

245



A Mockery of Tradition: Parodic Intertextuality in the Life of Michel Sinyagin

Marietta Chudakova, in her detailed history of Zoshchenko’s poetics, proposes a
comprehensive explanation for the author’s shifting creative priorities in the late 20s. In her
Poetics of Mikhail Zoshchenko, Chudakova argues that Sentimental Novellas, with the addition
of Michel Sinyagin, are the result of the author turning a polemical eye back to models of pre-
revolutionary Russian literature. Zoshchenko, she claims, is interested in critiquing the use of
outmoded formal features utilized by the prominent pre-revolutionary authors and reexamining
the over-worn motifs and character types of the period.

In Chudakova’s words, neither Sinyagin, nor the Sentimental Novellas can be understood
“outside of their polemical parodic aspect” [sre noremuuecku napoouiinozo ux acnekma).**?
Arguing that Zoshchenko became increasingly critical about both the failure of post-
revolutionary writers to dispense with vestiges of pre-revolutionary form, and the period’s
equally vestigial motifs and character types, she evokes a polemical passage from the author’s
“Literature Ought to be of the People” (“JIuteparypa gomkna 0T HapoaHOH,” 1936):

In our literature, too much attention is given to ‘anxieties’ and ‘the reconstitution’ of the

intelligentsia, and too little devoted to the ‘anxieties’ of the new man. The former

tradition of the literature of the intelligentsia continues even now, a literature whose
central artistic preoccupation is the psychological anxieties of the intellectual. We need

to shatter that tradition, because we cannot write as though nothing has happened in the
country.?®3

282 Marietta Chudakova, Poetika Mikhaila Zoshchenko, ed. Sergei Bocharov (Moskva: Nauka, 1979), 121.

283 Ibid., 70: “B Hamie JUTEPaTypE CIUIIKOM MHOTO BHUMAHHS Y/IETIEHO ‘IEPEXUBAHNIO’ U ‘TIEPECTPONKE’
MHTEJUINTEHTA U CJIUIIKOM MaJlo ‘TIEPEKUBAHMUSIM HOBOTO YEIOBEKA. Y HAC A0 CHX IOp UAET TPaIuLMs MpexHen
MHTEJUITUTCHTCKOH JIUTEpaTyphl, B KOTOPOH IITaBHBIM 00pa3oM IpeIMeT UCKYyCCTBa — IICHXOIOTHIECKHE
MIepeKUBAHNS HHTEUTMIeHTa. Hamo pa3OuTh 3Ty TpaauIyio, TIOTOMY YTO HEINb3s MUCATh TaK, KaK 0y0mo 6 cmpane
HUYe20 HU CLyHUIOCs.”
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Calling this statement Zoshchenko’s “list of demands of modern literature,” Chudakova
argues the formulation in his essay is central to a correct understanding of both the underlying
logic of the novella, and the author’s motivations for writing it. On the basis of Zoshchenko’s
apparent distaste for the ‘former tradition of the literature of the intelligentsia,” Chudakova is
keen to polemicize Zoshchenko’s contemporaries. She notes that the novella is not so much
directed against Sinyagin as it is against the pre-revolutionary tradition’s central literary figures
and its “arsenal of literary-rhetorical tools” [apcenan xyooorcecmeenno-peuesvix cpeocms]. In her
words, “the goal [of Michel Sinyagin] is not the denunciation of its protagonist, as critics
thought, but the denunciation of literature.”?®* The details of what Chudakova had in mind when
she speaks of the ‘literary figures’ and ‘arsenal’ of pre-revolutionary literature are left
intentionally vague. They are, she claims, whatever Zoshchenko understood them to be: “the
arsenal as construed by the writer’s own understanding.”?%*> She does qualify that Zoshchenko is
coming to terms with ‘a whole literary epoch’ — “from Lappo-Danilevskaya to Blok™ — so, at the
very least, we can assume that she sees Zoshchenko’s parodic polemic limited in scope, directed
in large part against pre-revolutionary literature of the twentieth century. A close reading of the
novella, then, should reveal a parodic treatment of this same epoch of Russian literature. And, in
fact, there are a number of details in Sinyagin that support Chudakova’s thesis. However, if one
takes careful inventory of the many literary references within the text, her delimitation of the
scope of Sinyagin’s parodic critique artificially constrains it — for it harkens back to literature as

old as Karamzin.

24 1bid., 121: “3agaua [Muwens Cunseunal— He 0OIHYEHHE €TI0 Tepos, KaK Ka3aaoCh KPUTHKE, a OOIMICHUE
JIUTEpaTypHl”

285 Ibid.: “[...] B acIeKkTe caMuM K€ ImEcaTeneM chOpPMHUPOBAHHOTO IPEACTABIEHHS 00 3TOM apceHae.”
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Zoshchenko’s novella is not particularly subtle in establishing a connection to the pre-
revolutionary literary in its opening remarks on the titular protagonist. The young Michel’s
temperament is described in broad brushstrokes, creating a portrait, bordering on caricature, of a
young decadent intellectual coming into consciousness in the midst of the Silver Age: “Michel
[...] was a rather sad young man, tending towards a vague melancholy, and was a little exhausted
by his poetic work...”?%¢ And, in his poetic pursuits, young Michel was especially, “under the
influence of a poet of particular genius from that era, A. A. Blok.”?®” Although the stilted
language of the narrator may cast doubt on the veracity of his characterization of Michel, the
language of the protagonist himself reinforces the novella’s parodic engagement with Symbolist
tropes and motifs. The following is one of Michel’s poems, a rare glimpse at the genuine
Sinyagin unmediated by the text’s unreliable narrator:

For this is why the unknown lady I admire. And when

She our unknown lady becomes known to me,

I do not want to look upon a familiar mien,

I do not want to give her a wedding ring.28¢
His poetry is terrible. As Michel tries his best to emulate Blok’s affected desire to pursue the
‘unknown lady’ — a female stranger as transcendental signifier — the incongruity between his
high-minded orientation and his supreme lack of poetic giftedness is markedly comic. The poor
emulation produces a mere parodic shadow of Symbolist poetics — one that is primarily

denigrating to Michel himself (though Symbolism itself may appear sophistic when mobilized

286 Zoshchenko, “Michel’ Siniagin,” 186.

287 Ibid.: Mumens [...] JOBOJBHO FPYCTHOBATHIN MOJIONOM YEN0BEK, CKIOHHBIN K HEONPENEIEHHOM METaHXOIUH U
HECKOJIBKO YTOMIICHHBIH CBOCH MOITHIECKON padoToi...” [...] “OBLI IO BIUSHUEM UCKIFOUYUTEIFHO TEHHATEHOTO
moaTa Tex Jet A. A. biioka.”

288 Ibid., 190: If successful, my translation should recreate the ham-fisted execution of the original: “Otroro-to
HE3HAKOMKOH s MOOYIOCh. A Korpa [...] DTa Hama He3HaKOMKa ITO3HAKOMHUTCS CO MHOW, [...] Heoxora mHe
TIAIETh Ha 3HAKOMOE JIMIIO, |[...] Heoxora eif maBath oOpydanpHOE KONBIO...”
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without Blok’s considerable rhetorical skill). The young poet’s penchant for Symbolism, and for
Blok in particular, imbues his character with a fixation on transcendence, which informs his
axiological orientation to higher, unearthly things. Later in his life, this orientation will help to
explain his insistence on staying aloof from materiality and physical labor. Blok’s obsession
with exalted femininity — his elevation of Liubov’ Dmitrievna, in particular — will also provide a
behavioral model that Sinyagin will find far too demanding for him in his own relationships.

While these details help to confirm Chudakova’s thesis about the novella’s orientation,
they only reveal one of the text’s many parodic dimensions. Shifting attention away from
Sinyagin and onto the novella’s relatively straightforward, though reference-heavy plot suggests
that Zoshchenko’s parodic impulse has a significantly more expansive scope.

One of the more transparent examples of the chronological breadth of Zoshchenko’s
parodic targets — recalling the tragic, sentimentalist romance of Karamzin’s “Poor Liza” down to
the details — is the love affair between Sinyagin and the young woman Simochka. Both
Zoshchenko’s Sinyagin and Karamzin’s Ernst are more in love with the abstract ideal of
‘woman’ than women themselves. Ernst’s early-stage idealization of Liza as his ‘angel of
purity’ [aneen nenopounocmu] finds its analogue in Sinyagin’s Blok-inspired attraction to the
abstract ‘unknown woman.” Furthermore, just as Ernst’s first sexual encounter with Liza makes
it impossible to continue his abstract idealization of her,?®® Sinyagin’s sexual encounters with
Simochka render their relationship too ‘earthy,” ‘vulgar’ and ‘banal’ for his sensibilities.?*° The

post-coital disenchantment of Sinyagin and Ernst with their respective lovers precludes the

289 See Nikolai Karamzin, “Bednaia Liza,” in Pisma russkogo puteshestvennika, Povesti, ed. P. Berkov (Moskva:
Leningrad: khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1964), 616: C “JIu3a He ObuIa ke U1 DpacTta CHM aHTEIOM
HETIOPOYHOCTH, KOTOPBIH IIPEekK/Ie BOCHAISII €T0 BOOOpakeHHE M BOCXHIIAN AyIny. [ImaToHnueckas 100608
YCTyNMJIa MECTO TaKUM TyBCTBaM, KOTOPBIMH OH HE MOT 20pOumbCs ¥ KOTOpbIe OBIIH AJIsl HETO yXKe He HOBBL.”

290 Zoshchenko, “Michel’ Siniagin,” 190.
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potential of true love, to say nothing of marriage. The fate of Liza, who drowns herself out of
heartbreak after being rejected by the disenchanted Ernst, is tragic like an archetypally
sentimentalist love story ought to be. If Zoshchenko’s reimagining of the story was just an
updated Soviet copy, we’d expect to see the same tragic end awaiting Simochka. She becomes
pregnant after a sexual encounter with Sinyagin, prompting him to declare that their marriage is
an impossibility. However, the betrayal of Simochka turns into a parodic farce when her
energetic mother threatens to jump out of a window?*! until Sinyagin concedes to her wishes and
agrees to an engagement. A comic diversion leads the narrative astray, away from the banks of a
Karamzinian lake.

A cursory glance over some of the first episodes in Michel Sinyagin reveal that the
elements of intertextual literary parody — stretching as far back as Karamzin and the
sentimentalist tradition — are found on just about every page of the novella. For instance, the
narrator highlights a small list of Michel’s favorite poets — Fet, Nadson, Blok and Esenin. The
precious little that we do see of the protagonist’s poetry seems to suggest that his work is a
derivative amalgam of these influences. The narrator conjures up a few images of his earlier
work that, among other things, combines a ‘civil melancholy’ [epadicoanckas epycmy], likely
attributable to Nadson’s poetics, and a preoccupation with the beauty of nature — a calling-card
of many among his influences. Furthermore, when the narrator announces that “everyday M. P.
Sinyagin said that he hadn’t the slightest intention of hanging about [in the province], and that at
the first opportunity he would move away to Moscow or Petrograd,” the attentive reader will

recall Chekhov’s Three Sisters and the perennial motif of the well-to-do family suffering from

291 One can perhaps even see in the mother’s threat of suicide an equally farcical transformation of the ending to
Dostoevsky’s “The Meek One.”
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over-education and ennui on their failing estate.?’?> Moreover, the breadth of the literary
allusions is even emphasized by Michel’s aunt, Mar’ya Arkad’yevna, who claims to have met
Nadson and Lev Tolstoy on multiple occasions, and by Michel’s mother, Anna Arkad’yevna,
who shares the name and patronymic of Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina. And, aside from these more
or less direct references, there are a number of inversions on classic scenes from the Russian
canon throughout the work. For instance, when Sinyagin finally arrives in Petrograd and is
condemned to thankless, unskilled work at the labor office, he distinctively resembles Akaky
Akakievich in status, income, and desperate appearance. Though, Michel behaves with the
egotism and self-aggrandizement of Gogol’s inversion of Akaky, the ‘important personage’
[3nauumenvhoe 1uyo]. And finally, Mar’ya Arkad’yevna, the rich aunt driven out of her mind by
another’s pursuit of her riches, appears to hearken back to Pushkin’s “Queen of Spades,” but
Sinyagin is less Germann and more Lizaveta [vanovna — being used by his conniving lover so
that she may enrich herself by siphoning the wealth of the family matriarch.

Although these examples constitute only a few of the intertextual references from the first
several chapters of Sinyagin’s life, they are meant to demonstrate that Zoshchenko’s fixation on
parody does not concern only early 20" century prose. Instead, the focus of his work, and thus
the target of his parodic transformation, is a literary tradition that stretches from Karamzin’s
sentimentalism to Blok’s symbolism, and a swath of major movements and canonical figures in
between.

In light of the chronological breadth of the stories that are used in Michel Sinyagin’s

intertextual play, it becomes even more interesting to consider Chudakova’s observation that

292 Zoshchenko, “Michel’ Siniagin,” 188: “M. I1. CuHATHH BCSKHI1 IEHb TOBOPHII, YTO OH HH 34 YTO HE HAMEPEH
TOpYaTh 37€Ch U YTO MIPH MEPBOM BOZMOKHOCTH OH yeneT B MockBy minu [lerporpan.”
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Zoshchenko seeks to parody not Sinyagin himself — or, at least, not only Sinyagin — but a whole
tradition of literary production. Although we started with the assumption that this tradition
includes early twentieth-century literature, it is now clear that it encompasses well over a century
of aesthetic developments. When the analysis turns to a more detailed breakdown of the
novella’s satirical treatment of this tradition, a number of examples — in addition to those already
mentioned — will further evince the expansiveness of text’s repertoire of parodied motifs,
including those of ‘intelligent uselessness’ [ymrasn nenyscnocmo] and ‘the superfluous man.” If
Chudakova’s thesis about Zoshchenko’s parodic deconstruction of literature itself is accurate,
then it would seem that he has set out to strip down the most fundamental traditions of the
Russian literary canon. But what is Zoshchenko’s motivation for doing this in 1930? Is the
author of Sinyagin embracing the task of parting with the aesthetic vestiges of Russia’s Imperial
past to carve out a new, fundamentally Soviet literary path? To find an answer to these
questions, one must look to understand the nature of parody itself, its function and structure as a
literary device. A formal definition of parody may then present the reader with a strategy to
decode exactly how Zoshchenko is employing the parodic elements of his novella, and what he
might have in mind in doing so.

One finds the most seminal definition of parody in the Russian tradition in the work of
Zoshchenko’s contemporary, Yuri Tynianov. Recall that Tynianov theorizes that parody is a
two-tiered textual system that depends on the coexistence and interaction of incompatible
discursive planes: “[Parody lives] a double life: behind the layer of the work lies another layer
[...] ‘the parodied,” or ‘the object of the parody.” In parody, there is always an incongruity
[nesa3ka] between the two layers, a slippage between them; the parody of tragedy will be a

comedy (regardless of whether that happens through an exaggeration of the tragic element
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[momuepkuBanue TparugHocTr | or through a swap-in of the comic) — and the parody of comedy

29293

can be a tragedy. In other words, the two planes that comprise it — ‘the parodied layer’ and

1%** — by its own definition cause an

the ‘parodying layer’ [napooupyemoe and napooupyrowee
unresolvable polarization of two incompatible textual layers (described by Tynianov with his
original term that — as described in the introduction — has application in the very theory of the
grotesque itself: ‘nessaska,’ or, ‘incongruity’).

To illustrate his theory through a concrete textual example from Sinyagin, it will be
instructive to return to the scene describing Michel and Simochka’s love and analyze it as a
parody of Karamzin’s sentimentalism. One of the textual planes that comprises the parody — the
‘tragic’ plane — is derived from Zoshchenko’s source material, Karamzin’s “Poor Liza.” For the
parody to work as intended, this second textual plane — the parodied layer — must be recognized
‘in the background of the primary plane’ (i.e., Zoshchenko’s comic reworking). Given that
Karamzin’s story is unarguably tragic — ending in the suicide of the titular heroine — those parts
of Zoshchenko’s text that invoke ‘the parodied layer’ must call to mind these same tragic
elements. For instance, we hear in Simochka’s expressions of love for Sinyagin an echo of

Liza’s fateful love for Erast: “She loved him, touchingly, passionately, though she well

understood that she, a provincial girl, was no match for him.”?**> This tragic textual plane,

293 Turii Tynianov, “Dostoevskii i Gogol’ (k teorii parodii),” in Sistemy, ed. Sergei Ushakin (Ekaterinburg:
Kabinetnyi uchenyi, 2016), 533: [[lapoaus ®uBeT] TBOWHOO KU3HBIO: 32 INIAHOM TPOU3BEIICHUS CTOUT JPYTOH
IU1aH, [...] mapoaupyemslit. [B] mapoann o0s3aTensHa HEBsA3Ka 000WX IIAHOB, CMEIICHUE WX, TAPOINEH Tpareanu
OyneT Komenus (Bce paBHO, Yepe3 MOAUCPKUBAHUE JIM TPATMIHOCTH HIIH Y€PE3 COOTBETCTBYIOIIYIO MOACTAaHOBKY
KOMHYECKOTO0), TapoArei KOMEANN MOKET ObITh Tpareus.”

2% To avoid confusion arising from Tynianov’s use of participles here, a clarification: ‘the parodied layer’ refers to
the layer of the text that evokes the textual system that is the target of the parody. For instance, if Don Quixote can
be understood as a parody of ‘the chivalric romance novel,’ then ‘the parodied layer’ of the text are those details that
are evocative of the chivalric romance tradition. ‘The parodying layer’ refers to those parts of the text that subvert,
mock, or jest with the traditions of the chivalric romance novel. One layer is being parodied; the other layer is
doing the parodying. Both layers, of course, have to be supplied by the author.
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inspired by Karamzin’s original, does not totally fade away from the text; the element of tragedy
must still be discernable to some degree. However, as Tynianov’s theory dictates, the parodied
textual layer — the napooupyemeiii — must come into sharp juxtaposition to the ‘parodying text’ —
the napooupyrowee. This juxtaposition is predicated upon the stylistic incompatibility of the two
planes. And Zoshchenko’s parody of “Poor Liza” offers the most common kind of parodic
juxtaposition — the tragic elements of the original Karamzin story are forced into cohabitation on
the page with the comedic elements of Zoshchenko’s reworked scene in Sinyagin. It is precisely
from the incompatibility between the coexisting tragic and the comic textual planes that give rise
to parody.

Following the logic of Tynianov’s theory, then, we shall analyze the manner in which the
tragic and the comic interact in this scene of Michel Sinyagin to try to make sense of the precise
impact — perhaps even the purpose — of Zoshchenko’s parody. Since we already understand that
“Poor Liza” serves as the tragic foundation of the parody, we must examine the precise nature of
the comic elements introduced into the text. If Sinyagin was modeled perfectly after a
Karamzinian sentimentalism, then one would expect Sinyagin to refuse to marry Simochka after
her pregnancy and meet a bitter end not long after — likely a suicide catalyzed by her own excess
of grief. However, Zoshchenko’s scene unfolds differently because of the comic intrusion of
Simochka’s mother into the plot. Simochka’s mother is described as an energetic widow, with
‘something in the range of six daughters,” who would stop at nothing to marry off her children:
“She was quite energetic and successful in arranging marriages, willing to resort to all sort of

clever tricks, tricks, and even insults in pursuit of her goal.”*® The reader shall see the effect of

295 Zoshchenko, “Michel’ Siniagin,” 191: “OHa cTpacTHO H TPOTATENLHO JIOOUIIA ETO, OTIMYHO MOHUMAsI, 9TO OH
eli, IpOBMHIMAIEHOH JIEBYIIKE, HE mapa.”
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this intrusion: instead of distancing himself from Simochka consequence-free after deflowering
her, Simochka’s mother ‘coerces’ him into the marriage by threatening to commit suicide should
he refuse. In the poetics of Karamzin-era sentimentalism, a figure like this — a squawking, pushy
widow with a hysterical, take-no-prisoners approach — would simply be incompatible with the
tragic aesthetics of the text. And, in fact, her counterpart in “Poor Liza” is not anything like
what we see in Zoshchenko’s text. Compare the reaction of Liza’s mother when Ernst is heading
away: “Perhaps my Liza will find herself a groom that suits her. How I would thank God if you
were to come to her wedding. And when Liza has children, know, sir, that you ought to be their
godfather!”?*” And when the reader detects the dissonance in tone between the prototypically
tragic sentimentalist story arc and its comic inversion in Sinyagin, the device of parody is
detected, or at least intuited, by the mind of the reader.

The structural elements of Tynianov’s parody conform quite readily to the grotesque’s
structure: the two planes that comprise it — the parodying and the parodied — bring a marked
incongruity into relief. Does it follow that all parody is grotesque? No, but it is the case that
nearly all parody — or any parody done competently enough to meaningfully create a dialogic
incongruity between ‘parodied’ and ‘parodying’ layers — has the potential to be received as a
manifestation of the grotesque. There is no guarantee that the relationality between the two
textual ‘layers’ will cause an axiological discrepancy strong enough to be estranging or
profaning. Subtle genre parody might be mischievously charming, a little comic — but no more.

But Tynianov’s theory of parody reserves a special place for the interplay of tragedy and

29 Ibid.: “Ona MOBOJBHO YCIIENIHO ¥ SHEPTUYHO YCTPAMBANIA 3aMYIK, HIS P TOTO Ha BCEBO3MOXKHBIE XMTPOCTH,
YTPO3BI U JaXKe OCKOpPOJICHUs ericTBrEM.”

297 Karamzin, “Bednaia Liza,” 618: ABock-mu60 mMost JInza k TOMy BpeMeHH HalIeT ceGe xeHnxa rmo Meicisam. Kax

6I)I a 6J‘Ial“0[[a nia 60] a, CCIIN 6 I'bI ITPUECXAJI K HAIICHU CBaI[L6€! I(O] J1a XKE .JlI/IBI)I 6 pi| JACTH, 3HAU, 6a HWH, YTO ThbI
g
JOJDKCH erCTI/ITL I/IX!”
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comedy, which is also a particularly common intersection in grotesque aesthetic play. When a
tragic narrative archetype, or a tragic genre is undermined, mocked, and made to illicit humor —
there’s already a very high chance that this ‘incongruity’ will be received as an expression of
grotesque profanation. Though it is perhaps less common, when parody is used to transform an
otherwise comic narrative archetype into something suddenly tragic — here, too, are the
conditions primed for the grotesque. Not for nothing does Tynianov’s article focus on the work
of Gogol and Dostoevsky, two of the most skilled engineers of tragi-comic inversions in the
Russian literary tradition.

As a ‘rather sad young man, tending towards a vague melancholy,” and a poet with
ostensibly delicate sensibilities, Sinyagin seems wholly unprepared to face the aesthetic
incongruity represented by Simochka’s mother’s intrusion into the otherwise well-worn
sentimentalist tale unfolding in his life. Like a Russian Quixote, Sinyagin is modeling his
behavior and shaping his thoughts according to Russia’s classic literary models. He acts as if
these models have something to teach him about how an intellectual’s life ought to be lived in
some timeless sense, ostensibly forgetting the need to adapt to the contemporary, post-
revolutionary epoch. Most often, the intertextual moments in the novella come out of Sinyagin’s
attempts to embody classic literary scenes or pathoses in his everyday life. Recall, for example,
his fascination with the ‘unknown woman’ and his practiced Chekhovian ennui. Parody arises
in Zoshchenko’s novella, then, when Sinyagin’s literary performativity is confronted with figures
and forces from ‘real life’ — an increasingly “unliterary’ reality, it would seem — who are
incompatible with the young poet’s mode of living. Fitting then, that Sinyagin agrees to marry
Simochka because he ‘gave his mother his word that he would’: “Michel, a little out-of-sorts

after all the recent events, stalked gloomily around the rooms, saying that, if he hadn’t given his
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word, he would abandon everything and travel away to wherever the road would take him.”?%

The need to continue seeing himself as an embodiment of his chivalrous and hopelessly
Romantic poetic predecessors locks him (temporarily) into a mode of behavior at odds with his
other desires. After some time, however, a competing ‘literary’ desire — wanting to life a
bohemian poet’s life in St. Petersburg — overpowers his will to chivalry and causes him to leave
poor Simochka anyway.

In other scenes in Michel Sinyagin, the parodic and the grotesque arise from incongruities
between comic discursive tone and the personally tragic situations described in this tone. The
scene depicting Sinyagin parting ways with Simochka’s mother after agreeing, under great
duress, to marry her daughter provides an especially lucid example of a mismatch between the
protagonist’s personal tragedy and a comic discursive rendering: “Michel was down in the
dumps, not knowing what to say, what to do, or how to get himself out of his misfortune. He
accompanied the widow to the door, and, subjugated by her will, found himself kissing her hand
to his own great surprise. [...] The widow, all gleaming and victorious, left the house in silence,
preliminarily powering her face and touching up her brows which had slid to the sides of her
face.”? The effect caused by the distressed protagonist being caught in a comic textual
wrapping is distinctly Gogolian. Although the situation has developed in a way that immediately
seems to put Sinyagin’s dreams for the future in jeopardy, his personal sorrows are not at all

adequately reflected on the level of the novella’s language. Compare Eikhenbaum’s description

298 Zoshchenko, “Mishel’ Siniagin,” 195: “Mumniens, HECKOIBEKO CKOHQYKEHHBIH BCEMH JIENIAMH, YTPIOMBIN XOTHII
10 KOMHATaM, TOBOPS, YTO eciin O He TaHHOE CJIOBO, OH HAaIUIeBajl OBl Ha Bce M yexai Obl Ky/a riasa risiisr.”

2% 1bid., 193: “Mumutens CTOSI KaK B BOAY OIMYIIEHHBIN, HE 3Has, YTO CKa3aTh, 9TO CAENAThL M KaK BBITYTATHCS U3
6exp1. OH IPOBOIMII BIOBY 10 ABEPEH U, TOJJABICHHBIN €€ BOJICH, TOIETIOBAIT TakKe HEOXKHUJAHHO /IS ce0s ee pyKy
[...] BooBa, TOp)KECTBEHHO U CHSIsI, MOJTIA TIOKMHYJIA JIOM, TIPEABAPUTENHHO MOITY IPUBIIUCH U ITOJPUCOBAB CONTHIC
Ha CTOpOHY OpoBH.”
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of how the grotesque is generated in Gogol’s prose: “[ The narrator’s] personal tone, with all the
devices of Gogolian skaz, definitely works its way itself into the novella and takes on the
character of a grotesque grimace or facial contortion.”*% Zoshchenko, like Gogol, utilizes the
incongruities between narrative voice and the content that voice is expressing to generate
moments of grotesque dissonance. In the Sinyagin quote above, the voice of the narrator only
expresses the protagonist’s tragedy through stilted, idiomatic language wholly inappropriate for
the occasion, (i.e., “down in the dumps,” from the Russian: “cmosr kak 6 600y onywennwiii”).
The kind of language that conveys the poet’s early-life trials is precisely that which Sinyagin
would never use to express his own emotional distress. It bears mentioning now that there is a
fundamental incongruity in the ‘voice,” the mode of discourse, used by the narrator and the voice
we hear from Sinyagin himself. The narrator’s constant attempts to give expression to
Sinyagin’s misfortunes creates a constant discursive tension — a discursive ‘HeBsi3Ka,” to be sure
— that runs throughout Michel Sinyagin and proves to be a seemingly inexhaustible supplier of
grotesque incongruity.

Now that the source and effect of Zoshchenko’s parodic impulse in Sinyagin has been
more clearly elucidated, we can perhaps complicate Chudakova’s thesis that ‘the goal [of Michel
Sinyagin] is not the denunciation of its protagonist, as critics thought, but the denunciation of
literature.” If Sinyagin is constantly in a state of literary performance, then in many ways ‘the
protagonist’ and ‘literature’ are inseparable categories. What one can say, then, is that

Zoshchenko’s novella suggests the long, pre-revolutionary tradition of Russian literature no

300 Boris Eikhenbaum, “Kak sdelana ‘Shinel” Gogolia,” in Materialy, ed. Sergei Ushakin (Ekaterinburg: Kabinetnyi
uchenyi, 2016), 494: JInuHsIii TOH, CO BCEMH IIPHEMaMHt | OTOJIEBCKOTO CKa3a, ONpeIeNICHHO BHEPSETCS B TIOBECTH
W IPUHUMAET XapaKTep TPOTECKHOHN YKUMKH HIIH TPUMACHL.”
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longer has the utilitarian value that Sinyagin would like it to because it no longer provides viable
behavioral models (on the very risky assumption that it ever did) in post-revolutionary life.

More broadly, it is clear that Zoshchenko is warning readers against performing literature as a
way of living life; he reveals the deep absurdity, the foolishness, and the danger of Sinyagin’s
initial excess of quixotic naivete. Perhaps there is even an implicit suggestion that there would,
in fact, be some value to constructing a literary tradition that contained language and characters a
little more in-line with contemporary life. However, there seems to be something more
fundamental missing from any analysis that sees the parodic impulse of the text as exclusively
directed against pre-revolutionary writers and those among the intelligentsia who are still holding
on to their old-fashioned, outdated sensibilities. That something is the yet under-addressed
narrator whose ‘voice’ echoes through each line of the novella, coloring every described event,

for better or worse, with his half-baked inventions.

The Coming of Red Karamzin: Overidentification as Deconstruction of the Narrator

The novella is structured such that the issue of narration confronts the reader from the
very first pages. Even before the Sinyagin narrative — bearing the title heading Michel Sinyagin
— there is a foreword from the point of view of the narrator, who constantly refers to himself as
‘the author.”3%! In this first foreword, in the opening sentence, the reader learns that the ‘author’

“continued running into [Michel Sinyagin] in the course of a number of years.”**> The meeting

301 “The author’ that appears throughout the pages of Sinyagin is, of course, not to be construed as Zoshchenko
himself. However, given that Sinyagin s narrator incessantly refers to himself as ‘the author,’ it is important to refer
to him as the same to stress this role as the text does. For the sake of clarity, Zoshchenko will always be referred to
by name when mentioned, while the narrator will be referred to as ‘the author,” always in single quotes. The same is
done for Konstantin Vaginov’s Goat Song.

302 Zoshchenko, ‘Mishel’ Siniagin,” 177.
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of ‘the author’ with the subject of his work is not an uncommon literary happening, though it
functions as a method of materializing the former by explicitly bringing attention to his existence
outside the intangible realm of the textual fabric. ‘The author’ is not an omnipresent narrative
voice whose influence on the construction and detail of the narrative is hidden. Quite the
opposite, in fact.

The first foreword utilizes a number of literary strategies designed to stress that ‘the
author’ is going to play a role in shaping the novella and its meanings. Perhaps the most glaring
of these strategies is ‘the author’s’ habit of drawing attention to his subjectivity by referring to
himself directly. The following are only a few of the examples, all contained within the page-
and-a-half-long foreword: “the fate of this man surprised the author very much,” “for the life of
such people, in the author’s opinion, are, at times, also rather curious and instructive in their own

29 ¢

way,” “the author isn’t trying to say that, exactly...” etc. etc.3%

Moreover, unlike an omniscient
narrator whose influence over the text is intentionally shrouded, Sinyagin s narrator trips over
himself to inform the reader that he is likely to affect their reception of the novella. ‘The author’
is ostensibly afraid to disappoint his audience due to his own shortcomings and authorly
inexperience, noting that “of course, as much as he could, the author did his best, but, for a
totally polished descriptive sheen, he didn’t have the — what would you call it — the necessary
tranquility of spirit and passion for random little knick-knacks and worries [nepesxusanus].”3%

Much more might be said about these self-referential remarks and self-critical assertions in

Sinyagin, but, at the very least, the reader is given to understand that ‘the author’ is one of the

303 Tbid., 177-8: “Cynpba 31010 4enoBeka asmopa dpe3Bbuaiino nopasuia” [...] “Tlpuuem Ku3HL TAKUX JIFOIEH, 10
MHEeHUIO agmopa, TOXKe B I0CTAaTOYHOH Mepe OBIBAeT MOYUIHTeNIbHA 1 JTI000NBITHA” [...] “A6mop HE XO4YeT 3TUM

2
CKa3aTb

304 1bid., 178: “KoHeuHO, CKOJILKO BO3MOXHO, aBTOP CTAPaJICs, HO JUIs TOJIHOTO OJIECKa ONMCAHUS HE OBUTO Y HETO
TAKOT0, YTO JIM, Hy>KHOTO CIIOKOWCTBHS JyXa 1 JIIOOBH K pa3HbIM MEJIKUM IPeMETaM 1 IepeKUBaHIAM.”
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novella’s leading roles. The remark from the first foreword of Vaginov’s Goat Song — added to
later editions to ward off readers who would ignore the author/narrator distinction — is especially
apt for Michel Sinyagin: “A fictional work opens up like a big-top tent — and the creator and the
viewer enter there together. [...] In the book, the author [...]is the same kind of active participant
as all the others.”% The figure of the author warrants explication, a character in his own right —
in the ‘big-top’ along with his characters, performing his role from the very first lines of
Zoshchenko’s novella.

The importance of the performative aspect of ‘the author’s’ role in Sinyagin is supported
by Chudakova’s analysis of Zoshchenko’s edits on the novella’s early drafts. She notes that
these edits all work towards the purpose of adding dissonances to the text, and include “many
insertions, and each one of [the insertions] are in pursuit of one of two goals (or both at once):
first, to elongate the phrase, to make it more wordy, second, to create tautologies, repetitions, and
various kinds of inconsistencies.”**® Drawing more from Chudakova’s notes, it's easy to see
what she means. Here, for instance, are a few examples (all the words in italics were added in
the process of revision): ‘““A few of them simply even cried seeing a superfluous flower in a
flowerbed or a little sparrow hopping on a heap of dung’; ‘some kind of type of such an
abnormality’; ‘and the years she’s got on her, they say, her meaning that vase, if they 're not

lying, are more than two thousand’.”%7 These repetitions, tautologies, and sentence-elongators

305 K onstantin Vaginov, “Kozlinaia pesn’,” in Kozlinaia pesn’, ed. Aleksei Dmitrenko and Elena Petrova (Sankt
Peterburg: VitaNova, 2019), 11: “XynokecTBeHHOE PON3BEICHUE PACKPBIBAECTCS KAK MIaTep — KyAa BXOIAT TBOPEI]
Y 3pUTENb. [...] ABTOp [...] B KHHUTE SBISETCS TAKUM XK€ JICHCTBYIOIINM JIUIIOM, KaK M OCTAIbHBIC.”

306 Chudakova, Poetika Mikhaila Zoshchenko, 67-68: “MHOT0 BCTaBOK, M KaXAas U3 HUX IIPECIEYET OMHY H3 IBYX
neneit (nwm 00e): BO-TIEPBEIX, paCIPOCTPAHUTH (Ppa3y, clenarts ee OoIee MHOTOCIOBHOM, BO-BTOPHIX, PHBECTH K
TaBTOJIOTHH, TIOBTOPaM, Pa3HOTO pojia HeCOOOpa3HOCTIM.”

307 Ibid., 120: “‘A HEKOTOpBIE MPOCTO MAKE TUTAKAIM TIPH BHJIE JIMIIHETO BETKA HA KJIyMOE WM TPBITAIOIIETO Ha

HaBO3HOH Kyde BOpoOyIIKa’; ‘He KOTOpas KaKkasi-TO Takasi HCHOPMAJIBHOCTB ; ‘U JIET €if, TOBOPSAT, 3TOH Ba3e YEero-To
TaKoe, €CJIN HE BPYT, OONbIIIE KaK JIBE THICIIH.””
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are, by and large, superfluous to the literal meaning of the text. But, on the other hand, the
constant dissonances have a cumulative effect that substantially shifts the reader’s attention to
the text away from the quasi-tragic content of Sinyagin’s life towards the comic form of the
narration itself. The narrative voice is tripping over itself in every sentence, and the authorial
anxiety that saturates the foreword about being a sub-par writer — “the author was found wanting
of unconventional wit and inventiveness” — is proved justified.’®® In each case, these additions
and edits impede the novella’s economy of prose, pulling the reader away from the story and
displacing their attention to the buffoonery of the storyteller.

Because Sinyagin’s ‘author’ is so prominent a performer — as Vaginov might suggest — in
the ‘big-top tent’ with the rest of his characters, we must examine who he is and how he stands in
relation to the protagonist, Sinyagin. Perhaps the richest source of information about ‘the author’
can be gleaned in the introduction to the Sinyagin memoirs proper, where ‘the author’ makes his
second appearance to expound his worldview, his understanding of the past, present, and future
to his readers.’”

Many of ‘the author’s’ idiosyncrasies — the qualities that differentiate him from Sinyagin
— can be explained by a difference in age and the varying political and sociocultural conditions of
their formative years. Sinyagin, born in 1887, lived for three decades in a well-educated, noble
family during Russia’s Imperial period, while the narrator, born ten years later, served in World
War I at eighteen and witnessed the revolution when he was approximately a twenty-year-old.

While the sources of Sinyagin’s ideals are ensconced in canonized literature, ‘the author’ seems

308 Zoshchenko, ‘Mishel’” Siniagin,” 178: “Y aBTOpa He HAaILIOCH 0COOOTO OCTPOYMHES U H300PETATEIEHOCTHIO.”

309 If there was any doubt, the text gives every indication that ‘the author’ of the first foreword, and ‘the author’ of
the following sections after the title header are identical. In each section the authorial figure claims the same
relationship with Sinyagin, they refer to themselves in the third person, continue on about their anxiety of
authorship, and continue to employ the same circumlocutory writing style.
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to derive his from Soviet ideology. Though not ideology as gleaned through the Soviet canon of
great philosophers, not at all through the works of Marx, Engels, or Lenin. As he himself
informs us, “the author doesn’t command the art of dialectics so well and isn’t familiar with
various scientific theories and movements...”*!? Instead, he seems to gather his principles as
though from an unofficial, perhaps even unarticulated collective (read: herd) understanding of
Soviet ideology. And though he seems to desire to capture the spirit of the ideology, his
judgments nearly always go awry.

One of the main features of ‘the author’s’ poor judgment — appearing so frequently as to
become thematized — is his inability to make feasible claims about time and history. In one
instance ‘the author’ conjures up an image of Soviet society one hundred years into the future, a
time when the revolution’s goals have come to fruition, finally bringing paradise to earth. The
concept itself is ostensibly in line with Soviet ideology, the hard work and sacrifices of today’s
worker promises to lead to a utopian future for the coming generations. As ‘the author’ notes
about his generation, “many didn’t have a so-called personal life — they gave over all their
strength and all their will for their ideas and to pursue their [collective] goal.”!! However, when
‘the author’ articulates a vision of that ‘goal,’ that great promised future, there is something
amiss in his vision. The Soviet denizens of coming days — bearing highfalutin names like
Andreus, Theodore — lounge on couches, snacking on candies and reading mincing poetry: “In

my window rocks a lily. / I am all in delirium. / Love, love, my Idyll. / I am coming to you...”?!?

310 1bid., 185. “ABTOp HE CIMIIKOM BIIaIEET HCKYCCTBOM JMATIEKTHKY U HE 3HAKOM C Pa3HBIMH HAyYHBIMHU TEOPUSIMH
U TeYEeHUsIMH. ..”

311 Tbid., 181. “MHorue 1 He UMEJIM TaK Ha3bIBAEMOM JINUHOM >KU3HU — OHU OTAABalId BCE CUJIBL U BCIO BOJIIO UL
CBOMX HJIEH U JJIs CTpeMIICHHS K Tenn.”
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In other words, ‘the author’ imagines that the longed-for future — brought into existence by the
struggles, sacrifices, and hard work of generations of Soviet citizens — will be a society of
affected, estate-dwelling hedonists. But then, excusing himself for such an improbable ‘transient
supposition’ [MunyTHOE Tipeanonoxenue], the author adapts his vision: “Well, actually, it’s
more likely that they’ll be a very, how would you say it, a very hearty, succulent generation.”!3
Although ‘the author’ has presumably realized his vision of a vulgar, hedonist, quasi-utopian
future is far from the Party’s ideological line, his attempt to correct his mistake is equally vulgar.
Perhaps having heard something of the ‘New Soviet Man’ or something akin to Trotsky’s
ambitions to generate a ‘higher social biologic type’ he summarizes these ideological ambitions
—1in his own daft way — by evoking another paradoxically anti-utopian utopian scene, now of the
beety, well-tanned denizens (3aropensie 3q70poBsiku) of an unseen future.

And even if these ideologically problematic, borderline surreal projections of the future
can be dismissed on the basis of a certain historical unpredictability — who knows what the future
truly holds? — his visions of the past cannot. Again ‘the author’ ostensibly desires to make a
pseudo-ideological claim, informed by something like hearsay Marxist-Leninism, that history
was equally brutal until the coming of Russia’s proletarian revolution: “In every epoch up until

now it was equally easy, or rather equally difficult to live.”?!4

His ahistorical theory of historical
development is, in part, predicated on his noticing a strange detail in the figures on a two-

thousand-year-old vase at the Hermitage: “The author got a closer look and — sakes alive! Well,

there’s a spitting image of our prerevolutionary muzhiks. Right around from 1913 or

312 1bid., 178-9. The original Russian sells the absurdity of the author’s representation of ‘Soviet poetry of the future’
particularly well: “B moem okne kaganace muust. / S Bech B Openy... / JIlo60oBb, mo00Bs, Most M, / 51 k Bam
opupgy...”

313 1bid., 179. “A ckopeli Bcero, HAPOTUB TOTO, OYIET O4EHD TAKOE, 9TO JIH, 310POBOE, COYHOE MOKOJIEHHE.”

314 1bid., 181. “B kakayro 310Xy MOKa 9TO OBUIO OIMHAKOBO JIETKO WIIH, BEPHEE, OJIMHAKOBO TPY/IHO JKUTh.”

264



thereabouts. Even their clothes were the same — those wide shirts, same belts. Long tangled
beards.”!> And though he is taken aback by his discovery, he has his ideological framework to
fall back on to explain the two-thousand-year historical stagnation of these workers: ‘they were
all busy — working on behalf of others.” The blame lies firmly upon the ‘former caste of
intelligentsia’ [ObIBIIast MHTEIUTUTEHTCKAsI Ipociioiika]. Moreover, he concedes his present day
has its turbulence; people must still sacrifice their strength and force of will in the fight for one
of ‘the author’s’ bizarre visions of the future. Though, nevertheless, he counters that it is easier
to live in his own epoch instead of, say, the 16" century when everyday life was just a never-
ending carousel of duels and defenestrations. “And that was that. It was all just in the order of
things.”?1® ‘The author’ believes that history has been equally brutal in all its many permutations;
each generation simply adapts to the trauma of its own time by developing its own adaptive
psychological defense system. In his words, “Every epoch has its own state of mind.”

Along with the ‘the author’s’ attempts — catastrophic failures as they may be — to infuse a
degree of Soviet ideology, of historicized ‘class consciousness’ into his work, he also
preemptively defends his choice to write about a member of the intelligentsia like Sinyagin. And
his defense is based on his peculiar understanding of time and history, his understanding of the
present historical moment. Aware that his reader may “might well call the author a swine” for
the focus on Sinyagin and his private concerns — after all, personal matters like this “do not even

play a role in the complex mechanism of our day” — the memoirs are justified because they mark

315 1bid., 185. “ABTop mormsaen nodmmke — Garromkn cBeThl! Hy, MpsAMO Hali 10pEBOFOIIMOHHBIE My*XHuKH. Hy,
CKa)keM, ThICS4a AEBATHCOT TPUHAALATOTO roja. [laxke KOCTIOMBI T€ YK€ — TaKHe IHUPOKNE PyOaxH, ITOIIOSICKH.
JlnHHBIE cIryTaHHBIE 00pOAPHI [ . ..] 3aHATHI OBIIN — padoTaNy HA APYTUX.”

316 Tbid., 181. “U mmuero. Bee B mopsake Bemeii 6pu10.” [ ...] “Kaxmas 5I10xa IMEET CBOIO IICHXMKY.”
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the conclusion of all the past epochs.?!’

Given what is known about the narrator’s conception of
history, it would appear that the revolution marks the only event ever that has catalyzed a real
potential for change. Present historical conditions have not yet fully risen out of the placid, near-
eternal quagmire of history and the dimly imagined promise of future happiness has not yet been
made manifest. But the author seems to think things are looking up, for if he lived at any other
point in the past: “[The author] would have lived out his whole life behind locked doors, right up
until our time.”!'® Within the logic of his mental paradigm, one can — foggily, at least —
understand ‘the author’s’ motivation for saying so. If his conception of history seems vaguely
dictated by the Marxist doctrine that “the history of all hitherto existing society is the history of
class struggles,” it is only recently, with the Russian Revolution, that humanity finally started the
battle for a more equitable, classless society.’!” Who knows what horrible death he would have
died in epochs past?

With these details of the historical consciousness of ‘the author,” a more complete image
of his ‘type’ begins to take shape. Though his words are constantly sound of a distorted Marxist
slant, one cannot in good conscience call him ‘ideologically informed,” or in any real sense
‘ideologically motivated.” He is aware of the increasing ubiquitousness of Soviet ideology in
literature, aware of a pressure to adapt his content to the principles of Marxist discourse. So
perhaps, in a word, one might do ‘the author’ the favor of calling him ‘ideologically aware,” or

‘ideologically adaptive.” It is another issue entirely that he wields ideology awkwardly and

317 1bid., 180. “[Uurarens] MOXeT IPOCTO 06PYTaTh aBTOpa CBUHbEN” [...] “[MuHBIe Nena) JaXe ¥ He HTPAIOT PO
B CIIO)KHOM MEXaHW3Me HaIliX JTHEen.”

313 1bid., 182. “[ABTOp] GBI BCIO HKHM3HB U TIPOXKHII OBl B3AMEPTH, BILIOTH JI0 HAIIETO BPEMEHH.”

319 Karl Marx, “Communist Manifesto” [1848], Marxists, Marxists Internet Archive. last revised 2010: 14,
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/download/pdf/Manifesto.pdf.
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haphazardly. He has no sense of history, understanding the past with the same remarkable
fogginess as he intuits the future; he is essentially moored in the present. And being that he is
lost in time, he operates only on his own memory and is severely limited by its limitations.32° It
is no surprise, then, that he provides the reader with prose in the form of ‘memoirs.’

Though imbued with inadequate authorial imagination and intuition, ‘the author’ is still
an author. As demonstrated in the analysis of his protagonist Sinyagin, ‘the author’ tries to adapt
his subject’s life to the plots of the Russian classics. While Sinyagin is unequipped to face the
modern world, relying on outmoded behaviors and knowledge frameworks from late-Romantic
to Symbolist poets, the author — borrowing tropes from traditions as old as Karamzin’s
Sentimentalism — is perhaps even more hopelessly outdated in his appropriation of literary
models. And though he all but plagiarizes whole scenes, his work is still demonstrably inferior
to the originals by almost any parameter of quality imaginable. If Zoshchenko is merely trying
to craft a satirical takedown of holdover post-revolutionary intellectuals with Michel Sinyagin,
then why instill doubt in the legitimacy of his claims with such an unreliable narrative vehicle?
Why invite the reader to dwell with the narrator for so long, and in such detail? Why obscure the
trials of Michel Sinyagin scene by scene with ‘the author’s’ linguistic and artistic infidelities?

Zoshchenko’s description of his stylistic aims in “About Myself, Critics, and my Work”—
published in Academia’s Masters of Contemporary Literature series (“O ce0e, 0 KpUTHKaX, O
cBoelt pabote,” Macrepa coBpeMeHHOM auTepatypsl, 1928) — supports the notion that ‘the
author’ in Sinyagin warrants such a detailed interpretation. Zoshchenko suggests that his

narrators — those in the Sentimental Novella cycle — are manifestations of a parodic impulse.

320 Recall that ‘the author’ struggles to talk about Sinyagin’s childhood and youth because he cannot remember any
of it: “ITockosbky aBTop ObuT MOsTOke M. T1. CuHSATHHA JIET HA IECSTh, TO HUYETO TAKOTO MyTHOTO aBTOP U HE
MOJKET CKa3aTh 00 €ro MOJOJBIX TOAax BIUIOTH 10 1916 roma” (Zoshchenko, Mishel’ Siniagin, 183).
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This is an impulse similar to that which lay at the foundation of Sinyagin’s portrayal. A similar
impulse, but not an identical one. While the Sinyagin ‘type’ had been constructed from a system
of literary motifs, dispositions, and behaviors, Zoshchenko explains that the ‘type’ of his
Sentimental-Novellas-era narrators are figures that do not even seem to exist yet:
The fact is that [ am a proletarian writer. Or rather, with my work I parody that
imaginary, though authentic proletarian writer whose existence is made possible by the
current conditions of life and the current environment. Of course, such a writer cannot
really exist, at least not now.3?!
Zoshchenko simultaneously calls himself a proletarian writer but adds that it would be truer to
say that when he constructs his novellas, he becomes the parodic version of one. But further —
and this is the most important detail — he claims to parody a proletarian writer who does not
currently exist, who exists only in the imagination, but who very well could spring up given the
contemporary conditions of life. On its face, the non-existence of this proletarian writer seems to
defy the basic Tynianovian premise of parody — that there needs to be a ‘thing that is parodied,’ a
‘maponupyembiit.” If the target of the parody is unrecognizable, then the textual layer doing the
parodying itself, the ‘mapoaupyrommii,” is doomed to fail. Furthermore, what does it mean that
Zoshchenko’s parodic narrators are based on figures that do not exist — or, put even more
strongly, cannot exist at the current historical moment — but might still be considered ‘genuine’

or ‘authentic’? And finally, if this type of writer does not exist, then what might serve as the

basis for Zoshchenko’s imagined features and characteristics of this figure?

321 Mikhail Zoshchenko, “O sebe, o kritikakh, o svoei rabote,” in Mikhail Zoshchenko, eds. Boris Kazanskii and Iurii
Tynianov (Leningrad: Academia, 1928), 11: “/lexo B TOM, 4TO 51 — IpoNIeTapcKuii mucartess. BepHee, 51 mapoaupyro
CBOMMH BEIIaMH TOTO BOOOPaXaeMOro, HO TIO/ITTMHHOTO MIPOJIETAPCKOT0 MHUCATENS, KOTOPHIA CYIIeCTBOBAJ OBl B
TENEePeNIHNX YCIOBHSX XKU3HHU 1 B Tenepelneil cpexe. Koneuno, Takoro micaTesst HE MOXKET CYIIECTBOBATh, IO
KpaiiHei Mepe ceidac.”

268



Since we know Zoshchenko is modelling a proletarian writer specifically, I will look to
the era’s active polemics surrounding the construction of a new proletarian culture, and a new
generation of proletarian writers to join its ranks. What kind of writers were they calling
‘proletarian’?

Trotsky provides an answer in his famous work of cultural commentary and criticism
Literature and Revolution (Jlumepamypa u pesonoyus, 1924). In it, he argues that those
wishing to contribute to post-revolutionary Soviet culture ought to study from Russia’s classics.
Praising the approach of the poet Demyan Bedny, Trotsky makes his case for the classics-
focused approach to new literature: “Demyan Bedny does not seek new forms. He even
emphasizes the fact that he uses the sacred old forms. But they are resurrected and re-born in his
work, as an invaluable mechanism for the transmission of Bolshevist ideas.”?? Trotsky was
hardly the only influential cultural critic to hold this position as the 1920s rolled on, and as the
demand for a plan of development for proletarian literary models increasingly became a cultural
necessity.

Another influential critic, Leopold Averbakh, one of the leaders of the Russian
Association of Proletarian Writers or RAPP, also held that the proletarian writers that would
replace their bourgeoise counterparts should ‘study from the classics.” In fact, the phrase (‘yue6a
y kiaccukn’) became so central for RAPP that it became one of its principal slogans. And, in his
Contemporary Literature and Questions of the Cultural Revolution (Coépemennas numepamypa
u sonpocwl KynvmypHotl pesontoyuu, 1928), Averbakh goes further to clarify what it means for

the proletarian writers to study from the Russian language’s greatest artists: “For me, the classics

322 Leon Trotsky, “Literature and Revolution,” Marxists, Marxists Internet Archive, Last revised June 2007,
https://www.marxists.or g/archive/trotsky/1924/lit revo/ch06.htm.
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are those works whose meaningful ideas, reflecting the essence of their epoch, are refracted in
living, breathing images in a psychologically deep and completely artistic manner.”3%
Comparing Averbakh’s formulation to the style of ‘the author’ of Michel Sinyagin, one finds the
obvious parallel of the latter’s version — at times bordering on plagiarism — of scenes of classical
literature. What’s more, ‘the author’ ostensibly does his best to accomplish these other goals as
well. For instance, the author notes quite plainly that he hopes to reflect the essence of his own
epoch, ‘summing up life in the past’ — and marking both the advent of the post-revolutionary
vector of historical development through his description of Sinyagin’s humbling transformation,
and the end of his breed of intellectual.

In light of these correspondences between his own writing practice and Trotsky and
Averbakh’s influential ideals for the future of literature it would seem that ‘the author’ is — if
good intentions count for anything — the ideal representative of an emerging generation of
proletarian writers. So then why is he so patently absurd and comic in Zoshchenko’s novella?
The answer would seem to arise from a persistent excess that accompanies the narrator’s every
feature and every literary flourish. There is a need for proletarian writers to replace the
bourgeoise intelligentsia? ‘The author’ embodies the former group in both class origins and
language, not to mention subtly thematizing his own replacement of Sinyagin in the novella.
The demand is for writers who have studied the prose of the classics, and Sinyagin’s narrator has

ripped scenes directly from them. Soviet culture demands its writers be focused on their own

epoch, and the narrator is so deeply rooted in the present that he is literally incapable of

323 Leopol’d Averbakh, Sovremennaia literatura i voprosy kul 'turnoi revoliutsii (Moskva-Leningrad:
Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stvo, 1928), 78, https://viewer.rusneb.ru/ru/000199 0000

09 0082348227page=5&rotate=0&theme=white. “J{1s1 MEHSI KITACCHKHU — 3TO T€, KTO 3HAYNTEIIbHBIC H/EH,
OTPaXAIOIINE CYITHOCTh MX STIOXH, ICHXOJIOTHYECKHU-TITYOOKO M COBEPIIEHHO XYA0KECTBEHHO ITPETOMIISIIOT B
JKUBBIX M XKUBYIHX 00pazax.”
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imagining the past or the future. The narrator has all the features he ought to, but — and this is
essential — each of these features are expressed in excess which fundamentally alters the reader’s

perception of them.

Zoshchenko’s Parodic Strategy

To understand the function and the effect of Zoshchenko’s parody, and to continue to
search for the meaning of his notion that he is ‘parodying a genuine, but non-existent proletarian
writer,” it seems that one first must make sense of this constant excess.

The theoretical tenants undergirding Zoshchenko’s ostensibly paradoxical claims about
the function of his parodic prose are quite similar to the elements of the parodic strategy called
‘over-identification’ as described by the cultural philosopher Slavoj Zizek. To understand the
connection between Zizek and Zoshchenko, a short explication of the former’s 1993 essay,
“Why are Laibach and NSK not Fascists?” is necessary. Zizek is writing on the Slovenian music
group Laibach who radically adapted their performative aesthetic to capture fascist, totalitarian,
and nationalist tropes and motifs. They were explicitly seeking to eliminate any distance
between themselves and the discourses they embody. Laibach sought to embody fascism as fully
and faithfully as possible. ZiZek wants to demonstrate that their approach is a form of criticism,
and that this kind of approach is actually a better critique of fascism than those forms of criticism
keeping an ironic distance from the discourse. (For this analysis, fascism is not the focus — but
rather, the form of critique that tries to eliminate ironic distance.)

Zizek argues that political systems, and ideological systems more broadly, operate on a
public, articulated, and/or written set of laws and rules that loosely circumscribe the public
expression of the particular ideology. These public, articulated, written rules are not exhaustive,

however, because the systems also have a secondary set of unwritten rules that are intuitively
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divined by those living under the ideology through their understanding of the ‘spirit” of that
ideology. If the comprehensive logic of a particular ideological system is well-enough
understood, its logic can be extended to derive new rules and behaviors that are all still within
the ‘spirit’ of the system. Though these ‘secondary rules’ are not manifest in the system’s
official written set of rules, they are tolerated — perhaps even encouraged — precisely because
they conform to the unarticulated ‘spirit’ of the ideology.

Because the secondary rules capture the ideology’s ‘spirit,” Zizek — thinking in
psychoanalytical terms — labels them the ‘superego’ of the ruling ideology. Since an ideology’s
‘superego’ can often reveal its most absurd, outrageous, morally damning, and unethical
elements, acts that are expressive of this unarticulated ideological spirit are most often carried
out away from the sight of the general public — at night, behind closed doors, only among
coteries of likeminded individuals.

In the broader public forum — during the ‘daylight hours’ — the ideological system relies
on the fact that its adherents observe the written law and maintain a certain distance from the
potent and often absurd, obscene spirit — or ‘superego’ — of the ideology. He argues that a
certain amount of distance from the dominant ideological discourse is simply part and parcel to
the discourse itself. In his words, “What if this distance, far from posing any threat to the
system, designates the supreme form of conformism, since the normal function of the system
requires cynical distance?2* Zizek proposes that an elimination of this distance — embodying an
ideology’s superego in ‘the light’ or in a public forum — is far more transgressive because it is

not accounted for by the system, and brings the ugly truth of the ideology’s hidden face to the

324 Slavoj Zizek, “Why are Laibach and NSK not Fascists?” in 4 Sourcebook for Eastern and Central European Art
since the 1950s, eds Laura Hoptman and Tomas Pospiszyl, 287, https://monoskop.org/images/b/b9/Primary Docum
ents A Source book for Eastern and Central European Art Since the 1950s 2002.pdf.
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surface: “The strategy of Laibach [i.e., the performance of radical fascism/totalitarianism]|
appears in a new light: it ‘frustrates’ the system (the ruling ideology) precisely insofar as it is not
its ironic imitation, but overidentification with it — by bringing to light the obscene superego
underbelly of the system, overidentification suspends its efficiency’***The individual performing
‘overidentification’ with an ideological system becomes the embodiment of a deep, often
displeasing or even damning fruth about the psychological underpinnings of the system itself.
Often, the only visible difference between the ideological adherent and the ‘overidentifying’
performer is that the latter allows himself to manifest the ideology’s unarticulated ‘spirit’ out in
the open, ‘in the light of day,’ so that others may bear witness to it. The overidentifying
performer can act as a mirror to ideological adherents and even whole societies living under
these ideological systems, revealing an underside to the system much more absurd, dangerous,
and/or irrational than the people are accustomed to seeing.

‘Overidentification’ is an extreme manifestation of the more general phenomenon of
‘subversive affirmation,” or — as defined in Inke Arns’s and Sylvia Sasse’s seminal article on the
technique — “an artistic/political tactic that allows artists/activists to take part in certain social,
political, or economic discourses and to affirm, appropriate, or consume them while
simultaneously undermining them.”32¢ In all forms of subversive affirmation, and especially in
‘overidentification’ — “the ultimate form” of the technique — “there is always a surplus which

destabilizes affirmation and turns it into its opposite.”*?” Given the simultaneous and paradoxical

325 Zizek, “Why are Laibach and NSK not Fascists?” 287.

326 Inke Arns and Sylvia Sass, “Subversive Affirmation. On Mimesis as Strategy of Resistance,” in East Art Map:
Contemporary Art and Eastern Europe, eds. Irwin (Cambridge: MIT Press / London: Afterall, 2006), 445,
http://www.inkearns.de/wpcontent/upload s/2011/01/2006 Arns-Sasse-EAM-final-book.pdf.

327 Arns and Sass, “Subversive Affirmation. On Mimesis as Strategy of Resistance,” 448, 445.
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presence of affirmation and rejection, it is important to recognize that the technique of
‘overidentification’ has the appropriate radical high/radical low structural incongruity to generate
the grotesque in its polarized modality.

When the seemingly paradoxical nature of Zoshchenko’s narratorial strategy is analyzed
through the lens of Zizek’s overidentification device, the answers to a number of the questions
raised in the course of the textual analysis come into focus. Recall Zoschenko’s self-diagnosed
method: “I parody that imaginary, though authentic proletarian writer whose existence is made

possible by the current conditions of life and the current environment.””32

Earlier, the question
was raised about how a narrative parody might function if the target of parody [mapoaupyemoe]
is imaginary. This strategy is possible precisely because the narrator that Zoschenko targets is
not a product of pure imagination; as he says himself, it’s a figure that very well could have
arisen given the conditions of contemporary life. Not only could such a figure have existed in
late 1920s, but, as seen in Averbakh’s and Trotsky’s manifestos, such a figure was actively being
called for by leading Soviet cultural critics. The narrator Zoshchenko describes, then, is a figure
projected into existence through an examination of the “current conditions of life and the current
environment,” his understanding of the direction culture seemed to have been heading. In other
words, Zoshchenko’s narrator is not taking the shape of any figure that exists per se, but instead
exists — in Zizek’s terms — as the embodiment of the ‘obscene superego’ of the contemporary
Soviet ideological context. More specifically, he takes the logic of RAPP, embodies it through

his narrator, and extends it uncomfortably far. This way it is entirely conceivable for his parodic

narrator to be simultaneously ‘imaginary, though authentic.’

328 Zoshchenko, “O sebe, o kritikakh, o svoei rabote,” 11.
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False Choices and Grotesque Futures: The Implication of Sinyagin’s Dual-Deconstruction

Conceiving of ‘the author’ as Zoshchenko’s overidentification with the proletarian writer
proscribed to the future begins to reveal the text’s central concerns and contradictions, allowing
the reader to finally get to the heart of the work’s meaning. It has long been clear that the author
is an inadequate storyteller. But, when he is read as the embodiment of an emerging cultural
project built with the intention of instating the proletariat as the inheritors of Russia’s cultural
legacy, the theoretical consequences for the narrator’s inadequacies increases significantly.
Zoshchenko’s parodic overidentification with RAPP’s theory of the emerging proletarian writer
— a figure of central importance to their cultural ambitions in the Soviet Union — places the
feasibility of their entire project into question. After all, how can a group with an insufficient
understanding of history and culture, not to mention precious little literary talent, carry forward
the complex tradition represented by ‘the classics’? The implication is, of course, that they
simply cannot, and that all the theorizing about the proletariat’s cultural hegemony emerging
from a number of competing writer-enthusiasts with humble backgrounds who will finally — now
freed from their labor bonds — emerge to take the throne away from giants like Karamzin,
Chekhov or Tolstoy is simply that: empty theorizing.3?

In that case, it might be tempting to turn back to Michel Sinyagin, to look at the dynamic
between Sinyagin and ‘the author’ as representing a necessary choice between two possible
behavioral models and models of cultural development. What of the fact that the literary
production of the pre-revolutionary intellectual, not to mention their habits and rituals, look
tragi-comically out of place in the new era? Recall both Sinyagin’s awful post-

Romantic/Symbolist poetry, and his absolute failure to adapt to the new conditions of life. Might

329 Avebakh, Sovremennaia literatura i voprosy kul’turnoi revoliutsii, 80-90.
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one still find them a better alternative to the uneducated, uncultured proletarian authors?
Perhaps, but the choice between them — assuming the cultural movement to enthrone the
proletariat writer could yet be rerouted — still remains a rather damning catch-22.

The grotesque is perhaps felt most palpably in Michel Sinyagin at this point, when the
reader ostensibly faces an impossible choice both between two dismal cultural futures, and two
unviable, unlivable behavioral models. Moreover, this opposition is no trivial feature of the
novella, instead emerging as the very constructive principle of Zoshchenko’s novella. The
structural makeup of the book is divided between ‘the author’s’ opening comments about
himself, and the following memoirs centering Michel. Even on the level of the sentence — the
tension between Sinyagin and ‘the author’ is unmistakable. It oscillates between the former’s
desire to express his post-Romanic and Symbolist heroes’ rhetoric and manner of being, and the
latter’s attempts to shoehorn his memoirs into ‘classic’ literary forms.

Michel Sinyagin presents readers with two repelling images and presents no third.
Sinyagin and the narrator are the representatives of two diametrically opposed modalities of
behavior, literary style, authorship, and cultural development. As the reader ponders the
advantages and disadvantages of the Sinyagin-intellectuals or ‘the author’-esque proletarians, the
vision of the future that faces them is not unlike the vision that emerged from ‘the author’s’
imagination. Culture will either be — perhaps in the best case — in the hands of the mincing,
affected, and utterly vulgar Michel Sinyagins of the new world. Or, in the other case, the grand
Soviet cultural project will fall to the emerging proletarian writers as epitomized by the narrator,
complete with no sense of style and a-historical imaginations. Zoshchenko ostensibly leaves the

reader with no viable prospects for the future.
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Conclusion: Finding the Grotesque in Parody and Overidentification

The bleak vision of emerging Soviet culture is a product of Zoshchenko’s critique of
Sinyagin and ‘the author’ as models of literary practice and behavior through the use of parody
and overidentification. As I have suggested, both of these devices have the appropriate structural
elements to generate grotesque literary affect. And, in this way, each device is capable of
profaning and deconstructing its subject. Recall that Sinyagin becomes the target of Tynianovian
parodic deconstruction when his performance of the classic Russian tragedies is interrupted by
the insertions of aggressively ‘non-literary’ figures that cast the scenes in a comic light. The
incompatible dual presence of the tragic and comic textual planes evokes a discursive grotesque
effect, recalling Eikhenbaum’s dissection of Gogol’s work. And the narrator, as Zoshchenko’s
blatant overidentification with the ‘proletarian writer’ of the future, also undergoes a
deconstruction. In being so excessively beholden to the theoretical principles predicating his
existence, he becomes the embodiment of their unviability. Through the radical incompatibility
of his simultaneous affirmation and negation of the future’s ‘Red Karamzin,” he emerges as
another grotesque figure, another carrier of unfeasible ideological principles. The conflict of
these figures, put forth as a theoretical choice between two absurd visions of the future, act as a
broader, structural source of grotesque polarization within Michel Sinyagin.

Yuri Lotman’s article ““A Man Like Many Others’ and ‘An Exceptional Personage’”
(‘YenoBek, KakuxX MHOTO’ M ‘UCKITIOYUTENIbHAS THYHOCTH ) offers a penetrating framework with
which to analyze this seemingly impossible, theoretical choice for Soviet cultural development.
Although Lotman is writing on the development away from Romanticism to Realism in the first
half of the 19" century, his model grafts well onto the shift away from the very last vestiges of

Late-Romanticism/Symbolism to the emergence of Socialist Realism around the time of Michel
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Sinyagin’s genesis. He writes that the process of cultural rejection of the romantic tradition often
involved ‘exposing’ the tradition’s hero by bringing him outside of literature and writing him
into a situation more closely resembling ‘real life’: “A character led into reality continued to be
imbued with the qualities of a creation of literature, unable to break out of the bounds of the
imaginary and adequately react to reality.”*3° The analogue in Sinyagin is, of course, the titular
protagonist. Lotman suggests that this plot typically ends with one of two possible resolutions:
either life is revealed to be vulgar and incapable of meeting the protagonist’s high, idealistic
standards, or these same ideals are shown to be worthless due to their baselessness in reality.

In Sinyagin’s case, the second description can be applied wholesale. The trials of his
post-revolutionary life — learning, for example, that he even is unfit to be a bottle washer — reveal
the fundamental foolishness of trying to escape ‘the real,” which grinds away Sinyagin’s idealism
until nothing of it remains. Although Sinyagin’s unenviable fate hints at the benefits of having
some basis in reality, one can also not say that ‘realism’ is an infinite good in the text’s implied
axiological system. Lotman suggests that the attempt to dispense with the ‘literariness of
literature’ — marked in part by, as is extremely relevant for Sinyagin, a move from the figure of
the “writer’ (and his fiction) to the figure of the ‘memoirist’ (and his memoirs) — is another
telling moment in this break from Romanticism to Realism. He suggests that the literature most
often suggests that attempting an ‘escape from art’ is futile and bound only to lead to the
reaffirmation of the importance of art and ‘literariness.” As one quickly realizes, life by itself is

unable to reveal the true nature of its own qualities without its ‘artistic double’.>3! And in this

330 Turii Lotman, “Chelovek, kakikh mnogo’ i ‘iskliuchitel’naiia lichnost’: Problemy tipologii russkogo realizma,” in
O russkoi literature, eds. N. G. Nikolaiuk and O. N. Nechipurenko (Sankt-Peterburg: Iskusstvo, 1997), 743.
BBeneHHbI B 1eHCTBUTENBHOCTD IEPCOHAYXK OCTABAJICS HAJICICHHBIM YepTaMH CO3/IaHHs JINTEPATYPhI, He
CHOCOOHOTO BBIPBATHCSA 32 MPEEIHI BRIMBICTA M aIeKBaTHO pearnpoBaTh Ha PeasbHOCTh.”

331 Lotman, “Chelovek, kakikh mnogo’” 745.
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observation Lotman also proves insightful; the narrator’s move to realism in his attempt to depict
Sinyagin’s life only leads him to lean more heavily on the literary models of the past. In this
way, Lotman’s analysis reveals that both life and art resist the imposition of polarization in their
own way, and — more importantly — suggests that the theoretical choice underlying Michel
Sinyagin, between the titular character’s intellectualism and ‘the author’s’ proletarianism, is a
false, unrealizable one.

Given that grotesque modalities emerge in all of Michel Sinyagin’s central literary
devices, they appear to be not only thematized by Zoshchenko, but employed as the novella’s
constructive principle. In each of its permutations, grotesque polarization and hybridization
produce bizarre, absurd, and outright grotesque results; it is not at all presented as an effective
analytic, aesthetic or philosophical tool. In the analysis of pre-revolutionary grotesque literature,
it becomes clear that polarized systems are unstable, and that maintaining their polarization often
leads to absurd, dangerous, or even cataclysmic consequences when the system inevitably
undergoes a correction. The same is true in Zoshchenko’s fundamentally pos¢-revolutionary
novella. But while pre-revolutionary literature was entranced by the perception of an
approaching apocalypse and accordingly fixated on the (dis)harmonization of ‘order and chaos,’
Zoshchenko’s novella is much more interested in raising questions about how things should be
ordered, by which cultural or behavioral principles, according to which ideology. In Sinyagin,
Zoshchenko reveals that the personal and cultural temptation for polarized thinking still plagues
contemporary political and cultural discourse, still presents the dangerous temptation for all-or-

nothing thinking.
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CHAPTER FIVE:

Producing Bodies / Consuming Bodies — Violence and the Sacred in Andrei Platonov’s
Juvenile Sea

Introduction

Andrei Platonov’s Juvenile Sea (Sea of Youth) (FOgenunvroe mope [ Mope onocmul],
1931) is a novella that tells a fictional account of life on Russia’s far-eastern steppe in the early
30s. Written in later half of 1931 as part of a paid expedition to a sovkhoz in Srednevolzhsky
Krai, Juvenile Sea — originally titled The Steppe Affair (Cmennoe deno) — recounts the story of an
impassioned band of workers trying to overcome kulak subversives and fix their dysfunctional,
mismanaged collective farm on the periphery of the Soviet state. The deceptively simple
premise conceals the complexity of the novella’s rich network of images and its unmistakably
Platonovian treatment of the era’s political aims and pathologies. Even among Platonov’s
repertoire of strange books, Juvenile Sea stands out for its mutant vision of Soviet reality, a
reality steeped in the Party’s mythologies.

The majority of the novella’s early reviews express a mix of appreciation of the writer’s
artistry and a bewilderment at the outlandish machinations of the plot. Though Platonov’s
stylistic talent earned him near-universal praise, its opaque political and ideological aims
doomed his work to the drawer. The Vice-Chairman of the Society for Soviet Writer-
Ethnographers, P. Skosireva, saw Juvenile Sea as plainly out of step with the almanac meant to
carry it: “The [novella’s] system of images allows one to pronounce The Steppe Affair an artistic
success for Platonov. But nevertheless, it will be impossible to publish it in the [ Writer-

Ethnographers’] almanac. Above all, it lacks all the elements that constitute a genuine
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ethnographic literary work [kpaeBequeckoe npoussenenune].”3? Vsevolod Ivanov’s private
reaction to the novella was captured in a contemporary’s memoir: “I’ve just read a new book.
Platonov’s. [...] Again with the anarchism. It’s done well, but what the hell. There’s no Party,
no Soviet state, just some sovkhoz...”33? The critic O. Reznik wrote the most detailed and
damning critique of them all:
The novella is dedicated to one of the most important negative phenomena in our lives —
opportunism. [...] [However,] the novella reflects the usual mistake in the work of
Platonov (in recent years). Isolated problems, ills of our apparatus, and negative
phenomena in life are overemphasized to such an extent that they create the general
impression of a thoroughly damaged system. All considered, the hyperbolism of his
generalities and desecrations deleteriously generates the objectively slanderous character
of the novella. It reads like a vile and false satire of reality.>3*
Given the tone of the novella’s critical reception, it is perhaps unsurprising that Juvenile Sea was
not released in Russia until 1986, appearing in the journal Znamia.
Reznik’s note about the hyperbolic nature of the novella’s images and its treatment of the
era’s political conditions already hints at exactly why Platonov’s novella is such a lively Petri
dish of grotesque imagery. My treatment of Juvenile Sea functions is an extended analysis of

one of the text’s most prominent grotesque forms, the grotesque body, including Platonov’s

idiosyncratic variations on the trope and its broader impact on the political messaging of the text.

332 Duzhina, N. 1. and N. V. Umriuchina. Commentary to vol. IV-1 of Sochineniia. Edited by N. I. Duzhina.
(Moskva: IMLI RAN, 2020), 592: “ Cuctrema 00pa30B M0O3BOJISIET TOBOPUTH O ‘CTEIHOM siene’ Kak o
XynoxecTBeHHOU nobene [ImaronoBa. Ho Tem He MeHee neyaraTh ee B albMaHaxe Henb3s. [Ipexxe Bcero, ona
JIMIIEHA BCEX HJIEMEHTOB, 00pa3yIoNNX MOIIMHHO KpaeBeauecKoe IIpon3BeaeHue.”

333 1bid., 591-592: “...Yuran BOT HOBYO Belb [TaTOHOBA. AHAPXU3M ONATE. TAAHTINBO, HO YEPT Te uTo. Hu
MIapTHH, HUA COBETCKOH BIIACTH, COBX03 KaKOH-TO...”

334 1bid, 195: “OTa MOBECTH MOCBSAIIEHA OHOMY M3 BAKHEHIINX OTPUIATENBHBIX SABJICHUMN HAIIEH HKU3HA—
onmopTyHu3My. [...] ...Ha 3Toi moBectu co Beeil spKOCTBIO cKa3aiack oObruHast 1 TBopyecTBa A. [lnaToHoBa
(mocnenuux set) oumoOka. OTAeIpHBIE HEAOCTATKH U SI3BBI HAILIETO amlapaTa, OTPUIATeIbHbIE SIBICHHS )KU3HH
CTOJB BBIISTYCHBL, YTO B OOIIEM CO3/1AI0T KapTHHY CIUIONIHOW OPaKOBaHHOCTH BCEH CHCTEMBI, DTOT THIEPOOIIH3M
00001IeHNH 1 HAHU3BIBAaHNH OTPHLIATEIHHOTO CO3/1aeT B UTOTe OOBEKTUBHO MTACKBUIISIHTCKHN XapaKTep MOBECTH.”
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But before any of those more specific concerns can be addressed, it’s important to have clarity

on the text’s structure and plot.

Juvenile Sea: A Brief Plot Summary

Juvenile Sea begins when the melancholic, hopelessly idealistic electrical engineer
Nikolai Vermo arrives at his assigned post in an underperforming meat-producing sovkhoz on
the south-eastern Russian steppe. Vermo’s utopian dreams of instrumentalizing electricity to
terraform Earth into a fertile paradise, and his desire to catalyze a ‘proletarian cosmogony,’ are at
odds with the retrogressive reveries of Umrishchev, the aging director of the sovkhoz.
Umrishchev, who longs for the distant era of Ivan the Terrible, whose thoughts keep him out of
the present, drifting either “a hundred years into the future, or just as many into the past,” is the
novella’s hapless minor antagonist.*> Though he is no evil genius, his self-professed
‘opportunism’ and anti-interventionalist approach — his catchphrase is ‘stay out of it!” [ne
suisia!] — are understood to be major obstacles standing between the sovkhoz and its hallowed
meat-production quotas.

Juvenile Sea does feature more shrewd antagonists in the form of kulak subversives and
their minions. These (almost cartoonishly) devious villains suffocate cattle from neighboring
farms by lodging potatoes into their throats, or clandestinely swapping sick, starving animals
from their own herds for the sovkhoz’s hearty, healthy specimen. When a milkmaid, Aina,
uncovers the subversives’ plot and tries to report it to local Party officials at the regional center,

she is caught, raped, and dragged back to the sovkhoz by the kulaks’ inside man — Bozhev,

335 Andrei Platonov, luvenil 'noe more (More iunosti), in Sochineniia, ed. N. 1. Duzhina, IV-1:176 (Moskva: IMLI
RAN, 2020): “Ha cTO 5eT BHepeay WK Ha CTOIBKO ke Ha3axl.”
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another of the novella’s antagonists. Aina explains everything to her younger brother and hangs
herself. Aina’s suicide finally catches the attention of the local Party, who execute Bozhev and
relieve the negligent Umrishchev of his directorial duties.

Even with Bozhev out of the picture, the sovkhoz is plagued by ongoing sabotage and
material shortages preventing Vermo and the others from developing the infrastructure necessary
to increase livestock production. Enter Bostaloeva, the novella’s main heroine, imbued with the
inexhaustible energy, the infinite appetite for pro-Communist undertaking, and the unabashedly
sexualized materiality that defines a great many of Platonov’s women. She travels to the
regional center — penniless but impassioned — to procure the building materials necessary to
achieve the sovkhoz’s production quotas. Not only is Bostaloeva able to warm the cold hearts
controlling the regional bureaucratic apparatus with her feminine charms and obtain the supplies,
she also finds a dormant electric dynamo-generator to send back to Vermo to power his
engineering wonderworks.

In Bostaloeva’s absence, her elderly sidekick Federatovna — another impassioned battle-
axe of a woman, lent a second lease on life by her fervent adoption of Soviet political ideals — is
left to lead the sovkhoz. A glitch in the bureaucracy sees Umrishchev rehabilitated and assigned
to a leadership role in the management of a neighboring cattle herd. But Federatovna, his aged
ideological foil, manages to overcome his opportunistic incompetence — achieving victory over
the remaining forces of kulak subversion that Umrishchev is too naive or politically unconscious
to notice. Of particular note is the death of one ‘Comrade Sacred,” a monstrous envoy of the
kulak class, who emerges from the shadows for a brief moment to take the blame for the sovkhoz

sabotage before being killed.
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When Bostaloeva returns from the regional center, the sovkhoz is unrecognizable after
having undergone a technological and infrastructural facelift. With the help of Opredelyonov,
Secretary of the Regional Committee, the sovkhoz is transformed into a paragon meat-processing
factory outfitted with numerous miracles of technology. For instance, Vermo invents a humane
cattle slaughtering tower that stimulates the animals with a strong electric current, titillating them
to ecstasy before killing them. Vermo’s maestro-level command over electricity also allows him
to fire electric currents into the ground, conjuring up the long-buried ‘juvenile’ waters — a kind of

mythical fountain of youth — from deep below the Earth’s surface, reinvigorating the dry steppe.

Production Novel or Fairy Tale? — Synthesis of Two Perspectives

Recent scholarship on Juvenile Sea has focused on the question of genre: is it a proto-
socialist realist production novel or something of a Soviet fairy tale? Both answers, in fact, have
their own merit — and dwelling on each side of the debate foregrounds important elements of the
text.

Juvenile Sea’s composition in the latter half of 1931 means it appeared not long ahead of
the official articulation of socialist realist principles at the First All-Union Congress of Soviet
Writers in 1934. While there can be no talk of Juvenile Sea being influenced by the Congress,
the work does seem to bear many traits that would position it as one of many forebears of the
socialist realist tradition. In his biography of Platonov, Aleksei Varlamov rejects scholar
Mikhail Heller’s idea, advanced in his 1982 monograph Andrei Platonov in Search of Happiness,
that Juvenile Sea is a production novel. He counters: “It’s much closer to a fairytale, a fantasy

novel on the topic of Soviet agriculture.”*3¢ It is most appropriate here to talk of a synthesis of

336 Aleksei Varlamov, Andrei Platonov, (Moskva: Molodaia gvardiia, 2013), 255.
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these scholars’ assertions. Varlamov’s analysis captures not only the morphological similarities
between the plot of Platonov’s Soviet agricultural fantasy and state myths, but also the sheer
outlandishness of the novella’s most striking images. However, Heller’s treatment of Juvenile
Sea ought not to be overlooked; achieving record-breaking production of meat does serve as the
explicit telos motivating the main characters and the plot itself. And really, there is no reason
why these two positions should be construed as fundamentally incompatible; Juvenile Sea is a
kind of fairytale riff on the production novel. Each of these constituent elements play a critical
role in the unfolding of the novella’s narrative, though a little historical framing must be in place

before the significance of their interaction can be properly appreciated.

The Juvenile Sea in its Historical Context

The Juvenile Sea is saturated with the political concerns of the Soviet Union in 1931,
many of which serve as the individual vertebrae in the novella’s narrative backbone. Varlamov
and Heller’s polemic is important to highlight early in my analysis of Platonov’s novella because
it emphasizes the work’s vacillation between proto-historical socialist realist and mythological
modes of representation. And to understand the text’s mythological transformations of the
historical concerns of early 1930s, one must first have a grounding in that history.

Of particular note is the Soviet campaign of political repressions against kulaks, which,
by late 1931, was already supported by a collection of State myths about the effects of their
subversion, and justifications for the brutality of the dekulakization process itself. It is enough to
invoke Stalin’s famous article “On the Question of the Policy of the Liquidation of Kulaks as a
Class,” written in early 1930 to get a sense of the ruthless singlemindedness of the

dekulakization effort that Platonov borrows for his novella:
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In order to oust the kulaks as a class, it is not enough to institute a political strategy that
limits or displaces particular groups among them. In order to oust kulaks as a class, we
need to crush the resistance of the class in open battle and deprive it of the productive
sources of its existence and development (free use of land, tools of production, rent, the
right to hire labor etc.).3’

In fact, Stalin’s essay is in his collection, Questions of Leninism, that Vermo reads and
admires after finding it among Bostaloeva’s things late in Juvenile Sea.>*® The novella augments
the kulak threat to a comically absurd degree. Juvenile Sea’s first invocation of the kulaks occurs
in tandem with the arrival of Vermo’s love interest, the fleshy, markedly material — “because the
body of a person contains their essence” — Bostaloeva.*3® Though, despite the narration’s
insistence on her materiality, when Vermo sees her, he is not free from the heady idealism of a
lover looking upon his beloved, and cannot help but exclaim: “How boring it is to live on this

'9’

earth!” And when asked to explain the meaning of his outburst, he responds: “[Living] is boring

because our desires are never realized. [...] You look at some face, even an unfamiliar one, and
think: comrade, let me kiss you. But he turns away - the class struggle, he says, is not over, the

kulak prevents our lips from touching...”34°

337 Stalin, 1.V, “K voprosu o politike likvidatsii kulachestva kak klassa,” Sochineniia, ed. Institut Marksa, Engel’sa,
Lenina (Moskva: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stvo politicheskoi literatury, 1949) 12:183. Online.
https://c21ch.newcastle.edu.au/stalin/t12/t12 12.htm: UToOBI BEITECHUTH KYJIa4e€CTBO KaK KJIACC, HAZIO CIOMUMb B
OTKPBITOM 0010 COTIPOTHUBIIEHUE ITOTO KIIacca U JiLiimb €T0 IPON3BOJICTBEHHBIX HCTOYHUKOB CYIIECTBOBAHUS U
pas3BuTHs (CBOOOIHOE MOJIL30BAHKE 3eMJIEH, OpY/IHs IPON3BOJICTBA, apeH/Ia, IPAaBO HallMa Tpya U T.A.).

338 “Among Bostaloeva’s things, Vermo found Questions of Leninism and began rereading that transparent book, in
which the bedrock of truth seemed to be within reach, though actually it retained its depth, for the style was formed
from a single mighty feeling of expediency, without any admixture of humorous ornamentation, and was clear to the
very horizon, like a simple, well-lit stretch of land, extending to the ends of time and the world” (242).

339 Platonov, luvenil ynoe more (more iunosti), 183: TynoBUIIIE YeTOBEKA COAEPIKHT ETO CYITHOCTS.
340 Tbid., 183: “CKy4HO OTTOr0, 9TO HE COBIBAIOTCS HAIIM YyBCTBA |[...] CMOTPHIIE Ha KAKOCHHOYIb JIULIO, JAXKe
HEHM3BECTHOE, M AyMaelllb: TOBAPHIL, Aai g Te0s morenyto. Ho oH oTBepHETCS] — HE KOHYMIIACh, TOBOPUT

2 b

KJlaccoBasi 00pp0a, KyJaKk MemaeT KOCHYThCSl HallluM ycTaM...”
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Though the pair’s kiss is described only a few lines later, it is clear that Bostaloeva
represents both a personal and a political ideal for the engineer to attain. In Vermo’s own logic,
the desire for physical intimacy with Bostaloeva is inseparable from the political goal of
eliminating kulak influence. It is clear that Platonov is coyly toying with the popular
contemporary propagandistic line about the omnipresence of the subversive kulak’s power and
influence, extending their domain of control from the political to the deeply personal. Inflating
the kulak danger, looming large over Juvenile Sea’s sovkhoz, Platonov is not simply borrowing
from early 1930s popular Soviet political discourse; rather, he is setting up an extreme reversal in
the plot that will occur after the protagonists have dealt with the kulak threat. After all, if the
problems generated by the kulaks really could penetrate into the most intimate parts of human
life, while also bearing responsibility for the failures of the powerful Soviet state’s development,
what becomes possible when their subversive activity disappears? Juvenile Sea’s portrayal of
the explosive, magical potential of a kulak-free Soviet economy will be explored later in my
analysis in greater detail.

Importantly, the kulaks remain in the shadows for the majority of the book. They serve
as a kind of shadowy mythopoetic force — ambient and ever-present. Though their penchant for
killing and stealing cattle is a repeated plot motif, no kulak criminal is ever caught in the act.
However, we do encounter the vassals of the kulaks — the novella’s direct antagonists — the so-
called ‘podkulachniks,” who willingly do their bidding.

The ongoing Party campaign against religion and its influence is a repeated textual motif
— one that manages to be paradoxically overt yet understated. Though the topic of religion
escapes the attention of both the characters and the narration, the narrative’s two most prominent

antagonists possess unmistakably religious names: Bozhev (from the Russian root Bog, or God)
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and Svyashchenny (the Russian adjective meaning ‘sacred’). While this conspicuous
circumstance seems to go unnoticed by the protagonists, any reader will pick up on it without
any trouble.

Both Bozhev and Svyashchenny are connected to the kulak subversives threatening the
sovkhoz — a narrative detail that reflects the Party’s attempts to forge connections between anti-
religious initiatives and their dekulakization efforts in the late 20s and early 30s. In January of
1929, for example, the Politburo released a document, “On Measures for Strengthening Anti-
Religious Work,” that explicitly draws the connection:

The agents of religious organizations are taking an active part in the anti-Soviet work of

the kulaks [...] [They are] against Soviet schooling, collectivization efforts, socialist

reconstruction of agriculture, against the activity of the Party, [...] our work among
women and against other social and cultural undertakings of Soviet power and the

Party 34!

I will argue that Platonov is interested in revealing a kind of mythological substrate that
lies behind the Party’s stated historical and political concerns — and his analysis of the
intersection between the desacralized religious figures and the dekulakization movement is
especially important in this regard. Not only will this approach reinforce the synthesis between
Soviet production novel and fairy tale that defined the Varlamov’s polemic with Heller about

Juvenile Sea, but it will also help to reveal how Platonov’s implementation of the grotesque

helps him achieve his narrative goals.

3411V, Stalin, “O merakh po usileniiu antireligioznoi raboty, “Archive: The Russian State Archive of Socio-Political
History, Fund: 17, Series: 3, File: 723. Document: 9-11. http://sovdoc.rusarchives.ru: “JlesTenu penuruo3HbIx
OpTaHM3alUi IPUHAMAIOT aKTHBHOE YJacTHe B aHTUCOBETCKON paboTe KynadecTsa, [...] [OHu]| mpoTHB COBETCKOM
IIIKOJIBI ¥ MEPOTIPHUATHH 110 KOJUIEKTUBH3ALNH ¥ CONNATICTHYECKOMY ITEPEyCTPONUCTBY CEILCKOTO X03IHCTBa,
MIPOTHUB JIESITENEHOCTH TAPTHUH, KOMCOMOJIA, FOHOIIIECKOTO ABMKEHUSI, HalIeH pabOThI Cpesiyl KEHIINH U IPOTHB
JIPYTUX OOIIECTBEHHBIX M KyJIbTYPHBIX MEPOIPUATHII COBBIACTH U MAPTHH.”
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The Sacral Overthrow of the Grotesque Body

Regardless of the veracity of the Party’s historical claims about the kulaks, Platonov’s
invocation of the threat they posed — as it was presented in popular political discourse, that is — is
at the center of the novella’s conflict structure. Their clandestine sabotage operations make them
especially dangerous; it is as if they are so slippery, they manage to elude the narrative spotlight
with only the profane traces of their activity discovered by the novel’s leading figures.

For this reason, it is especially important to take note when one of the kulak envoys steps
into plain sight. I focus on the scene depicting the appearance and death of ‘Comrade
Svyashchenny,’ that — in spite of its modest size — is one of the novella’s pivotal moments, and
easily among its strangest. Because the character of his name is so important, I will break from
the trend of transliterating his Russian surname and call him by his name’s meaning — ‘Comrade
Sacred.” Recall that he is of a pair with Juvenile Sea’s first antagonist, the rapist Bozhev (God’s
One). And, in this sense, his significance can be partly understood as Platonov’s engagement
with the discourse of intensifying Soviet anti-religious movements of the early 30s. Though,
besides their names, the reader is given no reason to believe that either figure actively practices a
faith, or that either sees themselves as particularly pious. Their names are more emblematic of a
kind of de facto villainy, achieving this effect by appealing to the reader’s knowledge of
contemporary Soviet political discourse. More importantly, while Bozhev was a figure of human
passions and proportions, a cursory review Comrade Sacred’s depiction will reveal that he is
something of a different kind.

Comrade Sacred ought to be understood as the ultimate boundary breaker, dissolving the
distinction between inside and outside. He is a force of unstoppable consumption, capable of

eating — assimilating the outside inside his body — far more than the local environment is able to
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produce: “he knew how meagre local conditions were, and how incapable they were of satisfying
his life, ready to explode or wear itself out from excess and superiority. Puffing himself up,
creating a commotion with his being, [Comrade] Sacred silently chewed that which he had in his
pocket”.?*? And, in this sense, he is a clear threat to the fragile order in the sovkhoz, which — by
necessity — operates on principles of scarcity and austerity.

Moreover, Comrade Sacred bears a striking resemblance to the Bakhtinian ‘grotesque
body;’ rarely do theory and art overlap so completely, especially given that there is no reason to
suppose either image is mimetic. First, consider Bakhtin’s depiction of the grotesque body in

Rabelais and His World:

The grotesque body is not delimited from the outside world, is not sealed off, not
complete, not resolved, outgrows itself, escapes its own bounds. The accents lay on those
parts of the body where it is open to the outside world, meaning where the world enters
the body or bulges out of it, or where the body bulges out into the world. [In other
words,] the accents lay on orifices, on bulges, [na omseepcmusx, na evinyxiocmsx] on any
protrusions or outgrowths: the open mouth, the organ of conception, breasts, phalluses, a
fat stomach, a nose. The [grotesque] body reveals its essence as something growing, as
extending beyond its own bounds. . .3#’

And now, Platonov’s description of Comrade Sacred, the super-human force of consumption:

Comrade Sacred sat on the bench to have respite from his own bulk, - though he was not
fat, he possessed massive bones, with equally massive orifices and protrusions
[omeepcmus u svinyknocmu], well-adapted for taking in everything in his vicinity. [...]
Even sitting, he lived in expedient disquiet, wishing, evidently, to seize something from
the material world, to use everything palpable for his personal life [012 edunonruunoii
arcuznu], to chew up any flesh [maxoms] and swallow it into his empty, anguishing body,

342 Platonov, luvenil 'noe more (more iunnosti), 228: “OH 3HAJ, KaK CKyJIHbI MECTHBIE YCJIOBHS U HACKOJIEKO OHH HE
CIOCOOHBI YJIOBIETBOPUTH €T'0 KHU3Hb, TOTOBYIO B30PBATHCS WM 3aMyYUTHCS OT N30BITKA M IIPEBOCXO/ICTBA.
HanyBmmcs 1 rymst cBonM cyiecTBoM, CBSIIIEHHBIH MOJTYa YKeBaJl, YTO JIS)KAJIO B ero kKapmane.”

343 Mikhail Bakhtin, Tvorchestvo Fransua Rable i narodnaia kul 'tura srednevekov’ia i Renessanca (Moscow:
Khudozhevstvennaia literature, 1993), 33: “[...] rpoTeckHOE TeI0 HE OTTPAHUYEHO OT OCTAIHLHOTO MHpa, HE
3aMKHYTO, HE 3aBEpIICHO, HE TOTOBO, IiepepacTaeT cedsl CaMOoro, BEIXOJIHT 3a CBOU Npeesibl. AKIICHTHI JISKAT Ha TeX
YacTsIX TeJNa, I7Ie OHO JIMOO0 OTKPHITO JJISl BHEITHETO MHPA, TO €CTh A€ MHUP BXOAWT B TEJIO WJIM BHIITUPAET U3 HETO,
700 OHO CaMo BBIITMPAET B MUP, TO €CTh HAa OTBEPCTHUSX, Ha BBITyKJIOCTSIX, HA BCIKMX OTBETBICHHUSX U OTPOCTKAX:
PasHHYTHIN POT, JETOPOAHBIN OpraH, IpyaH, (ajul, TOJICTHIN KHUBOT, HOC. TeI0 packphIBaeT CBOIO CYIITHOCTh, KaK
pacTyliee 1 BBIXOJIIEe 32 CBOM MIPeAeibl Hadauo [...].”
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to embrace and enervate the living, to exhaust himself, to rejoice, to destroy, and to
himself fall in death among the desolate world, fully consumed, no trace of it left.34*

The one aspect of Bakhtin’s theory that must be adjusted to fit Comrade Sacred is this:
the ‘grotesque body’ creates (with the sexual organs of the lower-body, or with Logos through
the mouth) and consumes (the mouth), while Platonov’s Comrade Sacred only does the latter.

He is open to the living world, but it only passes through him to die. There is nothing in Juvenile
Sea to suggest that his consumption is compensated by any kind of creative impulse. Like a
human black hole, all that he ingests is gone forever. Comrade Sacred, like all monsters, is a
hybrid — and, more specifically, he is a hybrid of a peculiar sort that accords with his Bakhtinian
grotesque body: his desire to ingest everything in his presence — and through his practice of
doing the same — he breaks down the distinction between inside and outside. Though Sacred’s
monstrous collapse of inside and outside bears mentioning, this element of his monstrosity does
not resemble a core incongruity within the text. Juvenile Sea does have a grotesque incongruity
acting as its constructive principle, but it is not in Sacred’s inside/outside hybrid nature.

Though the grotesque enormity of Comrade Sacred’s infinite impulse to consume is
foregrounded in all of Platonov’s descriptions of him, it is less immediately clear what role he is
meant to play in the narrative. After all, he is killed by a rather insignificant ox-driver only a few

pages after his debut, and is not mentioned anywhere before his appearance, or after his death. Is

344 Platonov, Iuvenil 'noe more, 228: CBAICHHBIIA cel HA CKAMEHMKY B OBINIKE OT COOCTBEHHOM TSKECTH, — XOTS OH
He OBLT TOJICT, a JINIIb TPOMAJICH B KOCTSAX U BO BCEX OTBEPCTUSAX U BBITYKIIOCTSX, TIPUHOPOBICHHBIX IS
OIIYIIIEHHS BCETO MOCTOPOHHETO. CHITYNM OH Ka3aJcs OOJBIIE JTFOO0TO CTOSIETO, a IO pa3Mepy ObUT TOUTH
cpemarM. Cepre ero cTyJaio BO BCEYCIbIIIAHNUEe, OH JBIIIA HCHACBITHO U CMOTPEI Ha JTFO/ICH MPUBIICKAIOIIIMU,
ceIpbIMU 1a3aMu. OH JaXke CHAS K B IIeJIECO00pa3HOM TPEBOTe, JKelas, BUIUMO, CXBATUTh YTO-JIH00 U3
MIPEIMETHBIX BEIICH, BOCIIONB30BAThCS BCEM Oy TUMBIM JIJIST €TUHOIMYHOM JKU3HU, CXKEBATH JIFOOYIO0 MIKOTh U
TIPOTTIOTUTH €€ B CBOE ITyCTOE, TOMSIIIECECS TENO, OOHATh U 00SCCHINTE )KUBYIIIEE, YMOPHUTHCS, BOCTOPKECTBOBATD,
YHHUUYTOXUTH U ITACTh CAMOMY CMEPTBIO CpEAH YIIOTPEOICHHOTO O3 0CTaTKa, 3arJI0XIIero MUApA.
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he simply meant to be one of many passing oddities in Platonov’s text? To understand his
significance, one must address the mythological nature of the image of Comrade Sacred.

To explain Comrade Sacred’s narrative purpose, I turn to René Girard — whose work
provides among the most illuminating theoretical accounts of mythologized enemies and
sacralized violence — and will attempt to tailor his theory of ‘the scapegoat’ to fit Platonov’s
treatment of the Soviet Union’s kulak threat in the early 30s.

In brief, Girard’s theory proposes that communities experiencing collective crises will
often search for an outsider — the eventual scapegoat — that can be blamed for all of their shared
problems. In order to justify placing so much blame on one individual or minority community,
the people must collectively augment the imagined destructive potential of their victim to justify
the persecution. And therefore, by necessity, they turn their victim into a mythologized monster
capable of superhuman acts of sabotage. Once they have made their victim monstrous, killing
them becomes an imperative; forgetting that this monstrous visage is artifice is part of the
process. The act of killing takes the form of a kind of ritualized magic that — by purporting to
dispose of the source of the community’s problems — reconstitutes the identity of the community.
And finally, only after the scapegoat has been killed, it “is made sacred by the community’s
reconciliation.”3%?

To begin, it is necessary to engage with a common misconception that might arise at this
early stage about the ‘scapegoat’ narrative. For, isn’t the scapegoat meant to be innocent by
definition? Can the same be possibly said about Comrade Sacred? No, if we account for the
monstrous acts that are attributed to him in Platonov’s mythologized narrative, there is no

understanding of him as like an innocent lamb. But it is important to note that Comrade Sacred’s

3% Rene Girard, The Scapegoat, trans. Yvonne Freccero (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press: 1986), 50.
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image in the text is not meant to be a purely realistic one, and his textual representation cannot
be treated like a figure that is somehow seated in history or reality. Girard himself is careful to
distinguish between plainly literary or mythological texts and historical accounts of persecution —
records of the Salem Witch Trials, for instance — though his theory applies to both. The
innocence of the mythological villain is harder to establish because the victims are shaped by
mythological imaginations. In Girard’s words: “Myths [...] are more difficult to decode because
they contain greater distortions.”**® By necessity, one must reach from myth to history to
establish their innocence. Comrade Sacred’s grand proportions and grotesque, all-consuming
body allow him to become the mythological representation of the era’s quintessential historical
threat: the greedy, monopolizing kulak saboteurs.

This point becomes especially clear when an ox-driver, a minor character and soon-to-be
murderer of Comrade Sacred, comes to reveal the kulak sabotage to Federatovna — all in the
presence of Umrishchev, the eternal opportunist, and Comrade Sacred himself. The ox-driver
begins, “[the kulaks’] strategy is to beat down the sovkhoz and affirm the individual peasant
farmer,” and goes on to reveal the myriad crimes committed at the behest of Comrade Sacred: he
has stolen countless cows, endlessly grinds up forcemeat for himself, and brutally puts down
anyone who tries to stop him.>*” And, in a Bakhtinian inversion of high and low, mouth and
phallus, Federatovna is also horrified to notice that Comrade Sacred is casually chomping on a
severed ox penis — the very same one that was hacked off by unknown subversives in a previous

episode. Shocked, she exclaims, “I thought the liquidation of the kulaks had been carried out

346 Ibid., 54.

347 Platonov, Iuvenil 'noe more, 229: “Y Hux Takas HayKa, 4T00 OMTH COBX03 U TBEPIETD 3aKUTOYHOMY
ONHOJIUYHUKY...”
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here already? [...] Who here is the most principal bastard [samyj principial'nyj stervec]?”3*® And
the ox-driver responds: “’Here they are’ — the ox-driver sluggishly pointed to Umrishchev and
Sacred, - ‘and under them are the affluent vestiges [zaZitocnye ostatki] who are lining their
pockets with the fat from your sovkhoz beef.””3%°

As previously mentioned, the application of Girard’s scapegoat theory in Platonov’s text
is complicated by the fact that all of the theorist’s examples have real-world indices that nest the
mythological within the real. Therefore, the leap must be made between Platonov’s staging of the
kulak crisis and its historical analog. However, this, I argue, is really no great leap; to divorce
Platonov’s mythologization of the kulak subversive from the contemporaneous political
repression of the kulaks would be much stranger than to affirm the connection. That said, it is
important to bear in mind that Platonov’s mythological portrait of the kulaks — and of Comrade
Sacred, more specifically — obfuscates a more historically grounded vision of their role within
the Soviet state. The transformation of Comrade Sacred into a monstrous entity — a being so
terrible that he can believably shoulder the weight of all the kulaks’ supposed crimes — is a
necessary step of the process. In the following passage, Girard makes the distinction between
the ‘historical” and the ‘mythological’ approaches to framing one’s enemies; take particular note
how Comrade Sacred’s image as a terrible force of consumption resonates with the idea of the
mythological criminal’s ‘ontological’ identification with his crime:

In historical persecutions the "guilty" remain sufficiently distinct from their "crimes" for

there to be no mistake about the nature of the [transformation] process. The same cannot

be said of myth. The guilty person is so much a part of his offense that one is
indistinguishable from the other. His offense seems to be a fantastic essence or

348 1bid., 230: “Benp 31€ech *Ke ObUIa TUKBUAAINS KyladecTsa [...] T1e e TyT CHAUT caMblii IPUHIUIHATBHBIN
crepsen?”’

3% 1bid.: “A 31ech OHH, — BSIJIO MOKA3aJl MOTOHIIMK Ha YMpuieBa U CBANIEHHOTO, — & MO/l HUMH 38)KUTOYHBIE
OCTaTKH, KOTOPBIE )KMUP HAXHUBAIOT HA TBOEH TOBSANHE C COBX03a.”
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ontological attribute. In many myths the wretched person's presence is enough to
contaminate every thing around him, infecting men and beasts with the plague, ruining
crops, poisoning food, causing game to disappear, and sowing discord around him.
Everything shrivels under his feet and the grass does not grow again. He produces
disasters as easily as a fig tree produces figs. He need only be himself.?>°

To reiterate, the killing of the scapegoat must be justified by an inflated image of the
accused’s capability for crime, for sabotage. “In the mythological monster the ‘physical” and the
‘moral’ are inseparable.”!

But is Comrade Sacred really the unstoppable juggernaut he is made out to be? Platonov
— who has carefully constructed Comrade Sacred’s image to accord with his ‘ontological
identification with his crimes’ — employs a sudden reversal at the moment of his death that
simultaneously reinforces and undermines the veneer of strength that defines his image:

[Comrade] Sacred, barely moving, seized the driver of the fan-ox [6éermuiamopnozco

sona]*> by the throat and began crushing his weak body to death, but the driver tapped

him in the crown of his head with an insignificant strike [ne3rauumenvnvim yoapom|
from his axe, and both figures fell into the furniture. [...] Laying on the floor, Sacred was
far from dead and broke his legs through the wall right into the street, sticking his
extremities into the village, and he could not pull his legs back, for the ox-driver patiently
hacked through the head of his enemy.?>?

The relative ease with which Comrade Sacred is dispensed is more than just a comic

inversion of his monstrous strength; the scene adds to the general impression, unmistakable in

350 Girard, The Scapegoat, 36
31 1bid., 34

352 The ox’s strength is being instrumentalized for nothing more than to spin a fan for Umrishchev. Hence, the
rather strange title of the ox-driver.

353 Platonov, Iuvenil 'noe more (more iunnosti), 230: “CBSINEHHBIN, 9yTh IBUHYBIIACH, CXBATHII OTOHIIHKA
BEHTIJIATOPHOTO BOJIA MOIIEPEK 1 HAadYall JABUTH €TO CJIad0e TEJO 10 CMEPTH, HO TIOTOHIIUK CTYKHYJ €r0 TOIOPOM B
TeMsl He3HAYUTEIBHEIM yIapOM YCTABIINX PYK, M 00a YelloBeKa yIaiau B MeOerb. YMPHIIEB, BOOOIIE He CKIIOHHBIN
K MIPaKTHUKE ACUCTBUH, 0OpaTii BHUMaHNe DeepaToBHBI Ha MOTHYIO0 HEYMECTHOCTE Iporcxoasmiero (hakra. Tem
BpeMeHeM Iexkaruii CBAMICHHBIN OBLT JaJIeKO HE MEPTBEIM U MPOOMIT HOTAMH CTEHY Ha YIIHITY, BEICYHYBIIHCH
KOHEYHOCTSIMH B JICPEBHIO, HO YK€ O0OpaTHO OH HE MOT IO00paTh CBOU HOTH, TIOTOMY YTO ITOTOHIIUK TEPIICITHBO
JIopyOalt TOJIOBY CBOETO Bpara.”
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the text, that everything in Juvenile Sea comes all-too-easily. Like many deaths in Platonov,
Comrade Sacred’s seems completely incidental, executed by the most peripheral of characters
and almost in passing. And yet, given the physical evidence — the severed ox penis — and the ox-
driver’s detailed allegations, it is really he who bears responsibility for a great many of the ills
that have beset the sovkhoz. With him dead, the longstanding conflict is suddenly resolved, and
the sovkhoz soon becomes an electric-powered utopia. One cannot emphasize this enough: the
improvement in the sovkhoz’s conditions is abrupt, and extreme — nothing less than a magical
transformation.

If Girard’s theory is applicable to the murder of Sacred, one ought to see the death of the
scapegoat acting as a mechanism for reconstituting the identity of the community, for
reinvigorating it. Sure enough: his death does put an end to the sabotage, does allow the sovkhoz
community to recuperate unhindered, and does break down the final barrier preventing the
novella’s protagonists from stepping into their happy ending. However, there is a slight problem
with the way the murder of Sacred is carried out — at least in relationship to the scapegoat
mechanism described by Girard. To be collectively galvanizing, the murder of a scapegoat is
supposed to be collective. Platonov ironically individualizes the ritualized murder by having one
character, the insignificant ox-driver, alone responsible for it. Interestingly, however,
Federatonva seems to intuit this deficiency, and scolds the ox-driver for carrying out such an act
by himself, absent the collective will of the Party: “Why’d you go and kill a man, rascal? — who
do you think you are to take command of extraneous classes [4y>KIbIMU KJIaccamMu

pacniopsbxaembcst| like that, the whole Soviet regime? By yourself, you’re only one little

296



particle.”3* The censure for carrying out the murder alone reinforces its collective significance,
not only for the local community, but for the whole republic-wide Party.

Aside from its resonance with the contemporaneous Soviet anti-religious movement,
Comrade Sacred’s name echoes serendipitously with Gerard’s idea of the sacralized scapegoat.
However, though the name is no insignificant detail, it is more important to understand that the
monster-scapegoat actually possesses a sacred function within the narrative. Other critical
dissections of the novella - though they have neglected to connect the transformation to the death
of Sacred — almost never fail to note the magical transformation of the sovkhoz at the end of the
story (after Sacred’s death). For example, Hans Gunther, who foregrounds the novella’s parodic
treatment of the production novel in his book Both Sides of Utopia: Contexts of Andrei
Platonov’s Work, describes how the sudden transformation of the sovkhoz at the end of the book
breaks with traditional proto-socialist realist production narratives:

The successful completion of the construction task is integrated into a genre that has no

place for science fiction, and that premise alerts one to the fact that the fantastically easy

solution to the [construction] task in Juvenile Sea intentionally exaggerates the given
schema [of the production novel]. The decreed optimism of the first five-year plan,

Eva(f;)kdsie;glsby Platonov, differs starkly from the genuine tragic utopianism of his earlier

In other words, the plot of the prototypical production novel is meant to be grounded by

the logistical difficulties of real industrial development, so Juvenile Sea’s fantastic, borderline

354 Ibid., 230: TsI 3a4eM, HOTAHEL, YEI0BEKA YOMI? — YTO Tl — BCS COBETCKAs BIACTb, 9TO JIA, YTO Ty XK IBIMA
KJIacCaMU pacropspKaembes? ThI )ke caM — OJTHa YaCcTUYKa, ThI XyKe 3JICKTPOHA TeTephb?

355 Khans Giunter, ““‘Tuvenil’noe more’ kak parodiia na proizvodstvennyi roman,” Po obe storony utopii: Konteksty
tvorchestva A. Platonova (Moskva: Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2012), 89: YV naunas peanusamus CTpOUTEIFHON
3a7a4m 00JIEKaeTCs B )KaHp, B KOTOPOM HET MeCTa HAyYHOH (haHTaCTHKE, M TOT HACTOPAXXHUBAIOIINH ()aKT TOBOPHUT
0 TOM, YTO CKa304HO JIETKOE pemenune 3a1aun B « KOBEHMITEHOM MOpe» HaMEpeHHO YTPUPYET 3aJaHHYI0 CXEMY.
[Mapoaupyemsriii I11aTOHOBBIM JeKpETHPOBAHHBII ONTUMHU3M ITEPBOH ISTIIETKH CHIIBHO OT JINYACTCS OT
HACTOAIIEr0 TPArndecKOro YTOMH3Ma ero IPeIbIAYIINX IIPOU3BEICHHH.
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miraculous resolution of the impediments betray a kind of mocking non-adherence to the
formula. Hunter’s formula is also reminiscent of the polemic between Varlamov and Heller
about whether the novella is a production novel or a fairy tale: as Hunter, too, suggests — it is
effectively both, a mythologized production novel.

When a mythological monster is disposed of, the world becomes free not only of the
beast, but also what it symbolically represents. So, what exactly is the sovkhoz gaining by
disposing of Comrade Sacred, the all-consumer, a partial manifestation of the prototypical
grotesque body? To answer this question, I will highlight Sacred’s correspondence to a much

more prominent character in the novella, Bostaloeva.

The Reconstitution of the Community Around the Creating Body

In a fundamental sense, Bostaloeva is much like Comrade Sacred in her uninhibited
openness to the outside world — so much so that she functions as a kind of conceptual counterpart
to the kulak monster. She is his antithesis, but — as I will argue — their shared ability to collapse
the distinction between inside and outside marks them as a pair. Given that Bostaloeva’s
openness is of an antithetical nature to Comrade Sacred’s, she is positioned to supplant his
influence once he is killed; she becomes the mythological successor — the ideal Soviet woman —
to lead the sovkhoz into its utopian phase after the elimination of the kulak threat.

I have already left a premonition of this turn in the argument with the quotation that
captures Vermo’s reaction to seeing Bostaloeva for the first time: “[Living] is boring because our
desires are never realized. [...] You look at some face, even an unfamiliar one, and think:

comrade, let me kiss you. But [the face] turns away - the class struggle, it says, is not over, the
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kulak prevents our lips from touching...”*¢ Platonov explicitly puts the potential of their
relationship flourishing at odds with the kulak class threat. But their conversation continues:
“But it won’t turn away,” Bostaloeva asserts. “You, for example?” — Vermo asks. “Me, for
example,” Bostaloeva responds and allows Vermo to hold and kiss her. Bostaloeva’s embrace of
Vermo, the outsider, this act of extraordinary openness, is the gesture that integrates him into the
community and allows him to feel that “the world in his imagination resembles reality, and the
sorrow of life is nothing.”3” Bostaloeva’s ‘openness’ is generative rather than destructive like
Comrade Sacred’s; her willingness to love selflessly brings Vermo, along with his engineering
prowess, into the fold of the sovkhoz.

Bostaloeva’s priceless contribution to the sovkhoz is her ability (and willingness) to
instrumentalize her body, her warmth, and her openness to feed the hunger for affection — love,
human touch, companionship, or sex — felt by so many of the men around her. By satisfying the
men’s desire for affection, her body is indispensable as a means of retrieving the materials
needed to build the sovkhoz and reinvigorate life on the steppe. This motif is repeated with
several variations throughout the text, though there are a few scenes in particular that capture it
most succinctly. The first occurs during an extended digression from the main story, as
Bostaloeva leaves the sovkhoz, travelling to the regional center in hopes of convincing the local
Party to give her nails and an electric dynamo-machine to help along the industrial ambitions of

‘Parental Yards.”*>® The nails she requires are tremendously scarce, and she is rebuffed when

336 Platonov, Iuvenil’noe more (more iunnosti), 183.

99, ¢ 99, ¢c

357 1bid.: “Ho on He otBepHeTCH”; “BbI, Hapumep””; “S, Hanpumep”’; “Mup ero BOOOpaKEHHs IOXOXK Ha
JIEICTBUTENIBHOCTD ¥ TOPE KU3HH HUYTOXKHO.”

358 When Platonov was unable to publish Juvenile Sea, he tried to make Bostaloeva’s adventure to the regional
center to retrieve building materials into its own publishable story. The story does work as a self-contained episode.
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she asks for more. Angry, she demands to see the construction plans for the surrounding area to
find a superfluous project and salvage the nails that would be used to execute it: “Bostaloeva
looked over the entire allotment of nails, and began to pity every construction project, because
each project begged greedily, and to each of them very little was given, — she could not indicate
who she would deprive of their share so that the sovkhoz would receive its nails.”**° Platonov’s
careful characterization of Bostaloeva places her in the role of mother, looking over the
anthropomorphized construction projects who cry out to her like underfed children. Like any
good mother faced with a group of starving, needy beings, she finds it impossible to choose who
among them is most deserving of sustenance at the expense of the others. Fortunately, however,
she spies a project that calls for metal wire and insists that the wire could be replaced by
handmade straw woven together by her sovkhoz. But this immediately presents another practical
problem that she must solve with her body, the only leverage she has: now she must convince
another man to repurpose the metal wire into nails. She proceeds to a nail factory and asks the
director to make the nails: ““Might you kiss me for the nails!” - smiled the director. ‘Okay,’
Bostaloeva agreed. [...] ‘And you won’t get mad?’ - asked the director. [...] ‘Il won’t’ -
Bostaloeva answered, ‘Because I’ve gotten used to it... Last year I retrieved iron for roofing,
and I had to get an abortion for it. But you probably won’t be such a bastard...”.””3¢

Bostaloeva is imbued with the generative qualities of the archetypal feminine body, the

capability of creation, the mothering instinct — but, in a break from tradition, these creative

339 1bid., 216: “BocranoeBa pacCMOTpENA BCKO PA3BEPCTKY TBO3JIEH, M €l KATKO CTATIO KakKJI0€ CTPOMTENBCTRO,
MOTOMY YTO KaXI0€ CTPOUTENBCTBO MPOCHIIO XKAJHO U KAKAOMY AaBaIOCh MaJo, — OHA HE MOTJa yKa3aTh, KOTO
Ha/l0 00€3/10JUTh, YTOOBI COBX03 MOYYHI IT'BO3AN.”

360 Tbid., 217: “Pa3sBe MOIENOBATH MHE BAC 3a TBO3/M! — YIIbIOHYJICS upekTop. — JlaaHo, — cormacunack
Bocranoesa. [...] A BB He 00UIAUTECH? — CHPOCHI JUPEKTOP, [...]. — He o0mxkych, — oTBetmna bocranoea, —
ITOTOMY YTO 5 IPUBBIKIIA... [[pOIIUTEIi TOA 5T JOCTaIa KPOBEIHHOE JKEIIe30, MHE MPHIILUIOCH 33 3TO clenaTh abopt. Ho
Bbl, HABEPHO, HE TaKasi CBOJIOYb..."
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capacities are oriented more towards the inorganic, the infrastructural. By explicitly
emphasizing Bostaloeva’s abortion — a consequence of a prior search for roofing steel —
Platonov accentuates the fact that her body is not an instrument for the potential of organic
children, but a means for procuring for the inorganic supply needs of the sovkhoz and the needs
of the pitiable, underfed construction projects (her real children). In Juvenile Sea, she is made
out to be the mother of the inorganic, the mother of infrastructure and industry.

Towards the end of the novella, Platonov reinforces the connection between Bostaloeva’s
body and its potential utility for industry in a striking variation on the previously developed
theme. This time, her affinity with industrial materials is much more intimate, more closely
integrated with her body. Vermo watches Bostaloeva walk away and imagines how her body
might be turned into nails and other materials after her death.*! Her body’s instrumental
function in life, in other words, is even carried over into her death — her affinity with
infrastructure is ontological:

Vermo looked on as she walked away and thought about how many nails, candles,

copper, and minerals could be chemically acquired from Bostaloeva’s body. ‘Why build

crematoriums?’ - the engineer thought with gloomy surprise. — “We need to build
chemical factories for retrieving non-ferrous metals, gold, and various building materials
and equipment.’362

Now that there is a foundation in place to understand Bostaloeva’s role within the story, it

is necessary to turn back to our discussion of the sacralized killing of Comrade Sacred. How

does Bostaloeva fit within this narrative? It is no coincidence that Bostaloeva’s return from the

361 Platonov was likely familiar with Nikolai Tikhonov's “The Ballad of Nails” (1922), which reads: “If only nails
could be made from those people, / there wouldn’t be stronger nails than those in all the world.” (I'Bo3u 6 nenats
u3 oTHX moael: Kpermrde 6 He OBLTO B MUpE TBO3ICH. )

362 Tbid., 234: “BepMo Iisie el Beleq U JyMall, CKOJIBKO TBO3/IEH, CBEUEK, MEH H MEHEPAIOB MOKHO XUMUIECKH

MOJIYYUTh U3 TCJIa Bocranoesoii. ‘3auem CTpOAT KpCMaTOpI/II/I? — C I'PYCTBIO YIUBUJICA MHIKCHECP. — Hy)KHO
CTPOUTHb XUM3aBOAbI JJIL HO6I)I‘II/I 13 TPYNOB IBETMECT30JI0Ta, PA3JITAYHBIX CTpOfIMaTepHaIIOB u 060pyﬂOBaHI/I${.’”
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regional center corresponds with Comrade Sacred’s death. Once he is gone — and the influence
of the kulak subversives along with him — the community can be properly reconstituted around
her. But, again, the fact of the replacement is much less important than its meaning. What is the
broader significance of this change?

Now we come to the establishment of the grotesque as the text’s constructive principle.
We have already witnessed a few instances of grotesque hybridity in Bostaloeva and Comrade
Sacred’s blending of the boundaries of inside and outside. Both figures are “cosmic,” as Bakhtin
would put it, “combined with the world,” and also “with things.”3®* However, to establish that
the grotesque is not incidental, but central to the novella’s narrative structure, there needs to be
something deeper at play. The death of Comrade Sacred and the return of Bostaloeva sets up a
transformational shift in the text.

The ‘magic’ of the sovkhoz’s change can be demonstrated by a comparative, ‘before and
after’ look at the novel’s starkly shifting landscape — one image taken from the beginning,
another taken from the end.

First is the sovkhoz from early in the novella, depicting the arid earth, devoid of all
technology, with giant carved-out pumpkins that the denizens of ‘Parental Yards’ are using for
extra housing. This is the state of ‘Parental Yards’ under the influence of Comrade Sacred and
the kulak subversives: ‘Parental Yards’ was located in the bed of an ancient river which had
dried up a thousand or so years ago. Two earthen dwellings made up the herdsmen’s refuge in

winter, and, as shelter from foul summer weather, massive, carved-out pumpkins lay throughout

363 1bid., 34. This attribute recalls Girard’s assertions about a mythological villain’s ‘ontological identification with
their crimes.” Figures like this are ‘leaky,’ they do not stay within their own borders and flow out into the outside
world — forming it after their own image.
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the local steppe.>®* Platonov reinvokes this landscape — now transformed — after Comrade Sacred
has been killed, upon Bostaloeva’s return from her quest to retrieve nails and the electric dynamo
from the regional center. The ‘magic’ of the industrial transformation is not lost on her, as
evidenced by her reaction:
Nadezhda Bostaloeva returned to ‘Parental Yards.’ [...] Having travelled all but two
versts, Bostaloeva stopped. An unknown tower stood in the sovkhoz, by all appearances
capacious and useful, although not standing so high. [...] In the sovkhoz, aside from the
tower, there was a wind turbine of massive power and size, that, moreover, now spun in
the void of completely still air. Approaching even closer, Bostaloeva affirmed that the
earthen dwellings in the sovkhoz were already gone, and also that there were no traces of
the old attributes of ‘Parental Yards’ [...] “What’s going on here?’ — Bostaloeva asked
frightfully. ‘Where’s my sovkhoz?°36
Bostaloeva also notices the absence of a number of the land’s environmental assets that
might compose the steppe’s natural beauty. The area’s characteristic trees, burdock, rocks have
all disappeared: all that she sees is the towering infrastructure and “thick, churned up
earth.” ‘Parental Yards,” in other words, echoes the same potential for life and pro-industrial
growth that defines Platonov’s depictions of Bostaloeva’s body. It is no great surprise then that

Bostaloeva, the mother of industrial growth, and Vermo, the engineering genius, finally unite at

the end. With the kulak threat gone, they are now free to touch lips all they want.3¢¢

364 Platonov, luvenil 'noe more (more iunnosti), 184: “T'ypt ‘Pomutensckue J[BOpUKA® HAXOAUIICS B PyCIIE APEBHEN
PEUKH, BBICOXIIIEH JIET THICSIYa TOMY Ha3a[. J[Ba 3eMIeONTHBIX )KIIIMIIA COCTABIISUIN YOEXKHIIE TYPTOBIIMKOB Ha
3UMHEE BpeMs, a JAJIsl YKPBITHUS OT JIETHETO HEHACTHS JISKAIN 110 OKPECTHON CTETH TPOMAJIHbIE BBIIOJIOICHHBIE

2
TBIKBBL.

365 1bid., 232: “Hanexna Bocranoesa BosBparunack B ‘Poaurensckue Jlsopuku’ [...] He noesxas nByx Bepcr,
Bocranoesa ocranoBunack. B coBxo3se crosiia Hen3BecTHas OaniHs, eMKasi 1 I0JIe3Hast TI0 BUIY, XOTSI 1 HEBBICOKas
1o pasmepy |[...] Kpome Gamnram B coBxo3e OBLI e11ie OrpOMHOMN CHIIBI M BETMYMHBI BETPSIK, TIPH 3TOM OH KPYTHIICS
ceifyac B IycTOTE COBEPUICHHO THXOT0 Bo3ayxa [...] [lompexas eme 6mirke, bocranoesa yoenmiach 4ro
3eMJICONTHBIX JKIJIBIX JOMOB B COBX03€ YK€ HET, ¥ TakKe He ObIII0 HUKAKUX JIPYTUX CIIEI0B MPEKHUX O0KUTHIX
‘Pomurensckux JIBopukos’ [...] Uto 3mech Takoe? — ¢ ucmyrom crpocuna bocranoesa. — I'e ske Moit coBxo3?”

366 And perhaps, given the emphasis on corporealization in Juvenile Sea, it would not be too farfetched to speculate

that Vermo’s tower, or the electric drill that reaches deep into the womb of the Earth could be read through a kind of
Freudian lens.
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The final stage of the land’s transformation occurs when Vermo uses the technology
salvaged by Bostaloeva to drill deep into the ground — finding water, perhaps even the titular

juvenile sea, ‘the sea of youth.’

A Polarized Text: Two Halves Governed by Two Instantiations of the Grotesque Body

Why is this transformation so significant for the text, and how does it relate to its
implementation of grotesque representational modalities? In her chapter on Juvenile Sea, 1.
Makarova argues that Platonov’s text exaggerates the “enthusiasm of the workers of the first

Five-Year Plan [...] to the point of grotesque.”¢

Though the excess enthusiasm of the workers
does contribute to the text’s grotesque impression, I believe the more fundamental problem is
caught up in the work’s tension between production novel and fairytale as described by
Varlamov, Heller, and Giinther. The sense that the text is transformed ‘as if by magic,’ arises
because the change does happen through something very much like the mythological logic of the
scapegoat mechanism.

Because Platonov’s characters are ontologically tied to the land, one may speak of a
transfer of mythological reign over the land that passes from the deathly Comrade Sacred to the
mirthic Bostaloeva.

Moreover, the transformation in Juvenile Sea enacts a pattern of death and rebirth similar

to a process Bakhtin describes in his discussion of grotesque bodies (though, I stress, that

Platonov’s novella is not mimetic): “One of the fundamental tendencies of the grotesque image

367 1, Makarova, “Khudozhestvennoe svoeobrazie povesti A. Platonova luvenil 'noe more,” in Andrei Platonov: Mir
tvorchestva (Moscow: Sovremennyi pisatel’, 1994), 367.
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of the body is to show two bodies in one: the one giving birth and dying, the other conceived,
generated, and born. [...] From one body a new body always emerges in some form or other.”3%8

Just as Comrade Sacred had an affinity with the ultra-openness of Bakhtin’s grotesque
body, so does Bostaloeva. Her body, like Sacred’s “grotesque body is not delimited from the
outside world, is not sealed off, [...] outgrows itself, escapes its own bounds.”*® But her
openness is antithetical to Sacred’s — a correspondence that justifies viewing them as a pair.
While Sacred’s extreme openness was predicated on consumption, devouring the outside,
Bostaloeva’s is predicated on the openness of love, the open expressions of intimacy to the men
around her that are so starved for it. Her willingness to share the warmth and affection of her
body with many men gives her a kind of universal quality that itself elevates her above the other
women in the text.>’® Like Comrade Sacred, she becomes a kind of mythologized archetype,
though, in this case, a warped, industrialized version a divine feminine creating force. Neither
the tone of the text, nor any of its characters cast judgment on her openness, on the near

universality of her intimacy, and the reader is implicitly encouraged to share in the vision of her

ideal nature.

368 Bakhtin, Rabelais and his World. Translated by Helene Iswolsky. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984),
26.

369 Bakhtin, Tvorchestvo Fransua Rable i narodnaia kul tura srednevekov’ia i Renessanca, 33: “[...] rporecknoe
TEJO He OTIPAaHIMYEHO OT OCTATFHOTO MHpa, HE 3aMKHYTO, |...] mepepactaeT ceOst caMoro, BRIXOIUT 32 CBOU
TIpeIeIbL.”

370 This is not to say that the other women lack their own archetypal foundations. Federatovna serves as the
prototypical old woman, reinvigorated with the energy of youth by virtue of her adherence to the mores of the young
generation. And Aina is the text’s far more traditional sacrificial lamb, dying a martyr’s death for her rebellion
against the Bozhev — an emissary of the kulak subversives. In this way, her narrative role echoes the role of Pavlik
Morozov — dying a “martyr’s death (so young!) at the hands of the kulaks” — for State mythology as explored at
several points in Katerina Clark’s The Soviet Novel: History as Ritual (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981),
177.
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Bostaloeva’s openness is generative, not destructive like Sacred’s. If, the grotesque body
is ‘two bodies in one,’ then she is something like missing half of Sacred’s grotesque body — the
creating half. While he embodied its destructive, consumptive mode, she embodies its mirthic
side. If implying that Bostaloeva’s body contains an element of the ‘grotesque’ appears to
interfere with Juvenile Sea’s clear idolization of her, consider that Bakhtin, too, means nothing
derogatory by the term. Recall that he sees the energetic, joyful, life-giving, ‘birthing’ elements
of the grotesque the redeeming qualities of its aesthetic paradigm, criticizing overly grim, fearful
applications of the grotesque — like his conception of the ‘Romantic grotesque’ — as being
betrayals of its core aesthetic principles. Though, of course, the mirth of Bostaloeva’s body is
not in its organic production — her abortion makes this abundantly clear. Rather, her body is
always helping to procure material resources; its generative quality is in its ability to give rise to
industrial growth. This is an innovation worthy of the production novel fairy tale if there ever
was one. For this reason, when she returns it is the growth of industry that catches her attention
first.

In Bakhtin’s theoretical framework, the grotesque body has three simultaneous functions:
“dying, birthing, and being born [ymuparowee, poscoaiowee, posrcoaemoe].”>’! Platonov’s
depiction of Comrade Sacred would seem to suggest a potential missing fourth function of the
grotesque body, creating a quadratic parallelism: the killing/consuming function. But, in any
case, Bakhtin asserts that the grotesque body incorporates the generative and withering impulses
simultaneously, a body that, in his words, contains “two bodies in one” [0sa mena 6 0onom).>"

In Juvenile Sea it is as if these two bodies are pulled apart and, separated, allowed to become

371 Mikhail Bakhtin, Tvorchestvo Fransua Rable i narodnaia kul’tura srednevekov’ia i Renessansa, 34.
372 Ibid., 33.
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embodied as two competing forces — one with an impulse towards destruction, another towards
development, industrial ‘birth’. What is this if not an instance of grotesque polarization? But, if
the two bodies are separated, then what exactly is polarized? For, though they lose something of
the life-and-death, development-and-decline microcosm of a more hybridized Bakhtinian ideal,
Platonov’s representation of these separated bodies allows them to function as independent
symbolic emissaries — of creation and generation, of consumption and death.

Given that the novella opens as a bleak production novel and ends as a utopian Soviet

fairytale, it is the text itself that is an instantiation of polarization.

Conclusion: A Hybrid Genre

With all of this information now on the table, the reader can draw back and begin to
appreciate Platonov’s implementation of his compound corporealized symbols.

When the killing of Comrade Sacred and the ascendency of Bostaloeva are placed in
focus, Juvenile Sea’s bipartite structure comes into view. When Sacred — and the other kulak
subversives — retain their hegemonic position over the novella’s first part, death and desolation
rule over the land. As our reading of Platonov through Girard’s and Bakhtin’s models
highlights, Comrade Sacred — both as the mythologized monster and as the killing/dying
grotesque body — shares an ontological connection with the land around him. The land and the
body are one — as a kind of mythological hybrid structure.

Comrade Sacred’s death signals the end of the kulak threat, and Bostaloeva — as the
mother of Industry, the generative side of the grotesque body — is able to ascend over ‘Parental
Yards.” Her corporeality and its qualities, as with Sacred, spills over into the outside world, and
the miracles of infrastructural growth — her children — begin to sprout up throughout the sovkhoz.

‘Parental Yard’s’ transformation from wasteland to technological wonderland happens as if
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overnight, suggesting that the killing of Sacred functioned as something akin to a magic
sacrificial ritual. The fruits of technology, made possible by Bostaloeva’s inexhaustible energy,
allow ‘Parental Yards’ to reach down to the reinvigorating ‘juvenile’ waters to help the land, too,
spring back to life.

Perhaps, on the surface, the notion of a novella that tells the story of a sovkhoz’s triumph
over local kulaks, and its subsequent development into a quota-breaking meat-processing facility
would sound like exactly the kind of work suited for publication in the Soviet Union in 1931.
But, of course, Juvenile Sea’s publication was roundly, unanimously rejected by all publishers
who got their hands on the manuscript.

Both Platonov’s contemporary critics and modern scholars intuited the reasons for the
novella’s lack of success with Soviet publishers: it warps reality and human behavior, it contains
a great many “gross exaggerations,” it pollutes the elements of the production novel with the
fanciful qualities of the fairy tale. But was it really such a sin to engage in the Party’s own
mythologizing? After all, if Juvenile Sea treats the kulaks as the ultimate enemy, more than
worthy of ‘liquidation,” and the inspired builders of communism as the triumphant heroes, what
is the harm? It seems to have its values straight.

The conflict is resolved without great struggle and so the triumph feels exaggerated,
unrealistic, even grotesque. Hans Gunther’s suggestion that the triumph feels like a parody is
especially apropos. It is worth taking a moment to reflect on Juvenile Sea’s parodic elements,
for they lend the text another structural grotesque element and clarify something central in
Platonov’s poetics.

Abram Tertz’s “On Socialist Realism” suggests an approach that may help clarify the

nature of Platonov’s parodic play. In his polemic with the notion of ‘Socialist Realism,” Tertz
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evokes the genre’s official definition: “Socialist realism is the basic method of Soviet literature
and literary criticism. It demands of the artist the truthful, historically concrete representation of
reality in its revolutionary development.”®”®> On the basis of this definition, Tertz asserts that if
reality does evolve through Marx’s dialectic, with Communism the inevitable ‘end of history,’
then devoted State writers ought to treat the idea of ‘Socialist Realism’ as a kind of tautology. In
other words, reality ‘in its revolutionary development’ ought to be nothing other than reality as it
really is.

Tertz, however, rejects the assertion that socialist art can be properly represented with
realist representational strategies. In fact, it is precisely because socialist art is driven by
‘teleological concepts’ — because it is ‘a purposeful, a religious art’ — that it is incompatible with
realist modes of representation. If ‘socialism’ and ‘realism’ are truly at odds, the whole project of
socialist realist literature is doomed to end in a failed discursive synthesis. Or, in other words,
instead of becoming a coherent, well-integrated aesthetic system, true Socialist Realism becomes
a hybrid genre defined by incompatible impulses.

But, as Tertz — playing his deconstructive game — well understood, this is not how things
happened in practice: socialist realist writers were perfectly able to portray state-sponsored
visions of ‘reality in its revolutionary development’ without bringing excess attention to the
supposed incompatibility between the aesthetics’ core terms. Many authors demonstrated a
knack for naturalizing socialist discourse and state myths with prose styles borrowed from
classic Russian realism; there was, after all, the active promotion of Soviet ‘Red Karamzins,” a
fact that served as the basis of Zoshchenko’s parody in Sinyagin. Whether or not ‘socialism’ is

truly ‘realist,” Soviet authors were more than capable of making this synthesis convincing.

373 Abram Tertz, On Socialist Realism, trans. George Dennis (New York: Pantheon Books, 1960), 24
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Platonov, on the other hand, did to his depictions of Soviet life what Tertz asserted that
real Socialist Realists ought to: he created friction between the phenomena of Soviet ‘real’ life
and its ‘religious,” or mythological substrate. So, if the current widespread notion that much of
Soviet literature contains this mythological basis, then Platonov’s crime is that he brings it into
relief. As soon as a reader detects these two textual planes — irrespective of the author’s
intentions — the synthesis of State myth and an imagined, though still fictional Soviet ‘reality’
dissolves and the specter of parody makes itself felt. The fanciful Soviet ‘fairytale’ elements in
Juvenile Sea not discussed here are many, and — when they run up against its ‘production novel’
basis — create many of the novella’s more minor appearances of the grotesque, and its passing
comic moments, too. Moments like when the sovkhoz’s animal scientist posits raising hyper-
intelligent oxen to replace their human herders, or when Umrishchev stands against dialectics —
figuring that reality is fundamentally monistic given that ‘everything is made of electrons.’

However, the most striking fairytale element remains the wonderous transformation of
the sovkhoz after the elimination of Comrade Sacred, the scapegoat of the kulak threat. The
continued subsistence of the Party’s class enemies remained a powerful explanation to help
account for the difference between its utopian dream of Soviet Communist paradise and the dull
drudgery of the actual building process. The year before Juvenile Sea was written, Platonov
tried to write a more serious, pessimistic reflection on the difficulty of building Communism in
his Foundation Pit, and was rebuffed, refused publication opportunities. So, he wrote what one
might call the book’s antithesis — the optimistic Juvenile Sea. But, in Platonov’s hands, even this
avowal of Party mythology looked like bitter mockery, a variation of ‘subversive affirmation’

that defined the work of authors more hostile to the party than he. What he would not do, for the
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time being, anyway, was write in such a way to naturalize the disjointedness of history and

mythology.
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CONCLUSION

The grotesque modernist movement was born out of Russia’s uniquely troubled
confrontation with modernity in the early 20" century. It was not just one paradigm crisis that
led to the proliferation of discontinuities and incongruities in modern life, but a whole series of
them. The grotesque was an effective tool for artists looking to represent these incongruities. It
is an aesthetics suited to images and characters that capture the ambivalence of the era, an
aesthetics capable of creating images that resist monistic interpretation. The bipartite structure of
the grotesque allows artistic representations to incorporate contradictory elements into a single
‘site’ — making it possible for characters, texts, styles, discourses, and more to embody and
concretize the sociocultural tensions sweeping the country. The two grotesque modalities —
polarization and hybridization — denote representational strategies used by artists to convey
particular ideas about these sweeping incongruities through the images they created. Moreover,
authors within the grotesque modernist tradition found the grotesque to be an essential tool in not
just representing, but creating anti-monistic phenomena, anti-monistic artistic worlds.

The difference between polarization and hybridization is made manifest through a
difference in the relationality of the two (or more) internal terms causing the incongruity in the
grotesque ‘site’. Polarization represents an intentional segregation of these two internal forces,
rather than hybridization’s attempted integration. Though they are abstract and “formalist” by
themselves, these definitions come to life when they are translated into the language of
sociocultural relationships. For instance, hybridization is often used as a representational mode
to depict unsuccessful, or deleterious conformity projects: from Andrei Ivanych’s drunken
acquiescence to the irrational, bestial culture of At World's End’s Far-Eastern military outpost to

Teptyolkin’s transformation into a monstrous bureaucrat in Goat Song. Grotesque polarization,
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on the other hand, is often used to express troubled — and often futile — efforts of the t
intelligentsia to repress a mental discontinuity with the political regime or resist an undesirable
sociocultural influence: from Nikolai Ableukhov’s attempt to destroy all traces of his Apollonian
father in himself to Shvarts’s scholar’s desire to detach himself from his morally corrupt shadow.
However, polarization and hybridization are not limited to the sociocultural sphere — there can be
polarized or hybridized incongruities represented on the level of the text: as seen in
Zoshchenko’s implementation of Tynianovian parody’s textual nevyazka or in the magical
(polarized) transformation of Juvenile Sea’s sovkhoz from desert wasteland to techno-utopia
after Comrade Sacred’s consuming body is supplanted by Bostaloeva’s producing body.

Writers of the prerevolutionary era turned to the grotesque and its modalities to represent
their vision of the discontinuities of a rapidly modernizing Russia. Velimir Khlebnikov’s “The
Crane” imagines the heartless brutality of early 20" century industrial progress as a colossal
metal bird-monster, cobbled together from the ironworks of St Petersburg’s factories and
wrapped in the flesh of the risen dead, drunkenly ravaging the streets, and demanding human
sacrifice from the populace. Though the industrial infrastructure appeared to be an element of
rational ‘ordering’ Westernization, it turned out to be another manifestation of the inhuman,
chaotic hostility characteristic of the northern capital since its foundation. Fyodor Sologub’s The
Petty Demon stages Russian literature’s entrance into the modernist literary epoch by beginning
as a squalid provincial drama — following the ‘grotesque realism’ of Saltykov-Shchedrin’s The
Golovyov Family or History of a Town — and ending in a distinctly anti-realist rendering of
Peredonov’s insanity in a boldly experimental, hallucinogenic paradigm. In part, the novel is an
expression of horror at the author’s discovery of the provincial unconscious — a storehouse of

vicious, egotistic impulses that made the idea of a ‘knowable’ or purely rational subject almost
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unthinkable. And yet, any modernization project will have to contend with just these people.
Sensing Russia’s increasingly fractured body politic, Andrei Bely’s Petersburg represented the
cosmic clash between order and chaos localized in the signifiers of the city and the people who
inhabit it. Bely’s integration of these grand, ever-competing cosmic forces into the fragile, flesh-
and-bones bodies of individual people threatens to blow them apart — resulting in a grotesque
paradigm that is uniquely, and terribly ‘sublime.” Evgenii Zamiatin’s At World's End — like Petty
Demon and Petersburg — explores the grotesque, ‘uncivilized’ humans on the Russian periphery.
However, Zamiatin’s far-eastern military outpost is so far from civilizational centers that all its
inhabitants have devolved into (non-metaphorical) animals. After Russia’s unexpected loss to
Japan in 1905, Zamiatin’s novella implicitly offered readers a scandalous explanation for the
defeat — with a country so big, the center can’t hold; the ‘civilizational” influence of Russia’s
West did not — and could not — magically radiate through the land without a much broader
modernization effort.

Although the October Revolution was only one of many paradigm crises in early 20
century Russian life, it is not one among equals, but a cataclysm of much broader proportions
than the others. Nevertheless, many of the incongruities represented by prerevolutionary
grotesque modernist writers were exacerbated by rapid postrevolutionary political and
sociocultural evolution, and so were repurposed by writers to reflect their specific expression in
the post-1917 epoch. The sociocultural rifts propelling Russia’s influx of grotesque literature
continued to develop well into the 20s and 30s.

Evgenii Shvarts’s The Shadow reappropriated the romantic-era trope of ‘the double’ to
analyze the individual’s struggle to maintain moral courage and fend off complacency under the

tyrannical (Stalinist) state. Shvarts’s scholar learns that to properly resist his ostensible polar
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opposite, his shadow — an ego-centric, self-interested collaborator with state power — he must
accept it as a component of the self, fend off its allure whenever it inevitably reappears, and be
willing to fight it to the death. Konstantin Vaginov’s Goat Song is a masterwork of tragicomic
ambivalence and of troubled grotesque hybridity — both in the co-creative interplay of its narrator
and characters, and in its exploration of conformity and troubled identity. The monstrous
‘author’s’ wandering eye never fails to catch the small details — an overly saccharine or sincere
turn of the phrase, a display of bad taste, a sign of sexual impotence — that trivialize the suffering
of the novel’s intelligentsia, offering something of a justification for the disappearance of their
ridiculous way of life. Though when Teptyolkin tries to move away from his cultural roots and
integrate himself into Soviet life, he is tortured trying to find a viable way to synthesize two
incompatible modes of being. This impossible synthesis is only made possible by integrating the
worst elements of his old and new self, turning him into a monstrous Soviet bureaucrat. Mikhail
Zoshchenko’s Michel Sinyagin attempts a paradox — a parody of a non-existent author. By
portraying the life of Michel, a talentless, out-of-touch Symbolist poet, through the mutant,
overly sincere sentimentalist language of a hypothetical ‘red Karamzin’ — the ideal Soviet writer
in the minds of several leading Soviet thinkers — Zoshchenko manages to polemicize two modes
of authorship at once. In his overperformance of this saccharine sentimentalist author,
Zoshchenko manages a grotesque, exaggerated kind of ‘subversive affirmation’ of the type. If
Russia’s cultural project ends up in the hands of either of these authorial ‘types,’ the future of
Soviet literature looks to be an absurdity. In Zoshchenko’s hands, the grotesque becomes an
aesthetic tool of negation; though no third way is proposed, Michel Sinyagin reveals the need for
authors and theorists to develop a literary style that can capture Soviet life without resorting to

old, outmoded templates. Andrei Platonov’s Juvenile Sea pulls off a display of subversive
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affirmation of its own — in this case, targeting the dekulakization campaign. The novella’s
monstrous Comrade Sacred becomes a Girardian scapegoat for all the kulaks’ supposed crimes —
a body of death, destruction, and infinite consumption. His death — a symbolic sacrifice — has a
magical effect on Juvenile Sea s sovkhoz. The consuming body, Comrade Sacred, is replaced
with Bostaloeva and her producing body, with its amazing ability to generate not organic life, but
building supplies. Platonov’s unrestrained optimism about the effect of the kulaks’ destruction
makes the whole project appear absurd. Bakhtin’s creating/destroying grotesque body — ‘two
bodies in one’ — is severed into separate pieces: the destroying (consuming) body dominates the
novella’s first half, before the text undergoes an inversion in polarity when the creating
(producing) body reigns over the end. All the while, the text is operating as a strange, unsettled,

grotesque hybrid of production narrative and fairytale.

Although the close readings in this project treat authors of differing ideologies and
political positions, and inhabiting a variety of historical moments, it does not endeavor to present
anything like a complete picture of pre- and postrevolutionary grotesque literature. As the
chapter structure suggests, I did not intend to tell a chronological history of the grotesque
modernist movement; sequencing was chosen to help accentuate the two grotesque modalities
and their differences. A development of my work on grotesque modernist literature might benefit
from a more chronologically linear approach, or an approach that centers a single historical
moment (N.E.P., or the Collectivization campaign) and tracks the way various authors employ
grotesque imagery to represent — and even create — ‘the event.’

Furthermore, the choice to write about modernist texts tended to sway my attention to
authors belonging to the intelligentsia, many of the so-called ‘fellow travelers,’ authors willing to

risk the charge of ‘formalism.” A more capacious look at the grotesque artistic production of the
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period would examine a wider array of artists and integrate a broader array of ideological
positions. An analysis in this vein might look for continuities between the ‘grotesque realism’ of
19™-century authors like Saltykov-Shchedrin, Dostoevsky, and Leskov and the work of more
Soviet-aligned artists like Maskim Gorky, Leonid Leonov, Aleksey Tolstoy and others.
Moreover, a future project would benefit from a deeper exploration of the influence of
19%™-century literature on early 20"-century grotesque modernism. Of special note is a surge of
interest in the work of Nikolai Gogol. A number of authors responsible for the theoretical
development of symbolism, and thus of Russian modernism, including Dmitrii Merezhkovsky
(“Gogol and the Devil” [Torons u geprt, 1906]), Vyacheslav Ivanov (“Gogol’s Inspector General
and Aristophanes’ Comedy” [ Pesuzop I'oronst u komenus Apuctodana, 1925]), and Andrei Bely
(The Mastery of Gogol [Macmepcmeo [oeons, 1934]) all refocus their attention on the influence
of Gogol on the development of Russian literature in the first few decades of the 20" century.
Many of the most influential Russian formalists (Tynianov, Eikhenbaum) also exhibited a desire
to reevaluate Gogol’s corpus, saving it from the overly rational interpretations that garnered
popularity among critics and readers alike in the 19" century. In essays like Eikhenbaum’s “How
Gogol’s Overcoat was Done” and Yakov Zundelovich’s “Poetics of the Grotesque,” Gogol’s
work served as the basis for a new wave of theoretical thinking on the nature of the grotesque
and its formal properties. It would be a genuine contribution to the study of early 20""-century
grotesque literature to situate this surge of scholarship on Gogol as a modernist phenomenon,
and attempt to evaluate the extent to which Gogol’s poetics may have influenced theoretical and
practical approaches to the grotesque. The study of these and other works could help to

recontextualize Gogol’s legacy for the needs of the emerging grotesque modernist tradition.
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Rather than connections with 19th-century literary classics, Socialist Realism represents a
more complex challenge for the history of grotesque modernism in Russia. Socialist realism is
not conducive to the grotesque’s non-monistic, essentially conflicted mode of aestheticization.
As Evgenii Dobrenko describes in his article “Socialist Realist Memesis, or ‘Life in its
Revolutionary Development,’” literature that continued to stage cultural conflict was
theoretically problematic for the Party. He describes how a ‘theory of non-conflict’ began to
proliferate in Soviet culture towards 1940: “In the second half of the 1930s, the new culture
consistently and stubbornly expressed the idea that — according to the theory of the development
of humanity from capitalism to communism — in the socialist phase ‘not only could there not be
antagonistic contradictions, but even non-antagonistic contradictions,” and that even the very
‘possibility of contradictions and conflicts was excluded.” He continues: “In the 1920s, the Party
expected literature to stage conflicts between ‘old and new,’ between the prerevolutionary and
the revolutionary. [...] Under the new conditions of life, this conflict should have gradually
become obsolete.”** Dobrenko’s insistence that literature is to be mimetic of Marxist-Leninist
theory rather than ‘life’ is emphasized by Katerina Clark in her The Soviet Novel: History as
Ritual. She writes, “the Stalinist novelist must present a fictionalized account of reality and
events, but these ‘historical tales’ must be based on something analogous to the ‘divine plan of
salvation’ followed by the medieval chronicler, namely, on the Marxist-Leninist account of
history. None of the discrepancies between theory and practice that give such headaches to the

theorists [...] needs to concern him, for he does not have to prove anything. As chronicler he

374 Evgenii Dobrenko,“Sotsrealisticheskii mimesis, ili ‘zhizn’ v ee revoliutsionnom razvitii,” in Sotsrealisticheskii
kanon, ed. Hans Giunter and Evgenii Dobrenko (Sankt-Peterburg: Akademicheskii proekt, 2000), 461.

318



merely shows how [...] social and political contradictions work themselves out.”*”® If there
ought to be no conflict in theory, then Socialist Realism is obligated to be faithful to this ought.

Although the ‘theory of non-conflict’ alone provides a justification for the grotesque’s
disappearance in socialist realist literature, the genre contains a number of other features that
resist grotesque aestheticization. In his article “Socialist Realism and Literary Theory,” Gary
Saul Morson, in collaboration with Katerina Clark, distils a ‘catalogue of features’ that are
representative of the genre. Although Morson is well-aware that feature sets are precarious tools
for deriving strict definitions and that his “will not characterize equally well all socialist realist
novels,” his list is nevertheless reflective of the genre’s general characteristics. The elements of
highlighted by Morson will demonstrate why socialist realism is resistant — but not immune — to
grotesque aestheticization.

First, he notes the “two-dimensional psychology of its heroes, especially its “positive

29

heroes.”” He explains that, “Soviet novels usually depict the hero’s quest for impersonality, his
struggle to ‘become one with’ his Marxist-Leninist role.” Also of note is the “lack of irony” in
socialist realist literature: “In possession of the Marxist-Leninist method for solving all
problems, the socialist realist novel eschews the kind of ambiguity and limited or individualized
point of view that readers of Western novels value and in terms of which they often define
literary art.”3’¢ Morson also notes the obligatory ‘happy ending,’ the genre’s weakness for

“political sermons, often in high-flown rhetorical language,” and its “highly formulaic plotting

and style.”

375 Katerina Clark, The Soviet Novel: History as Ritual, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981, 159.

376 Morson, Gary Saul. “Socialist Realism and Literary Theory.” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 38, no.
2 (1979): 122.
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In light of these features, the genre’s resistance to grotesque aesthetic modalities is
relatively easy to understand. Most notably, the ‘lack of irony’ in Socialist Realism belies the
genre’s insistence on building and representing a monistic artistic world with clearly delineated
moral lines. The grotesque thrives in unresolved paradox or incongruity, but such a state of
affairs is unlikely in a genre that is always moving towards resolution, towards its happy ending.
Perhaps owing to the Hegelianism underlying the genre’s predominant Marxist-Leninist
worldview, there ought to be a possible synthesis beyond any conflict or incongruity in many
works of socialist realist literature. Morson’s note about the Socialist Realist hero’s quest for
‘impersonality’ — for ‘oneness with their Marxist-Leninist role’ — is also instructive in this
regard. The analysis of Goat Song reveals that the attempt to align oneself with a Soviet political
identity can give rise to grotesque hybridity. However, a Socialist Realist writer would not
portray a similar personal political project as so fraught, conflicted, and painful. To accord with
the genre’s propensity for ‘happy endings,’ the Socialist Realist hero is likely to successfully
‘become one’ with their Marxist-Leninist role — eliminating or resolving a duality essential to
grotesque representation.

A more thorough inquiry into the relationality between the grotesque and Socialist
Realism would be necessary to describe the situation with more nuance. One may find, for
example, that the grotesque presented some utility in portraying the vestigial enemies of the
Soviet hero. Nevertheless, given the genre’s predisposition for monistic heroes and monistic
discourse, its resistance to the grotesque is no great surprise.

One can garner a more complete picture of the explainations of the decline of grotesque
aesthetics by analyzing the situation on a more granular level, and working towards the general

principles that emerge from the data. The lives of writers tell a story of the political and the
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personal. To this end, I will briefly track the trajectories of the grotesque modernists’ writing
careers — those included in this project, and those not. By singling out the reasons why each
individual author ceased producing grotesque literature, one begins to see that a bevy of
explanations exist to explain the appreciable waning of the movement after 1940. Although it
constitutes a morbid kind of methodology, reconstructing this ‘shifting landscape’ often involves
creating an aggregate picture of who died when, how, and why. The utility of this approach will
clarify itself as patterns begin to emerge. What’s more, a survey of the disappearance of
grotesque modernism will provide an opportunity to explicitly name other writers and works that

belong in the movement’s pantheon.

The history of grotesque modernism’s decline in the late 1930s and early 1940s is
tragically tied to the history of the Great Purge and other manifestations of Stalinist state terror.
Collectively, the OBERIU serves as a kind of microcosm for the kinds of forces that acted on
practitioners of experimental literature — literature of the grotesque included — in this period. The
group was all but destroyed in the late 1930s and early 1940s, and political repression was far
and away the most significant factor in the group’s dissolution. In 1939, enduring increasingly
dire financial prospects and starvation, Daniil Kharms managed to finish his final masterpiece of
grotesque literature, The Old Woman (Cmapyxa). In August 1941 he was arrested for ‘spreading
defeatist and slanderous sentiments,’ and died in February 1942 in prison during the Siege of
Leningrad. Aleksander Vvedensky — author of the hallucinatory “Potets” (Iloren, 1937) and the
bizarre, absurdist play Christmas at the Ivanovs (Enxa y IBanoBsix, 1938) — was arrested in
September 1941 for ‘counterrevolutionary agitation,” suffered an infection of pleuritis while
evacuating from the German attack on Khark’ov, and died from the disease in December of that

same year. Nikolai Oleinikov, a genius of poetic profanation, was executed in November 1937
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on charges of ‘counterrevolutionary activity’ and ‘Trotskyism.” Nikolai Zabolotsky was arrested
for ‘anti-Soviet propaganda’ in 1938 and sent to a work camp. Though he wrote poetry later in
life, he never returned to the same markedly grotesque estrangement that defined his early cycle
Columns, and his Soviet-era long poems.

There were, of course, many more authors of grotesque modernist texts who became
victims of political repression in the period. Isaac Babel was arrested in 1939 for ‘terrorism and
espionage’ and executed in 1940. He left behind a catalogue of gruesome, but impossibly refined
short stories — most prominently in The Red Cavalry (Konapmus, 1927) and Odessa Stories
(Ooecckue paccraszvl, 1931). Boris Pilnyak — who wrote Naked Year (I'onwsiii 200, 1922) and Tale
of the Unextinguished Moon (Ilosecmb nenocawennoti aynol, 1928), as well as lesser-known
works of grotesque literature like The Doppelgangers (/[sotinuxu, 192?7) — was accused of spying
on behalf of the Japanese state and was executed in 1938. Vladimir Zazubrin, whose Splinter
(ILlenxa, 1923) depicted Red Terror in shockingly bold, bloody and, certainly, grotesque detail,
was arrested and killed in 1937. Leonid Dobychin, who wrote the enigmatic novel City of N
(Iopoo N, 1934), a view of Russian provincial life estranged through the eyes of a child,
disappeared in 1936. His novel was relentlessly attacked by Soviet critics for its ‘formalism,’
and — though the reason for his disappearance was never officially confirmed — it is speculated
that his disappearance was likely a suicide, perhaps catalyzed by the stress caused by such

immense institutional pressure.

Though repression and top-down imposition of new ‘Soviet’ aesthetic norms played a
large part in grotesque modernism’s wane, a number of the movement’s biggest names had
passed away before 1940 for reasons unrelated (or, at most, peripherally related) to Stalin-era

sociopolitical transformation.
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The two futurist poets who briefly featured in this project — Velimir Khlebnikov and
Vladimir Mayakovsky — both famously embraced grotesque aesthetics and both met tragic ends:
the former dying of an unknown virus in 1922, the latter committing suicide in 1930. The other
authors who featured in the prerevolutionary grotesque chapter had also passed away by 1940.
Fyodor Sologub, Andrei Bely and Evgenii Zamiatin — each with a deep corpus of grotesque texts,
many still understudied — all died of heart trouble, in 1927, 1934 and 1937, respectively.
Konstantin Vaginov — who left behind four short novels, each as laden with grotesque imagery as
Goat Song — passed away from tuberculosis in 1934. Mikhail Bulgakov died in February 1940
from kidney disease, leaving behind a bevy of grotesque masterpieces like Eggs of Fate
(Poxoswie stiya, 1924), Diaboliade ([vssonuaoa, 1924), Heart of a Dog (Cobauve cepoye,
1925), and Master and Margarita (Macmep u Mapeapuma, 1940). Ilf and Petrov’s most
prominent works of grotesque satire — Twelve Chairs ([eenaoyams cmynves, 1928) and The
Golden Calf (3onomou menenok, 1931) — were already written by the early 30s. Ilya IIf died in
1937 from tuberculosis, and Evgenii Petrov died in 1942 in a plane crash returning from an
assignment as a war correspondent.

If even a few of these figures had survived through the 1940s or 1950s, the history of
grotesque modernism may have taken on a significantly different shape. Although a large
segment of writers producing grotesque literature in Russia in the early decades of the 20"
century were gone by the 1940s, a few former paragons of the style remained — and several new
writers appeared in the years following. A quick look at the strategies these authors pursued in
order to continue writing — and, on occasion, publishing — grotesque literature will help to

capture the changing shape of grotesque modernism’s history after 1940.
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Evgenii Shvarts, embodying the courage exemplified by the scholar in his Shadow,
continued to write provocative plays well into the 1940s. Most notable is his 1944 classic, The
Dragon (/[paxon). The play’s depiction of a fairytale nation’s complacent relationship to
tyrannical leadership inevitably led to its censorship. Shvarts continued to write plays through
the 1940s and 1950s, though none so politically bold as these.

Andrei Platonov was another rare exception, managing to continue his writing career
through the 1940s — shifting his attention towards film scripts, children’s literature, and war
stories. By 1940 Platonov had already written his most notable grotesque masterpieces —
Chevengur (Hesepeyp, 1928), The Foundation Pit (Komnosan, 1930), and Juvenile Sea among
others. This is not to say, however, that the grotesque disappeared from his idiosyncratic poetics;
his implementation of grotesque aesthetics in later work warrants further study.

Igor Bakhterev, one of the OBERIU’s lesser-known members, lived until 1996. Like
many others in the OBERIU, Bakhterev wrote children’s literature alongside his more
‘underground’ experimental work. He was arrested along with Kharms and Vvedensky in 1931
for their participation in ‘an anti-Soviet group of writers,” though Bakhterev was able to reinvent
himself successfully and convincingly as an explicitly Soviet writer throughout the 1930s. In
1936, for example, he wrote an award-winning children’s radio play, “Three Days” (Tpu ous)
about Maksim Gorky’s childhood, and, throughout the 1940s, Bakhterev collaborated with
Aleksandr Razumovsky on a number of heroic war plays, Commander Suvorov (Ilonxkogoodey
Cysopos, 1938), Russian General (Pycckuii cenepan, 1944), and Right at Midnight (Pogéno &
nonnouw, 1945). The shift into positive depictions of Soviet martial history represents an ironic
about-face for Razumovsky, who had screened his vehemently anti-war film The Meatgrinder

(Mscopyobka) at the OBERIU’s famous ‘Three Left Hours’ in 1928.
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Fortunately, Russian grotesque modernism did find an outlet in émigré literature. Though
many of Russia’s most prolific émigré writers produced grotesque masterpieces before 1940,
many of them continued to explore similar aesthetic modalities in work in the decades beyond.
Vladimir Nabokov, for example, wrote a number of notable grotesque pieces while living outside
of Russia, especially his Despair (Omuasanue, 1934) and its doppelganger play, and the anti-
utopian Invitation to a Beheading (IIpuenawenue na kaznwv, 1936). The grotesque continued to
be part of his aesthetic repertoire far later than 1940 in works like his other anti-utopia Bend
Sinister (1946) or the tragicomic Sinyagin-esque Pnin (1957). Aleksei Remizov, who made
contributions to both pre- and post-revolutionary grotesque modernism, lived as an émigré in
Paris until 1957. The majority of Remizov’s masterworks of grotesque modernism were written
before he left Russia for Germany in 1921 — temporarily, or so he thought — for medical
treatment. They include tragicomic novels and novellas like The Pond (IIpyo, 1905), Sisters of
the Cross (Kpecmoegvie cecmpui, 1910), or The Fifth Ulcer (Ilamas si36a, 1905). His novella
What Tobacco Is (Ymo ecmv mabak, 1908) is among the most profane works of pre-
revolutionary Russian literature. Though the grotesque imagery in Remizov’s output slowed in
his postrevolutionary output, Remizov continued to draw from the aesthetic mode for many more
of his postrevolutionary texts, including his Akhru: A Petersburg Novella (Axpy. Ilogecms
Ilemepbypeckas, 1922), the ornate memoir of the revolution Rus, Upended (B3suxpennas Pycw,
1927). Like Nabokov, he continued to develop these aesthetic modes past 1940 — especially in
the phantasmagoria of his later work on dreams, The Fire of Things (Ozonb seweti, 1954), and
Martyn Zadyeka (Mapmuin-3aoexa, 1954), and in his attempts to integrate autobiography and
ancient/Biblical literature as in his Novella of Two Beasts, or lkhnelat (Ilogecmo o 08yx 38epsx

Hxnenam, 1950). Other Russian émigré practitioners of grotesque modernism include Gaito
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Gazdanov and the doppelginger-haunted novel The Spectre of Alexander Wolf (IIpuspak
Anexcanopa Bonvga, 1948), Boris Poplavsky and his surrealist Apollon Bezobrazov (Anonnon
bezobpaszos, 1932), and llya Zdanevich and his Rapture (Bocxuwenue, 1930). Poplavsky did not
live to contribute to post-1940 grotesque modernism, dying in 1935 in Paris from a drug
overdose, but both Gazdanov and Zdanevich continued producing literature into the 1970s.
Emigré writers, as outsiders inhabiting foreign spaces, experienced a whole new set of
incongruities abroad that could be captured by the grotesque modalities outlined in our project. |
imagine that a more comprehensive survey of Russian grotesque émigré literature would be

teeming with questions of conformity or resistance.

Many grotesque modernists came to prominence in the following generations of writers.
Many of them adopted samizdat or tamizdat publication strategies and a significant percentage of
them eventually emigrated — a sign that the Soviet literary establishment was fundamentally
hostile to grotesque literature, as grotesque literature was to it. However, if one wanted to
remain within Russia and did not mind the lack of professional or commercial remunerations for
one’s work — the underground provided another outlet.

There are enough late Russian grotesque modernist writers and works to justify a whole
new project — or several. Although I cannot give an exhaustive account of this literary landscape,
a few names and works should suffice to provide a general outline of grotesque modernism’s
history from the 50s through the 80s.

Yulii Daniel published his famous Moscow is Speaking (I oéopum Mocxkea) through
tamizdat in 1959 — a provocative work about a government sanctioned day of murder. He
refused to emigrate after the infamous 1965 Sinyavsky-Daniel trial. In the late 1950s, Andrei

Sinyavsky himself wrote his own provocation “What is Socialist Realism?” — a bold, ironic
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reframing of ‘socialist realism’ as a new breed of grotesque literature. His short story “Pkhentz”
(ITxenn) is a masterwork of grotesque prose — a poignant exploration of extreme alienation and
the bitter experiences that come out of trying to create a hybridized identity. In 1973, after
serving time in a labor camp, Sinyavsky emigrated to France.

Yuri Mamleev wrote his terrifying The Unsteady Ones (LLlamynwt) in 1966 and continued
producing some of Russian literature’s most abject works in the underground until his emigration
to France and the United States. Venedikt Yerofeyev deserves his place in the grotesque
modernist canon, writing his prose-poem masterpiece, Moscow to the End of the Line (Mocksa-
Iemywxu), in 1969. Sasha Sokolov wrote his School for Fools (ILIkona ons dypakos) in 1973
while still living in Russia, passed it around in samizdat, and then emigrated to Vienna (and then
Canada) for the publication of his other two novels that deserve a place in the history of late 20"
century grotesque modernism: Between Dog and Wolf (Meaicoy cobaxoui u éonxom, 1980), and
Palisandria (Ilanucanopus, 1985). Vladimir Voinovich has an extensive catalogue of grotesque
literature — some works written while he remained in Russia, others after he had emigrated.

Most notable is his Life and Extraordinary Adventures of Ivan Chonkin (JKu3no u neobwiuatinvie
npuxatoyenus conoama Meana Younxuna), the first part of which was written in 1963, and his
satirical anti-utopia Moscow 2042 (Mockea 2042) appearing in 1986.

Although these are stand-out cases, this list — of course — is not meant to be exhaustive. Many
other authors — Sergei Dovlatov, Fazil Iskander, and Vasily Aksyonov to name only a few —
produced individual works or whole corpuses of texts that could be productively analyzed as part

of the late Russian grotesque modernist movement.
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My work offers a modest snapshot of a much longer, richer history. The history of the
grotesque in Russia is a field worthy of study on its own — a field not at all peripheral, not niche,

but one that is central to the history of Russian literature itself.
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