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ABSTRACT
Mass Culture to Master: Literary Metamorphoses of Early Soviet Satire

Maria Isabel Kisel

This dissertation analyzes the cultural and literary significance of satiricial elements in early
Soviet prose. My project examines Mikhail Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita, Yuri
Olesha’s Envy, Andrei Platonov’s The Foundation Pit, and Mikhail Zoshchenko’s prose trilogy
(Youth Restored, The Sky-Blue Book and Before Sunrise) as literary works that incorporated and
transformed the writers” NEP-era satirical sketches written for a mass reader. Using the language,
characterization and rhetorical structure of the satirical feuilleton, each author uniquely co-opted
the conventions of this didactic genre in the creation of a complex, modernist aesthetic. I argue
that for these writers, the NEP (New Economic Policy 1921-1928) years represented a time of
literary success and prominence. As active participants in the early Soviet project of studying
and responding to a common reader, the writers continued to anachronistically draw on this ethos
even after satire was no longer sanctioned by the State.

My approach establishes a middle ground between poetic and political readings; I
demonstrate that these authors referenced their early careers in journalistic satire as a means to
connect with an imagined Soviet reader, but their artistic re-interpretations of NEP-era mass

culture did not coincide with the conventions of Socialist realism. In addition to establishing a
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cultural framework which recasts the authors and their creations in a new historical light, each
chapter offers an innovative, new perspective on these well-loved masterpieces.

In chapter one, I posit that in Mikhail Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita the author
addresses the uneducated readers of the feuilleton in an effort to teach them about pre-
revolutionary values and culture. Chapter two analyzes Yuri Olesha’s use of satirical stereotypes
in his novel Envy as a means to explore whether human beings have changed internally after the
revolution. The third chapter demonstrates the creative transformation of NEP-era satirical
language into poetic self-expression in Andrei Platonov’s The Foundation Pit. The last chapter
documents Zoshchenko’s adaptation of the “proletarian writer” psychology in the writing his

prose trilogy.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Since the end of the Cold War most scholars have abandoned once prevalent socio-political
interpretations of major Soviet prose works.' Mikhail Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita,
Yuri Olesha’s Envy, Andrei Platonov’s The Foundation Pit and Zoshchenko’s prose trilogy,
previously read as satirical exposes indicting the Soviet State, have come to be appreciated more
for their aesthetic and philosophical merits in recent scholarship. Poetics, not politics, figures as

the hermeneutic approach of choice.? Having moved beyond the cold war-era binary view of
pp g y M

' Monographs, collections and anthologies that treat literature as political documents include:
Elena Mahlow, Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita: The Text as a Cipher (New York:
Vantage Press, 1975); A.Belinkov, Sdacha i gibel” Sovetskogo inteligenta. Iurii Olesha (Madrid:
Natalia Belinkov,1976); Marc Slonim, Soviet Russian Literature: Writers and Problems, 1917-
1967 (New York: Oxford University Press,1967); Patricia Blake and Max Howard, eds.,
Dissonant Voices in Soviet Literature (London:George, Allen & Unwin, 1965); Ernest J.
Simmons, ed., Through the Glass of Soviet Literature (New York: Columbia University
Press,1953); Richard Chapple, Soviet Satire of the Twenties (Gainesville: University Presses of
Florida,1980).

* Some examples of monographs focusing on the poetics of Bulgakov, Olesha, Platonov and
Zoshchenko include: Jeremy Hicks, Mikhail Zoshchenko and the Poetics of Skaz (Nottingham:
Astra, 2000); Victor Peppard, The Poetics of Yury Olesha (Gainseville: University of Floriday
Press, 1989); G.M. Rebel’, Khudozhestvennye miry romanov Mikhaila Bulgakova (Perm’: 1zd-vo
PRIPIT, 2001); K.A. Barsht, Poetika prozy Andreia Platonova (Sankt Peterburg: Filologicheskii
fakul’tet Sankt-Peterburgskogo gos. Universiteta, 2005).
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dividing all literature into “dissident” and “official,” critics have provided myriad fascinating and
imaginative insights into the aforementioned works. Many of these interpretations, however,
have entirely divorced these major novels and their creators from the cultural context of their
inception. In my analysis I will seek to reconcile socio-historical and aesthetic approaches by
examining the paradoxical presence of early Soviet mass culture in the midst of the novels’
modernist complexity.

During the years of the New Economic Policy (NEP 1921-1928), Bulgakov, Olesha,
Platonov, and Zoshchenko worked in various newspapers as writers of satirical feuilletons
oriented toward a Soviet mass reader. Most scholars tend to minimize the connection between
the authors’ early Soviet satire and their longer prose works. Mikhail Bulgakov’s feuilletons and
The Master and Margarita have been linked by Edythe Haber, Miron Petrovsky and Andrew
Barratt.” Likewise, Elizabeth Papazian and Jeremy Hicks have written about Zoshchenko’s
fueilletonic efforts as essential to the narrative mock proletarian voice evident on the pages of his
famous short stories.* While these scholars have rightfully acknowledged the importance of the
feuilleton, they have not analyzed the significance of this influence. As I will contend in this

dissertation, the NEP-era satirical feuilleton informs the aesthetic structure and practices evident

’ Edythe Haber, Mikhail Bulgakov: The Early Years (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1998); Miron Petrovskii, Master i gorod: kievskie konteksty Mikhaila Bulgakova (Kiev: 1zd-vo
Dukh i Litera, 2001); Andrew Barrat, Between Two Worlds: A Critical Introduction to The
Master and Margarita (Oxford: Claredon Press, New York: Oxford University Press, 1987).

* Elizabeth Papazian, “Reconstructing the (Authentic Proletarian) Reader,” in Kritika:
Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History, Vol.4, No.4 (Fall 2003); Jeremy Hicks, Mikhail
Zoshchenko and the Poetics of Skaz (Nottingham: Astra Press, 2000).
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in Bulgakov, Olesha, Platonov and Zoshchenko’s masterpieces. Consequently, the feuilleton’s
metamorphosis within the texts of these novels has literary and cultural implications.

In the literary sphere, my work will explore the potentials of early Soviet satire, originally
created to enlighten the newly literate reader, as a tool of modernist innovation. This approach is
not without precedent; Morag Shiach writes that recently scholars of English literature have
begun to investigate “the ways in which modernist literary fiction responds to the creation of
new readerships through the expansion of education and proliferation of affordable novels,
journals and magazines.” In the case of Soviet Russia, the State’s mediation drastically changes
the relationship between author and reader as compared to its British counterpart. The subtle
connection between writer and Soviet reader involves a tangled web of middlemen and
misunderstandings.

In his collection of essays titled Modernism and Revolution: Russian Literature in
Transition Victor Erlich analyzes the major works of several authors of the 1920’s, among them
Olesha, Platonov and Zoshchenko to discuss the “encounter between Russian literary modernism
and the Revolution and its aftermath.”® Examining the aesthetic sensibilities of Russian
modernity against the backdrop of political fervor, Erlich declares the artistic culture of the

1920s as “a direct sequel to, if not a culmination of, the modern ferment in the period

> Morag Shiach, “Reading the Modernist Novel: An Introduction” in The Cambridge Companion
to The Modernist Novel ed. Morag Shiach, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 5.

% Victor Erlich, “The Masks of Mikhail Zoshchenko” (163-178), “Utopia as Apocalypse: The
Anguished Quest of Andrey Platonov” (178-198), “A Shop of Metamphors: The Short Brilliant
Career of Yury Olesha” (198-217); in Modernism and Revolution: Russian Literature in
Transition (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994).
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immediately preceding the Revolution.”” In my analysis I will add that for Bulgakov, Olesha,
Platonov and Zoshchenko, reader centered NEP-era mass culture also served as a kind of prequel
to their major novels.

Each author co-opts a different aspect of the NEP-era satirical feuilleton to fit his unique
artistic purpose, thereby enlisting this simple genre to play a new role within these novels.
Despite the fact that the feuilleton’s status changes from light didactic writing to modernist
device, the presence of this literary tool of enlightenment forces us to re-evaluate the cultural
positions of the masterpieces and their creators. The very fact that Bulgakov, Olesha, Platonov
and Zoshchenko incorporated a form of Soviet mass culture into their prose indicates a continued
(albeit anachronistic) participation in the creation of a Soviet literature for a Soviet reader.

The term “fellow traveler,” coined by Trotsky in 1923, describes writers without strong
political leanings, typically involved in the creation of belle letters as opposed to working in
minor literary genres directed toward mass audiences. Although the expression “fellow traveler”
lost its significance in Soviet circles after the dissolution of literary groups and the formation of
the Union of Writers in 1932, in today’s Western criticism, this label denotes a degree of
detachment from the lower registers of Soviet literary activity and a strong connection to the
19th century lineage of sophisticated prose. In his seminal history of Russian Literature since the
Revolution, Edward J. Brown identifies the fellow travelers as intellectuals at odds with Soviet

sensibilities:

" Erlich, 12.
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The writers whose major work I have mentioned briefly, those who came to be
known as fellow travelers (a name supplied for them by Trotsky), seem to have
been the direct heirs of the 19th century literary tradition, and their work deals
precisely with the problem of the intellectual confronted with a new and alien

world.®

The authors identified as fellow travelers: Pilnyak, Zamyatin, Ivanov, Bulgakov, Olesha,
Platonov, Zoshchenko, Pasternak, are deemed aesthetically and philosophically separate from the
concerns of less educated Soviet audiences. My project challenges the view of a parallel artistic
universe inhabited by such writers as Bulgakov, Olesha and Platonov, separated from Soviet
mass culture, as suggested by the term “fellow traveler.” I insist on a greater degree of
intersection between the two. Mikhail Zoshchenko stands as an exception, as his literary works
enjoyed great popularity among lower class readers and continue to fascinate critics to this day.’
Most of the novels in question were unpublished and thus unavailable to contemporary
readers. This is not a study of reception, but my research demonstrates that these writers drew
from a well of light satire aimed at common readers’ sensibililites. The authors in my study
began their careers in the early 1920s, a period in Russian literary life characterized by a

pronounced political interest in creating a literature to engage newly literate audiences as

8 Edward J. Brown, Russian Literature since the Revolution (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1982), 9.

? Recent scholarly studies of Zoshchenko’s prose by Western critics include Jeremy Hicks,
Mikhail Zoshchenko and the Poetics of Skaz, (Nottingham: Astra, 2000); “The Masks of Mikhail
Zoshchenko” in Victor Erlich, Modernism and Revolution: Russian Literature in Transition
(Harvard University Press, 1994); Linda Scatton, Mikhail Zoshchenko: Evolution of a Writer
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993).
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demonstrated by the widespread reader studies during the early years of NEP. By the 1930s the
creative dialogue between the pre-revolutionary intelligentsia and the “mass reader” was
replaced by what Evgeny Dobrenko has termed “a comprehensive strategy of averaging out and

10 . . . .
7”7 That is, the artist’s role as a creative mediator between

devouring the enclaves of autonomy.
the State and the Soviet reader became obsolete. Nevertheless, the now defunct position of
cultural ambassador remained attractive to authors and they did not easily relinquish it, even
after the State severed its relationship with real readers.

The use of the feuilleton stems from both conscious compromise and the unconscious
literary momentum of Russia’s reading culture, which since the end of the tsarist period
increasingly included popular reading materials.'' The Master and Margarita, Envy, The
Foundation Pit and Zoshchenko’s prose trilogy represent a negotiation between literary mastery
and orientation toward the perceived simple tastes of a mass reader. The satirical feuilleton
emerges transformed and transformative; raised to the level of high art within the context of
complex prose it nonetheless remains recognizable as an accessible form used for educational
purposes. This view counters the “lotus in the mud” idealization of these novels: the lotus plants
its roots in the muddy waters, but grows pristine and untouched by the murky dirt that surrounds
it. The mythical narratives about these modernist novels evoke the image of the lotus, portraying

these works as created in a Soviet context but miraculously untouched by cultural

homogenization.

1% Evgeny Dobrenko, The Making of a State Reader translated by Jesse M. Savage (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1997), 143.

" For more on trends in Russian reading culture before the revolution please see “Introduction:
Russia’s Reading Myth,” in Stephen Lovell, The Russian Reading Revolution: Print Culture in
the Soviet and Post-Soviet Eras (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000), 1-25.
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Literary Potentials of Soviet Satire

The satirical mode represents an elusive entity, crossing boundaries of genre and tenor.
Encompassing a wide emotional range from Horatian amusement at human folly to Juvenalian
indignation at social ills, a satirical voice may appear in comical or serious works.'? Satire is not
necessarily tied to a specific literary form or can it be assigned stable literary value, but rather
denotes a critical, yet humorous authorial attitude.

In Russia, the satirical genre has historically served as a vehicle for sociopolitical
persuasion. It first appeared in Russia in the 18" century as an educational tool promoting the
creation of a new European-influenced Russian culture. Antiokh Kantemir figures as Russia’s
first satirist, inspired by the French example of Nicolas Boileau. By 1729 Kantemir wrote his
first original satire in support of Peter the Great’s Westernization efforts: his biting verses held
up a critical mirror to Russian citizens’ medieval backwardness. The poet’s satires not only
commented on social manners and mores, but instructed readers in the art of interpretation by
providing additional explanations in prose to elucidate the important distinction between the
characters’ and the author’s opinions. Kantemir’s efforts represent an early link between satire

and literacy, whereby this satirical literary form was enlisted to teach readers how to read."

"2 Horace (65BC-27BC) and Juvenal were Roman poets, who established rules for satirical verse.
Horace used playful wit to mock the shortcomings of human nature. Juvenal, writing more than a
century later, took the position of a morally upright man horrified at the folly around him.

" Ilya Serman, “The Eighteenth Century: Neoclassicism and the Enlightenment, 1730-90” in The
Cambridge History of Russian Literature ed. Charles Moser (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1982), 49-52.
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Catherine II actively engaged with the satirical genre as an outlet for socio-political
discussions. In 1769, the empress began publishing a satirical journal All Kinds of Sundries
(Vsiakaya vsiachina) as a venue for original Russian satire. At the empress’ encouragement,
prominent writers of the time followed her lead and branched out with their own satirical
publications, including Mikhail Chulkov’s This and That (I to i sio), Fedor Emin’s Miscellany
(Smes’), Hell’s Post (Adskaia pochta) and Nikolai Novikov’s best known The Drone (Truten).
These publications allowed for an expression of political opinions in literary form. A tension
between authority and author appears on the pages of these 18" century journals, where
Catherine and Russian intellectuals, for instance Nikolai Novikov, engaged in witty polemics
more befitting literary rivals than sovereign and subject.'* Although Catherine proclaimed herself
an enlightened ruler, after the French Revolution her relatively liberal policies became intolerant
of criticism or dissent. Her fear of an uprising in her own country led her to eventually sentence
her former literary peer Novikov to fifteen years in prison.

Much like Novikov, who criticized the nobility for their stubborn refusal to embrace new
ideas, Denis Fonvizin’s hit 1783 play The Minor satirically promoted the humanitarian values of
the Enlightenment in his mockery of the brute country gentry. The narrative voice in these satires
was imitative of Western models, but the characters’ Russian names (Starodum, Prostakova,
Skotinin) informed readers of the moral qualities embodied by each character.”” In his

travelogue, A Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow (1790), Alexander Radishchev adapted a

' For more on the politics of publishing in the reign of Catherine the Great see Gary Marker,
Publishing, Printing and the Origins of Intellectual Life in Russia, 1700-1800 (Princeton:
University Press, 1985).

15 Serman, 78.
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more radical view than either Novikov or Fonvizin dramatically lamenting the sad plight of the
peasant. Written in a sentimental tone, Radishchev’s work appeals to the reader’s emotions
rather than his reason. Although this work cannot be called satirical, its emotional treatment of
political issues informed the satirical writings of the next century. Despite the work’s mild
political content, Catherine judged Radishchev’s text as dangerous propaganda and exiled the
author to Siberia.'®

The famed critic Vissarion Belinsky proclaimed Nikolai Gogol the savior of Russian
literature, praising Gogol’s poema Dead Souls (1842) and the short story The Overcoat (1842) as
exemplary exposes of Russian life and manners that would serve as an impetus for social
change.'” Belinsky’s estimation missed a crucial nuance of Gogol’s literary craft. In addition to
his scathingly witty portrayals of “Russian types” such as the liberal land owner, the gambler, the
greedy merchant, the petty clerk and others, Gogol’s satire subtly communicates a sense of
existential absurdity. Self-conscious narrative commentary, digressive games with the reader and
compulsive verbal elaboration overwhelm any semblance of a didactic message within these
works. Nikolai Gogol, much like the masters of the 1920s was too complex and talented a writer
to simplify his prose to fit a clear political agenda.

In the 1860s and 1870s the satirical mode acquired a tone of passionate reproach in
Russia’s progressive intelligentsia’s criticism of the imperial government and the nobility. The

critics Nikolai Chernyshevsky, Nikolai Dobroliubov and Dmitry Pisarev called for a topical

' Mark Altshuller, “Transition to the Modern Age: Sentimentalism and Preromanticism, 1790-
1820 The Cambridge History of Russian Literature, 105-107.

7 Richard Peace, “The 19th Century: The Natural School and its Aftermath, 1840-55,” The
Cambridge History of Russian Literature, 189-205.
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literature that addressed contemporary problems. Against the backdrop of the realist novel,
writers continued to employ satire as a means to persuade readers. Mikhail Saltykov —Shchedrin
answered this demand in his History of a Town (1869), where themes of suffering, inequality and
cruel stupidity in tsarist Russia take on the literary form of a satirical expose.

Fedor Dostoevsky and Anton Chekhov stand as two examples of writers who began their
careers in newspaper satires and moved on to employ the satirical sensibility in serious and often
tragic depictions of human nature. In journals founded with his brother called Vremya (Time) and
later Epokha (Epoch), Dostoevsky wrote polemical feuilletons satirizing the progressive
intelligentsia’s often fanatical and misguided revolutionary actions. A short feuilleton called
“The Crocodile” (1865) meant to mock Nikolai Chernyshevsky, tells the story of an outspoken
member of the intelligentsia who continues to expound on his views even after he is swallowed
by a crocodile. In his 1871 novel The Devils the author combines satire with terror as he depicts
a group of fanatics, each possessed by his own extremist idea about humanity’s future fate. The
satirical mode functions to amplify the horror of revolutionary excess unconcerned with
individual life, rather than lighten the mood with laughter.

Chekhov, who began his career writing short fiction and humoresques for the newspapers
Oskolki, Budil 'nik, and Strekoza in 1880, provided astute commentary on the manners and habits
of the petit-bourgeois. Even after entering into the ranks of “serious writers,” Chekhov continued
to occasionally write light vaudevilles. His famous plays 7The Seagull (1896), Uncle Vanya
(1899), Three Sisters (1901), and The Cherry Orchard (1903) are infused with satirical

depictions of the waning gentry. Chekhov’s characters are often bored, lazy, self-obsessed and
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delusional but the author’s gaze also notes the suffering of these lost souls, straying from
caricatured depictions with compassionate sensitivity to human complexity.

The object of my study is not to simply discuss satirical elements in Soviet masterpieces,
but to trace the presence of the NEP-era satirical feuilleton. This distinction proves crucial, as
satire is not necessarily at odds with literary complexity. Used in the 18" century primarily for
didactic purposes, the satirical form evolved in the Russian prose of the 19™ century to
complicated discussions of social life and human nature. The Soviet satirical feuilleton of the
1920s specifically targets an audience of newly literate readers. Although admittedly varying in
sophistication in accordance with an author’s talent, this literary form lost the confessional
quality it had in the 19™ century. After the Russian revolution, opinions expressed in satirical
journalism did not necessarily reflect a writer’s individual convictions, but parroted axioms of
socialist dogma.

The transparently civic goals of early Soviet satire align it more closely with the
impersonal literary ethos of the 18" century than the intensely personal 19™ century satirical
expression. In fact, bearing in mind the difference between 18" century didactic satire and the
use of this literary device in complex 19" century prose, the transformation of satire from
instructive to imaginative appears to be a cyclical phenomenon. Used by the state to introduce a
new system of values to the reading public, the straightforward satirical formula mutates as it
combines with an artist’s idiosyncratic creative aims. A writer’s preference for exploring the
mysteries of existence rather than establishing a monolithic order changes the role of satire from

pedagogue to trickster.
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The expanding shift from lucid Soviet dogma contained in the NEP-era satirical
feuilleton to the more complicated use of satirical elements within the novels evokes Mikhail
Bakhtin’s notion of “the carnival.” As a rather inclusive concept, it recalls the ancient uses of
satire to open up systems of meaning to new potentials. Laughter, according to Bakhtin,
provides a path of escape from any established order: “it demolishes fear and piety before and
object.”'® Thus, “the carnivalesque” signifies liberation from societal norms, even from time and
space, establishing a state of ambivalence and possibility. In this way, the metamorphosis of the
NEP-era feuilleton comes to posesses a carnivalesque quality: the monologic guardian of Soviet
morals transforms into a tool of dialogic questioning.

Bakhtin’s concept of the carnivalized genre of “Menippean satire,” has been applied to
Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita and Olesha’s Envy.' For my purposes, the
categorization of Menippean satire(used by Mikhail Bakhtin, Northrop Frye and other critics to
describe works by Lucian, Rebelais, Cervantes, Byron, Stern, Swift, Nabokov and Borges)
although fitting proves too broad and does not take into account the cultural specificity of early
Soviet satire. In the discussed novels, the literary possibilities of the satirical feuilleton are
stretched, subverting its intended function but not so much as to render the feuilleton

unrecognizable and therefore irrelevant to their study.

'8 As cited in Gary Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson. Mikhail Bakhtin: The Creation of a
Prosaics (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990), 442.

' Menippean satire is characterized as a seriocomic genre. In works of Menippean satire,
extraordinary, supernatural situations destroy the conventions of other genres whereby characters,
stripped of archetypal roles, reveal their true humanity. Mikhail Bakhtin judged The Master and
Margarita to be a work of Menippean satire, Morson and Emerson, 462. In his monograph,
Victor Peppard describes Olesha’s Envy as carnivalesque.
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The NEP-era satirical feuilleton encodes a historical reality in its particular features:
language, character type and form of addressing the reader. In the novels, however, these
satirical elements are improved upon by giving the reader free choice in the interpretive process.
Although the authors continue to employ certain stylistic cues to guide their readers along on an
educational journey, the trajectories of these lessons no longer follow a direct path from satirical
narrative to moral conclusion. To navigate this often ambiguous literary territory, the reader must
relinquish dependence on the literal interpretations of the text and ultimately acquire a polemical
view of reality. The authors’ use of the didactic elements can be summed up by Northrop Frye’s
adage about satire: “moral form is essential to satire, but it is the reader not the satirist who is
responsible for supplying it.”*’

It would be a mistake to assert that these authors adapt a decidedly subversive stance
indicting the Soviet state. Recent critics who hold this view include Victor Shentalinsky who
identifies Bulgakov as one of the first anti- Soviet intellectuals.”' Similarly, Janet Tucker
discusses Yuri Olesha’s Envy as a subliminally rebellious work criticizing the Soviet
establishment.”> Such straightforward use of satire would constitute the same kind of utopian

naivete found in proletarian propaganda.”® As [ will contend in my readin s, the satirical formula
p propag y g

tricks the reader to seek out a moralistic message, but within the context of the novels ultimately

20 Northrop Frye, “Criticism, Visible and Invisible,” College English 26, No.1 (Oct., 1964), 5.

*Victor Shentalinsky, Arrested Voices, Ressurecting the Disappeared Writers of the Soviet
Regime (New York: The Free Press, 1996).

*2 Janet Tucker, Revolution Betrayed: Jurij Olesha’s Envy (Columbus: Slavic Publishers, 1996).

> As illustrated by Shentalinsky’s and Tucker’s research, a Cold War—era association between
artistic talent and political subversion continues to inform the work of some modern day scholars.
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leads to an innovative understanding of problems in a post-revolutionary society. These
modernist novels tremendously complicate issues of ideology, identity, communication and

language, superficially touched upon in the feuilletons.

The History of the NEP-era Satirical Feuilleton
After the Russian revolution the Bolsheviks embarked on a campaign to enlighten the Soviet
“masses” using literature as a propagandistic tool.** Lenin and other prominent politicians
enlisted writers to create a new proletariat literature, but gave no clear guidelines for its form and
content. During the years of the New Economic Policy (1921-28) the relatively slack censorship
allowed for a plurality of interpretations of this “Soviet literature,” which ranged from complex
avant garde experimentation to barely literate peasant memoirs. Russia continued to maintain
diplomatic relations with major European countries and writers living abroad such as Andrei
Belyi, Aleksei Tolstoy and Ilya Ehrenburg maintained strong ties to Soviet literary life and
continued to publish in the Soviet Union. The pre-revolutionary intellectual tradition found
support in a widely circulated “thick journal” titled Red Virgin Soil, which devoted its pages to
belles-letters and scholarly discussions of literary theory.*

Although literary experimentation was still relatively permissible during the years of
NEP, writers’ creative freedoms were restricted by limited printing resources which were largely

controlled by the State. Certain literary forms were better financed than others. Several important

** Stephen Lovell. The Russian Reading Revolution: Print culture in the Soviet and Post-Soviet
Eras. (New York, St. Martin’s Press: 2000), 4.

** Robert Maguire. Red Virgin Soil: Soviet Literature in the 1920’s. (Evanston, I11.: Northwestern
University Press, 2000), 21-22.
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politicians advocated the satirical feuilleton as the best way to reach a mass reader. *® Calling for
writers to utilize popular characters of the late tsarist era to draw in readers, Nikolai Bukharin
encouraged a link between pre-revolutionary popular literature and Soviet satire.”’ The financial
and political support allotted to this genre allowed for the publication of nearly 250 different
satirical journals throughout the Soviet Union between the years 1921-28.%® The majority of
these periodicals were located in Moscow, attracting flocks of aspring writers from smaller cities.

Employed by the omnipresent satirical journals, many writers adapted a similar style,
regardless of their literary abilities, education or political sympathies. Virtually forgotten, run -of
the-mill satirists such as Lebedev-Kumach, Ardov, Zorin, Ryklin, Kol’tsov published alongside
Bulgakov, Kataev, Olesha and II’f and Petrov. The writer’s ability to clearly convey a political
message took precedence over literary talent. The NEP-era satirical feuilletons were formulaic,
educational creations decrying such sins as alcoholism, illiteracy, greed and inappropriate
political conduct. They were written in a crude and humorous language, mixing bureaucratic
jargon with colloquial speech. Often based on worker correspondent letters and eye-witness

reports, the satirical feuilleton combined fact and fiction. True anecdotes were embellished and

*® Among these figures were the literary critics Lunacharsky and Bukharin. Sergei I1’ich Stykalin
1 Irina Kremenskaia, Sovetskaia satiricheskaia pechat’. (Moscow, 1963),10.

*" Regine Robin, “Popular Literature of the 1920s” in Russia in the Era of NEP: Explorations in
Soviet Society and Culture, edited by Sheila Fitzpatrick, Alexander Rabinowitch, and Richard
Stites (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,1991), 259.

*% Stykalin i Kremenskaia, 458-466.
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exaggerated. For added entertainment value, these short satirical pieces incorporated pre-
revolutionary popular genres such as ghost stories and adventure tales.”

Soviet cultural committees dictated the ideology of the satirical feuilletons, but provided
no stylistic guidelines as how to reach a new reading public.’’ In the early 1920s writers were
foreced to invent their own versions of proletarian readers, as information about real readers was
scarce.’’ Popular literature of the tsarist era, read by the lower classes, was increasingly more
familiar to many educated readers in the late 19th century. Thus, popular literature provided
insight into the common readers’ tastes to writers who had no practical contact with peasant or
worker populations.®

From this perspective, the early satirical feuilletons of Bulgakov, Olesha, Zoshchenko
and Platonov were in part drawn from their own mixed pre-revolutionary reading experiences.
Research conducted by Russian cultural historians indicates that the distinction between popular
and elite readerships began to fade long before the revolution.’® Popular genres initially
published only in the cheapest newspapers quickly branched out into more expensive serial

publications aimed at an educated audience. According to the cultural historian Jeffrey Brooks,

¥ See Sovetskii lumoristicheskii Rasskaz 20-30-kh Godov ed. V. Ardov. (Moskva: Izd-vo
"Pravda,"1987).

39 TSK KPSS. Otdel propagandy i agitatsii, Sovetskaia Pechat’ v Dokumentakh (Moskva: Gos.
izd-vo polit. lit-ry, 1961).

3! Stephen Lovell, The Russian Reading Revolution, 16.
% Robin, 259-260.

33 Jeffrey Brooks. When Russia Learned to Read: Literacy and Popular Literature, 1861-1917.
(Northwestern University Press. Evanston, Il1., 2003).



23
in the late tsarist period the educated reader’s literary diet was a mixture of classics and light
fiction.>* With time, upper class readers became increasingly more familiar with popular
literature previously only read by the lower classes.

Thus the changes in Russian reading culture which began before the revolution meant
that simple, “low” literature was not a radically unfamiliar concept to an educated writer in the
1920s. It follows that NEP-era feuilletons were an amalgam of State approved political satire and
familiar, pre-revolutionary literary forms. Although some aspects of the literary past were used
as models for the creation of a new Soviet satire, the influence of such classic writers as Gogol,
Saltykov- Shchedrin, Dostoevsky and Chekhov in most NEP-era satire was minimal, if not non-
existent.” The feuilleton, often based on a report of a barely literate worker-correspondent

(rabkor), could be justly categorized as a utilitarian genre possessing low literary merit.

NEP satire as Bolshevik “Enlightenment”

In the early 1920s Bolsheviks sought to enlighten readers by persuasion, rather than compulsion.
The Soviet satirical feuilleton reflects this tendency in its delivery of a political message by
mocking behaviors out of line with Socialist ideals. Thus, the satirical feuilleton utilizes the

technique of the argument, a rhetorical mode that switched to preaching by the end of the 1920s.

3* Brooks, Jeffrey. “Readers and Reading at the End of the Tsarist Era” in William Mills Todd III,
ed., Literature and Society in Imperial Russia, 1800-1914. (Stanford University Press: Stanford,
1976), 97-150.

3> The works of Satyrikon writers, like Teffi and Chekhov’s early humoresques have served as
inspiration for some of the writers.
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A. Lunacharsky praises satirical literature as a tool of Soviet enlightenment, favorably
contrasting the satirical feuilleton with lyrical literature and the epic, stating the feuilleton’s

politically advantageous capacity to directly identify social ills:

The aspiration to portray the class the struggle by the invidual or masses, who
create satirical objects is not subject to any doubt; it is easier in this case, than let
us say in lyric, more or less sentimental or emotionally elevated, or in an epoch,
which tries to be objective on the surface, to recognize immediate social

36
relevance.

Although Lunacharsky estimation of the satirical feuilleton as an unambiguous literary form was
somewhat overstated, NEP-era satire did to some degree map out contemporary social reality for
the benefit of the general reading public.

Ultimately, the satirical feuilleton was crossed off the list of ideologically correct Soviet
literature but during the NEP years this literary form served a similarly edifying function as
Socialist Realism in the 1930s and onward. In fact, during the years of literary plurality, the

satirical feuilleton was a running candidate to become the reigning ideological literary form.

36 K.HaCCOBaH YCTpeM.HeHHOCTB OTACIBHOI'O ITNCATEC/IA UJINM MacCcC, KOTOpBIe TBOpHT TC UJIN z[pyrne
CaTUPHUECKUE OOBEKTHI, HE MOUICKUT HUKAKOMY COMHCHHMIO; 3/IECh JIETye, YeM CKaKeM B
.HI/IpI/IKe, 60)166 NN MCHEC CeHTHMeHTaﬂBHOﬁ NI SMOIIUOHAJIBHO HOBBImeHHOﬁ, HJIn B 3II0CEC,
KOTOpBIﬁ CTapaeTCH 6BITB BHCIIIHC O6’beKTI/IBHBIM, paCHO3HaTB HeHOCpeI[CTBeHHYIO COLII/Ia.HBHYIO
tTkaHb. A.Lunacharsky, “O smekhe” in Sovetskii fel 'eton. Boiko, K.G. eds. (Moscow: Gos. izd-vo,
polit. lit-ry ,1959), 440.
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Katerina Clark, in her seminal work on Socialist Realism, identifies the role played by chance in

the rise of this literary form.

One should not assume that this outcome was inevitable or that Socialist Realism
was the only type of literature that could have been mandated to the writer. The
history of Soviet literature from 1917 to 1932 raises a whole series of questions of
the type Trotsky himself raised in the history of the Revolution, a series of What

ifs?’

Clark suggests that Socialist Realism became the dominant literary genre during Stalinism due to
a confluence of political and economical circumstances. There were always literary
disagreements among party members, Clark writes, and with a slightly different turn of events
another literary movement could potentially have dominated. During the NEP years, satire was
the prevailing literary form supported by many prominent politicians including Lunacharsky and
Bukharin. Considerably less rigid and didactic than the Socialist Realist literature, the feuilleton
was similarly created to describe and affirm the Soviet social schema.

In fact, the satirical feuilleton was much better suited to Soviet readers than the Socialist
realist novel. The feuilleton grew out of daily Soviet reality, whereas Socialist Realist utopian
depictions were far removed from contemporary real life. The satirical feuilleton borrowed from

pre-revolutionary popular literature and provided entertainment value as well as comic relief.

37 Katerina Clark. The Soviet Novel: History as Ritual (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1981), 32.
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The feuilleton rarely created larger than life heroes. On the contrary, it usually featured primarily
negative types in a gallery of minor, comical characters.

Although the NEP satirical feuilleton was not a primary source of political literacy, it

nonetheless incorporated an “us vs. them” ethos, common in the press of the 1920s. Political

language intended to rhetorically structure social consciousness, as described by Jeffrey Brooks,

appeared in newspaper reports:

The schema of class war, with society divided into “us” and “them” according to
class categories, marked the high tide of Marxism as a public explanation for
social life. Following Marx, journalists associated political behavior with class
origins [...T""
While the journalists of the 1920s utilized the vocabulary of warfare to describe the division of
classes, satirists demarcated friends and enemies of the new regime more subtly, by humorously
identifying petty villains to be “put on trial” before the reading public. Among the new evil-doer
archetypes were such figures as the bourgeois, the bureaucrat, the lazy worker, the careerist and
the drunk. These were “flat characters,” displaying tell-tale, caricatured features in feuilletons
and on agit-prop posters.

Toward the end of the NEP-era one finds longer, preaching satirical works that move

beyond lighthearted mockery, inciting full-blown crusades against enemies of Socialism. For

3% Jeffrey Brooks. Thank you, Comrade Stalin! Soviet Public Culture from Revolution to Cold
War (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 22.
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instance, in his 1927 satirical short story “Golovonogii chelovek,” Fedor Gladkov begins to use
hyperbolic language to identify a “shameless careerist” personality that stands in the way of
socialist progress. The story’s main antagonist, Kovalev, a wolf in sheep’s clothing, makes his
way to the top by sabotaging his fellow workers. The story’s narrator and protagonist, a
dedicated director named Mukhov, immediately sees Kovalev’s true colors, but has a difficult
time convincing his fellow comrades that Kovalev is an enemy. The malevolent trickster even
succeeds in turning Mukhov’s ideologically upright co-workers against him. In the end, Kovalev
is finally exposed as a fraud to the entire factory. The narrator concludes the tale by providing

one final, disdainful description of Kovalev and his kind.

As forcefully as ever, the rotting remains of old matter and people, emerging from
the past, stubbornly, desperately fight for their right to life. They poison the
atmosphere with their putrid breath and infect, sometimes even fatally, new

beginnings of life, carrying turmoil into our contemplative work.”

Gladkov’s “satire” proves mercilessly didactic and essentially unfunny. The main element of
humor in the story is in its title, a demeaning nickname for Kovalev that compares him to a

parasitic mollusk. “Golovonogyi chelovek™ serves as an illustration of the satirical feuilleton’s

39 Kaxk HUKOT'J1d, THUJIBIC MCPCIKUTKU CTAPHA U JIFOAU, UAYIIHUEC U3 IIPOULJIOro, HAIIPAKCHHO,
YIIOPHO, OTYAsTHHO OOPIOTCS 3a CBOE MPaBO Ha jKn3Hb. OHM OTPABIISIOT aTMOC(hEepy CBOUM
CMpPAJHBIM IObIXaHUECM U 3apakaroT, noJa4ac naxe CMEpTCIIbLHO, HOBLIC HO6€I‘I/I KHU3HHU, BHOCAT
CYyMATHILY B Hamy co3unatenbHyto padory. Fedor Gladkov. “Golovonogii Chelovek™ in Romany,
povesti i rasskazy, V.1 (Moscow: Gos. Izd-vo, 1950), 328.
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potential evolution into an ideologically unambiguous form that might have taken the place of

Socialist Realism.

Ideology and Structure of the Feuilleton
The feuilleton contained certain formal elements, such as formulaic plots, characters and
language. It also exhibited conceptual specificities. Unlike a newspaper article the feuilleton does
not depend on documentary evidence but unlike a work of fiction it claims truthfulness. Situated
between fact and fiction, the feuilleton utilized anecdotes and hearsay information to teach and
persuade. Worker correspondents (rabkor), recruited from the newly literate strata of society
often acted as co-authors, providing a dose of the common man’s perspective --- a point of view
that was often limited and logically flawed.

The movement to incorporate workers and peasants into journalism was initiated by the
Soviet State and the newspaper Pravda in 1918.* Many prominent politicians of the era saw the
rabkors as the new generation of proletarian writers. These hopes never materialized; the worker
correspondents were unable to fulfill their overwhelming literary and ideological missions.*'

The rabkors were hypothetically well-suited to describe the new Soviet reality. Having no
literary training and often very little education they were naturally limited to writing about “what
they knew.” The worker correspondent’s task was to report his observations of everyday life.

These narratives were then reworked in varying degrees by more educated authors. Although the

* Michael Gorham, “Tongue-Tied Writers: The Rabsel'’kor Movement and the Voice of the
"New Intelligentsia" in Early Soviet Russia” Russian Review Vol. 55, No. 3 (Jul., 1996), 412-
4209.

! Ibid.
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rabkors and sel’kors sometimes received journalistic training, their observations usually lacked
objectivity and often strayed from facts. The illiterate eyewitness reports were elevated to
documentary status because according to Soviet ideology, the proletarian perspective represented
“the truth.” ** Clearly, the worker correspondents’ inadequate ability to interpret and
communicate information severely undermined journalistic objectives. The worker
correspondents were indiscriminating reporters: untrained to separate fact from fiction would
exaggerate and elaborate in the tradition of an oral tale.

The fact that feuilletons were often written on pre-determined themes also presented an
obstacle to their documentary credibility. When the rabkors’ story did not conform to the
assigned topic, it was the writer’s job to fit a rabkor’s reports into a designated thematic
framework. In this way, the notion of ‘journalistic fact’ was doubly distorted: first by the
rabkor’s naive reporting and second by the reworking of the anecdotal information to illustrate a

particular principle.

Mass Culture in the 1920s
The Soviet satirical feuilleton belongs to the sphere of “mass culture,” a term that proves rather
problematic upon closer analysis. The phrase massovaia kul tura carries contradictory meanings

as it was used to describe commercialized culture in capitalist Western Societies.” On the other

*> The image of the “proletarian writer” was quickly co-opted by the State to further its political
goals in the late 1920s. The individual writers had little authority of their own. For more
information see Michael Gorham’s article “Tongue Tied Writers” and Jeffrey Brooks’ Thank

You, Comrade Stalin: Soviet Public Culture from Revolution to Cold War (Princeton: Princeton
UP, 2000).
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hand, as Richard Stites writes, “massovaia kul’tura was a culture constructed, promoted and even

financed by the state.”**

Furthermore, a definition of “mass culture” must specify a time period,
as the relatively pluralistic popular culture in the 1920s significantly differed from the
homogenous Stalinist mass culture of the 1930s or post-Soviet Westernized mass culture. Within
the context of this dissertation I will use the term “mass culture” to signify literary forms
intended to target the common reader of the 1920s. My definition also resonates with the view
expressed by the editors of a 1995 anthology entitled Mass culture in Soviet Russia, who
describe Soviet mass culture as arising out of pre-revolutionary popular culture.”” Indeed, the
boundary between commercialized popular culture and state promoted official culture appears
blurry during the early 1920s, as no concrete and stable program was yet defined. In the NEP
period Bolshevik authorities exhibited interest in the tastes of the common reader and therefore,
despite the fact that market forces played a minimal role, popular preference shaped cultural
production.

In the 1920s mass culture aimed to reach the not yet literate segments of the Soviet
population through the political poster, cinema, radio and theater. Vladimir Mayakovsky, in

particular, utilized a variety of media to spread his artistic message. He staged plays, read his

poetry in public squares, created art posters and regularly contributed to a radio program called

3 Lovell identifies this use of the term “massovaia kul’tura.” Lovell, 19.

* Richard Stites, Russian Popular Culture: Entertainment and Society since 1900, (Cambridge;
New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 5.

* Mass Culture in Soviet Russia: Tales, Poems, Songs, Movies, Plays, and Folklore, 1917-1953
eds. James van Geldern and Richard Stites (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1995).
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“Literature to the Masses.”*®

The Futurist poetry of Mayakovsky, democratically distributed
through various public channels points to one of the inherent difficulties of classifying “mass
culture.” The fact that Mayakovsky’s poetry was widely available “to the masses” does not
automatically classify it as “mass literature.” Although Mayakovsky did compose some simple
agitational verses, much of his poetry and theatrical works would be classified as highbrow
modernism by a contemporary scholar.

The small satirical newspapers of this period such as Gudok, Krokodil, Mukhomor and
Krasnyi voron much more closely approximate the term “mass culture” with their light literary
offerings, public forums of uninformed opinions and worker correspondent associates. A far cry
from Futurists’ sophisticated radicalization of literature, satirical newspapers remained rooted in
the familiar sphere of market driven entertainment. Printed in these publications, the early

feuilletons of Bulgakov, Olesha, Platonov and Zoshchenko strike a balance between top-down

dictated educational objectives and popular preference.

Soviet Archetypes and Popular Literature
In the construction of familiar, one-dimensional archetypes, the satirical feuilleton follows in the
footsteps of the widely popular 1920’s detective and adventure stories. In these formulaic

creations, the good detective and the bad criminal would ritualistically play out their respective

* Frank Ellis “The Media as Social Engineer” in Russian Cultural Studies: An Introduction,
192-222.
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roles in an established plot; the good inevitably triumphing over evil. The same pattern could be
detected in satirical works intent on exposing the enemies of revolutionary progress.

The usefulness of popular genres for the education of Soviet readers was noted by
Nikolai Bukharin, who called on Soviet writers to take advantage of the public’s infatuation with
popular literature to promote Socialist values. As James Von Geldern writes in the introduction

to Mass Culture in Soviet Russia:

Mass culture reached the mass audience only by compromising with its tastes. As
Nikolai Bukharin told a national Komsomol gathering, Soviet writers needed their
own “Red Pinkertons™: stories that exploited audience-grabbing techniques and
carried an ideological charge. Old genres such as serial adventure novels,
detective stories, movie melodramas, and street ballads could be infused with

revolutionary ideals.*’

Many writers followed Bukharin’s advice and rewrote classic pulp genres in a “Socialist
manner”. Examples of this phenomenon include Pavel Bliakhin’s The Little Red Devils (1922),
Marietta Shaganian’s Mess Mend (1923), Aleksei Tolstoy’s Aelita (1922), Ilya Ehrenburg’s
Adventures of Julio Jurenito (1922), Vladimir Kataev’s “The Island Erendorf’(1924), and Boris

Lavernev’s The Destruction of the Republic of Itl’ (1925).*®

*" Mass Culture in Soviet Russia, eds. James von Geldern and Richard Stites (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1995), xv.
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Why Does a Writer Write?

For the authors in this study (excluding Platonov, who had a proletarian background) NEP- era
satire signified a bridge between their pre-revolutionary intellectual heritage and a new breed of
Soviet reader. Bulgakov, Olesha, Zoshchenko and Platonov’s satirical period represents a time of
acceptance and popularity in the Soviet literary world. Thus, in their later careers, the satirical
feuilleton became a lifeline anchoring the writers to a familiar literary model in a sea of political
and literary confusion. In terms of publishing potential this connection was somewhat illusory
since by the 1930s the State’s pedagogical strategy had shifted from entertaining the reader to
more direct forms of political education.*

The satirical feuilleton was no longer an acceptable literary form during Stalin’s reign.
However, the use of this genre may represent the authors’ attempt at repairing a severed
connection between writer and imagined reader. The authors’ referral back to their satirical
feuilleton in their major works denotes a negotiation between the muses and the masses. The
question of “Why does a writer write?”” especially in the Soviet period, when he had little hope of
being published has previously been answered rather idealistically. Admittedly, these authors did
in part write for intellectual contemporaries as demonstrated by the fact that Olesha, Bulgakov,
II’f and Petrov and Kataev all read each other and were aware of each other’s work. As writers in

any era and place, they also wished to be remembered by posterity. Without certain knowledge

* For more about Socialist rewritings of popular genres see L.F. Ershov. Sovetskaia
Satiricheskaia Proza 20x Godov (Moscow/Leningrad: 1zd-vo Akademii Nauk SSR, 1960), 205-
225.

¥ Jeffrey Brooks, Thank you Comrade Stalin: Soviet Public Culture from Revolution to Cold
War (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 16.
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about the social, psychological and intellectual needs and abilities of their future readers, authors
could only make educated guesses as to how one could remain relevant and readable in the brave
new Soviet world.

Bulgakov, Olesha, Platonov and Zoshchenko were not the only authors to draw on
Soviet satire in their works. I have chosen these particular figures because they share a creative
trajectory -- beginning their careers with the satirical feuilleton they graduated to long, serious
prose. In scholarly assessments these authors share a common narrative which I would like to
challenge. Most often these four literary figures are described as martyred geniuses who rose
above the mediocrity of Soviet literature. Although II’f and Petrov, Valentin Kataev and
Evgeniy Zamyatin were not included in this study, these figures occupy a prominent place in the
sphere of Soviet satire.”

II'f and Petrov’s novels The Twelve Chairs (1928) and The Golden Calf (1931),
considered to be classics by Russian scholars, certainly incorporated many aspects of the NEP-
era feuilleton. Written in the tradition of a picaresque adventure story, the two works describe the
comical exploits of the rogue Ostap Bender, who navigates the Soviet bureaucracy in search of
treasures hidden before the revolution. As elucidated in a study by Yury Shcheglov, the two
novels have socio-cultural significance as illustrations of private and public Soviet life in the

1920s and 30’s.”" The topical humor of the novels dates back to the authors’ early feuilletons.

*% T have limited my study to works that have been canonized as Russian classics in the Western
academic sphere, which excludes Kataev and II’f and Petrov. Evgeny Zamyatin was excluded for
chronological reasons.

>l Yury Shcheglov, Romany LIl'fa i E.Petrova: Sputnik chitatelia. Wiener Slawistischer
Almanach Sonderbar 26/1 (Vienna: Gesselschaft zur Forderung Slawistischer Studien, 1990).
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Valentin Kataev’s The Embezzlers (1927), a satirical novel about corrupt Soviet officials,
similarly draws on the genre of the adventure story and reveals the author’s involvement with
Gudok. However, the satirical aims in this novel are rather transparent and are not imbedded into
a complex poetics. Evgenyi Zamyatin’s 1924 novel We demonstrates a modernist sensibility and
shares some common themes with the author’ satirical short stories (7he Islanders (1918), X
(1926)). In a study of common literary origins, Zamyatin stands apart chronologically and
creatively. Born in 1884, he belongs to an older generation of writers whose literary sensibilities
were not greatly affected by the creation of a “mass literature.”

In order to properly reflect the integrity and uniqueness of these novels, I treat the
metamorphosis from mass culture to master of each author as a case study. Although I maintain
that the four writers drew from a common well of NEP-era cultural and literary reserve, [ employ
different methodologies to highlight their individuality. In two of the chapters, I utilize archival
materials of pre-revolutionary journals and NEP-era satirical journalism to establish the satirical
feuilleton as a form emerging from authors’ own encounters with pre-revolutionary popular
culture. Bulgakov and Olesha borrow more heavily from pre-revolutionary notions of popular
culture than do Platonov and Zoshchenko. Platonov’s interpretation of popular literature appears
more philosophically burdened and ideologically motivated than that of his contemporaries.
Moreover, Platononv spoke for the common reader, rather than fo him.

The first chapter entitled “Feuilletons Don’t Burn: Mikhail Bulgakov’s The Master and
Margarita and the Imagined Soviet Reader” redefines the structure and purpose of the famous
novel. It is my contention that the author includes an imagined mass reader among his implied

audiences. This is demonstrated most obviously by the author’s reuse of specific Gudok
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feuilletons and more subtly evident in the manner of addressing the reader and the appearance of
a “Soviet reader” character: Ivan Bezdomny. The hack poet Ivan undergoes a cultural
transformation beginning with a supernatural encounter with Woland and commencing with the
Master’s story. In The Master and Margarita, rather than promoting Soviet values, Bulgakov
recycles his early feuilletons to introduce an uneducated reader to a pre-revolutionary intellectual
heritage rooted in Western European culture.

Ultimately, Bulgakov’s modernist text is encased in the form of the feuilleton and the
longevity of his art depends on the feuilleton’s ability to reach the Soviet reader. This symbiotic
relationship between high and low art is replicated within the plot of The Master and Margarita;
the artistic endurance of the Master’s novel within a Soviet context depends on Ivan’s
understanding and acceptance of the Pontius Pilate story. In establishing Bulgakov’s paradoxical
position as an intellectual addressing an uninitiated audience, I establish that the author used
elements of pre-revolutionary popular literature in both his feuilletons and his prose to lure the
uncouth with entertainment. In this way, the novel functions on two levels: as a work of theology
and philosophy intended for a sophisticated reader and as a fantastical tale with an educational
purpose.

Chapter two, “Soviet Types and Fragmented Selves in Yuri Olesha’s Envy,” explores
Olesha’s characterization in two literary and psychological keys. Arguing against previous
scholars’ assertions that in Envy characters can be divided into creative artists and robotic Soviet
types, I show that in fact the author presents two modes of describing human behavior:
feuilletonic characterization of Soviet archetypes alternates with modernist, internal depictions of

selves as indefinable and fragmented. In Olesha’s early verse feuilletons, people are divided into
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political categories, appearing only as two-dimensional social actors. The archetypes of the fat
NEP-man, the new Soviet man of action, the indecisive intellectual could ostensibly apply to the
personalities described in Envy. This limited perspective on the human being, however, does not
belong to the authorial narrator, but functions as a psychological weapon used by individual
characters against each other and does not encompass the author’s narrative scope.

Olesha’s exploration of the self as a complex psychological entity, composed of
memories, dreams, fantasies and desires applies as much to the Soviet official- Andrei Babichev
as to the beautiful loser, Nikolai Kavalerov. In the second part of the book, when Nikolai
Kavalerov loses the power of first person narration, it becomes clear that his individuality is not
exempt from the reduction of the internal self to an external Soviet stereotype. In my reading I
discuss Olesha’s polemical stance on the subject of the new Soviet man. His presentation of
characters as alternating between psychological complexity and social simplicity shows that man
has not changed internally, but the vocabulary used to discuss the human being has been
transformed. In this way, the debate presented in the novel does not occur between pre-
revolutionary intellectuals and Soviet characters, but between the caricatured perspective of
humanity found in Soviet satire and the imaginative exploration of the modernist lyric.

The third chapter, under the title “Awaking from the Nightmare of History: Andrei
Platonov’s Linguistic Transcendence in The Foundation Pit,” will focus on the mystery of
Platonov’s language. In his early short works such as The City Gradov, Platonov utilized a
mixture of bureaucratic jargon and colloquial speech for comical effect, satirizing the

ineffectiveness of governmental institutions. In The Foundation Pit, however, lines of NEP-era
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satirical prose appear amidst serious, metaphysical ruminations to suggest that dead Soviet
language can be transformed into meaningful linguistic material.

In Platonov’s earlier satire humorous ‘“Sovietspeak” embodied the chasm between
proletariat’s intuitive understanding of Socialist ideals and the inauthentic pretense of Socialism
embodied by Soviet bureaucratic institutions. Characters using Soviet bureaucratese represented
despicable caricatures or confused simpletons. In The Foundation Pit, this loaded satirical
language relinquishes its humorous role as well as its unequivocally negative connotation.
Within the fictional world of the novel, bureaucratic jargon transforms into metaphysical poetics,
emphasizing the connection between the building of Socialism and the individual’s internal quest
for meaning.

The last chapter “The Parodied Proletarian Writer in Mikhail Zoshchenko’s Prose
Trilogy” is an anomaly in my study, as the author achieved his lasting fame by writing NEP-era
satire, rather than a longer work that borrows and transforms elements of this genre. The three
prose works written in Zoshchenko’s late career: Youth Restored, The Sky-Blue Book and Before
Sunrise have failed to achieve masterpiece status. I have chosen to include a study of these works
because Zoshchenko does make the transition into serious, modernist prose and attempts to
create ideologically sound novels by drawing on his previous experience as a feuilletonist.

In his three longer works, Zoshchenko sets up a pseudo-documentary structure whereby
historical, scientific and psychological principles are “proven” with anecdotes and eye-witness
accounts. This method of inquiry resembles the narrative structure of the feuilleton which relies
on a worker correspondent’s testimony. The intermingling of fact and fiction, characteristic of

the proletarian writer appears as an essential part of the authorial voice in the three prose works.
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This presents a sharp contrast to the satirical treatment of the unreliable narrator in Zoshchenko’s
short stories. The transformation of satirical distance into sincere imitation is especially evident
in The Sky Blue Book where the author presents his early feuilletons as “proof” of his

conclusions about human nature.
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CHAPTER 2

Feuilletons Don’t Burn: Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita and the

Imagined “Soviet Reader”

The phrase “manuscripts don’t burn” uttered by Woland in Bulgakov’s seminal novel The
Master and Margarita (1940) conveys the idea that authentic art is indestructible and eternal.
This quotation has been immortalized as the keystone in Bulgakov’s legacy of upholding
spiritual values and remaining true to one’s artistic vision above all else. A nearly identical
statement expressing quite another attitude about the indestructibility of artistic creations appears
in a segment of Bulgakov’s semi-autobiographical Notes on the Cuff (1922-23). At times lyrical,
at other times tinged with irony, Notes is a collection of vignettes documenting Bulgakov’s early
years of literary activity while he was living in the Caucuses and his subsequent struggle in
Moscow’s literary world. In the section entitled “Escape. Escape!” (Bezhat’, Bezhat’!), the
narrator describes his shame at having written a hack revolutionary play out of financial

desperation:



41
In terms of lack of talent — this was something completely outstanding, staggering.
Something stupid and insolent peeked out from every line of this collective
creation. I could not believe my eyes! What was I hoping for, a madman, if this is
how I write?! Shame watched me from the green, damp walls and the frightening
black windows. I began to tear up the manuscript. But I stopped myself. Because
suddenly, with incredible, miraculous clarity, I realized that they are right, those
who say: what is written cannot be destroyed! One can tear it up, burn it...hide it

from people. But from oneself — never!'

Although it seems that, for Bulgakov, the idea that “manuscripts don't burn” is a fact, the
implications of this phrase vary depending on the context. In The Master and Margarita,
Woland’s pronouncement about the Master’s novel exultantly conveys the sanctity of the written
page, but for the semi-autobiographical narrator of Nofes the very same words turn sinister as the
narrator bitterly regrets the haunting psychological longevity of his profitable drivel.

Much like the imperishable hack play described in Notes on the Cuff, Bulgakov’s early

satirical feuilletons written for Gudok were a source of shame for the author. The experience at

' B cMbIciie 6e31apHOCTH - 3TO ObLIO HEYTO COBEPIIEHHO 0COOEHHOE, ToTpscaromiee! YTo-To
[UIyTIO€ M HATJI0e TIIS/AENI0 U3 KaKI0H CTPOUYKH 3TOr0 KOJJISKTUBHOTO TBOpuecTBa. He Bepun
riazam! Ha uro xe st Hapetock, 6e3ymMHbI, ecin s Tak nuiny?! C 3eJ1eHbIX CHIPhIX CTEH U U3
YEepHBIX CTPALIHBIX OKOH Ha MEHS IJIsiiel CThi. S Hauan apathk pykonuck. Ho octanoBmiics.
[Toromy 4To BIpyT, C HEOOBIUANHON Yy IECHOM SICHOCTBIO, COOOpa3MI, UTO MPABbl TOBOPUBIIHE:
HalMCaHHOE HeNb3s YHUUYTOXUTh! [lopBaTh, cxkeub. ..0T oaei ckpbiTh. Ho oT camoro cebs —
Hukoraa! M. A. Bulgakov, “Zapiski na Manzhetakh [1922-1923],” in Ranniaia proza, vol. 3
(Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1982-1985), 227. Unless otherwise indicated all translations within the text
of the dissertation are mine.
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the railway newspaper stood in contrast to Bulgakov’s feuilletons written at around the same
time for the Berlin based newspaper Nakanune. This publication was written for a more educated
audience of émigrés and readers living in the Soviet Union and Bulgakov regarded this work
more favorably than his Gudok feuilletons. In his correspondence and diaries Bulgakov
repeatedly references his days at the railway workers’ newspaper as “torture” and “work without
distinction.” As Bulgakov writes in a brief “Autobiography” (1924): “I underwent a long torture
in Moscow; in order to support myself I served as a reporter and feuilletonist for the newspapers,
and I came to hate these jobs, which have no merit.”

Yet despite the author’s apparent disdain for his journalistic stint, many of these early
feuilletons reappear in Bulgakov’s acclaimed novel The Master and Margarita. The connections
between the “undistinguished” Gudok feuilletons and his literary masterpiece invite a re-
examination of the cultural meanings behind Bulgakov’s most famous, non-flammable
manuscript. While The Master and Margarita testifies to the enduring quality of truly masterful
art, the novel acts as proof that Bulgakov’s early experiences in the Soviet literary world
continued to inform his later creative efforts. The feuilletons written for Gudok may have been
“works without distinction,” but they were not without value as they oriented the writer toward a
new reader and new literary standards. The feuilleton, despite its literary insignificance,
stubbornly follows Bulgakov to the ivory heights of literary mastery. This indicates that even as
Bulgakov strove toward artistic autonomy and integrity, he also desired recognition by a wide
readership. The Gudok feuilletons served as a point of reference as to how one must write for the

new Soviet reader. Although popularity was not the author’s primary goal, the persistent

? Ellendea Proffer, Bulgakov: Life and Work (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1984), 62.
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presence of the feuilleton challenges the notion of uncompromising cultural and literary purity
presented as a central theme in The Master and Margarita. While the contents of the novel
promote the idea of an eternal “high art,” the form of the text confirms that by the late 1920s,
when the author began writing his masterpiece, the aims of Bulgakov’s own literary output were
more complex than previous commentators would have us believe.

Most critics and biographers tend to divide Bulgakov’s literary career into two distinct
and separate parts: the popular feuilletons written for money and the serious artistic works
worthy of scholarly attention. As Marietta Chudakova states in reference to the author’s double
literary life during the writing of his autobiographical novel The White Guard (1923): “Bulgakov,
could probably, in all honesty say about himself: in the day I write rubbish, and at night --- a
novel for posterity.” Lesley Milne similarly separates the author’s feuilletons from his major

prose:

Although certain of Bulgakov’s feuilletons for Gudok do display features in
common with certain of the Moscow scenes in The Master and Margarita it could
never be stated that the latter could not have originated without the former.
Bulgakov’s journalistic practice in the first half of the 1920s was necessary to him

only in terms of a material goal.*

3 Marietta Chudakova, Tvorchestvo Zoshchenko (Moscow: Nauka, 1979), 106. “Byirakos Mor
Obl, TOXKATYH, BIOJTHE T0OPOCOBECTHO CKa3aTh O ceOe: THEM s MUITY CO0aubi0 epyH/Iy, & HOUbIO
— MOBECTH ISl TOTOMCTBA.”

* Milne Lesley, Mikhail Bulgakov: A Critical Biography (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1990), 72.
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I intend to challenge this dualistic view of Bulgakov’s prose by exploring the continuities
between the Gudok feuilletons and The Master and Margarita. Most notably, the inclusion of the
implied feuilleton reader among the potential audiences of The Master and Margarita indicates
that no rigid boundary exists between Bulgakov’s feuilletons and his great literary achievements.
As I contend in my analysis, in The Master and Margarita Bulgakov co-opted the form and
themes of the satirical feuilleton for a new enlightening purpose — to introduce the uncouth
“Soviet Reader” to a cosmopolitan, pre-revolutionary cultural realm. Persuasive, rather than
didactic, the novel invites the reader to participate in the resurrection of a historical past rooted in
the Western European intellectual tradition and bearing the distinctive mark of the author’s own
pre-revolutionary upbringing. In Bulgakov: The Early Years, Edythe Haber discusses Bulgakov’s
notion of spiritual enlightenment in The Master and Margarita. My understanding of Bulgakov’s
“enlightenment” differs from Haber’s as I believe that Bulgakov is attempting to resurrect not
only the belief in God, but also the cultural reality of pre-revolutionary cosmopolitanism.’

Hence, Bulgakov’s relationship with his imagined “Soviet Reader” resembles one of the
key bonds within The Master and Margarita: the teacher and disciple connection between the
erudite Master and the young poet Ivan Bezdomny. Like the Master’s story, which gradually
imprints itself upon Ivan’s consciousness and expands the scope of his awareness, Bulgakov’s
novel subtly guides an ignorant “Soviet Reader” to a wider historical and cultural reality beyond
the conventions of Soviet life. Paradoxically, Bulgakov delivers this perspective through various

narrative devices that were used for propagandistic purposes during the NEP period. The

> Edythe Haber, Bulgakov: The Early Years (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard Press, 1998).
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plethora of philosophical, theological and historical references in The Master and Margarita are
made accessible to a newly literate audience through the use of satirical language, entertaining
genres and the inclusion of a “Soviet Reader” character within the novel.

Critics such as Carol Avins, Edythe Haber, Andrew Barratt and others have discussed
Bulgakov’s expressed views about a “Soviet Reader,” but scholars have yet to analyze what
Bulgakov communicates fo a “Soviet Reader.”® Considering an imagined “Soviet Reader” as an
addressee in The Master and Margarita allows us to re-examine the cultural meanings of the

work as well as the authorial position of its creator.

Bulgakov’s “Soviet Reader”

When speaking of an imagined reader one enters into perilous territory, since a literary work’s
implied reader often exists as a product of the scholar’s imagination rather than the author’s
intentions. Statements speaking for all readers of a particular work, such as the one made by
Sona Hoisington in her analysis of The Master and Margarita, ... the reader derives satisfaction
when Berlioz is decapitated,”” may come from a scholar’s own subjective reactions. Therefore, it
is important to specifically define an implied reader within a specific context. As Wolfgang Iser

points out, the implied reader varies from age to age and from culture to culture. Iser discusses

% See Carol Avins, “Reaching a Reader: The Master and His Audience in the Master and
Margarita,” Slavic Review 45, No.2 (Summer 1986): 272-285; Andrew Barratt, Between Two
Worlds: A Critical Introduction to The Master and Margarita (Oxford: Claredon Press, 1987).

7 Sona Hoisington, “Fairy-Tale Elements in Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita,” Slavic and
East European Journal 25, n0.2 (Summer 1981): 44-55.
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the presence of an “unwritten text” which speaks to certain types of audiences.® The reader can
be imagined or deduced, but the search for the reader requires an understanding of a temporal
and geographic context.

The imagined reader during the Soviet period represents a particularly elusive entity, as
information about real readers was scarce, while debates and speculations about the Soviet
reader’s tastes constituted the focus of the Soviet literary world in the early 1920s. After the
Russian revolution, journals devoted to the topic of the Soviet reader, such as Knigonosha,
Krasnyi bibliotekar’, Krasnaia nov’, and Na postu, argued about the best way to educate the
masses through literature. * Bolsheviks under Lenin’s leadership insisted on educating the masses
with complex political theory. Other overseers of culture, such as Nikolai Bukharin and Anatoly
Lunacharsky recognized the lower class reader’s need for simple language and entertainment.
The radical group Proletkult and various factions of avant-garde artists insisted on creating an
entirely new proletarian art, but disagreed on its form.'” By the late 1920s, however, the Soviet
reader was no longer a dynamic subject of study, but an idealized, ossified object created by the
State. From this point forward the “Soviet reader” appears as a shifting paradigm in Soviet
history, acquiring different characteristics in confluence with various cultural and political

agendas.

$ Wolfgang Iser, The Implied Reader (Baltimore and London: John Hopkins University Press,
1974), 42.

? Stephen Lovell, Russian Reading Revolution: Print Culture in the Soviet and Post- Soviet Eras
(New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000), 31.

1% James von Geldern, Introduction to Mass Culture in Soviet Russia: Tales, Poems, Songs,
Movies, Plays and Folklore, 1917-1953, edited by James von Geldern and Richard Stites
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995), xi-xvii.
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In defining Bulgakov’s “Soviet reader” I will not explore the official, State imposed

myth of the “new Soviet man.”"'

When 1 refer to the “Soviet reader” I am speaking of a
subjective figure particular to the author’s experiences and imagination that either implicitly or
explicitly appears in Bulgakov’s fiction. In her biography of the author’s early years, Edythe
Haber implies that Bulgakov’s first impressions of a “Soviet Reader” formed when he began to
write for Gudok, following the newspaper’s guidelines for addressing such an audience.'
However, it is likely that Bulgakov’s “Soviet reader” was related to the pre-revolutionary
consumer of popular literature, already familiar to Bulgakov from his own reading experiences.
Although Bulgakov was not an entirely typical reader, having been raised in a family of
a theology professor, the author’s pre-revolutionary literary diet was representative of wider
trends in Russia’s changing reading culture, a mixture of “high” and “low” sources that included
popular literature.”” For instance, one such publication read by Bulgakov, the St. Petersburg

literary newspaper Niva, featured classics such as Chekhov and Tolstoy alongside short stories

.. . . 14
about magicians, exotic animals, ghosts and romances.

" For more on the myths of the Soviet mass reader see Stephen’s Lovell, Russian Reading
Revolution: Print Culture in the Soviet and Post-Soviet Eras (New York: St. Martin’s Press,
2000), 25-44; Gregory Carleton, The Politics of Reception: Critical Constructions of Mikhail
Zoshchenko (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1998), 111-120.

2 Haber, Mikhail Bulgakov: The Early Years, 140-150.
" For more on Bulgakov’s reading habits, see Marietta Chudakova, Zhizneopisanie Mikhaila

Bulgakova (Moscow: Kniga, 1998), 167-214; and Miron Petrovksii, Master i gorod: Kievskie
konteksty Mikhaila Bulgakova (Kiev: Dukh i Litera, 2001), 211-252.

' For examples of light fiction on these themes in Niva please see S. Barinka, “Fokusnik [The
Magician],” No. 34 (1909): 593-596; V. 1. Semyonov, “Karabel’nyi zverinets [Menagerie on a
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The infiltration of popular literature was evident after the revolution in the NEP-era
feuilleton, where mystery, adventure and the fantastic were used to teach Soviet morality. Many
NEP-era satirists, including Bulgakov, utilized old popular genres in their satirical journalism.
Ghosts, talking corpses, and anthropomorphized animals can be found in the early feuilletons of
Ardov, Zorich, Zoshchenko, Kataev and I1’f and Petrov."” Moreover, the supernatural forces in
the feuilletons are de-mystified to prove the supremacy of Marxist materialism, much in the
same way that the supernatural tales from the end of the tsarist era dissuaded peasants from their
superstitious beliefs.'® Just as in the publications of the imperial period, a rational explanation,
such as hypnotism or an alcoholic delirium, accounted for the supernatural phenomenon. In the
NEP-era the “unmasking” of the fantastical usually involved a mix-up in paperwork. The
influence of pre-revolutionary popular literature on NEP-era satire has not yet been sufficiently
documented due to the fact that commercial popular literature was officially discouraged in the
Soviet Union.'” Nevertheless, it is likely that Bulgakov’s feuilletons, as well as his ideas about

the Soviet reader, were in part guided by his knowledge of pre-revolutionary popular literature.

Ship],” No. 44 (1909): 761-766; and G. T. Severtsev-Polilov, “Videnie v ermitazhnom dvortse
[A Vision in the Hermitage Palace],” No. 51 (1909): 900-903.

"> Some examples of 1920’s feuilletons with supernatural themes are I1’f and Petrov, “Prizrak
liubitel’” (1929); and “Dovesok k bukve ‘shch’” (1930); and Valentin Kataev “Nozhi” (1926) in
Iumoristicheskii rasskaz 1920x -1930x godov (Moscow: 1zd-vo “Pravda,” 1987).

' See Jeffrey Brooks, “Chapter VII: Science and Superstition,” in When Russia Learned to Read:
Literacy and Popular Literature (1861-1917) (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985).
“Tales in which people who claimed supernatural powers were unmasked, or in which the
superstitious were shown to be fools, were common in Russian publications, and seeing such
figures brought low was apparently a source of satisfaction and amusement for readers,” 250.

"7 Nadezhda Krupskaia officially banned such commercial popular literature as Nat Pinkerton
and Vera Verbitskaia’s romance novels. However, these books continued to circulate in secret.
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In addition to the readers extrapolated from his knowledge of pre-revolutionary reading
materials, Bulgakov had real representatives of the “Soviet Reader” demographic in the rabkors
(worker correspondents) whose letters and reports served as “inspiration” for many of
Bulgakov’s feuilletons. The dynamics of the relationship between Bulgakov and the worker
correspondents mirrors the author’s problematic relationship with his “Soviet Readers” in
general. While on one hand these rabkors functioned as co-authors and cultural guides to the
world of the “Soviet reader,” they were also the objects of Bulgakov’s subtle mockery. The
epigraphs to the rabkor-inspired feuilletons directly borrowed particularly ludicrous lines from
worker-correspondent letters. One of the more amusing rabkor epigraphs complaining about the

conditions of a movie theater sounds like a satirical passage from Bulgakov’s prose:

In our Saratov house of labor and enlightenment (club of railworkers) there are
outrageous occurences during film screenings. As soon as it gets dark, hooligans
on the balcony employ various indecent words, spit on the heads of those sitting
below. The motion pictures are torn, and moreover, the projectionist for some

. . 18
reason sometimes shows them upside down.

Geldern, Introduction to Mass Culture in Soviet Russia: Tales, Poems, Songs, Movies, Plays and
Folklore, 1917-1953, xi-Xvii.

'8 Mikhail Bulgakov, Rannaia proza Vol.2 (Ardis: Ann Arbor, 1985), 227.

B namem CapaToBckOoM gome TpyAa W TpocBemieHus (KIy® Kene3HOIOPOKHHUKOB)
pOUCXOIUT Oe300pa3ue mpu MocTaHoBKe KWHO. C HACTYIJICHHEM TeMHOTHI XyJIUTaHbl Ha
OaJKOHE BBIPAXKAIOTCS pa3HBIMU CJIOBAMH, IUIIOIOT Ha ToJIOBBI B maptep. KapTunbl
pBaHbIE, a KPOME TOT'0, MEXaHUK MTOYEMY-TO HHOTIa ITyCKAaeT UX KBEPXy HOTaMH.

For more examples of epigraphs and Gogolian quotations please see the following pages
in the same volume: 237, 240, 253, 288, 297 and 313.
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The worker-correspondent’s complaint of spitting hooligans and upside movies represents the
petty concerns and level of culture typical of Bulgakov’s imagined Soviet readers.

The author similarly satirizes the uncouth reader in several works of fiction. Most notably,
we find a portrait of the quintessential ugly “Soviet Reader” in Poligraf Poligrafovich Sharikov,
the dog turned human in the short novel The Heart of a Dog (1925). Bulgakov shows us that
even a dog can learn to read in order to survive as Sharikov learns to decipher street signs. But
Sharikov’s transformation into a human betrays the limited effects of cultural enlightenment, as
Poligraf’s intellectual curiosity extends no further than visits to the circus. In fact, in Bulgakov’s
writing, the circus appears as a repeated symbol of the “Soviet Reader’s” unsophisticated tastes.
In a 1922 feuilleton entitled “Week of Enlightenment,” the author depicts a provincial “Soviet
Reader” forced to attend an opera performance as part of his cultural enlightenment. The
unwilling operagoer complains of his punishment unable to comprehend a preference for the
opera rather than the circus."”

From his feuilletons to his prose, Bulgakov demonstrates a complex relationship with his
imagined “Soviet Reader.” On one hand, the intellectual author shuns this type of audience,
apparently resentful of having to pander to a non-intellectual demographic; on the other hand,
acute cognizance of this reader’s presence persists even in works written after the Gudok period.
Thus, the “Soviet Reader” appears not only as an object of ridicule, but also serves as a point of
reference at a time when Soviet literary models were not yet firmly established. This paradoxical

attitude toward an imagined “Soviet Reader” clearly manifests itself in Bulgakov’s masterpiece,

¥ Ibid., 356-360.



51

The Master and Margarita.
The presence of an implied “Soviet Reader” in the great novel has not been explored as a
possibility by literary scholars. Until the last few decades, The Master and Margarita has been
perceived as a work “earmarked for the high literary tradition.”*’ Since 1966, when a censored
version of the novel appeared in the journal Moskva, critics in both the Soviet Union and the
West have agonized over the philosophical, theological, and historical meanings contained in the
novel.?' Certainly, the plethora of these erudite, scholarly analyses points to a wealth of
intellectual substance that would elude a common reader.”

While literary scholars have demonstrated the novel’s appeal to the intelligentsia, cultural

historians such as John Bushnell and Stephen Lovell have documented the popular reception of

*% Stephen Lovell, “Bulgakov as Soviet Culture,” SEER 76, no. 1 (January 1998), 14.

*! For a reception history of The Master and Margarita before the fall of the Soviet Union see
Andrew Barratt, Between Two Worlds: A Critical Introduction to The Master and Margarita, 11-
38.

*? For insightful discussions of theological, philosophical and historical meanings in the novel
please refer to the following sources: David Bethea, “History as Hippodrome: The Apocalyptic
Horse and Rider in The Master and Margarita,” Russian Review 41, no. 4 (October 1982): 373-
399; Edward Ericson, The Apoclalyptic Vision of Mikhail Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita
(Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen, 1991); Edythe C. Haber, “The Lamp with the Green Shade:
Mikhail Bulgakov and his Father,” The Russian Review 44, no.4 (1985): 333-350; George
Krugovoi, The Gnostic Novel of Mikhail Bulgakov: Sources and Exegisis (Lanham, NY: The
University Press of America, 1991); Gary Rosenshield, “The Master and Margarita and the
Poetics of Aporia: A Polemical Article,” Slavic Review 56, no. 2 (Summer 1997): 187-211;
Laura D. Weeks “In Defense of the Homeless: On the Uses of History and the Role of
Bezdomnyi in The Master and Margarita,” Russian Review 48, no. 1 (January 1989): 45-65.
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the novel.”> Since the fall of the Soviet Union, The Master and Margarita’s “cult status” has
even been co-opted for commercial ventures, as characters from the novel have been used in
names of restaurants and bars.** The widespread and enduring mass response to the work noted
by cultural scholars provides the literary critic with a fresh perspective on a text most often
perceived as the property of the Soviet and Western intelligentsia.

Contrary to the widespread scholarly opinion that The Master and Margarita signifies
Bulgakov’s triumphant escape from Gudok’s lowered cultural standards, the feuilleton as well as
its intended audience appear in the novel as illustrated by Bulgakov’s extensive reuse of the
Gudok feuilletons in the “Moscow chapters.” Although several critics have noticed general
thematic parallels between the feuilletons and the novel, none have conducted close textual
analysis or examined what these similarities reveal about the implicit addressees of the novel.*
Reading Bulgakov’s Gudok feuilletons and The Master and Margarita side by side, one begins
to notice a pervasive correspondence between the former and the latter. Using the “double novel”
approach which views The Master and Margarita as divided into two linguistically distinct

. . .. . . . 26
narratives, these similarities appear only in the Moscow chapters, not in the Jerusalem sections.

3 John Bushnell, “A Popular Reading of Bulgakov: Explication des Graffiti,” Slavic Review 47,
no. 3 (Autumn 1988): 502-511; Stephen Lovell, “Bulgakov as Soviet Culture.”

** Stephen Lovell, “Bulgakov as Soviet Culture,” 13.

> Andrew Barratt (Between Two Worlds) draws parallels between Nakanune feuilletons and
episodes of The Master and Margarita. Edythe Haber’s (Bulgakov: The Early Years)
comparisons are more thorough and include Gudok feuilletons as well. Some of the feuilletons in
her study overlap with mine, but our interpretations differ.

*® For more on the “double novel” approach, please see Andrew Barratt’s Between Two Worlds,
104-116.
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For One Night Only
For instance, in both content and manner of addressing the reader, the feuilleton “The Talking
Dog” bears similarity to the “Black Magic Revealed” chapter in The Master and Margarita. In
the feuilleton, John Pierce, a cowboy/fire-eater and fraud comes to a small provincial town
hoping to make a profit. Like Woland, John Pierce knows the quickest way to draw a crowd. His
advertising poster beckons with the promise of entertainment and sensationalism:
Must See! Hurry!
Passerby, stop and look!
For one time only and then he leaves for Paris with the government’s permission.
The famous cowboy and fire-eater John Pierce with his world-famous attractions:
such as performs a dance with a boiling samovar on his head, walks barefoot on
broken glass and lies in it, face down. In addition to this, at the request of the
esteemed public a live man will be eaten and other séances of ventriloquism will
be performed. In the finale we will show you a CLAIRIVOYANT TALKING
DOG or THE MIRACLE OF THE 20" CENTURY
Respectfully,

John Pierce- the white magician.”’

TMLA. Bulgakov, “Govoriashaia sobaka,” Ranniaia Proza V.2, edited by Ellendea
Proffer (Ardis: Ann Arbor, 1982), 72.

Crnemute Buznets! OcranoBuck npoxoxuil! Tolbko 0auH pa3 u 3ateM yexaroT B [Tapmx
C JI03BOJICHHSI HA4aJIbCTBA. 3HAMEHMTHIN KOBOOH 1 akup xon Ilupe co cBoumu
MHUPOBBIMH aTTPaKLMOHAMM, KaK-TO: UCIIOJIHUT TAHEL] C KUIISIIMM CaMOBapOM Ha I'OJIOBE,
60coit poiIeT Mo OMTOMY CTEKIy U JISDKET B Hero JuioM. Kpome Toro, mo sxeixaHuio
yBa)kaeMol yOsIuKy OyIeT CheJIeH )KUBOW YEJIOBEK U JAPYTHe CEaHChl upeBoBemanus. B
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Woland, also a foreign magician, offers an analogous, albeit more laconic advertisement of his
upcoming show:
Today and Every Day at the Variety Theater
An Added Attraction:
PROFESSOR WOLAND

Performs Black Magic with an Expose in Full*®

While John Pierce’s identity of a foreign magician likens him to Woland, Pierce also acts as the
master of ceremonies at his own performance. His physical description resembles George
Bengalsky — Behemoth’s beheaded victim: “John Pierce turned out to be a frail man in a

2 The comical

sequined leotard. He came out on stage and sent and blew a kiss to the public.
incongruity of John Pierce’s unimpressive physique and flashy garb has a counterpart in George

Bengalsky’s unseemly combination of black tie dress and slovenly appearance:

3axmoueHue oyzaer nokazana ICHOBUISIIA A TOBOPAIIIAA COBAKA, wmn UY 1O
XX BEKA C nourenuem [Ixxon [Tupc- Oenblii mar.

*% Mikhail Bulgakov, The Master and Margarita, trans. Diana Burgin and Katherine Tiernan
O’Connor (New York: Vintage International, 1996), 87.
“CeroJiHs U €)K€JHEBHO B TeaTpe BapreTe cBepx nporpamMmsl
[Ipodeccop Bomann
Ceancol YepHoit Maruu ¢ noiHbeIM e€ pazobiaueHuem”
Mikhail Bulgakov, Master i Margarita (Frankfurt: Possev-Verlag, 1977), 132.

29 . . ,

Bulgakov, “Govoriashaia sobaka,” Rannaia proza, 72. “Jlxon Ilupc okazancs HIyIisM
YEJIOBEKOM B TEJIECHOM TPHKO ¢ Onéctkamu. OH BBIIIET Ha CIEHY U TOCIIAI ITyOJIHKe
BO3YILIHBIA nonenyi.”
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A minute later the lights dimmed in the auditorium, and the foot-lights came on,
casting a reddish glow on the bottom of the curtain. A stout fellow, clean-shaven
and cheerful as a baby, wearing rumpled tails and soiled linen, appeared through
the brightly lit opening in the curtain and stood before the audience. This was the

master of ceremonies, George Bengalsky, well known to all of Moscow.”

In addition to the surface similarities in wording of the magic show advertisement and the visual
details of the performers, the feuilleton and the scene of the novel provide the reader with a
similar perspective: a constant shift from participant to observer. When the narrative focuses on
the stage the reader becomes a part of the audience, delighting in the cheap thrills of a circus
performance. Then, when the narrative view turns from the center back to the spectators
themselves, the reader catches an unflattering, self-reflective glimpse of an audience anxiously
awaiting a bloodthirsty spectacle. For instance, in “The Talking Dog,” the public demands a

9931

show of advertised cannibalism: “‘Devour a live person’” — howled the audience.”” Similarly,

%% Bulgakov, The Master and Margarita, 100.

UYepe3 MUHYTY B 3pUTEIIBHOM 3aJi€ TTOTACHIHU IIaphl, BCIIBIXHYJIA U J1ajla KpaCHOBATHIN OTOJIECK Ha
HU3 3aHaBeca KpacHas paMIla U B OCBEIICHHOM 1IN 3aHaBeca MpeIcTal nepes myOnukoi
TIOJTHBIH, BECeNbIN, KaK JUTS YEIOBEK C OPUTOM JIMIIOM B MOMSTOM (Ppake U HECBEXKUM OeIbe.
3T0 OBLT XOPOIIO 3HAKOMBIH Becelt MockBe koHpepancwe XKopx benranbckuii. Bulgakov, Master
i Margarita, 153.

31 Bulgakov, “Govoriashaia sobaka,” Rannaia proza, 72. “Enib 5XHBOT0 4eTOBEKa.” - B3BBLI
Teatp.”
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in The Master and Margarita an audience member demands bloodshed: “‘Tear off his head!’
came a stern voice from the balcony.”*

No one is “devoured alive” in the feuilleton for the simple reason that the magician does
not find any volunteers for this honor. John Pierce concludes the magic show by demonstrating
the skills of his amazing “talking” dog. The astonished director of the club buys the dog from the

magician, only to realize that John Pierce tricked him. At the feuilleton’s conclusion the club

supervisor’s gullibility causes him to lose his job:

“Well, well” said the briefcase pensively, “I have brought you a piece of paper
comrade, stating that you have been dismissed as director of the club.” “For
what?!” gasped the astonished director. “This is for what, instead of promoting

cultural enlightenment, you have set up a side show in your club.” **

The feuilleton primarily targets the club director, satirizing his provincial foolishness. It
is also a cautionary tale discouraging readers from partaking in “rubbish” that takes time away
from cultural education.

Bulgakov uses the materials from this feuilleton in the chapter of The Master and

Margarita in quite a different manner. The superficial inverted parallel is that the dog is replaced

32 The Master and Margarita, 104.

33 Bulgakov, “Govoriashaia sobaka,” Rannaia proza, 75. --Takc 3a1yM4uBO cKa3al mopTdess,--a
s BaM TYT OyMaXkKKy MpHBE3, TOBApHIL, YTO BbI YBOJBHIECTECh M3 3aBEAYIOIUX KIIyOOM. ---3a
4yT10?! ---aXHYJ OIIETOMJICHHBIN TIPEICeNaTeNb.---A BOT 32 TO, YTO BBl BMECTO TOT'O, YTOOBI
3aHHUMAaThCs KyJIbTpaboTOM, Oanmaran ycTpauBaere B KIyoe.
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with a cat and white magic with black. In the novel, unlike in the feuilleton the cat really can talk
while Woland, much like Pierce, dupes his audience into taking counterfeit currency and wearing
disappearing clothing. Woland, on the contrary, is not a scam artist. The bloodthirsty trick,
suggested by an audience member, is performed when George Bengalsky “loses his head” to
Behemoth’s sharp claws for doubting the authenticity of Woland’s powers. Unlike the club
director in the feuilleton, Bengalsky suffers the consequences of his skepticism.

The portrayal of the Soviet public remains constant in both the “Black Magic Revealed”
chapter and in “The Talking Dog;” the implied reader’s perspective, which shifts from watching
the stage to observing the behavior of the audience members subtly scolds the reader for
partaking in such crude nonsense. In this way, the reader is included among the Soviet audiences,
emerging as both participant and self-conscious observer of his or her own desires and reactions.

Woland’s question “has humanity changed?” (“a much more important question is: have

the Muscovites changed on the inside™*

) posited rhetorically on the stage of the Variete black
magic show is simultaneously posed by the author to his readers, who too, have been tempted by
Satan’s lavish “gifts.” After witnessing the greedy behavior of Moscow’s citizens, Woland
answers the question in the negative, alerting Bulgakov’s readers to the universality of certain
human traits. Woland’s historically informed gaze defies the Soviet notion of a “new humanity.”
By way of Woland’s observation, Bulgakov teaches his readers to adapt a broader view of

themselves and their present cultural milieu, one that reaches beyond the limits of an immediate

Soviet context.

** Bulgakov, The Master and Margarita, 101.“ckoibKko ropa3sao 6ojee BaXHbIH BOIIPOC:
U3MEHWINCH JI 3TH ropoxkaHe BHyTpeHHe.” Bulgakov, Master i Margarita, 155.
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In the Psychiatric Ward
Ivan’s descent into madness and visit to the psychiatric ward has a precursor in an early
feuilleton entitled “How he lost his mind.” Bulgakov describes a schoolmaster who loses his
mind and becomes “boisterous” as a result of his frustrations with the bureaucratic establishment

and their failure to fix the abominable conditions of the school under his care:

The door leading to the separate room opened and a doctor entered, accompanied
by a medical assistand and two guards. They encountered a disheveled bed
adorned by a sign: “Schoolmaster of the Chaadaev school on Syzranka.

Rowdy.”

This introduction of the school master bears close similarity to the scene of Ivan at the
psychiatric ward in the chapter entitled “Schizophrenia, as Previously Noted.” The reader meets
both patients through the eyes of a doctor entering the room to discover a reclining, restrained

man.

It was one-thirty in the morning when a man with a small pointed beard and white
coat entered the reception room of the famous psychiatric clinic that had recently
been built outside of Moscow on the banks of the river. Three male nurses were

keeping a vigilant eye on Ivan Nikolayevich who was sitting on the couch [...]

3> Bulgakov, “Kak on soshel s uma,”Rannaia proza, 52. JIBepb B OTACTbHYIO KaMepy
OTBOpPUJIACH U BOLIEN JOKTOP B CONMPOBOXKJICHUHU (esIbiiepa u AByX cTopoxeil. HaBctpeuy nm ¢
pa3BOPOUEHHOH MOCTENH, HAJ KOTOPO# KpacoBasiach Tabiauuka: «3aBeayimuii YaagaeBckuii
11KkoJ10i1 Ha Cei3paHke. byiHbIN. »
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The towels which had been used to tie Nikolai Ivanovich up were lying a heap on

the couch. Ivan Nikolayevich’s arms and legs were free.*

In the next scene of the feuilleton, the schoolmaster’s agitation reaches its peak and he punches
the doctor in the ear. Two months later, he apologizes to the psychiatrist and tells the sad tale of
his psychological undoing, which became apparent with hallucinations of his dead grandmother

urging the schoolmaster to ask for financial support for his school.

In the night my grandmother says to me: “Why are you laying there like a log?
Write to N. He is a kind man.” “Leave me, I say, you witch. You croaked, now

'9’

shut up!” I threw a candlestick at her, and hit the mirror [...] My goodness! I walk
out and see Peter the Great waving a fist at me. I turned white with fury, grabbed

a pocket knife and chased after him. And then of course they grabbed me and

brought me here.’’

3% Bulgakov, The Master and Margarita, 55.

Korna B npuemMHyto 3HaMEHUTON ICUXUATPUIECKON KIIMHUKH, HEAABHO OTCTPOEHHOM 1101
MockBoii Ha Oepery peKu, BBIILIENT YEIOBEK C OCTPON OOPOIKOM 1 00IaYeHHBIN B OCJIbIN XallaT,-
ObLIa IOJIOBUHA BTOPOro Houu. Tpoe cannTapoB He cryckanu ria3 ¢ Misana HukomnaeBuya,
cupsiero Ha auBase. (...) [lonorenna, kotopeiMu 061 cBsizaH MiBan HukonaeBuy, nexanu
Ipynoii Ha ToM ke nuBaHe. Pyku u Horn MBana HukomnaeBuya 6111 cBoOoHBL Bulgakov,
Master i Margarita, 86.

37 Bulgakov, “Kak on soshel s uma,” Rannaia proza, 53. Houbto 6a0ymika: Yto, roBOpHT,
JexunIb Kak konojaa? Harmumm DH. OH-100psIid TocioanH. Y ropopro, Beapma. [lomepria u
moutuu! IIBbIpHYN B HEE MOJCBEYHUKOM, J1a B 3€pKajio U nomnaju. [...] batiomku! Beixoxy u
BIKY, cTOUT [lerp Benukuil 1 Ha MEHs KyJIaKkOM, BBIXBATHWII HOXKHUK, Aa 3a HUM. Hy, TyT,
KOHEYHO, MEHS CXBAaTUJIM U K BaM.
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The menacing figure of Peter the Great threatening a half-mad, powerless underling evokes a
similar scene from Aleksandr Pushkin’s narrative poem “The Bronze Horseman.” Alexander
Pushkin’s “The Bronze Horseman” (1833) features a helpless victim to a historical authority in
Evgeniy, the young clerk driven mad by the loss of his fiancé in Petersburg flood. In despair,
Evgeniy challenges the statue of Peter the Great to answer for his ill-advised decision of building
a city so precariously close to the banks of the Niva river. Poor Evgeniy hallucinates the statue’s
wrath, as “the Bronze Horseman” chases Evgeniy through the streets of Petersburg. Likewise, a
reference to Pushkin appears as Ivan’s pursuit of Woland and his retinue, reaches a frenzied

crescendo.

After shaking his fist at someone in the distance in a gesture of feeble outrage,
Ivan proceeded to put on what had been left behind. Everyone’s windows were
open, and shining in each one was a lamp with an orange shade; from all the
windows, doors, gateways, rooftops, attics, cellars, and courtyards came the

hoarse strains of the polonaise from the opera Eugene Onegin.*®

In addition to sharing a patron poet in their narratives of madness, Ivan and the school master’s
behaviors exhibit a number of other commonalities. Both men suffer from hallucinations; both

are in pursuit phantasmagorical enemies. The unfortunate schoolmaster and the poet both write

¥ Bulgakov, The Master and Margarita, 43. TIorpo3uB B GecCHIBHOI 3100¢ KOMY-TO BAIIb
KynakoM, ViBaH 001auuiIcst B TO 4TO OBLTO OCTaBJICHO |[...] Bee okHa ObutH OTKPHITEL. B Kaxaom
U3 3TUX OKOH, U3 BCEX JBEPEil, U3 BCEX MOJBOPOTEH, C KPHIII U YEPIAKOB, U3 MOBAIIOB U JBOPOB
--- BBIPBIBAJICSA XPUILIBINA peB MojioHe3a u3 onepsl «EBrennit Onerun.» Bulgakov, Master i
Margarita, 70.
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letters to authorities, appealing to an official power to right the injustices they have witnessed.
Despite the plot similarities of these episodes, the satirical targets in the two works prove quite
different. In the feuilleton, the schoolmaster is justly confined to the psychiatric ward after being
driven to madness by the insufficient funding for his school. The feuilleton clearly addresses the
problem of bureaucracy’s ineffectual handling of the educational institutions in the new Soviet
Union.

In the novel, on the other hand, the “moral” of the episode describing Ivan’s “insanity” is
ambiguous. The reader knows more than the psychiatrist, aware that Ivan had not hallucinated
the devil. Given the fact that Ivan is not mad, it is the Soviet psychiatric establishment that
becomes vulnerable to satirical scrutiny. Bulgakov also underscores the automatic association
made between religion and schizophrenia within the Soviet Union. After all, the paper icon
pinned to Ivan’s chest incites alarm and suspicion about his condition: “Well, the icon...” Ivan

turned red, “The icon was what scared them most of all[...]"”’

The satirical significance of
madness changes from criticizing the inadequacies of the fledgling Soviet educational system to
questioning the diagnosis itself. In The Master and Margarita, Bulgakov asks his readers to

consider the definition of madness, a significantly more complex cognitive task than a simple

acknowledgement of budgeting flaws in the bureaucratic systems.

Your Documents, Please
Yet another example of purely “feuilletonic humor” in The Master and Margarita manifests

itself in the incongruous combination of bureaucracy and supernatural phenomena. Bulgakov’s

3* Bulgakov, The Master and Margarita, 58. “Hy 1a, NKOHKA. ..--- VIBaH HOKpacHe. ----
Hkonka-To Oomnbliie Bcero ux ucnyrana[...|” Bulgakov, Master i Margarita, 90.
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early feuilleton “The Adventures of a Corpse” tells the story of a sick man advised by his doctor
to obtain an X-ray of his lungs. The man dies before accomplishing this feat. However, even in
death, the deceased insists on proper medical documentation. When the corpse appears in the
bureaucratic office, the shocked clerk implores him to return to the grave: ““Why did you come
here? You should, may God be with you, straight to the cemetery!” --- ‘I cannot leave without an
X-ray””*

In a similar episode, which takes place in Part Il of The Master and Margarita, Nikolai
Ivanovich demands proof of his attendance at the Satan’s Ball. Much like the corpse who cannot
go the grave in peace without proper paperwork, Margarita’s bewitched neighbor cannot return
home until he obtains proper documentation ascertaining the reality of his supernatural escapade.

Afraid that his wife will not believe his adventures, Nikolai Ivanovich asks Behemoth to furnish

him with an official certificate from Satan’s Ball.

“Please give me a certificate,” began Nikolai Ivanovich, looking around wildly,
but speaking with great insistence, “stating where I spent last night.” “For what
purpose?” asked the cat sternly. “To give to the police and to my wife,” was
Nikolai Ivanovich’s fim response. “We usually don’t give certificates,” said the
cat with a frown, “but all right, for you we’ll make a special exception.” Before
Nikoali Ivanovich could realize what was happening, the nude Hella was at the
typewriter, taking dictation from the cat, “I hereby certify that the bearer of this

note, Nikolai Ivanovich, spent the night in question at Satan’s ball, having been

* M.A. Bulgakov, “Prikliuchenia pokoinika” in Rannaia Proza, 98. “Tak 4ero Tl KO MHe
npunep? Tol uau, napcTBo Tede HebecHoe, MPsAMO Ha Kiaaouie!- 6e3 CHUMKa Henb3s.”
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lured there in a transportational capacity... Hella, put in paranthesis! And write
‘hog. Signed — Behemoth.”"!
In both instances, Bulgakov comments on the absurd, slavish reliance on bureaucratic processes
in the Soviet system. While this was a common satirical theme in NEP-era feuilletons, in The
Master and Margarita the power of the document acquires an added meaning. The statement
signed by Behemoth evokes the idea of a “contract with the devil.” In fact, Nikolai Ivanovich did
submit himself to the dark forces when he declared his love to the transformed Natasha.
Ironically, his marital transgression, which scares Nikolai more than the supernatural, can only
be made right with yet another document. The second contract allows him to return to his

previous existence.

Magic Currencies

The theme of magic money, which recurs throughout The Master and Margarita, most notably at
the black magic performance and later as evidence incriminating Nikanor Ivanovich, has a
parallel in a feuilleton called 4 Bewitched Place. This feuilleton condemns stealing in the Soviet
food industry. An accused deli worker named Taldykin stands trial for theft. His lawyer attempts

to prove Taldykin’s innocence by questioning the veracity of the money’s existence.

*! Bulgakov, The Master and Margarita, 328.
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My comrade judges! --- howled the panel member. Before we can discuss
whether the defendant has spend 840 rubles 15 kopecks in gold, let us ask

ourselves --- Did these 840 rubles and 15 kopecks even exist in the first place.*

The mystery of the disappearing money prosaically reveals itself at the end of the feuilleton, as it
turns out that the defendant was in fact guilty. Taldykin loses his job and is replaced by a certain
Bintov. Two months later, money once again disappears inexplicably. After each successive hire
money continues to disappear from the register. Clearly, there is nothing magical or “witchy”
about either the money or the deli. Bulgakov ironically uses supernatural terms to highlight the
widespread problem of thievery and corruption.

In The Master and Margarita, the author similarly explores themes of corruption and
greed with a Faustian transformation of Soviet rubles into non-monetary objects and foreign
currency. After the black magic show, paper bills distributed to the cheering audiences morph
into stinging bees and bottle caps. Nikanor Ivanovich, the unlucky victim of Koroviev’s

supernatural counterfeit insists on his innocence regarding his possession of foreign bills:

When they told Nikanor Ivanovich to stop playing games and explain how the
dollars got into the ventilation shaft, he got down on his knees and rocked back

and forth with his mouth open wide, as if he wanted to swallow the parquet panels.

*2 «“Zakoldovannoe mesto,” 192. ToBapuIii CymbH!—3aBbIBaT UICH KOMErHH. — Ilpexie dem

TOBOPHUTL O TOM, pacTpaTHI Jd MO mom3amuTHeli 840 p.15 KoL 30710TOM, 3aJaguM cede
9

BOMPOC --- cymiecTBoBaiu i 3t 840 p. 15 xom. 30;10TOM BOOOIIIE Ha cBEeTe?
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“Do you want me” he wailed, “to eat the floor to prove that I didn’t take it?” But

that Koroviev, he is a devil.*?

The metaphor from the feuilleton turns literal in the novel as Nikanor Ivanovich’s dollars really
magically change from rubles into American currency in his ventilation shaft. This fact demands
a more sophisticated level of judgment from the reader since Nikanor Ivanovich, though guilty of
accepting bribes, was in fact tricked into accepting foreign currency. Instead of a faceless
succession of thieves introduced in the feuilleton, in Nikanor Ivanovich, Bulgakov creates a
more human character that admits to his failings, repents, and suffers as a consequence of his
actions. The lesson that greed engenders misery is taught too harshly. The guilty party’s terror
indicates emotional anguish disproportionate to the committed act of accepting a bribe. The
devil’s trickery in this case, as in the other instances of punishment, exceeds reasonable limits.
Nikanor Ivanovich’s visible suffering garners compassion and creates moral ambiguity in

contrast to the feuilleton’s didactic message on a similar topic.

Crimea at a Moment’s Notice
The scene in The Master and Margarita depicting Woland’s sudden appearance in Likhodeev’s
room and the subsequent exile to Crimea has origins in a feuilleton about a man who dreams that

he has won the lottery. In “Series Six”, a man named Ezhikov dreams that he is visited by a

* Bulgakov, The Master and Margarita, 134. Ha npocsby He BasiTh Iypaka, a pacCKa3bIBaTh,
KaK IMONajIy JOoJUIapbl B BEHTHIAIMIO, Hukanop MiBaHOBHMY cTall HA KOJICHU M Ka4HYJICS,
packKpbIBasi poT, KaK OBl JKeJlasi MPOTJIaTUTh NapKeTHYIO miamky. —Kenaere, - IpoMbIyall OH, -
3eMJto Oyny ecthb uto He Opan?Bulgakov, Master i Margarita, 203.
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mysterious, devil-like figure, who turns out to be the commissioner of the lottery. In the course
of the dream, all of Ezhikov’s wishes come true, but ultimately good luck turns into misfortune.
The details of the encounter between Ezhikov and the lottery commissioner closely resemble
Likhodeev’s first meeting with Woland. The mysterious guest awakens a surprised Ezhikov,

deriving great amusement from Ezhikov’s state of befuddlement.

Ezhikov was awakened by a knock on the door. After an invitation to “Come in,”
a stranger entered with an enormous letter in hand [...] “What can I do for you?”
mumbled a surprised Ezhikov. The eccentric visitor burst into peals of merry

laughter.**

Stepan Likhodeev, like his feuilletonic predecessor, finds an eccentric visitor at his bedside. He
greets the guest with a bulging stare of disbelief and awkwardly attempts to find out the identity

of his guest.

Styopa sat down on the bed and tried as hard as he could to focus his bloodshot
eyes on the stranger [...] There was a pause, after which Stopa made a huge effort
and said “What do you want?” [...] The stranger gave a friendly smile, took out a

large gold watch with a diamond triangle on the cover [...]"

* M.A. Bulgakov, “Seria shest’ No. 0660243 in Rannaia Proza, 417. TIpocaycst ExukoB ot
cTyka B ABepb. Ha npuriamenue: «Bonanure», BOLET HEU3BECTHBIN YEJIOBEK C OTPOMHBIM
JUCTOM B pyKax (...) UeM ke st MOTy BaM CIIy>KUTbh? IIpOJIeTieTanl U3yMJIeHHbIH ExXUKOB.
OKCUEHTPUYHBINA MOCETUTENb 3ATHIICS BECEIIBIM CMEXOM (...)
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A reappearing detail that deserves special notice is Ezhikov’s instantaneous trip to Crimea,
regarded as a miraculous gift in the feuilleton but turns into as sinister punishment in 7he Master

and Margarita. Ezhikov, the hero of Bulgakov’s early feuilleton

And Ilya Semyonovich magically obtained everything. Ezhikov visited Crimea in
one moment, (italics mine) carried a gold watch in his pocked, sat in a private box

at Bolshoi theater, drove around Strastnyi square in a stinky taxi [...].*

It is curious that Likhodeev’s devilish undoing consists of a forced exile to Crimea, as opposed
to a far less pleasant locale such as Siberia. Likhodeev’s forced vacation to a resort emphasizes
the illusory nature of luxurious pleasures when obtained by evil means. Reframing beautiful
Crimea as a setting for Likhodeev’s purgatorial punishment echoes Bulgakov’s description of the
lavish Griboedov restaurant as a replica of hell.

Ezhikov’s encounter with diabolical temptation ends when he discovers that it was all

just a dream. The feuilleton, in line with anti-capitalist psychology, preaches that money cannot

* Bulgakov, The Master and Margarita, 64.Ctema cen Ha KpOBaTh H, CKOIBKO MOT, BHITAPALIIIT
HaJIUThIE KPOBBIO TJ1a3a Ha HEM3BECTHOTO [ ...] [Ipon3onuia naysa, mocie KOTOpoii, caenas Haj
co0oii crpamHeiiiee ycuue, Ctena BeiroBopit: -Hro Bam yrogno? [...] Hesnakomenn
JPYKeTI00HO YCMEXHYJICS, BBIHYB OOJIbIINE 30JI0ThIE YaChl ¢ AIMMA3HBIM TPEYTOJIbHUKOM] . .. |
Bulgakov, Master i Margarita, 99-100.

46 11
Ibid., 418. 1 Unbs CemeHoBUY BONIIEOHBIM 00pa3oM TOCTaBAl BCE. EJCUKO8 6 meuenue
00H020 MeHOGeHbs nobwviean 6 Kpwimy, (italics mine) HOCUII B KapMaHe 30JI0ThIE YaChl, CHJICN B

noxe bounbioro Teatpa, e3aui no CTpacTHOM IO B BOHIOYEM TaKCOMOTOPE] ... ].
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buy happiness. On the contrary, it can bring chaos into one’s life. The master’s winnings

similarly bring misfortune when covetous neighbor denounces him to the secret police.

Scarier than the Supernatural
One of the most often quoted satirical moments in 7he Master and Margarita, omitted in the
1966-1967 printing of the novel in Moskva, is the narrator’s description of disappearances from

apartment 50 on Sadovaya:

And it was two years ago that inexplicable things began happening at the
apartment: people started disappearing without a trace [...] The pious and, to be
blunt, superstitious Anfisa came right out and told the distressed Anna Frantseva
that it was witchcraft pure and simple, and that she knew exactly who it was that
had spirited away both the lodger and the policeman, only she didn’t want to say

because it was almost nighttime.*’

Critics have often highlighted this passage from The Master and Margarita as conclusive
evidence that the novel satirically parallels supernatural evil and Stalinist Russia. However, the
connection between the supernatural and the secret police appears in an early feuilleton written
by Bulgakov for Rupor in 1922. In this feuilleton a group of anti-Bolshevik spiritualist hold a

“seance” to find out when the Bolshevik rule will come to an end:

47 Ibid., 63. U BOT nBa roaa Ha3a HA4aINCh B KBAPTUPE HEOOBSICHUMBIC TPOUCIIECTBHS: U3 ITOU
KBapTHUPHI JIFOU HAa4Yamu OeccienHo ucue3ats|...| HaboxkHasi, a oTpkpaBeHHEE CKa3aTh —
cyeBepHasi, AHpUCa TaK HAPSMUK U 3asBHUIIa OUYeHb pacCTpoeHHOU AHHe DpaHeneBHe, YTo ITO
KOJITOBCTBO M YTO OHA MPEKPACHO 3HAET KTO yTAIIWI U KUJIbIa U MIJIMOIICHEPA, TOIHKO K HOUH
He Xo4eT roBoputsk. Ibid., 97
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Pavel Petrovich called out in trembling voice: “Spirit! Who are you? ... From
behind the door a grave voice answered: “Secret police” [...] Pavel Petrovich’s
shaking hands opened the door. In a moment the lamps were ignited, and the spirit
appeared before the snow-white spirit callers. He was made of leather. He was all
leather, from his cap to his briefcase. Moreover, he was not alone. An entire

. . .. . 48
procession of subservient spirits could be seen in the foyer.

The tone of this feuilleton ridicules the pre-revolutionary spiritualists. Just as in the novel, the
secret police appears terrifying, but given the fact that the author shows little sympathy toward
the “spiritualists”, these menacing figures are also carriers of justice.

Despite the aforementioned similarities in themes, language, character and tone, the
author’s approach toward his audience has changed. Unlike the feuilletons written for Gudok,
where Bulgakov was forced to oversimplify his narrative to reach a “Soviet Reader,” in The
Master and Margarita the feuilletonic formula appears imbedded within a complex context, and
in this way used to bring up the reader’s cultural level. Bulgakov does not merely reuse phrases,
imagery, and situations from his feuilletons, but transforms them to serve a new purpose within

the novel. Whereas the Gudok feuilleton preached culture according to the Bolshevik agenda, in

** M.A. Bulgakov, “Spiriticheskii seans,” Rannaia Proza, 367. JIpoaliim rorocom
BoIKpukHYJ [TaBen [lerpoBuy: -Ayx! Kto T61?... 13-32 1Bepu rpoOOBOI TOIOC OTBETHUIL: -
UYepespbluaitHast kommucus [ ...] Tpsacymuecs pyku IlaBna IlerpoBuua otkpbeuin aBeps. B Mur
BCIIBIXHYJIM JIAMIIBL, ¥ IyX MPEACTAll Iepe/l CHEXKHO-0ebIMU criupuTaMu. OH ObUT KOJKaHBIH.
Bech xoxaHblil, HAUMHASA ¢ PypaXkKKu ¥ KoHYas opTdenem. Maio Toro, on 6bu1 He oauH. Llenas
BEPEHUIIA MTOABJIACTHBIX JyXOB BHIHEIACH B IEPETHEH.
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his novel Buglakov appropriates the feuilleton to advance his own brand of culture that draws on
his pre-revolutionary education. * The Master and Margarita offers the “Soviet Reader”
something that the feuilletons never did; it initiates the reader into a pre-revolutionary world

tethered to a long cultural lineage.

Teaching Culture to a “Soviet Reader”
The realm of “high culture” in The Master and Margarita evokes biographical details of
Bulgakov’s pre-revolutionary existence. In her article, “The Lamp with the Green Lampshade:
Mikhail Bulgakov and His Father,” Edythe Haber describes the influence of Afanasii Ivanovich
Bulgakov’s scholarly ideas about enlightenment on the content of The Master and Margarita.
Evoking his father by developing his theological ideas and with symbols of “calm, scholarly
labor” such as the lamp with the green lampshade, Bulgakov also channels happy memories of
another life before the revolution.”® These childhood recollections are inextricably connected to
the wider culture of Kiev intellectuals to which his family belonged.

At the turn of the century, Western culture permeated Russian intellectual circles.
Cosmopolitanism and a longing for “world culture” going back to classical antiquity
characterized the early twentieth-century ethos of educated Russians. In Bulgakov’s family,

Western literature and culture co-existed with a pronounced interest in Orthodox Christianity.’’

* In Bulgakov: The Early Years, Edythe Haber argues that Bulgakov’s notion of enlightenment
changes from cultural to spiritual. My view is that Bulgakov continues to preach culture, but a
pre-revolutionary culture distinct from the Soviet cultural ethos.

>% Haber, “The Lamp with the Green Shade,” 333-350.
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Consistent with his background, in The Master and Margarita, Bulgakov connects theology with
Western intellectual and cultural traditions. Quoting Goethe’s Faust in the epigraph to his novel,
the author demonstrates an orientation toward the West in his exploration of philosophical and
theological questions.”® In this way, the text of The Master and Margarita resurrects Bulgakov’s
particular pre-revolutionary cultural reality as juxtaposed to life in the new Soviet State.

In The Master and Margarita, such cosmopolitanism goes hand in hand with the sphere
of the supernatural. Introducing pre-revolutionary, Western-influenced culture in the guise of the
other-worldly may be a metaphorical device acknowledging the extreme historical and cultural
isolationism of the Soviet state. In his monograph Sex in Public: the Incarnation of Early Soviet
Ideology, Eric Naiman uses the analogy of the gothic novel to discuss NEP-era political fears of
the “dead” pre-revolutionary past haunting the Soviet present. The horrifying image of a corpse
coming to life was widespread in NEP-era Proletkult and Bolshevik writings warning about the
dangerous bourgeois elements and foreign influences still lurking in the shadows of Soviet life.”
Bulgakov’s educational task in The Master and Margarita is to counter the abhorrence of history
by offering lost cultural ideas and values as worthwhile rewards for allowing the “historical
supernatural” into the present. Bulgakov playfully capitalizes on the fear of a pre-revolutionary

past culture by representing its return with spooky occurrences and ghoulish visitors. Ultimately,

> For more on theological elements in The Master and Margarita please see J.M.Q. Davies’
“Bulgakov: Atheist or Militant Old Believer? The Master and Margarita Reconsidered,”
Australian Slavonic and East European Studies 8, no.1 (1992):125-33.

>2 For more about the connection between Bulgakov and Goethe please see Andrew Barratt,
“Beyond Parody: The Goethe Connection,” in The Master and Margarita : A Critical
Companion, edited by Laura D. Weeks (Evanston: Northwestern, 1996), 113-121.

>3 Eric Naiman, Sex in Public: The Incarnation of Early Soviet Ideology (New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 1997), 148-180.
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the encounter with frightening, outsider forces proves enlightening and liberating for several
characters.

The devil Woland comes to Moscow as a messenger from a not too distant history,
bringing with him an air of cosmopolitanism. Portrayed as a foreigner with little tolerance for
bad manners and uncouth behavior, Woland appears decidedly old-fashioned among the Soviet
“new types.” Consistent with his status as an enforcer of history and culture, the devil punishes
various sinful characters not only for their moral failings such as stealing, lying, and cheating,
but also for cultural transgressions. Nothing annoys the devil more than boorish behavior.
Varenukha’s bad phone manners, Nikanor Ivanovich’s unfamiliarity with Pushkin, or
Likhodeev’s vulgarity cannot be relegated to any recognizable category of “biblical sins.”
Similarly, Berlioz, despite his education, commits the crime of betraying his cultural heritage to
gain prestige in the new Soviet world.

Unlike the majority of the book’s xenophobic Soviet characters, Margarita and the
Master strive to preserve a connection to a wider historical and cultural reality by creating an
intimate sub-culture of which the Master’s novel is the center. Within the context of Bulgakov’s
art, we could compare Margarita and the Master to the Turbins, the family in the semi-
autobiographical The White Guard, who struggle to preserve their old way of life in the wake of
the revolution by creating a home where time seems to stand still. The private world of
Margarita and the Master, and the Master’s novel represent the kind of cultural nostalgia of the
“destroyed world,” “behind the cream colored curtains” we find in The White Guard. After
suffering in the stifling Soviet environment, for the duration of the novel the two characters are

circumstantially separated from the Soviet world; both the Master and Margarita acquire private
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dwellings, sheltered from Soviet reality. The Master’s lottery winnings allow him to temporarily
leave his Soviet life and live a sheltered existence, immersed in the historical world of his novel.
After he flees his apartment, the psychiatric ward becomes a locus of isolation from the outside
world. Likewise, Margarita, one of the few heroines of Soviet literature with a servant, lives in
anachronistic, fantastical luxury. Even though Margarita’s unusual affluence is attained through
marriage to a member of the Soviet establishment, her indifference to her wealth and generosity
endow her with a regal quality. While the Master is intellectually connected to Western tradition
through his scholarly pursuits, Margarita physically embodies the past in flesh and blood, as we
learn that she descends directly from Queen Margot.

On a textual level, the Jerusalem narrative replicates the isolation of the two lovers in the
Master’s garden apartment. Clearly unaware of uncouth “Soviet Readers,” it represents a cultural
space firmly rooted in the pre-revolutionary past. The Master’s historical novel stands as an
example of pristine art in the high literary and intellectual tradition, quite distinct from the likes
of Gudok and its mass readers, but Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita taken as a whole
combines a Western-influenced cultural heritage with a Soviet NEP-era literary ethos. In this
way, The Master and Margarita demonstrates an acute awareness of a varied audience. Whereas
the Master’s intended readers clearly belong to a select few, Bulgakov utilizes a number of
devices to grant his naive “Soviet reader” access into the Master’s cultural realm. By catering to
the reader’s taste for entertainment, using the educational formula of the satirical feuilleton and
introducing Ivan Bezdomny as the reader’s companion, the author lures the unsuspecting “Soviet

reader” into complex intellectual territory.
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“The Soviet Reader” in Jerusalem
Structurally, The Master and Margarita could be likened to the dimensions of the ill-fated
apartment on Sadovaya, the dwelling that expands into astonishing depth upon Woland’s arrival.
The Master and Margarita, advertised as a “fantastical novel,” similarly surprises with its
unexpectedly vast philosophical interiority. However, the initiation into the pre-revolutionary
cultural realm occurs gradually as the story of Pontius Pilate is told in small doses amidst a fast
moving, captivating narrative.

Perhaps acting on the belief that the “Soviet reader” would rather go the circus than to the
opera, Bulgakov utilizes tantalizing literary tricks to retain his audience’s attention throughout
the book. Using humor, mystery, romance and fantastical elements creates an undisputable page-
turner. The first chapter begins as an entertaining tale, with several captivating mysteries:
Berlioz’s hallucination, the identity of the foreign stranger, Woland’s mystical prediction. These
curious events precede the reader’s first introduction to the “Jerusalem” chapters and safeguard
against a potential yawn at the appearance of Pontius Pilate and the historical narrative that
follows.

Having captured the “Soviet Reader’s” imagination, the author gently guides him with
the use of repeated phrases to create simple transitions from the Moscow chapters into the
territory of the Jerusalem chapters. The last lines of the first chapter read “ ‘It’s all very simple:
Early in the morning of the fourteenth day of the spring month of Nisan, wearing a white cloak

99’54

with a blood-red lining, and shuffling with his cavalryman’s gait...”””" Just as the beginning of
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the Jerusalem story is quoted at the end of the first Moscow chapter, so are the last lines carried
over to chapter three, where we return to Soviet reality: “Yes, it was about ten in the morning,

my esteemed Ivan Nikolayevich,” said the professor.””

This utterance contains yet another
indication of the Soviet reader’s involvement. When Woland concludes his tale, he directly
addresses Ivan, as though the story were told exclusively for his benefit, even though Berlioz is
also present.

The Jerusalem narrative, although temporally and culturally removed from Soviet life,
nonetheless exhibits many thematic parallels to the events in the Moscow chapters. The story of
Pontius Pilate’s meeting with Yeshua echoes dilemmas of moral conscience presented in
Master’s story. In this way, Jerusalem’s historical landscape is simultaneously ancient and
contemporary, stylistically foreign, but conceptually relevant to the supernatural tale of the
Devil’s visit to Moscow. Ivan’s instant fascination with the first part of the Pontius Pilate story,
related by Woland (“The poet passed his hand over his face like a man who had just revived’°)

speaks to the timeless power of this Biblical narrative. Bulgakov’s apocryphal version of Jesus’

crucifixion presents these events in a compelling manner.

54 . .

Bulgakov, The Master and Margarita, 12. “Bc€ npocto: B 6eoM TuIamie ¢ KpoBaBbIM MOA00EM,
HIapKaroUK KaBaJIepPUICKON MOXOAKOM, pAaHHUM yTPOM YETBIPHAALATOIO YHUCIIA BECEHHETO
Mecsiia Hucana... ~ Bulgakov, Master i Margarita, 26.

>3 1bid., 33.“Jla, GBLIO OKOJIO JECATH YACOB yTpa, nocrourumbiii iBan HukomnaeBuy, --- ckazan
npocdeccop.” Ibid., 43.

>0 Ibid. “TIo3T mpoBeN PyKOIO MO JIHILY, KAK Yel0BEK, TOIBKO UTo OuHyBIImiics.” Ibid.
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Ivan Bezdomny: “The Soviet Reader’s” Companion
The “Soviet reader” not only appears as an implicit addressee in the novel, but is explicitly
present as one of the work’s main characters. Ivan Bezdomny, though himself a poet,
nonetheless represents an ignorant “Soviet reader” in need of education. Ivan’s crude language,
readiness to use his fists, general ignorance and a predilection for automatically repeating Soviet
propaganda evoke the quintessential ignorant “Soviet reader,” Poligraf Poligrafovich Sharikov.
However, unlike Bulgakov’s other unflattering depictions of this character type, Ivan possesses
an imagination, compassion, and the ability to change. In fact, by the end of the novel Ivan is
transformed from an uninitiated “Soviet reader” to a budding scholar. The opportunity to enter a
more elevated cultural sphere presents itself not only to Ivan, but to any reader who picks up the
novel.

Some critics have even dubbed Ivan the true “author” of the novel. In her psychoanalytic
reading, Judith Mills interprets the plot of The Master and Margarita as Ivan’s hallucination.’’
Similarly, Neil Cornwell concludes that Ivan may be the only character whose omniscience is
greater than Woland’s.”® Bulgakov invites this affiliation between Ivan and the novel’s narrator
by playfully evoking his own past as a hack writer. The name “Ivan Bezdomny” was one of his

first signed pseudonyms. Scholars such as Riitta Pittman have used this biographical fact to build

>7 Judith M. Mills, “Of Dreams, Devils, Irrationality and The Master and Margarita,” in Russian
Literature and Psychoanalysis, edited by Daniel Rancour-Laferriere (Philadelphia: John
Benjamins, 1989), 303-328.

> Neil Cornwell, The Literary Fantastic: From Gothic to Postmodern (New York: Harvester,
1990).
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a case showing the Master and Ivan as two parts of a split personality.”” Indeed, Bulgakov
naming his character after his own pen name complicates notions of authorship. Whereas many
early critics of The Master and Margarita identified the Master as a direct biographical portrait
of the author himself, more recent scholarship has explored a multitude of authorial voices in the
novel which includes Ivan’s.

However, Ivan primarily performs the role of a listener and recipient of information,
rather than a story teller. Ivan’s promise to Master “not to write anymore” makes him an unlikely
author, as narrating The Master and Margarita would mean breaking his vow. To be sure, Ivan
keeps his promise by relinquishing his pen name and becoming a scholar. In this passive capacity
of a student, Ivan Bezdomny becomes a relatable guide for the “Soviet reader” to follow.

This type of partnership between character and reader, whereby the reader partakes in a
magical, yet educational journey through the character’s eyes recalls the reader-character
relationship in Lewis Carrol’s Alice in Wonderland or the much more recent philosophical
survey in the guise of a fantastical tale entitled Sophie’s World by Jostein Gaarder.”” The
description of Ivan’s “adventures” following Berlioz’s death, resemble Alice’s descent down the
rabbit hole. As Ivan madly pursues Woland and his retinue the “Soviet Reader” follows him into
a spiraling distortion of familiar reality. Ivan arrives at the psychiatric ward disoriented and

unstable. Unsolvable mysteries challenge Ivan’s established notions about the world. It is in this

> Riitta Pittman. The Author’s Divided Self in Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita, (New York:
St. Martin's Press, 1991).

% In Sophie’s World, a little girl named Sophie experiences a series of mysterious and fantastical
events while learning about the history of philosophy. Jostein Gaarder, Sophie’s World [1991],
translated by Paulette Moller (New York: Berkley Books, 1996).
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state of extreme vulnerability that Ivan meets the Master and along with the “Soviet Reader,”
glimpses an unfamiliar value system and perception of the world. The enlightening wisdom
passed from the Master to Ivan consists not of moral or spiritual teachings, but first and foremost
instructs in culture and manners. In the first minutes of their conversation the Master criticizes

Ivan for his crude language:

“Disgraceful,” the guest scolded and added, “And besides, why do you say things
like ‘smash some guy in the puss?’ After all, nobody knows exactly what a man
has, a face or a puss. Most likely, it’s still a face. So, when it comes to fists...No,

you should stop doing that sort of thing once and for all.” '

When the Master learns of Ivan’s encounter with the devil, he is shocked at Ivan’s lack of basic
cultural literacy. “It’s impossible not to recognize him, my friend! And besides, you’re...forgive
me for saying so, you’re, if I'm not mistaken, an ignorant man, are you not?”*> The Master
recognizes Satan from images encountered in books and from the opera Faust, analogously Ivan
fails to make the connection due to his educational lack. In the Master’s criticism of Ivan we can
recognize Bulgakov’s cultural ideals, which include proper manners and a Western European

literary education.

°! Bulgakov, The Master and Margarita, 111.---Be3o6pasue, --- ocyaun rocts MiBana u 106aBu:
---A KpoMe TOro, 4TO 3TO BBl TaK BBIPAXKAETECh: IO MOPE 3aCBETHII. .. Beab Hen3BecTHO, 4TO
MMEHHO UMEETCA y 4elloBeKa, Mopaa win auno. M moxanyi, Bep Bce-Taku JIMLOo. Tak 4ro,
3HaeTe JiM, Kyi1akaMmu...Her, yx 3To BBl ocTaBbTe HaBceraa. Bulgakov, Master i Margarita, 169.

% 1bid.,113 “Ero Hemb3s He y3HATh, MOit Apyr! BHpouem, BBI...BbI MEHS OIISTh TAKH H3BUHHTE,
BEIb s He oIIn0aroch, BBl YeIOBEK HEBEKecTBeHHBIN?” Ibid, 172.
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After receiving his cultural sermon from the Master Ivan quickly realizes his mistake and

not only vows to stop writing bad poetry, but also develops an interest in history and philosophy.
Through Ivan, the reader is introduced to the Master’s pre-revolutionary cultural realm. This first
face to face encounter between teacher and disciple marks the beginning of Ivan’s and

consequently the “Soviet Reader’s” immersion into a historical past.

An Invitation to Satan’s Ball
In the second part of the novel, the divide between Master and Margarita’s cultural realm and the
“Soviet reader” virtually disappears. Following his conversion, Ivan ceases to be the reader’s
guide and is replaced by Margarita. While Ivan’s befuddled perspective limited the reader’s
knowledge, in the second part of the novel, all cultural and perceptual doors are opened. Through
Margarita, the reader gains full access into Woland’s historical/magical world. As boundaries
fade between fantasy and reality, between a cosmopolitan historical past and a Soviet present, the
linguistic borders demarcating high literary style and mass accessibility also destabilize.

The tone of the passages addressed to a “Soviet reader” changes from satirical colloquial
speech to solemn and at times sentimental expression. The first chapter of Part II begins with an

intimate invitation:

Follow me, reader! Who ever told you that there is not such thing in the world as
real, true, everlasting love? May the liar have his despicable tongue cut out!

Follow me, my reader, and only me, and I’ll show you that kind of love!®
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This direct appeal to an undifferentiated readership indicates that in the second part of the book
all readers become equals as the narrative is no longer strictly divided into “high” and “low”
texts. While Behemoth’s and Koroviev’s antics continue to supply entertainment, there are no
distinct “feuilletonic” chapters. Humor and the supernatural intermingle with the more
sophisticated historical and philosophical content. The mediation of the feuilleton, which
allowed for communication between a naive reader and the educated narrator, is no longer
necessary after the reader’s initiation into Western influenced pre-revolutionary culture via
Ivan’s enlightening journey.

The ornate, dramatic language of the passage quoted above resembles the style of the
Jerusalem chapters. At the same time designations such as “eternal and faithful love” signal the
simple sensibilities of a romance novel. To be sure, the second part of the book demonstrates a
generic teetering between high literature and light fiction. For instance, Margarita’s introduction
lacks any psychological depth. Her character, described as an archetypal romantic heroine is
summed up with surface adjectives: “intelligent, beautiful and childless.” Furthermore, by first
informing the reader of Margarita’s wealth and social position, the narrator appeals to the

common reader’s assumed materialistic interests:

Margarita Nikolayevna had plenty of money. Margarita Nikolayevna could buy

anything that took her fancy. Her husband’s circle of friends included some

63 Tt . . .

Ibid.,185. “3a mHoii, untarens! Kto ckazan Tebe, 4TO HET Ha CBETE HACTOSIIEH, BEPHOH,
Be4yHOI r00BH! Jla OTpeXyT ATyHy €ro TrHYCHBIU si3blk! 3a MHOW, MOW 4YWTaresnb, U
TOJILKO 32 MHOM, U s OKaxy Tebe Takyro at000Bs!”Ibid., 274.
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interesting people. Margarita Nikolayevna never touched a primus stove.
Margarita Nikolayevna was ignorant of the horrors of life in a communal
apartment.64
Further in the chapter, Bulgakov confirms that his implied readers closely resemble the

greedy Soviet citizens at Woland’s Black Magic Show by tempting them with the delicious
details of his heroine’s wardrobe much in the same way Woland tempts the Moscow women
with Parisian fashions. The description of stockings, perfumes, blouses and high heeled shoes
strewn about the apartment appears nearly identical to the items distributed to the eager Moscow
audiences by Woland and his helpers.®” The parallel between Woland’s fashion show and
Margarita’s wardrobe is made explicit when Margarita “decides to perform a trick of her own”
by bestowing on her maid several of these coveted treasures.

The reader, taken along for the ride on Margarita’s broomstick enters the fantastical
reality of Woland’s historical realm. The depiction of Satan’s Ball accomplishes some of the
same educational aims as the Master’s novel. Satan’s Ball, where history turns into a grotesque
carnival, combines entertainment with education, much in the same way that a supernatural
narrative surrounds the tale of Pontius Pilate. In the case of Satan’s Ball, the notion of
“resurrecting the past” appears playfully as a realized metaphor; dead historical figures literally

rise from their coffins to re-enact their passions and crimes in a historical masquerade.

*Ibid.,185. Maprapura HuxonaesHa He Hykaanach B AeHbrax. Maprapura HukomaesHa Moria
KyIHTb BCE, YTO MOHPaBUTCs. Cpein 3HaKOMBIX €€ My’Ka MOTaIaaiCch HHTEPECHBIE JTIOMM.
Maprapura HukoslaeBHa HUKOr1a He IIpUKacanachk K npumycy. Maprapura HukosiaesHa He
3HaJja y>KacoB XUTbhs B COBMeCTHOHU kBaptupe. Ibid., 276.

% Ibid., 291.
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Satan’s Ball serves as a meeting place where characters, story-lines, and consequently
readers, converge. The witching hour allows for synthesis among the various planes, previously
separated in the novel by boundaries of language and separate plots. Undead historical
personages and Soviet characters are gathered together not only for a devilish celebration, but
also to be judged before a supernatural court. Berlioz disappears into oblivion, according to his
own nihilist beliefs about the afterlife. Aloisii is shot as payback for betraying the Master while
other tormented souls continue to endure punishments already assigned to them. For some,
Satan’s Ball offers the chance to dramatically change the course of their destiny. Natasha trades
in her old life as a maid for a witch’s wicked freedom and a royal title in the world of the
supernatural. Conversely Varenukha gratefully returns to his humdrum Soviet existence after a
dissatisfying stint as a vampire. A life altering choice falls to Margarita, who must decide
between granting mercy to the child murderess Frieda or pursue her own happiness. Margarita
chooses compassion over self-interest and this selfless deed ultimately wins back the Master.
This temporary merging of realities presents a crucial opportunity to the “Soviet reader”
as well. Having glimpsed a wider historical and cultural reality, first in the Master’s novel and
later at the Satan’s ball, the Soviet reader chooses whether he or she can return to a state of
ignorance. Readers can forget the Master’s novel and its historical context and remain “readers
of the feuilleton” or they can elect to retain their expanded consciousness to inform their future
“readings” of life in the Soviet Union. Bulgakov grants his “Soviet readers” the power of free
will by providing the option of dismissing the uncanny happenings as mass hypnosis and thereby

rejecting the author’s educational efforts.
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The epilogue of the novel shows the “Soviet reader” the way out from the
fantastical/historical labyrinth in which he has found himself. The narrator provides an

explanation of the strange events:

Needless to say, truly mature and cultured people did not tell these stories about
an evil power’s visit to the capital. In fact, they even made fun of them and tried
to talk sense into those who told them [...] Cultured people shared the point of
view of the investigating team: it was the work of a gang of hypnotists and

ventriloquists magnificently skilled in their art.*

Ivan as a representative of the “Soviet reader,” on the surface chooses “to forget” and side with
those “cultured” opinions that Woland’s visit to Moscow was a cleverly staged prank.
“Everything is clear to Ivan Nikolayevich, he knows and understands everything. He knows that
in his youth he was the victim of hypnotist-criminals and that he had to go in for treatment and
was cured.”®’ However, the next sentence indicates that Ivan’s education has not been in vain:

“But he knows that there are things he cannot cope with.”*®

% Ibid., 326. HanGoree pa3BuThIe i Ky/IbTypPHBIE IO B 3THX PACCKA3aX O HEUHCTOM CHIIE,
HaBECTUBIICH CTOJHILY, pa3yMeeTcsl, HUKAKOTO y4acTHs HE MPUHUMAJIHN U 1a)Ke CMESUINCH HaJ
HUMH U TIBITATUCH PACCKa3UUKOB 00pa3yMHTh| . .. |KyIbTypHBIC JTI0M CTaIH HA TOUKY 3pCHUS
ciencTBus: paboTana malka THITHOTU3EPOB M YPEBOBEIIATENCH, BEIUKOJICITHO BIaICIOIIas
cBouM uckyccTBoM.Ibid., 484.

6 .

7 Ibid.333. “HNBany HukonaeBuuy Bce U3BECTHO, OH BCE 3HAET U OHMMaeT. OH 3HAET, YTO B
MOJIOJIOCTH CBOEH OH CTaJj KePTBOM MPECTYMHBIX TUITHOTU3EPOB, JICUUJIICS TTOCIIE 3TOTO U
Beuteunica.” Ibid., 494.
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Conclusion

The result of Ivan’s education speaks to the ability of a text such as The Master and Margarita to
change a reader’s perceptions and beliefs. Has Ivan been transformed and enlightened or has he
chosen forgetful complacency? In her 1986 article, “Reaching a Reader: The Master’s Audience
in The Master and Margarita,” Carol Avins treats Ivan as a failed disciple citing that his position
in the Soviet academic world indicates that he “must have adapted the standard interpretation”
abandoning the Master’s teachings. Blaming Ivan’s inadequacy as a reader, Avins concludes that

%% This statement

“manuscripts do perish [...] of the failure of an audience to apprehend them.
attributes a majestic fragility to the term “manuscript,” implying that a text must be preserved by
the reception of an ideal reader, otherwise it crumbles into dust.

However, is Bulgakov’s message that a literary text is a relic, meant to be preserved
without alteration? The example of his own novel points to the contrary as The Master and
Margarita itself represents a transposition, whereby a valuable historical text is introduced via
the literary code of a new culture - the Soviet feuilleton. Following the logic of Avins’ argument,
“Soviet readers,” like Ivan, destroy the manuscript with their flawed interpretations. However, as
I have already demonstrated, the reader of the feuilleton is a welcome and necessary guest,

whose implicit input allows Bulgakov to make the Pontius Pilate story compelling to a wide

contemporary audience. Similarly, Ivan continues the Master’s legacy precisely by working as a

%% Ibid. “Ho 3HaeT OH TaKke, YTO KOE C YeM OH COBJIAATh He MOXeT.” A more accurate
translation of this sentence is “But he also knows that there are certain things beyond his
control.”

% Carol Avins, “Reaching a Reader: The Master's Audience in The Master and Margarita,”
Slavic Review 45, no. 2 (Summer 1986): 284.



85
historian within a Soviet system. Although on one hand he exposes the Master’s text to the
danger of modification, the text’s survival in a new culture depends on a translator who is
familiar with Soviet mentality and conventions. In this way, Ivan as a Soviet historian allows the
Master’s text to live on (in some form) for future generations, as the feuilleton preserves
Bulgakov’s pre-revolutionary cultural legacy for the uninitiated “Soviet readers.”

It seems that Bulgakov’s own low assessment of his early writings for Gudok proved
unjust. The status of The Master and Margarita as a “manuscript that doesn’t burn” owes much
to its orientation toward readers of the feuilleton. The novel’s great philosophical and cultural
treasures are brought to the surface by the work’s entertaining plot and humor. Despite the
author’s proclaimed shame at his Gudok days, the indestructibility of the feuilleton contributed to
the success of Bulgakov’s masterpiece by ushering in pre-revolutionary culture and its values
into Soviet literature for a new readership.

The importance of the feuilleton in The Master and Margarita clearly contradicts the
notion that the novel was written to be read exclusively and in secret by a select group of
intellectual peers. The Soviet feuilleton, created for the utilitarian purpose of educating a newly
literate reader seems ill-fitting within a novel that adamantly decries the lowering of artistic
expression to the level of political propaganda. There are several ways of addressing this
apparent paradox. First, fame (or at least recognition) was a consideration for Bulgakov who

hoped against all odds to publish The Master and Margarita.” This explanation, however, does

7% Evidence exists that the author did have some hope of publishing his controversial novel. The
play “Batum” about Stalin’s youth, written in 1939, was possibly a concession in an effort to
publish The Master and Margarita. Lesley Milne notes (in Mikhail Bulgakov: A Critical
Biography, 219- 224.) that Bulgakov thought of Stalin “as the first reader,” of his masterpiece. In
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not suffice; for in the end, the author did not compromise his creation in order to publish it,
rather, the feuilleton was not only a tool to communicate with an external reader, but to some
degree a reflection of Bulgakov’s own changed literary consciousness. The author’s literary
upbringing consisted not only of Pushkin, Dostoevsky, and Gogol, but also of “lower” reading
sources. Targeting a mass audience, Bulgakov drew on pre-revolutionary popular literature and
contemporary satire to formulate an appropriate mode of communication with an unsophisticated,
Soviet audience. The conversation between the “Soviet Reader” and the pre-revolutionary
intellectual, may not after all be directed outward, but represents the writer’s attempt to reconcile
his nostalgic cultural ideals and his participation in an ever-changing cultural reality. In The
Master and Margarita we see a reflection of Russia’s transforming reading culture, which swept

up in its wave not only the newly literate masses, but the intelligentsia as well.

her Zhizneopisanie Bulgakova (Moskva: Kniga, 1988), Marietta Chudakova writes that Bulgakov
had read drafts of the novel to II’f and Petrov and the two authors told him that the work could be
published if he were to “take out the ancient chapters,”462.
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CHAPTER 3

Soviet Types and Fragmented Selves in Yuri Olesha’s Envy

Yuri Olesha, Mikhail Bulgakov’s colleague at Gudok, looked upon this journalistic activity much
more favorably than his friend. Olesha’s ardent enthusiasm, and therefore the contrast between
the two authors’ attitudes, is vividly illustrated in an inscription to Bulgakov written in his book

of feuilletonic verses (June, 30, 1924):

Mishenka, I will never write vague lyrical verses. No one needs them. A poet
should write feuilletons, so that poetry can serve a practical purpose for those who
earn wages of 7 rubles. Do not be angry with me Mishunchik, you are a good
humorist (Mark Twain was also a humorist) In one year I will present you with

another “Zubilo” Love. Your Olesha.!

! Munrenbka, s HEKOT/[a He Gy/y MICATh OTBICUCHHBIX THPUIECKHX CTHXOB. DTO HHKOMY HE
Hy»XHO. [To3T nomken nucath GeabeToHbI, YTOOB! OT CTUXOB ObLIA MPAKTUYECKask MOJIb3a JUIs
Jro/Iel, KOTOphIe MOy4aroT 7 pyOuneit skanoBanbs. He cepnutecs Mumynuuk, Bel xopomuit
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By pointing out that Mark Twain was also a humorist Olesha defends the merits of the satirical
feuilleton to Mikhail Bulgakov who detested working at the railway newspaper. Yuri Olesha,
according to his own reports, deemed his time spent in Gudok the happiest of his life, writing
over 500 feuilletons in verse under the pseudonym “Zubilo.” Most of these short pieces dealt
with transportation related topics, such as the timely operation of trains, paying train fare and
public drunkenness.” In addition to his light, chastushka-like verses, Olesha also penned a
number of politically charged poems about the revolution. The author was particularly adept at
writing satirical verses and his quick, accessible wit soon gained him popularity among peasant
and worker readers.

Yet, despite his seeming love and talent for ‘“agitational literature” little trace of
feuilletonic activity remains in Olesha’s most celebrated work, Envy (1927). Did Olesha
completely abandon his role of “beloved mass writer” or did he continue to utilize some aspect
of the satirical feuilleton in his masterpiece? As I have shown in the previous chapter, the
professed ideology of a writer and the artistic execution of his or her works do not necessarily
correspond. The comparison between Olesha and Bulgakov furthers this point, as despite
Bulgakov’s proclaimed hatred of the feuilleton, The Master and Margarita exhibits more

continuity with mass literary forms than Olesha’s Envy. Resonating subtly in Olesha’s

toMopuct (Mapk TBeH — Toxe romoprct) Uepes rox s moxapio Bam emé ogno «3yomno» Llenyro.
Bam Onema. Marietta Chudakova, Masterstvo Oleshy (Moskva: “Nauka”, 1972), 7.

* For examples of Olesha’s early feuilletons please see Klub znamenitikh kapitanov i drugie
liubimie chitateliami avtory 80-letnego ‘Gudka’ edited by A.V. Startsev (Moscow: Gudok, 1997),
73-78.
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masterpiece, the satirist’s tone nonetheless innovatively asserts itself in the midst of his
modernist prose as a device communicating a discursive shift in the post-revolutionary reality.

At the First Congress of Writers in 1934, in an impassioned speech defending his position
as an artist in the Soviet Union Olesha expressed a writer’s curiosity about the psychology of the

“new Soviet man” :

Who are you? What colors do you see? Do you ever have dreams? What sorts of
things do you long for? What do you think of yourself? How do you love? How
do you feel about the world? What do you accept and what do you reject? Which
is stronger in you, reason or emotion? Can you cry? Do you know what

tenderness is? [...]°

The text of Envy, written seven years prior to this speech, poses the same questions in a literary
examination of human emotions in the era of Socialism. As Ivan Babichev, the novel’s
buffoon/prophet, states “The era of socialism will create a new series of conditions for the human

* This statement represents only one side of the argument, as

soul to replace the old emotions.
Olesha’s novel in form and content debates whether humanity has really changed internally after

the Revolution. The problem is additionally set up in aesthetic terms as the author signifies “old”

3 “Speech to the First Congress of Soviet Writers” in Yuri Olesha, Envy and Other Works trans.
and ed. Andrew MacAndrew (New York: Anchor Books, 1967), 218.

*Yuri Olesha, Envy translated by Marian Schwartz (New York: New York Review of Books,
2004), 94. “Opa counann3ma co3/1acT B3aMEH IIPEKHUX UyBCTBOBAHUI HOBYIO CEPUIO COCTOSHUI
yenoBeueckor nymu.” Yuri Olesha, Zavist’, Izbrannie Sochineniia (Moscow: Gos. 1zd-vo, 1956),
86.
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and “new” emotions using corresponding literary sensibilities. Juxtaposing the flat
characterization found in the Soviet feuilleton to a modernist lyric delving into the human soul,
Olesha offers his readers two disparate visions of his characters.

The NEP satirical feuilleton takes a narrow view of man, depicting human beings as
caricatures defined solely by their social position and political allegiance. Created to educate and
instruct a newly literate Soviet reader, this genre intentionally aims at generalizations to create
laughable Soviet archetypes. In its lack of psychological depth, the feuilleton gives the
impression that human beings have morphed into Socialist caricatures. The feuilletonic view
alternates with a lyrical approach to character, revealing bottomless depths of the fragmented self.
In creating this modernist vision of the individual Olesha borrows from a myriad of artistic
movements such as Symbolism and Expressionism, as well as from psychoanalysis whereby
characters are explained in terms of their dreams and childhood experiences. In this way, the
“feuilletonic,” surface view of characters as social types combines with the artist’s perception of
the invisible realms of being.

Each personage in Envy is intermittently illuminated by these two kinds of “character
lighting,” sometimes appearing as a cardboard cut out and at other times as a multi-dimensional
and indefinable self. In this chapter, I will argue against the critics who claim that in Envy,
Olesha shows his readers two kinds of human beings: the pre-revolutionary creative artists and
the limited Soviet men. Rather, Olesha cleverly reveals two modes of seeing and describing the
individual. Ultimately, Envy demonstrates that the revolution had not really changed the human
being internally, but only furnished a new political vocabulary that narrowed the individual to his

or her social function. The Soviet satirist’s job requires overlooking the particular idiosyncrasies
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of individuals in order to classify them under various social subheadings. Olesha’s “satirical
vision” narrowly defines his characters with sociopolitical labels. Some of the archetypes can be
recognized from The Three Fat Men, a work that combines tropes of popular literature and

Soviet satire.

The Three Fat Men: between the Satirical Feuilleton and Envy

Like his fellow writers, Olesha combined an intriguing, imaginative plot with political ideology
in his 1924 book The Three Fat Men, a children’s tale about gluttonous monarchs and the circus
performers who lead an uprising to overthrow them.” Written in 1924, but published in 1928, The
Three Fat Men combines the genre of a children’s adventure tale with a revolutionary message.
The uprising of “the people” against the monarchal rulers --- the three fat men functions as the

central conflict in the story. The leading character, a rebel named Prospero exclaims:

All those who once worked for you and earned pennies, while you got fat, all the
unfortunate, destitute, hungry, emaciated, orphans, cripples, paupers --- they are
beginning a war against you, against the fattened rich, who have replaced their

hearts with stone.’

> Please see Chapter 1: Introduction for more examples of 1920’s Soviet authors mixing popular
literature and ideological sensibilities.

% Bee kT0 paHbIe paGoTan Ha BAC U [OMy4al TPOLIH, B TO BPEMs KAK BBI KHPEIH, BCE
HecuyacTHbIe, 00€3/10JIeHHBIE, TOJIOIHbIC, UCXYaJIble, CHPOTHI, KAJIEKH, HUIIUE --- BCE UIYT
BOMHOI MPOTHUB Bac, MPOTUB KHUPHBIX OOraThIX, 3aMEHUBILINX cepAale kamHeM. Yuri Olesha. “Tri
tolstiaka” in Izbrannie sochineniia (Moscow: Gos. Izd-vo, 1956), 157.
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Despite the fact that Olesha’s tale takes place at an unspecified historical period in a
fictional land, the Soviet critics and reading public received the work as an allegory of the
Russian revolution. As illustrated by the preceding quote, this interpretation was supported by
the author’s manner of manner of splitting up all of the characters into two camps: the oppressors
and the oppressed. In his physical descriptions of good and evil archetypes Olesha follows the
conventions of the agitational poster. The depicition of the “bourgeious” as a “fat man” was a
standard graphic image on posters of the 1920s. Consider for instance, the following well-

kinown poster by the revolutionary poet Vladimir Mayakovsky (See Figure 1).

FIGURE 1: Mayakovsky, 1920

1.KAXABIN NPOrYA 1 PAAOCTD BPAIY,

o,
&

1A TEPOH TPYAA- 5. ANA BYPKYEB YAAP
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The text of the poster states: 1.Every missed work day. 2. Is good news for the enemy. 3. But a
hero of labor. 4. Is a hard blow to the bourgeois. The poster urging workers to work harder in
order to beat the bourgeois shows a trim proletariat engaged in dynamic movement, alongside an
immobile, grotesquely large head. The images on Mayakovsky’s poster could very well have
served as illustrations for Olesha’s The Three Fat Men.

In its manner of binary character construction, The Three Fat Men also resembles
Olesha’s own political verses written for Gudok. In a poem entitled “We are the Young Guard”
(“Msb1 monopmast rBapaus’) the author similarly emphasizes a political division between the
capitalists and the workers:

The world is split, like a skull in half

All masks removed.

All delusions forgotten

Everything has become clear. Clear to us and to them
That this battle is decisive, ultimate.

[Mup pacceueH, Kak 4eper MomnoJiaM.
Bce mMacku cHATBI.

Bce 3a0b1THI OpeH.

Bce crano sicHo. fIcHO uM 1 Ham

Uro 310 60 peUIUTENbHBIH, TOCIEAHHIA. |

Two camps... New York and Berlin.

It makes no difference --- Paris or Sofia
Another camp is indivisible and singular:
The battle forces of capitalism!

[Ba nareps... Heto-Hopx unu Bepnum.
V3 Bce paBHO --- [Tapmx nim Codus,
To yareps HEpa3AEIbHBINA U OJIUH:
Kanuranusma cuiiel 60eBbie! |

Two camps...

Our camp is the second
The world of the oppressed
Figure of the proletariat...
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Here we have flint --- the Kreml,

Here are our Soviet ranks

Like a sword and shield--- for the imprisoned, for our brother!

[[Ba nareps...

W narepp Hail BTOPOU:

Mup yrHeTeHHBIX,

CraH nposerapuara. ..

3neck kpeMeHb- Kpemip,

311ech Halll COBETCKUI CTPOii,

Kax muT u mrhIik --- 3a y3HUKa, 3a 6paTa!]7
As in many of Olesha’s agitational works there are no individual actors, but rather two groups of
faceless participants engaged in an ideological struggle.®

Unlike in his early poems, in the Three Fat Men Olesha creatively deviates from
straightforward political moralizing by intertwining crude categorizations with imaginative
passages and subplots. For instance, one of the more delicious descriptions in the Three Fat Men
chronicles a balloon-seller’s unfortunate adventures in the kitchen of the fat men’s palace. After
unexpectedly taking off in flight propelled by an excess of balloons, the vendor lands in an

elaborate cake intended for the fat men’s gluttonous feast. Desperate to save their delectable

creation, the pastry chefs incorporate the balloon seller into the dessert.

7 Zubilo. Saliut: stikhi 1923-1926 (Moscow: Gudok, 1927), 49.

¥ Olesha’s agitational verses, written under the pseudonym Zubilo, are quite typical of other
Soviet propagandistic poetry such as Demian Bednyi’s early works. For a comparison please see
Demian Bednyi. Sobrannie Sochinenii (1909-1922) (Moscow and Petersburg: Krokodil, 1923).
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They covered him completely. His head, round mug, looking like a teapot
adorned by painted daisies, stuck out. The rest was covered by a white cream with
a lovely pink shade. The balloon seller looked like many things, but he had lost
any resemblance to himself just as he had lost his own shoe.
Poet would have mistook him for a swan in snow-white plumage, a
gardener- for a marble statue, a laundress- for a mountain of soap suds, and a

mishevious child — for a snowman.’

The ornate descriptions of the balloon man’s encounter with the cake have no political
significance or relevance to the overall plot. The entire episode exists as a purely lyrical
digression, presenting the author an opportunity to amuse himself and his readers with
metaphorical images.

This lyrical reverie actually corrodes the didactic constitution of the story. Despite the
message of The Three Fat Men that greed and gluttony are markers of reprehensible morality, the
rich details of the cake’s appearance assign “gluttony” a seductive quality. After reading
Olesha’s description, most readers (especially children) would gladly trade places with a “fat

man” for the chance to try the mouthwatering, confectionary creation.

? Ero sanemumu crouts. ['onosa, KpyTilasg poxka, I0XO0Kasi Ha YalHUK, PaclHUCAHHBIN
MaprapuTKamu, Topyaia HapyXy. OcTtaabHOe OBIJIO MOKPHITO OeNbIM KPeMOM, UMEBIIUM
IIPEJIECTHBIN PO30BaThI OTTEHOK. IIponaser; Mor MoKa3arbCst 4eM YIrOAHO, HO CXOZACTBO C
caMHMM cOOOH OH IMOTEPsUT KaK MOTepsul CBOW coOCTBEHHBIN Oammak. [1o3T Mor mpuHATH
ero 3a jebensi B OCIOCHEKHOM ONEPEHHUH, CAJOBHUK —3a MPAMOPHYIO CTaTylo, Ipayka —
3a rOpy MBUIBHOM IIEHBI, a MIalyH- 3a CHEeXHYI0 0a0y. Yuri Olesha,“Tri tolstiaka,”153.
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In The Three Fat Men the reader experiences two different aspects of Olesha’s craft:
constructing his story as an opposition between the recognizable archetypes of the fat capitalist
and the skinny rebel, Olesha remains “Zubilo,” first and foremost intent on exposing social ills.
In passages diverting from moralization into the territory of aesthetic pleasure, Olesha reveals his
gift for detached lyricism that paints over “black and white” political slogans with a whimsical

color palette.

Envy Criticism: Politics vs. Aesthetics

In Envy, Olesha carries over some of the archetypes one finds in his agitational poetry and in The
Three Fat Men, but significantly complicates them by embedding these characters within
complex, lyrical prose. Consequently, scholars have found both political and aesthetic
significance in Olesha’s masterpiece Envy.

There are two dominant strands in Envy criticism: sociopolitical interpretations of the
novel as a portrayal of social types and inquiries into the poetics of the work. Envy seems to
invite a social reading, as characters in the work explicitly define themselves and each other as
specific social types. Both Soviet and Western critics have used the characterizations in Envy to
derive their own interpretations of the “social order” in Envy. Thus the work appears as a
Rorschach inkblot test for the critic, whereby each commentator arranges the characters into
heroes and villains according to his or her particular agenda.

Early Soviet critics saw Envy as juxtaposition between old and new social types. They
praised Olesha’s novel for its negative depictions of the bourgeois, but scolded him for endowing

Kavalerov and Ivan Babichev with positive attributes. Those at odds with the Soviet regime saw
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Envy as a statement exalting the artist and condemning the oppressive, Soviet state. For instance,
Arkady Belinkov, an exiled Soviet writer of the 1970s saw the central message of Envy as the

conflict between “the artist and the masses”:

The lot of Kavalerov, the intellectual, free man, was not glory, success, or deeds
to accomplish. He sees that all this fell to the share of mediocrities and nonentities,

and even more often to outright criminals."

Arkady Belinkov’s reading of the novel stems from his own frustrating experiences as a silenced
writer living in the Soviet Union. His projection of personal experience creates a blind spot in his
interpretation of the novel and prevents him from noting the more complicated nuances of the
work.

Several Western critics have similarly constructed narrative configurations illustrating the
antagonistic relationship between a lyrical, romantic figure and the utilitarian “new man.”

Ronald D.Le Blanc notes:

The primary conflict of Envy, is thus between the Soviet man of action,
epitomized by Makarov, whose values and mental outlook are favorably attuned
to the industrialist, productivist, collectivist Weltanshaung of the new regime, in

Russia, and the twentieth century version of the Russian “superfluous man”,

' Arkady Belinkov; Elizabeth Cody; V.Liapunov,“The Soviet Intelligentsia and the Socialist
Revolution: OnYury Olesha’s “Envy”: Part II, Russian Review, Vol.31, No.1 (Jan.,1972), 27.
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represented by Kavalerov, whose old world romanticism is essentially alien to the

rationalism, realism, and scientific pragmatism of the communist order."'

Other critics have opposed socio-political interpretations by pointing out that any potential social
message of the work gets lost in the imaginative, lyrical complexity of the narration. As Andrew

Barratt states:

Kavalerov is a most idiosyncratic narrator and one whose own mental universe
stands as a formidable barrier to those who would like to understand the larger

social universe he inhabits.'?

In their respective studies Elizabeth Klosty Beajour, Kazimiera Ingadahl and Victor Peppard
have focused on Olesha’s creative process, the artist’s relationship with reality and the formal
aspects of Envy."® Kazimiera Ingadahl points out Olesha’s artistic kinship with the Symbolists in

his penetrating gaze into “the inmost mystery of things.”'* Victor Peppard examines Olesha’s

"' Ronald D. LeBlanc, “The Soccer Match in Envy,” The Slavic and East European Journal,
Vol.32, No.1. (Spring, 1988), 56.

'2 Andrew Barratt, “Envy Part I: Kavalerov as Myth-Maker” in Critical Companion to Olesha’s
Envy, edited by Rimgaila Salys (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1999), 50.

1 Elizabeth Klosty Beajour, The Invisible Land : A Study of the Artistic Imagination of Yuri
Olesha (New York: Columbia University Press,1970); Kazimiera Ingadahl, The Artist and the
Creative Act: A Study of Jurij Olesha’s Novel Zavist’ (PhD Diss. Stockholm:University of
Stockholm, 1984); Victor Peppard, The Poetics of Yury Olesha (Gainseville: University of
Florida Press, 1989).
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poetics through the lens of Bakhtin’s “carnival,” noting the carnivalistique atmosphere of the
novel and the trickster personas of Ivan Babichev."’

Both political and aesthetic readings have their merits, as they have provided invaluable
insights into this difficult and fascinating novel. However, as each successive scholar points out,

either approach in isolation ignores a significant part of the novel’s self-contradicting duality.

Reconciling Politics and Aesthetics
Recently, Janet Tucker has attempted to reconcile the aesthetic and political readings of Envy by

showing how Olesha used his aesthetics to convey his disapproval of the Soviet system’s rigidity:

Olesha did not write in a vaccum. He hid pointed criticisms of the contemporary
system in his aesthetics—in such seemingly non-political issues as language, the
plastic arts, Greek myth. He transformed his art into an all-inclusive weapon
aimed against a “universal” system, Soviet Marxism, most particularly as

prostituted by the regime.'®

Tucker’s study cleverly combines poetic and socio-political hermeneutics as she demonstrates
that Envy invites a political interpretation while simultaneously subverting any mimetic reading

with complex imagery that cannot be readily categorized under a political or social label.

'* Ingadahl, 10.
' Peppard, 76-77.

' Janet G. Tucker, Revolution Betrayed: Jurij Olesha’s Envy, (Columbus: Slavica Publishers,
1996), 10.
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Ultimately, Tucker’s conclusion that Olesha used his artist’s vision to oppose the Soviet
regime echoes other social readings of the novel. While her insights are original, I find Tucker’s
conclusions problematic. First of all, the statement that Olesha resorted to “complicated
subterfuge” because he was unable to “directly oppose the regime” is at best a dubious
speculation.'” The discovery of covert motivations hinges entirely on the scholar’s opinion, as
they are too subtle to be proved or disproved.

Judging by Olesha’s personal writings from this time and his later memoirs, it seems
unlikely that Olesha’s political stance circa 1927 would have been ‘“anti-Soviet.” In the year
1927, Olesha published a compilation of his political poetry via the Gudok publishing house and
continued to write agitational feuilletons for the journals Smekhach’, Krokodil and Gudok
through the 1930s. Olesha’s political beliefs seemed lukewarm, bordering on apathetic rather
than radical. Assuming an apologetic stance, Olesha repeatedly referred to his “bourgeois
tendencies” as a disease to be conquered.' In a speech given in 1932 at a conference entitled
“The Artist and the Epoch” Olesha responded to criticism of his play 4 List of Blessings (1930),
expressing an urgent desire to rebuild himself from a weak member of the intelligentsia into a

“strong, red-blooded” proletarian writer:

I would like to reforge myself. Of course, it is repulsive, extremely repulsive for

me to be an intellectual. You will not believe, perhaps, to what degree it repulses

7 Ibid., 22.

'8 For more on Olesha’s views about literature in the Soviet Union see “Secret Notebooks of
Fellow-Traveler Sand” in Yuri Olesha, Envy and Other Works trans. and ed. Andrew McAndrew
(Garden City: Doubleday and Company Inc., 1967), 167-184.



101
me. This is --- a weakness, which I would like to reject. I want to reject
everything that resides within me, but especially this weakness. I want fresh,
arterial blood, and I will find it. My hair turned gray early because I was weak. I
passionately desire, to the point of howling, to the point of tears the strength
which an artist of the emerging class should possess, the kind of artist I would like

19
to become.

Olesha’s self-deprecating discussion of his weaknesses and his dreams of physical and political
health closely resemble Zoshchenko’s statements in his semiautobiographical Before Sunrise
(1954) (Please see chapter 4). Of course, one could question the author’s sincerity, accusing
Olesha of cowardice in the face of political duress in the manner of Arkady Belinkov; “Olesha,
of course did not intend to offend his readers; he was a pathetic and cowardly person.”*’ But
whether Olesha wholeheartedly believed in the Soviet system or not is irrelevant if the author
was unwilling to express his objections in writing. The information available to the scholar
indicates that Olesha was not passionately involved in political life, but nonetheless wished to

maintain the appearance of a Soviet supporter.

' 51 xouy mepectpoutses. KoHeuHO, MHE OYEHb IPOTHBHO, YePE3BbIYANHO MPOTHBHO OBITH
UHTEJUIUTeHTOM. BBl He moBepuTe, OBITH MOXKET, JI0 YeTo MPOTHUBHO. DTO — CIabOCTh, OT
KOTOPOI1 51 XOUy O0TKa3aThes. Sl Xouy 0TKa3aTbcs OT BCETO, YTO BO MHE €CTh, a MPEXKJIE BCETO OT
9TOH cimaboctu. S xouy cBexell apTepuaabHOU KPOBH, U 5 e€ Hailmy. Y MeHs IoceeNd BOJIOCH
paHo, moToMy 4To s OblI c1abbiM. U st MeuTato cTpacTHo, 70 BOS, JI0 CJIe3 MEUTAlo O CUJIe,
KOTOpasi JOJKHA OBITh B XyI0’KHUKE BOCXOSIIETO KJIacca, KaKOBBIM 5 Xouy ObITh. Yuri Olesha.
P’esy; stat’i o teatre i dramaturgii (Moscow: Isskustvo, 1968), 268.

2% Arkady Belinkov et al., 32.
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Secondly, and more importantly, I disagree with Tucker’s reading of the text as a

battlefield between the intellectuals and those who “prostitute” the myth of the revolution.

It is a clash between those characters (the intellectuals) who are aware of the
significance of the revolutionary myth on one hand, and those (Andrej, Volodja)

who take that myth out of its cultural context and prostitute it for their own ends.*'

Tucker goes on to analyze the characters in Envy as divided into two groups, not only socially,
but also aesthetically whereby Andrei Babichev and Volodia Makarov are described as inanimate
objects while Nikolai Kavalerov and Ivan Babichev are linked with childhood, possibility and
imagination. This reading ignores those parts of the book where Kavalerov and Ivan Babichev
appear as static figures and Andrei Babichev and Volodia Makarov are painted in lyrical,
ambiguous hues.

In fact, from Makarov and Andrei Babichev’s perspective, it is Nikolai Kavalerov and
Ivan Babichev who are two dimensional, dehumanized types defined by drunkenness. The
Medusa’s gaze of the feuilleton rests on each character, petrifying them into immobile social
molds. Likewise, modernist illumination artistically resurrects characters into complex,
emotional beings. The oscillation between these aesthetic and psychological perspectives
accounts for the ambiguity of the novel and the deceptive impression that Envy hides a decodable

political message about the author’s own social judgments.

2! Tucker, 23-24.
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The intermittent use of these literary models also reflects Olesha’s problematic position
in Soviet literature. The creation of a “practical literature” for the masses stands in the way of
developing one’s artistic potentials unhindered by political demands. In the years following the
success of Envy, Olesha compromised between a devotion to the muses and an allegiance to the
dream of Socialism. Toward the end of the NEP- era Olesha’s occasional ardent political
speeches punctuated his retreat from public life; when his creative work wandered too far from
Socialist concerns, Olesha would inevitably apologize for his artistic flights of fancy and attempt
to salvage his creation by providing additional commentary to cement a politically correct
interpretation.

A parable of the artist’s conflict appears in his 1930 play The List of Blessings. It tells the
story of a talented, Soviet actress named Yelena (Lyolya) Goncharova, who feels unfulfilled as
an artist in the Soviet Union. In her diary, she composes a two-sided list, enumerating the crimes
of the Soviet State in one column and the blessings of living under Socialism in the other.
Lyolya travels to Paris to perform a play and after meeting an anti-Soviet Russian emigrant
momentarily considers remaining in Europe, but eventually comes to the conclusion that the
blessings outweigh the crimes and decides to return to the Soviet Union. In an emotional
moment of realization Lyola suddenly feels disgust for her former associates in the Parisian

bourgeois émigré community and identifies with the protesting French workers.

Workers, only now do I understand your wisdom and generosity, your faces lifted
toward the starry sky of science. I looked down at you and was afraid of you, as a

foolish bird is afraid of the man who gives it food. Forgive me, land of the Soviets,
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I am coming to you. I don’t want to go to the ball. I want to go home. I want to

stand in line and weep.**

At the end of the play, Lyolya repents for her moment of weakness and shortly after her
conversion proves her loyalty to the revolution. In a highly contrived, melodramatic scene set at
a Parisian worker’s protest Lyola is shot while shielding one of the rebels. In her dying speech
she requests to have her body covered with a Soviet flag.

In his commentary on the play, Olesha states that it was written as “an argument”
debating the artist’s right to create freely as opposed to performing one’s social responsibility to
the Soviet state. Clearly, in The List of Blessings “the argument” is resolved in favor of Socialism.
In the act of writing the play The List of Blessings Olesha, like his heroine, chooses political
allegiance over artistic complexity, as the play’s ending proves overtly didactic.

In Envy, Olesha faces a similar dilemma between creating art for art’s sake versus
creating art with a message, but does not make a clear choice. The socio-political overtones of
the novel are overshadowed by nonpartisan lyric, whereby the conventions of practical literature
become slave to modernist innovation. Yet one cannot assert that Envy contains no political tone,
as social tensions comprise the very nucleus of the novel’s plot.

Social Types and Fragmented Selves
Within the fictional world of the novel, the characters classify themselves and each other into

various social categories. However, the intricacy and heterogeneity of the text itself renders the

*2 Yuri Olesha, “A List of Blessings,” The Complete Plays, translated and edited by Michael
Green and Jerome Katsell (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1983), 104-105.
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characters shape shifters. Each of the male characters appears in different incarnations: at times
as a rigidly defined, two-dimensional type and at other times as a complex, lyrical self. However
it is author’s vision of these characters that is divided, not the characters themselves. In Envy,
there are really no “old” and “new” personas, only “old” and “new” ways of seeing.

In constructing his characters in Envy, Olesha simultaneously operates in several
linguistic and philosophical modes, which in turn comprise different kinds of perspectives. The
author whose artistic goals are primarily lyrical and exploratory breathes the life of imagination
into his characters, endowing them with a dimension of private experience. Dreams and
childhood experiences provide profound, but incomplete insights into the bottomless wells of
their psyches. The artist’s inquiries into characters’ psychologies are inconclusive, leaving them
just as mysterious and undiscovered at the end of the novel as they were in the beginning.

In contrast to modernist explorations of the fragmented self, the perspective of the
feuilletonist is “the Medusa’s gaze,” petrifying characters into immobile social molds. The
notion of inner being remains outside the parameters of this genre, as “the eyes” of the feuilleton
can only perceive what is external and apparent. The satirist, wishing to portray types rather than
people, resorts to surface descriptions and one word labels.

To show how the political (feuilletonic) and artistic (lyrical) perspectives intersect in the
creation of Olesha’s characters, I will divide this chapter into three parts. In the first, I will
follow the artist’s depiction of his characters as associated with possibility, inner reality, private
vision and fluidity. The second part will focus on textual moments concerned with surface
phenomenon whereby the characters appear as “flat” caricatures. The last section of the chapter

will address the mastery of Olesha’s seamless travel between these two visions. I will only
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discuss the four male characters in detail. The female characters of Envy will be addressed
tangentially, as they rarely appear in the capacity of subjects; the grotesque Anichka only
appears to the reader as a tool of Kavalerov’s humiliation, similarly Valia exists as an idealized

object of fantasy.

Olesha’s “Modernist” Visions of Self

Numerous critics have used the term “modernist” to describe different aspects of Olesha’s
unusual prose. Kazimiera Ingadahl discusses the influence of Symbolists, Elizabeth Klosty
Beajour likens Olesha to French and German Expressionists. Olesha’s prose in Envy, rich in
unexpected metaphors and images offers the reader a magical transfiguration of familiar reality.
As shown by the literature review in the beginning of the chapter, a vast body of scholarship
contextualizing Olesha’s prose within various artistic movements already exists. I will not
reiterate discussions of “Olesha’s artistic perception” or his creative portrayals of “the invisible
reality of the imagination.” I will only discuss these aspects of his prose as they pertain directly
to the characters of Envy. In the following few sections I will briefly contextualize Olesha’s

explorations of “the modernist self” within the framework of relevant, concurrent movements.

Olesha and Freud
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The term “Freudian” has been hesitantly applied to Envy by William Harkins, whose article
discusses the theme of sterility in the novel.” Harkins deals with various universal symbols of
sterility and sexuality without relying directly on a particular psychoanalytic school, mentioning
Freud’s name only in passing. The case for a connection between Olesha and Freud’s
psychoanalytic writings could be made more confidently. The characters’ identities are
constructed from constellations of childhood memories, dreams and past traumas. Relationships
between Andrei Babichev and Kavalerov, Andrei and Volodia, Kavalerov and Anichka and Ivan
and Valia bear Oedipal markings. Characters’ fears and desires merge into a single motivational
plane. I will not discuss the influence of Freud’s writings on Olesha’s work in detail, as this
topic could be the subject of a separate article. Rather, I am placing Sigmund Freud in the
background of the discussion on Olesha’s exploration of characters as fragmented selves.

Freud’s influence in the Soviet Union was short lived, lasting only through the first half
of the 1920s. However, Freud’s ideas left a lasting mark on Soviet thinkers and artists.”* Yuri
Olesha’s interest in Freud can be directly seen in his unfinished play entitled Chernyi chelovek,
where the leading villain was a caricature of Freud, Spengler and Bergson. In Envy, dreams of
wish fulfillment and fearful nightmares, childhood memories, images of surrogate father and

mothers and hints of incest indicate the presence of Freud’s ideas in Olesha’s text.

Andrei Babichev and Volodia Makarov as “Selves”

* William Harkins, “The Theme of Sterility in Envy” in Olesha’s Envy: A Critical Companion,
edited by Rimgaila Salys (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1999), 61-82.

** Please see Martin A. Miller, Freud and the Bolsheviks: Psychoanalysis in Imperial Russia and
in the Soviet Union. (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1998).
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The sphere of the imagination in Olesha’s Envy has traditionally been strictly associated with the
“artist” characters in the novel: Nikolai Kavalerov and Ivan Babichev. Nikolai Kavalerov, as the
narrator of the first part of Envy enjoys the exclusive privilege of filtering the world through the
lens of his idiosyncratic vision. However, while Kavalerov’s perspective dominates the majority
of the text, Olesha finds ways to allow other characters to speak for themselves and reveal the
landscapes of their inner worlds.

Kavalerov and Ivan’s lengthy monologues account for the majority of the text. It is
needless to prove that these two characters have complex inner lives as their thoughts and
emotions comprise the majority of the novel. Andrei Babichev and Makarov are most often
portrayed from the outside, as perceived by Kavalerov and Ivan. Kavalerov and Ivan’s depictions
of Makarov and Andrei, most often in the form of name calling, create the impression that the
two characters are vacuous non-entities.

Nevertheless, Andrei Babichev and Volodia Makarov are not dramatically different from
Nikolai Kavalerov and Ivan Babichev. Both sets of characters share a romantic outlook in their
idealization of another era. The intellectuals dream of a long gone past, while the “Soviet men”
fantasize about a distant future. To demonstrate that the narrator’s judgments do not account for
the entire picture of these characters, I will point out instance where Andrei Babichev and
Makarov escape Kavalerov and Ivan’s biases against them and reveal their inner psychology in
first person confessions.

The view expressed by many critics that Andrei Babichev and Volodia Makarov are
images of new Soviet men without imagination or feelings, standing in opposition to the artist

cannot be wholly justified. Though Kavalerov does intermittently call Andrei Babichev a
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“sausage maker,” “an idol” etc., when Andrei finally has a chance to represent himself, he
appears in another light. Andrew Barratt has argued that the second part of the novel corrects
Kavalerov’s distorted, fantastical perception of Babichev, who in reality is a good Soviet
official. > I would extend this insight even further to say that at times Andrei Babichev is
portrayed as considerably more interesting and imaginative than Kavalerov would have us
believe.

In the second part of the book Andrei Babichev’s monologue as he watches Volodia

sleeping reveals a previously unseen side of his personality.

And at this Andrei Babichev began a conversation with himself. For a very short
time he abandoned his work and, looking at the sleeping man, thought ‘Could
Ivan be right? Maybe I am just an ordinary philistine and the family principle

. . 26
lives on in me?’

Several proofs of Babichev’s humanity appear in this passage: his tenderness toward the sleeping
Volodia, his doubt and most importantly his self-reflective engagement with Ivan. Andrei
Babichev’s inner dialogue with his brother reveals that Andrei understands Ivan. That is, Ivan’s

language and psychology are not beyond Andrei’s emotional reach. He takes Ivan’s opinion

2 Andrew Barratt, 50.

% Yuri Olesha, Envy, 106. “H Tyt Hauancs pasrosop Anjpest baGuuena ¢ camum co6oii. Ha
camoe KOpOTKoe BpeMsi Opocall OH paboTy U, I Ha CISILEro, TyMal:«A MoxeT ObITh, VIBaH
npaB? MoxeT ObITh sI TPOCTO OOBIKHOBEHHBIH 00bIBaTENIb U CEMEHHOE )KUBET BO MHE? Y uri
Olesha, Zavist’, 95.
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seriously, but argues with it and ultimately finds his own answer to the problem, citing his love
for Volodia as proof that emotions have not disappeared. Like his brother, Andrei is also capable
of fantasy. A disturbing vision comes to Andrei the night he takes in Kavalerov: “That night he
dreamed that a young man hung himself on a telescope.”’ The strange dream (in a very Freudian
manner) points to the intricacy of Andrei’s psyche, suggesting that he suffers feelings of guilt
about replacing Volodia with a stranger.

Volodia Marakrov, typically treated by critics as a Soviet automaton, also deserves
reconsideration. In an epistolary confession to Babichev, Volodia boasts of his newfound,
machinelike indifference but inadvertently reveals just how far he is from his goal of emotional

»28 11 the

numbness: “I’m a man-machine. You won’t recognize me. I’ve turned into a machine.
following paragraph Volodia amends his claim, clarifying that he only wants to become a

machine, changing his tone from imperative to conditional.

If I haven’t turned into one yet, [ want to. [...] I want to be a machine. I want to
consult with you. I want to be proud of my work, proud because I work. In order
to be indifferent toward everything that’s not work! What I envy is the machine.

There’s something! Why am I worse than the machine? *’

27 1 .
71bid.,110. “B Ty %e HOYb eMy MPHCHHIOCh, YTO MOJIOJON UeTOBEK ITOBECHICS HA TeIecKore.”
Ibid., 98.

28 . .
Ibid., 63.“5 yenoBek-mammHa. He y3naems Tel MeHst. S mpeBpatuics B Mamuny.” Ibid.,65.

29 11 . .
Ibid. 63-64. Ecnu emé He mpeBpaTuiics, TO X04Uy MPeBPaTUThC. [...] S xouy ObITh MAIIMHOM.
[...] C T0o0oii X049y mocoBeTOBaThCsA. X0Uy CTaTh TOPABIM OT pabOThI, FOPABIM TOTOMY YTO
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This passage emphasizes Volodia’s immaturity and vulnerability, as he is in the process of
becoming that which only exists in his dreams and imagination. In his present state Volodia, on

the contrary, betrays a youthful extremism.

You’d better not forget me, Andrei Petrovich. I am going to show up out of the
blue and I'll find out that this Kavalerov is your best friend, I’'m forgotten, and
he’s taken my place with you [...] Maybe you and he are sitting, with Ivan
Petrovich and Valya, too, and laughing at me. Have your Kavalerov and Valya
gotten married? Tell the truth. Then I‘1l kill you, Andrei Petrovich. Word of honor.

. . 30
For betraying our conversations, our plans.

In this passage, Volodia exhibits eagerness for Andrei’s approval and fear of rejection. In his

ardent protest against human emotions Volodia paradoxically embodies jealousy, passion, anger

and desperation.

Childhood as Dissolution of Social Roles

pabotato. UToO OBITH PaBHOAYIIHBIM, TOHUMAEIIb JIH, KO BCEMY, YTO He padora! 3aBUCTh B3sia
K MaruHe-BoT oHO uto! Yem s xyxe e€? Ibid., 66.

3% Ibid., 65. Te! He 3a6biBail MeHs, AHzpeii ITeTpoBud. A BAPYT 5 IPHEIy H OKAKETCS TAKOE:
TBOI KaBanepos --- mepBblIil Tebe Apyr, 000 MHE 3a0bITO, OH TeOe 3aMeHMI MeHsL. [...] Moxer,
CUIUIIb Thl ¢ HUM, Ja ¢ Banowm IletpoBuuem, na ¢ Banbkoii—u cMmeerech Hajo MHON? A
Kaganepos TBoi1 Ha Banbke xenuncs? Ckaxu npaBay. Torna s yosto Te0s1, Auapeit [lerpoBuu.
YecTHOE c10BO. 32 U3MEHY HalIMM pasroBopam, ruianam. [lonsn? Ibid., 67.



112
Childhood in Envy functions as the realm of dreams and possibility. By channeling a child’s
vision, Olesha sets the work in a fundamentally modernist key. As Roger Shattuck explains in
his study of French Modernism, a child’s vision was a dominant characteristic of the avant-garde
sensibility, embodied first and foremost by the “naive” paintings of Henri Rousseau: “Artists
became increasingly willing to accept the child’s wonder and spontaneity and destructiveness as
not inferior to adulthood.”*' In Russia, this French aesthetic inspired neo-primitivism, a
movement borrowing from such unrefined art forms as folk motifs and children’s drawings.
Exemplary works in this genre by Natalia Goncharova and Mikhail Larionov utilize unusually
bright colors, odd bodily proportions and spatial configurations.’> Olesha’s image-rich prose
echoes the evocations of childhood evident in Russian avant-garde paintings. The author’s
modernist depiction of the child-self necessitates distortion, exaggeration and colorful
reconfiguration of adult realism. This playful reshaping of the world inevitably involves a
restructuring of the perceived social hierarchy as well.

When adapting the role of the child, the characters of Envy step outside of their adult
personalities and consequently their social classifications, thus moving closer to the center of
“indefinability.” In the text of the novel, the child’s worldview becomes modernist prose as
characters who return to childhood are described poetically. The child’s malleable world of
metaphor stands in opposition to the rigid Socialist reality, where all has been decided on and

finalized.

31 Roger Shattuck, “Four Men: Four Traits,” The Banquet Years: The Origins of the Avant-Garde
in France-1885 to World War I (Toronto: Random House, 1968), 31-32.

32 For more on Russian neo-primitivism see Parton Anthony, Mikhail Larionov and the Russian
avant-garde (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993).
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For Nikolai Kavalerov, the sphere of childhood symbolizes freedom from the humiliating

role he must play as an adult. Paradoxically, he finds emotional liberation only when he
surrenders to infantile oblivion on Babichev’s comfortable couch. Dream and memory
intertwine as Kavalerov “dissolves” into a state of lyrical possibility, transcending the limitations

of temporal, cultural and most importantly social realities.

I was asleep like a baby. On the sofa I fly off into childhood. Bliss descends upon
me. Like a child, I again know that brief interval of time between the initial

drooping of eyelids, the first dropping off, and the beginning of real sleep.”

In the above quote the whimsical bed transports Kavalerov into a liminal state when he falls
asleep. However, the bed also acts as the space for childlike imaginings even during Kavalerov’s
waking hours. Contemplating the ornate details of Anichka’s bed Kavalerov identifies childhood

impressions as a way of seeing the world.

Kavalerov thought, “If I were a child, Anichka’s little son, just think how many

poetic, magical notions my childish mind would create in thrall to the spectacle of

33 Olesha, Envy, 28. § 3aceimaro, kak pedbeHok. Ha muBaHe s coBepimaro moyier B AeTCTBO. MeHs
nocemnaeT 0J1aKeHCTBO. S, kKak peOEeHOK, CHOBA PAaCMOPsDKAIOCh MAJICHHKUM IPOMEKYTKOM
BpPEMEHH, OT/ICTISIONINM IIEPBOE H3MEHEHHE TSHKECTH BEK, IIEPBOE OCOJIOBEHHUE OT Havata
Hacrosmero cua.Olesha, Zavist’, 40.
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this extraordinary thing! Now I’am an adult, and now I can only pick out its

general outlines, a few details here and there, but then I could have...**

In this passage Kavalerov acknowledges the fact that as an adult he is gradually moving away
from the understanding of the “magical” and the “poetical,” able to only grasp the general
contours of things. The term “general contours” describes a superficial worldview, robbed of
depth. This manner of seeing only the outline of an object or a person aptly applies to the limited
vision of Socialist rhetoric. A literary gaze, such as that of the satirical feuilleton, informed only
by political dogma only perceives the external shell of the world. Indeed, at moments of self-
consciousness under the real or imagined gaze of the new Soviet man, Nikolai Kavalerov’s
childlike, poetic perception into the mysterious comes to be replaced with the limited awareness
of social outlines.

Like Kavalerov, Volodia Makarov also enters a childlike state on Andrei’s couch. For
Volodia, this condition similarly destroys his ossified, social encasing. As Makarov recalls in his
letter to Andrei Babichev, he surrenders to Babichev’s care after injuring his leg in a soccer

match.

I’'m lying on the sofa; my head [sic, should be “leg”] feels heavy as a traintrack.

I’m watching you --- you’re at your desk, under the green lampshade, writing. I’'m

* Ibid., 111-112. Kapanepos myman: «Bympb s peGeHOK, AHCUKMH MAICHBKHIT ChIH,--- CKOIBKO
MOSTHYECKUX, BOJIIIEOHBIX MOCTPOSHH cO3/1a1 ObI MO IETCKUI YM, OT/IaHHBIN BO BJIACTh
3penuiry Takoi HeoObrdaitHoU Bemmu! Teneps s B3pOCiblid, U TENeph JIMIIb 00II1e KOHTYPBI U
JMIIB KOW-KaKye JIeTallu yJIaBJIMBalo 5, a Torna ymen osl...Ibid., 99.
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watching you --- and suddenly you look at me and I shut my eyes right away, like

with Mama!®®

In this passage Volodia casts himself in the role of a child when he mentions his mother, a figure
conspicuously absent from the rest of the novel. Volodia’s regression into childhood appears less
explicit than Kavalerov’s, but his physical helplessness coupled with Andrei’s paternal concern
transforms Volodia from “man-machine” into a fully human young boy. In this light, Volodia’s
status as a “new Soviet man” comes into question. While the image of Volodia as a vulnerable
child is only a momentary glimpse, this instance informs the reader’s view of this character for
the rest of the book.

In the second part of the novel Volodia once again appears as a child in a fairytale

narration:

Long long ago, one dark night, swallowed by a ravine, up to their knees in stars,
frightening the stars out of the shrubbery, two people were running: a commissar
and a boy. The boy had saved the commissar. The commissar was huge, the boy a
mite. Anyone who saw them would have thought that the giant, who kept falling
to the ground, was fleeing, and they could have taken the boy for the giant’s

hand.*®

> 1bid., 64. S nexan Ha AMBaHE, HOTA TSKENAs KAK penbca. Cam Ha TeOs CMOTPIO, --- THI 32
CTOJIOM, 32 KOJITIAaKOM 3€JIeHbIM, nuienib. CMOTpIo Ha TeOs,--- BIPYT U ThI HA MEHS; Cpa3y xKe
3aKpBIBaIO IJ1a3a, --- Kak ¢ mamoit! Ibid., 66.
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The poetic image of Volodia, the altruistic little boy running “up to his knees in stars” paints a
touching, magical portrait of a child that cannot be reconciled with the image of Volodia the
“man-machine.” The two descriptions of Volodia’s childhood incarnations, cast a shadow of
doubt on his social manifestos and plans for the future. In light of his youth, Volodia’s ardent
exclamations sound naive and idealistic. Thus, evocations of childhood put a significant chink in
Volodia’s “Socialist” armor.

Even Andrei Babichev, who seems to be the consummate adult, is described as a boy on
the first pages of the novel. Although we never see Andrei sleeping, his child self also emerges

in a physically comforting activity of childhood- bathing.

He washes up like a little boy: tootling, splashing, snorting, yipping. He grabs the
water in fistfuls, and before he can get it to his armpits, he spills it on the mat. The
water on the straw scatters in full, pure drops. Foam falls into the basin and

bubbles up like a pancake. >’

® 1bid., 107. JlaBHBIM-/1aBHO, B TEMHYIO HOUYb, IPOBAJIUBASICh B OBPAru, o KOJIEHO B 3BE3/1aX,
CIIyTHBAs 3BE3/IbI C KyCTAPHUKOB, O€XKaJH JBOE: KOMUCCAP U MAThUMK. MaJIbuuK criac
komuccapa. Komuccap Obu1 OrpoMeH, MallbYMK-KPOLITKa. YBUECBIIUE MTOAyMau 0: O€XKUT OJUH -
-- BeJIMKaH, MPUIIATAIONIHNIA K 3eMIIe, U MallbuiKa NpuHsIIH O 3a 1a10Hb Benukana. [bid., 96.

37 Ibid., 6. On MoeTCs, KaK MalbYHK, TyAUT NPHUILIACHIBACT, (PBIPKACT, HCITyCKAeT BOIIH. Boxy
OH 3aXBaThIBACT MIPUTOPOIIHIMHU U HE JOHECS JI0 TOAMBIIIEK, PACIIJIeTIBIBACT MO IMHOBKE. Bona
Ha COJIOME PacChINaeTCsl MOJHBIMU, YUCTHIMH KaryisiMu. [leHa, majgas B Ta3, 3aKumnaet Kak OJIvH.

Ibid., 26.
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In the above description we see Andrei Babichev incorporating elements of play into a
morning ritual. The sausage making giant takes a break from business and from rationality to
momentarily lose his adult gravity in private play. Perhaps the details of this performance could
be additions of Kavalerov’s own making, since Kavalerov’s voice is the only perspective
available to the reader in the first part of the book. Nonetheless, this depiction of the character
dismantles the image of Andrei Babichev as a humorless Soviet official. Animated either by
Kavalerov’s or by the author’s gaze, Babichev’s first introduction casts him in a lyrical light.
Before the reader even learns what position Andrei Babichev occupies in the Soviet world, he
sees this character quite literally naked, unadorned by social labels.

As opposed to other characters who are made less serious by their associations with
childhood, Ivan Babichev’s “child-self” endows him with credibility. In contrast to Andrei, who
only very briefly plays at being child, Ivan Babichev perpetually remains a child, as he does not
occupy any particular social niche. In fact, Ivan Babichev’s life story has no dividing line
between childhood and adulthood; the reader does not know Babichev’s age or the details of how
he came to father Valia. Ivan recalls his childhood as a golden age, a time of glory and success.
As a little boy Ivan enjoyed a sense of authority, when his fantasy world reigned supreme over
adult skepticism. For instance, after Ivan’s father punishes him for lying about a dream making
machine, Ivan proves himself with another innovation: an enormous soap bubble. As an orange
globe floats on the horizon, confirming Ivan’s success, his doubting father falls ill: the father’s
physical weakness is a sign of Ivan’s psychological victory. Many years later Ivan confesses that

the orange ball was in reality the first flying blimp, piloted by Ernest Vitollo, but the young

3 b

Vanya is nonetheless triumphant: “ ‘I received great satisfaction that day,”” recalled Ivan
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Petrovich. ‘My father was frightened. For a long time after that I tried to meet his eyes, but he
averted them.”® Childhood memories of Ivan’s ill-gotten power over his classmates and parents,
allow this character to temporarily escape his adulthood categorization of a buffoon lacking
credibility. As with the other characters, the portrayal of Ivan as a boy shows him in the

surprising role of a capable and clever individual.

Labels and Stereotypes
In a narrative passage in the first part of the novel Kavalerov urges the reader to notice the labels

that surround him:

[...] man is surrounded by tiny inscriptions: on forks, spoons, saucers, his pinc-
nex frames, his buttons, and his pencils? No one notices them. They’re waging a
battle for survival. They move in and out of view, even the huge sign letters! They
rise up ---class against class: the letters on the street plaques do battle with letters

on the posters.”

The proliferation of labels on household items and streets signs indicates the inescapability of

classification in the phenomenal realm. The label functions as the antithesis to metaphor: it

¥ Ibid., 81. 5 momy4wI B TOT AEHB MOJHOE YOBICTBOPEHHE, - BeroMuHan MBau ITeTpoBud. ---
Oren ObuT HamyraH. J{onro 3aTeM UCKai ero B3rIsAa, HO OH Ipsitan riasa. Ibid., 76.

¥ Ibid., 9-10. [...]ueOBeKa OKPYKAIOT MaTCHBKHE HAMNCH, Pa3OpeIIIics MypaBeiiHIK
MaJICHbKHUX HA/MUCEH: Ha BIJIKAX, JIOXKKAX, TapesikaxX, OlpaBe MEeHCHE, MyrOBUIaX, KapaHaamax?
Huxro He 3amevaet ux. OHu BemyT 60prOy 3a cymiecTBoBanue. [lepexonsT u3 Buaa B BUJ,
BIUIOTH JIO TPOMAJIHBIX BBIBECOUHBIX OYKB! OHH BOCCTAIOT ---- KJIACC MPOTHUB KJ1acca: OYKBBI
TabJIMueK C Ha3BaHUSAMU YJIHI BOIOIOT ¢ OykBamu aduui. Ibid., 28.
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categorizes and defines, leaving no space for imaginative elaborations. Labels stand in the way
of the artist’s creativity, cutting off poetic potentials with scissorlike precision of concise
definitions.

The discussion of labels demonstrates the two types of visions Olesha tries to reconcile in
his prose. Despite Kavalerov’s imaginative observations about the world, he notices the
ubiquitous signs which limit objects to single word names. Amazingly, Kavalerov is able to
surmount the restriction of labels by innovatively describing them in evolutionary terms as
“battling species.”

The passage about invisible labels and signs could also be construed to signify the
prevalence of 1920s public rhetoric categorizing everything in sight with Soviet terminology.
Such a reading of this passage is supported by the fact that it recalls a connection between street
signs and political labels in Mikhail Bulgakov’s The Heart of a Dog (1924).*°

In The Heart of a Dog, Sharik notices the labels and signs adorning the streets and

buildings and learns to read them as a method of survival.

He learned “A” from “Central Fish Market” on the corner of Mokhovaia street,
then he learned “B” --- it was easier to approach the word “Fish” from the tail,

because in the beginning of the word stood a policeman.*'

* Aleksandr Zholkovsky has effectively demonstrated the considerable influence of Bulgakov’s
text on Olesha’s Envy: Aleksandr Zholkovsky, “Text in Dailogue” in Text counter Text:
Rereadings in Russian Literary History (Stanford, Stanford University Press, 1994), 181.

41 .
"A" oH Bbly4MJ B "TnaBpbiOe” Ha yrily MOXOBOM, moToM U "0" - moaberars emy ObLIO
ynoOHee ¢ XBOCTa cj0Ba "pbI0a”, MOTOMyY uTO IMPU Hayalse ciioBa cTosu MuiunuoHep. Mikhail
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After learning how to read gastronomical signs, Sharik advances to understanding some political

terminology.

[...] the dog immediately looked up at a large, black sign with golden letters,
hanging beside a wide door glassed in by pink, wavy glass. He put together the
first three letters immediatel to read: p-er-o, “pro” but this was followd by some
potbellied two sided crap, which he could not decipher. “Could it be the word

proletarian?”” Though Sharik in surprise. **

When Sharik becomes fully human after his operation he gains literacy in the most current
political jargon, just as he learned to read store signs. Thus, in The Heart of a Dog signs and
slogans become synonymous in Sharikov’s education. Bulgakov ironically equates political
literacy with a dog’s necessity to identify the meat market, demonstrating the empty
utilitarianism of Soviet rhetoric, which has become a tool of survival.

Relating this back to Envy, the migration of the ubiquitous labels from the house to the

streets serves as a metaphor for the Socialist epistemological reconfiguration whereby every

Bulgakov, Sobachie serdtse (Paris: YMCA Press, 1969.), 23. The English translation does not
communicate the full meaning of this passage. The author refers to the appearance of Russian
letters, alluding to the visual similarity between the Russian letter “P” (ps16a) and the shape of a
fish. The letter I is the first in the word “ropomoBoii” which is synonymous with policeman and
the first letter of “rmaBpri6a” (Central Fish Market).

*2[...]mec ToTUAC MOMHSAT I71a3a HA GOIBIIYIO, UEPHYKO C 30I0THIMH OyKBAMH KapTOUKY,
BUCSIIYIO COOKY IIMPOKOM, 3aCTEKJICHHON BOJTHUCTHIM U PO30BBIM CTEKJIOM JABepH. Tpu
HepBbIX OYKBBI OH CIIOXKHII cpa3y: m3-ep-o "mpo." Ho nanpiie nuta my3arast 1ByOOKas IpsiHb,
HEU3BECTHO 4TO o3Havatomas. "Heyxro nponerapuit"? Ilogyman Hlapuk ¢ yausieHueMm|...|

Ibid., 24.
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action, object and person acquires a political label. Kavalerov partakes in this rhetoric, as his
imaginative descriptions of Andrei Babichev are at times replaced by the laconic taxonomy of
social positions. Kavalerov, a satirist by profession, displays his talent for humorously reducing
individuals to caricatures through unflattering, verbal representations of his enemies and even
occasional self-deprecation.

Among Kavalerov’s varied attempts to effectively describe Andrei Babichev, he finally
decides to define Babichev according to his position in the Soviet hierarchy by repeating another
authority figure’s praise of Andrei.

Once in a speech a people’s commissar spoke of him with high praise: “ ‘Andrei
Babichev is one the state’s most remarkable men.”” He, Andrei Petrovich Babichev, is the
director of the Food Industry Trust. He’s a great sausage and pastry man and chef.”*’

Babichev’s outer social contour places him on top of the social pyramid and evokes an
immediate sense of inferiority in Kavalerov: “And I, Nikolai Kavalerov, am his jester.”**
Subsequently, Kavalerov attempts to “catch” Andrei Babichev in a moment of weakness when
his high ranking social label could be counteracted with a disparaging definition. Seeking

damning evidence that would knock him down from his pedestal, Kavalerov once again resorts

to social labels: “You are --- a lord, Andrei Petrovich! Hah! You’re a faker!”*

* Olesha, Envy, 10.011H HAPKOM B PEdH OTO3BAJICS O HEM C BHICOKOH TTOXBAJIOH:
Annpeii babudes --- 0iH U3 3aMevaTeIbHBIX JIFOJICH TOCy1apCTBa.

On, Angpeii [lerpoBuu babuues, 3aHMMaeT MOCT JUPEKTOPA TPECTA MULIEBOM
npoMblnieHHOCTH. OH BenuKuid KonbacHUK, kouautep u nosap. Olesha, Zavist’, 28.

* Ibid. “A 51, Huxomait Kaanepos, mpu uem uryt.” Ibid.

* Ibid., 17. “BsI --- Gapun, Auzpeit [Terposua! Ber mputsopsierecs!” Ibid., 32.
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The term “lord” is a pejorative, but empty accusation demonstrating Kavalerov’s reliance

on social rhetoric to insult his benefactor. Similarly, in his letter to Andrei Babichev, Kavalerov
trades his poetic talents for simple Soviet language as he barrages Andrei with a flood of
insulting names and labels.“But it turned out you’re just an official, ignorant and stupid, like all

9946

the officials who came before and will come after you [...] You are a Lord [...]”"" He establishes

an opposition between himself and Andrei: “I’m fighting you: the most ordinary of aristocrats,
an egoist, a voluptuary, a numskull confident that everything’s going to work out for the best.”*’
In this summing up of Andrei, we see none of the ambiguous qualities attributed to him in earlier
modernist descriptions of his nearly mythical masculinity. As Kavalerov launches a verbal attack
on Andrei, the food industry giant loses his status as an enigmatic personality with an odd sexual
appeal. He simply becomes another type in a gallery of satirical masks: a government dignitary
and a “nobleman” solely preoccupied with satisfying his physical needs.

Similarly, Kavalerov’s description of Andrei’s protégé Volodia quickly plummets from
lyrical heights to petty insults once he perceives Volodia’s antagonistic stance toward him. In a
daytime reverie invoked by the sound of bells, Kavalerov imagines an idealistic young man

coming to the big city in search of fame and happiness. When Volodia knocks on the door

Kavalerov initially believes he has come face to face with the Tom Virleelee of his daydream.

% Ibid., 51. “Ho oka3anock, Bbl MPOCTO CAHOBHUK, HEBE)KECTBEHHBIM M TYIOH, KaKk BCE
CaHOBHHKH, KOTOpPBIE ObLIH JI0 Bac U OyayT mocie Bac [...] Bei- 6apuH [...]” Ibid. 53.

" Ibid., 56. “SI BorOIO MPOTHUB Bac: MPOTUB OOBIKHOBEHHHEIIETO OaprHa, STOMCTA, CIACTONIO0IA,
TYNHULBI, YBEPEHHOTO B TOM, 4TO BCE COMET eMy Onaromoiyuno.” Ibid., 59-61.
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In the doorway, holding a knapsack in his hand and smiling gaily (a Japanese
smile), exactly as if he had seen through the door the dear friend cherished in his

dreams, stood a shy young man who reminded me of Valya: Tom Virleelee.*®

In the first moments of their face to face encounter Kavalerov identifies with and perhaps even
fetishizes Volodia’s youth and potential, seeing in him the romantic hero that he himself wishes
to become. Like Andrei Babichev, Kavalerov sees his own daydreams incarnated in Volodia.
However, this poetic feeling quickly fades as he notices the young soccer player’s hostile attitude.
Kavalerov’s colorful, impressionistic portrait of “Volodia as Tom Virleelee” is replaced with a
crude, stick-figure sketch: “Now that I’d met him, I’d seen his arrogance. Babichev was

9’49 It is

harboring someone exactly like himself. He’d end up the same pompous, blind man.
difficult to determine whether Kavalerov’s romantic illusions are shattered because he glimpses
the truth about Volodia or because Kavalerov cannot share in the beautiful dream of Volodia’s
future.

In these examples we see Kavalerov adapting the mentality of political rhetoric when he
feels that he must defend himself in a public sphere. Forsaking his artist’s insight, he puts on a
pair of Soviet spectacles, limiting his vision to the social schemata of the world and robbing him

of depth perception into the interior mystery of reality. Inexperienced at seeing the world in this

manner, he uses social labels inaccurately and clumsily, calling Volodia, the son of a worker, a

48 Ibid., 59. B nBepsix, nepka KOTOMKY B PyKe, BECEIO yIbIOAIONIUIACS (SITTOHCKOHN YIBIOKO),
TOYHO YBHJICBIIHN CKBO3b IBEPH IOPOTOr0, B3JICJICSIHHOTO B MEUTaX JIPyra, 3aCTCHYHUBBIH, YeM-
TO moxoxuil Ha Bamto, ctostm Tom Bupnupnu. Ibid., 63.

* Ibid., 61.“Teneps, BCTPETUBIIKCH C HAM, 5 YBU/IE] BHICOKOMEpHE ero. babudes pacTut u
X0uT cebe moooHoro. BeipacTeT Takoii e HagyThIi cienoi yenosek.” Ibid., 64.
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little nobleman (“barchuk’). He resorts to this labeling as a means to make sense of the outside
social world and its rules. Not only does he apply this limited outlook to other characters, but he
also turns it on himself. He imagines how Andrei Babichev must perceive him, ““You’re a
philistine, Kavalerov. You don’t understand a thing.” He doesen’t say this, but its implied”°
Kavalerov’s self-consciousness about his social status represents a self-perpetuating pattern, as
this Soviet vision functions as a weapon against his tormentors and fuels his paranoia of
imagined insult and injury.

Kavalerov and Ivan Babichev utilize satirical labels to degrade Andrei and Volodia
thereby defending their romantic illusions about a glorious pre-revolutionary past and about
themselves as unsung heroes. Similarly, Andrei and Volodia protectively guard their quixotic
notions regarding the Soviet future, threatened by the two intellectual tricksters. In the creation
of their idyllic narrative, Andrei and Volodia must cast Kavalerov and Ivan Babichev in the roles
of laughable caricatures --- in order to preserve their own dignity and values, the new Soviet men
must intentionally misunderstand their ideological opponents, verbally reducing them to negative
archetypes.

In moments of anger Andrei dehumanizes his brother, calling him a parasite on Soviet
society: “Who is he-Ivan? Who? A lazybones, a harmful, infectious man. He should be shot!™'
Moreover, Andrei regards Ivan’s inventions as proof of his brother’s buffoonery. Andrei

similarly ridicules Nikolai Kavalerov’s unique vision. Upon hearing Kavalerov’s poetic phrase

% 1bid., 15. ““TsI --- 0ObIBATED, Kasanepos. Tel HHuero ne nonumaenib.” OH 3TOr0 HE TOBOPHUT,
HO 2TO HNOHATHO 0e3 cioB.” Ibid., 31.

bid., 25. “Kto on- UBan? Kro? JIeHTsii, BpeaHbIii, 3apasuTeibHbIi yenoBek. Ero Hamo
, p p
paccrpensats!’Ibid., 38.
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that Valia rushed past him like “a branch full of leaves and flowers,” he assumes that it was
uttered by “some alcoholic from Ivan’s crew.” To be fair, both Nikolai and Ivan drink heavily.
However, attributing someone’s poetic talents to an alcoholic delirium constitutes a violent act
against the complexity of the self.

Each of the characters can be reduced to a negative social stereotype. But the Medusa’s
gaze is not the author’s weapon; rather it is the characters’ tool of destruction. The battle to
define and petrify the other within the fictional world of the novel does not extend to the meta-
narration in Envy, which portrays characters as broad spectrums of linguistic possibility ranging

from modernist innovation to satirical cliche.

The Aesthetics of Stagnation
The relationship between objects and people plays a crucial role in Envy. The artist Kavalerov,
ostensibly distanced from the material world by his preoccupation with the immaterial realm of
the imagination complains that “things don’t like him.” Unlike Andrei Babichev who masterfully
manipulates his surroundings, Kavalerov feels ill at ease with furniture, household objects, and
during his frequent bouts of drunkenness even the laws of gravity become his enemies. Thus
characters’ relative comfort/discomfort in the material world has serves as yet another point of
reference used by critics to distinguish between “artists” and “machines.” Descriptions of
materiality and corporeality associated with certain characters imply a similarity to objects and
lack of emotive interiority.

Janet Tucker comments that Andrei Babichev’s imposing demeanor and utilitarian

thinking liken him to a statue.
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Andrej’s embodiment of Pushkin’s famous statues — the Commander and The
Stone Guest and the Falconet statue of Peter the Great in “The Bronze
Horseman,” is reinforced when Kavalerov sarcastically summons Tiepolo to paint

the feast of the sausage.”

Indeed, Kavelerov’s still frame description of the sausage giant’s meeting as a painting
aesthetically sums up Kavalerov’s overall perception of Andrei Babichev and his associates as
lifeless, two-dimensional archetypes. But as I have already pointed out, Kavalerov’s view is not
omniscient or even consistent; Andrei Babichev dimensionality reveals itself through his first
person confession, his dream and the letter written by Volodia. Images of Andrei as an object
recur throughout the novel, revealing Kavalerov’s occasional angry refusal to look below the
surface when evaluating his benefactor. Similarly, Volodia Makarov, whom Kavalerov regards
as an emotionless brute, makes his first appearance in Envy as a static, photographic image. This
aesthetic evidence does not conclusively prove that Andrei and Volodia are indeed stagnant, as
one must carefully distinguish between characters’ and authors’ perspectives.

Marietta Chudakova interprets Kavalerov’s objectifying view of Valia and Volodia as the
author’s unequivocal attitude toward his characters: “Just like Andrei Babichev--- these are
people-things, there is something stagnant in them. These people keep turning to stone, transform
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into dolls, into robots.””” These observations are substantiated only to a certain extent, as Andrei

32 Tucker, 15.
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Babichev and Volodia Makarov are in fact at times depicted in “inanimate forms.” This mode of
objectification, however, also concerns Kavalerov and Ivan Babichev, who are similarly
rendered immobile in certain passages.

For instance, when Kavalerov dreams of eternal fame he recalls a wax figure he had seen
in a museum in his schoolboy days: “I remember from years gone by: as a schoolboy, I was
taken to the wax museum. In a glass cube a handsome man in a frock coat with a smoking wound
in his chest was dying in someone’s arms.”>* As a twenty seven year old adult, Kavalerov

imagines himself as a wax statue:

Still, maybe someday in the great panopticon there will be a wax figure of an odd,
fat-nosed man with a pallid, good natured face, disheveled hair, little-boy tubby,
wearing a jacket with just one buttone left at the belly, and on the cube a small

plaque: NIKOLAI KAVALEROV.”

33 “Ho rtak xe, kKak Auapeit babudes, --- 3TO JIFOIU—BEIH, B HUX €CTh YTO-TO 3aCTOHHOE. JTH
JFO/IM TO U JIEJI0 OKaMEHEBaloT, MpeBpalaoTcs B KyKkoi, B podoros.”Chudakova, Masterstvo
luriia Oleshy, 64.

>* Olesha, Envy, 30. BCIOMHHAIO U3 JABHKX JIT: 51, THMHA3UCT, IPUBEICH B My3eil BOCKOBBIX
¢uryp. B crexiastHHOM KyOe KpacHBBIN MyKUWHA BO ()pake, C OTHEAbIIIAIIEH paHOU B TPYIH,
ymHpal Ha ybuX-To pykax.Olesha, Zavist’, 1bid., 42.

> Ibid., 31. A MOXeT GBITh, BCE K€ KOIJa-HHOYIb B BEIMKOM MAHONTHKYME OyHeT
CTOSITh BOCKOBasi (pUrypa CTpaHHOTO Y€JIOBEKa, TOCTOHOCOTO, € OJIEAHBIM J00POIYIIHBIM
JHIIOM, C PACTPENaHHbBIMM BOJOCAMH, II0 MAJIBYHMIIECKH MOJHOrO, B MHIDKAKE,
COXPAaHHUBIIMM TOJBKO OJHY IMyTOBHIly Ha Iy3e; M OyneT Ha Kybe momeuxa:HUKOJIAIM
KABAJIEPOB. Ibid., 42.
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In this passage Kavalerov views himself from the outside, literally as an object. In contrast to his
previous imaginative fantasies, he sums himself up with a surface, physical description.
Kavalerov regards this wax dummy as a positive symbol of immortality and fame, but this
representation omits his most valuable internal attributes: imagination and perceptiveness.
Moreover, Kavalerov pictures his wax double not as a heroic persona, but as an odd, ridiculous
figure. The wax figure rather resembles the self-conscious image Kavalerov projects when he
imagines Andrei Babichev’s pejorative gaze.
Ivan Babichev also appears metaphorically paralyzed in a poetic passage where he likens
himself to an aging tree with skin that “hardens like glass.” On the first pages of the second part
of the novel, Ivan Babichev relates his life story, pointing at the “tree of life” vein formation on

his hand.

“The years passed, I changed, and the tree changed too. [...]

The branches seem to be breaking off, cavities have appeared... It’s sclerosis, my
friends! And the fact that the skin is getting glassy, and the tissue beneath it is
squishy --- isn’t this a fog settling on the tree of my life, the fog that will soon

envelop all of me?”*

> 1bid., 77-78. 1LIan rozpl, MEHSIICS 51, 1 MEHSIOCH nepeBo. [...]MHe KaxeTcs JIOMAIOTCsl BETKH,
NOSIBWJIACh JyIJia...JTo CKJIepo3 apy3bs Mou! UM TO, YTO KOXa CTEKJICHEET, a MOJ HEH
BOJISHUCTON CTAHOBHMTCS TKaHb, --- HE €CTh JIM 3TO OCEJaHUE TyMaHa Ha JIEPEBO MOCH JKU3HH,
TOTO TyMaHa, KOTOPBIH BCKope oKyTaeT Bcero meHsa? Ibid., 74.
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Ivan imagines himself growing immobile, petrifying with the passage of time. This process of
irreversible paralysis applies to the outgoing epoch as well. It follows that one could make the
argument that Nikolai Kavalerov and Ivan Babichev who are doomed to a still-life existence as
dummies in museums, and as ancient, unchanging trees are closely identified with immobility.
All of the characters in the novel display equal capacity for stagnation; fluid interiority and
frozen objectification are both attributed, rather than innate qualities. Thus, Olesha does not

direct his readers’ sympathies toward one group of characters.

Authorship, Characterization and Genre

The author’s two somewhat conflicting goals of creating characters that are both “external, social
types” and “complex, internal selves” result in generic inconsistency.

From this perspective, the artistic success of Envy is somewhat surprising considering that
Olesha creates an uneven text with shifting perspectives. In a monograph elucidating the writings
of Mikhail Bakhtin, Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson discuss the notion of genre as a way of
“seeing the world.” Quoting Bakhtin, the two critics discuss Gogol’s failed attempt to transpose

one genre into another in the second part of Dead Souls:

[...] Bakhtin later described a particular type of failure that results from a writer’s
misunderstanding of his chosen genre and his attempt to use it for purposes

foreign to its ethos. Bakhtin’s example is Gogol’s ill-fated efforts to turn the
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satiric novel Dead Souls into the first volume of an epic Divine Comedy, an effort

which led to the hopeless failure of volume two.”’

In Olesha’s case the co-existence of several world-views does not create the kind of problem it
posed for Gogol. How was it, that Olesha’s was able to combine satirical and lyrical genres?
Olesha’s dual vision in fact seems synonymous with brilliance as it is precisely this constant shift
between internal and external visions that endow Envy with such elusive stylistic beauty.

The term “argument” frequently comes up in Olesha’s commentaries on the meanings
behind his novels and plays. The novel Envy could be similarly understood as an “argument”
between several perspectives of the human being. Is Andrei Babichev a self-important cog in the
Socialist machine or a great man with vision and intelligence? Is Nikolai Kavalerov a pathetic
hanger on or an artist/prophet? The fragmented text of Envy allows one to choose which
characters they would like to see satirically and which ones to celebrate with romantic
biographies. Modern day critics find it distasteful, in some cases unfathomable to humanize,
much less romanticize Andrei Babichev or Volodia Makarov. However, the necessary
ingredients to view these characters sympathetically are all present. By abstaining from clearly
indicating the genre of Envy or providing a permanent, reliable narrator the author withholds his

allegiance from the characters.

> Gary Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson. Mikhail Bakhtin: Creation of a Prosaics (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1990).
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Conclusion
Olesha’s literary career began with a spirited involvement in agitational literature, a genre that
confidently condemned pre-revolutionary “types” and exalted the proletariat. The Three Fat Men
whimsically recreated the revolutionary struggle in a fantastical, adventurous setting. Following
the wildly successful fairytale, the feuilletonic method of dividing characters into “good” and
“bad” began to give way to a more multi-faceted vision of the individual, in Envy.

In his 1927 novel, Olesha utilizes his Soviet satirist’s arsenal to construct and address a
pressing philosophical argument about perceptions of self and others in the Soviet reality. The
question of whether new Soviet men are internally different from pre-revolutionary intellectuals
can be answered in a new way through the reading of Envy elucidated in this chapter. As I have
demonstrated, Kavalerov and Ivan Babichev are not the only characters in the novel possessing
an imagination and feelings. Their inner qualities are even overlooked by Volodia Makarov and
Andrei Babichev who perceive the two characters as harmful social types. It therefore follows
that the locus of Socialist metamorphoses is not “the heart of man,” but the abstract realm of
rhetoric. The advent of Socialism brought with it a new way of describing and classifying human
beings.

Critics, who conclude that the “new, Soviet” men in the novel are indeed hollow,
Socialist machines, overlook the telling phrase, uttered by Ivan Babichev toward the end of the
novel. As he grips Valia’s legs, hugging his daughter for probably the last time, Ivan tearfully

exclaims: “I was wrong Valia... I thought the emotions had perished — love and devotion and
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tenderness, but it’s all still here, Valia...Only not for us, all that’s left for us is envy and more
envy...”

All of the pre-revolutionary emotions remain, but their outward expression has changed
with the acquisition of new vocabulary and new social structures in the family and at work. This
conclusion is supported by an entry from Olesha’s diary, written several years later, on May 5,
1930: “A thought occurs to me: not internal change in man has occurred. To find a new man.
Where is he?””” In Envy, the new world and the new man are nascent notions, existing only in
words. The feelings, the human interiority and complexity of the gone by epoch are still present,

though one may attempt to discard them by resorting to a limited, political vocabulary that

reduces the world to Soviet terminology.

58

Olesha, Envy, 131. “S ommbces, Bans... S gyman, 9to Bce 4yBCTBA MOTUOIH --- IFOOOBB, U
MPEJAHHOCTh, U HEXHOCTB. .. Ho Bce ocranoce, Baid. .. Tonpko He 1715 Hac, a HaM OCTanach
TOJIBKO 3aBUCTH U 3aBUCTE....” Olesha, Zavist’, 114.

59 o
“3akpaabIBae€TCS MBICIIb: HUKAKOT'O HE MPOU30IILII0 U3MEHEHHUs B uenoBeke. Halitu HoBoro
yenoseka! I'ne ou?” Olesha, Kniga Proshchania, 39.
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CHAPTER 4

Awaking from the Nightmare of History: Andrei Platonov’s Linguistic
Transcendence in The Foundation Pit

Pesonioyus packamumucs oanvuie sac!
Ipusem sepyrowum u yMupaowum 6 nepeHanpsixiceHuu!

The revolution will spread wider than all of you
Hurrah for the believers who die of overexertion!

-from Andrei Platonov’s notebooks, 1931

Joseph Brodsky once named Andrei Platonov “one of the eminent writers of our age,”
identifying the author’s idiosyncratic language as speaking not only about “a particular tragedy,

sl

but about the human race as a whole.” Indeed, Platonov’s prose resonates across cultural and
temporal barriers, gaining appreciative audiences in Russia and the West to the present day. As
recently as October 22, 2007, the American magazine The New Yorker published Andrei
Platonov’s translated short story “Among Animals and Plants” in its fiction section. A
resurgence of interest in the author is evident in his native country, with a highly anticipated
2008 film adaptation of Platonov’s war story “The Return,” renamed “The Father.” Platonov’s

broad appeal can be attributed to his overarching concern with universal themes of love, life and

death. An aspect of Platonov’s craft that may be lost to Western audiences is his preoccupation

" Joseph Brodsky, Introduction to The Foundation Pit (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1973), ix.
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with the proletariat’s role in building Socialism. Hence, the author’s inquiry into the human
condition inevitably includes an exploration of ideologies and realities in early Soviet
Russia.Born to a railroad worker on the outskirts of Voronezh, Andrei Platonov is the only writer
in this study who considered himself a member of the proletariat. As Lev Shubin describes it,
Platonov’s proletarian status was not merely connected to biographical fact, but was integral to
his worldview and personal identity: “The very word “proletarian” in his vocabulary---was
always emotionally charged, always a powerful epithet.””

This socio-cultural orientation places Platonov into a different kind of an (imagined)
relationship with the supposed “mass reader” than Bulgakov, Olesha and Zoshchenko. While for
the other writers, NEP-era journalism represented a deviation from their intellectual upbringing
and a transition into a new culture, Platonov considered himself a part of the new readership.
Thus, he engaged with the mass reader, not as an outsider attempting to make contact, but as a
representative speaking on behalf of the proletariat. This identification comes through in his
literary efforts, which are largely directed toward establishing the role of proletarian art in the
building of a Socialist future.

Despite the author’s proletarian background and desire to speak for and to “the common

people,” his most acclaimed literary achievement, the 1930 novel The Foundation Pit offers little

to the tastes of “mass readers.” This complicated text was banned in the Soviet Union until 1987,

? “Camoe CII0BO «IIPOJIETAPCKHi» B €ro CIOBAPE --- BCEr/Ia IMOIMOHATBHO OLIEHOYHO, BCEr/Ia
cunbHbIN duTeT.” Lev Shubin, Poiski smysla otdel ’'nogo i obshchego susshschestvovaniia: ob
Andree Platonove, (Moscow: Sovestkii pisatel’, 1987), 48.
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when it was printed in the journal Novyi mir.> As Viugin notes, Platonov’s magnum opus, had it

been published in the 1930s, could not have appealed to a wide readership:

It is doubtful that such a book could be widely understood by the common people,
whom A. Platonov, it seemed, aimed to serve with his art. It did not follow any

criteria or models of 1920’s tastes based on the responses of the mass reader [...]*

Viugin’s assertion that Platonov’s novel had no grounding in the genres of its time proves not
entirely accurate. Like many authors who had worked as satirists in the early 1920s, in The
Foundation Pit, Platonov draws from the well of NEP-era satire in his use of distorted
bureaucratic language. Admittedly, he complicates the aim behind this linguistic expression,
employing it as a tool of philosophical rumination as opposed to didactic instruction. Replacing
the humorous function of satirical language with a contemplative one, Platonov does indeed
stray from an entertainment seeking psychology of a mass audience, but nonetheless remains

stylistically grounded in mass-oriented literature.

> The Foundation Pit was published in Germany and England in 1969. For more on the history
of the novel’s publication see Nina Malygina, Andrei Platonov: poetika ‘vozvrashchenia’
(Moscow: TEIS, 2005), 283.

* COMHHTEIBHO, YTOOBI 006HAS KHHTa MOTJIA HAliTH MIMPOKOE TIOHUMAHHE CPEIH IPOCTBIX
mrozeid, koTopbiM A. [1maToHOB, Ka3a10Chk ObI, CTPEMUIICS CITYXKUTh CBOUM TBOpuYecTBOM. OHa HE
MOJIXOIMIIA HU K OJTHOMY KPUTEPHIO B «00pa3iy» BKyca 20X ToJ0B, BOCCTAaHABIMBAIOIIEMY HA
OCHOBaHHWU OT3BIBOB MaccoBoro yurarens [...] Victor Viugin, “Povest’ “Kotlovan” v kontekste

tvorchestva Adreia Platonova,” in Kotlovan: tekst, materialy tvorcheskoi istorii (St.Petersburg:
Nauka, 2000), 11.



136
Consistent with the larger aim of this dissertation project, this chapter will examine how
early Soviet satire informed Platonov’s modernist text. The literary metamorphosis of mass
literary forms within The Foundation Pit seems to offer nothing to the common readers, as the
entertainment value of satirical phrases is replaced with philosophical meanings. Neverthless,
despite the novel’s apparent complexity, Platonov includes the common man in his masterpiece,
not only as an object of scrutiny (most of the characters are of proletarian origin), but as a
creative co-author, whose idiosyncratic and improper usage of Soviet rhetoric transforms dead
language into meaningful poetic material. The worker heroes of The Foundation Pit seem to
stumble upon philosophical discoveries by accident, not fully aware of the profundity contained
in their own words. Paradoxically, ignorance flowers into wisdom as official rhetoric transforms
into art. This view of the proletariat as a gifted “holy fool,” instinctively oriented toward utopian
goals appears in Platonov’s early writings.
In an essay under the title “About Love,” (1920) the author writes about his reverence for

the common man’s simple hearted faith:

We should not laugh at the common man, even when in his pagan manner he
worships his Mother of God. The knowledge that a blessed Mother of God abides
in heaven, dearer and more tender than his own mother, gives the peasant love
and strength, so that he follows his plough for ages and lives and works like a

martyr. >

* Haj HapoIoM HE HaJl0 CMESTHCS, JaKe KOT/Ia OH MO-A3bIYECKH BEPUT B CBOIO OOTOPOIHILY.
CoszHaHue 4To Ha HeOe ecTh Onarasi 60TopouIa --- pOJIHEE U TACKOBEE MATEPH, TACT CEPAILY
MY’KHKa JIF000Bb M CUITY, M OH BEKaMH XOJUT 32 COXOH U pabOTaeT U KUBET KaK MyYCHHUK.
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Platonov’s metaphysical idealism which equated physical labor and suffering with spiritual
sensitivity was likely to blame for his erroneous assumption that his work would be understood
by way of a common psychic bond shared by all Soviet workers. This belief in a shared social
consciousness striving toward universal happiness and spiritual transcendence lies at the core of
the author’s understanding of Socialism.

The author’s search for ontological meaning in the revolutionary movement took on
myriad literary forms. Beginning his career writing journalistic articles about technology, Andrei
Platonov embraced the satirical genre toward the late 1920s. In the works The City Gradov (1926)
“Doubting Makar” (1929) and “The Governmental Citizen” (1929) the author makes use of the
comically distorted “Sovietspeak,” commonly employed by such writers as Zoshchenko, II’f and
Petrov and Bulgakov to ridicule the illiterate, bureaucratic vernacular of the post-revolutionary
period. In Platonov’s satires, Soviet rhetoric directly impedes the proletariat’s efforts toward
building Socialism by interfering with man’s direct experience of physical and metaphysical
realities.

Platonov critiques the linguistic institutions of Soviet ideology that have no relevance to
the real practice of Socialism. As he shows in each of these works, abstract concepts are foreign
to the proletariat, who will affect positive change with the simple tools of physical labor and
good intentions. The author argues against the “top-down” model that insists on prioritizing

political theory over concrete implementation in daily action. Rhetoric cannot substitute for

Andrei Platonov, “O liubvi” in Gosudarstvennyi zhitel’ (Minsk: Mastatskaia Literatura, 1990),
649.
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spiritual transformation and the imposition of abstract thinking on the common people results in
the proletariat’s alienation from the State.

The common man’s misunderstanding and misuse of bureaucratic language figured as a
frequent theme in NEP-era satire. Satirical portrayals of proletarian befuddlement in the face of
political rhetoric fall into two camps. Satirists either deride the uneducated proletariat who
misuse the latest Soviet jargon, or criticize the authority figures who impose a meaningless
political vocabulary on the masses. Andrei Platonov certainly belongs to those satirists who
sympathize with the proletariat, demanding accessibility from the Bolshevik intelligentsia rather
than laying blame on the “unenlightened masses.” In his satirical prose, Platonov exposes the
ineffectiveness of a “linguistic revolution” by comically emphasizing the stark discrepancy
between bureaucratic terminology and the everyday experience of the Russian people.

In The City Gradov, “The Governmental Citizen,” and “Doubting Makar” mangled
“bureaucratese” is spoken by characters that stand in the way of Socialist progress. The
conceptual sphere of words and documents dominates over concrete reality, threatens to take it
over and in some cases succeeds, much to the detriment of the common man. In these satires,
Platonov proposes an alternative to the State’s forced education grounded in political theory,
advocating that the proletariat should be permitted to create Socialism “in their own words”
through hard work and a pure-hearted spirituality.’ The worker-protagonists in Platonov’s essays
and fiction often have an intuitive understanding of Socialist goals. Brotherly love and physical

labor come naturally to them and do not need be explained by means of complex theories.

% Despite the fact that Platonov officially claimed to be an atheist more recently critics have
pointed out prominent strains of Christian Orthodox thought in his writing. Please see Aleksandr
Dyrdin, Potaennyi myslitel’: tvorcheskoe soznanie Andreia Platonova v svete Russkoi
dukhovnosti i kul tury (Ulianovsk: UIGTU, 2000).
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Whereas in the aforementioned short satirical texts convoluted Soviet language signified
a negative aspect of Socialist reality to be laughed at and overcome, in The Foundation Pit (1930)
“Sovietspeak” takes on a new function. Abstract bureaucratic language no longer remains
relegated to the voices of negative characters, but appears embedded in the voice of the author-
narrator himself. In The Foundation Pit, the hyperbolically politicized language previously
employed to satirize abstract rhetoric undergoes a semantic shift and acquires a profoundly
expressive quality.

The transfiguration of language from literal meaning to metaphor is the literary
equivalent of the transformation of historical time into metaphysical utopia. Several characters in
The Foundation Pit are endowed with an intuitive philosophical curiosity. The internal impulse
to discover what is most essential in one’s emotional life externally manifests in a linguistic form
that combines poetics with Soviet jargon. Soulless bureaucratese, exposed as an empty signifier
in Platonov’s early satires, is filled with personal meaning in The Foundation Pit. Metaphysical
rumination neutralizes the satirical charge. Thus, NEP-era satirical language loses its specific
historical context and morphs into a ‘timeless,” poetic speech. The impossibility of laughter after
satirical quips confounds reader expectations, resulting in a linguistic transcendence of Soviet
time and space toward a mythical realm of contemplation.

Bureaucratic language retains its previous satirical function only in a few selected
passages: when it is abused by several manipulative characters aspiring to the ranks of the
intelligentsia, who distort linguistic material to attain their own selfish aims. As evidenced by the

behavior of Kozlov and the Activist, the hunger for power remains a damaging force in the
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building of Socialism. Thus, the author’s changed use of Soviet speech does not signify a new

attitude toward the bureaucracy.

The Language of The Foundation Pit

For decades scholars have discussed Andrei Platonov’s language as the most salient feature of
his literary masterpiece The Foundation Pit (1930). While all agree that an analysis of linguistic
forms grants the reader a key to penetrate the mysteries of this complex work, opinions have
diverged regarding the effects intended by Platonov’s strange linguistic brew. Scholars have
hypothesized about these questions using a number of different methodologies.

Joseph Brodsky advocated a modernist approach to Platonov’s prose by examining
Platonov’s language as self-conscious linguistic experimentation.” Lev Shubin saw in this
linguistic expression an attempt at mimetic reproduction of peasant speech.® Mikhail Geller
suggests a reading of Platonov as a humanist, passionately protesting the Stalinist notion of
utopia.” Most recently, Thomas Seifrid has characterized Platonov’s language as an expression of
ambivalence toward the politics of the Five-Year Plan.'’

In the last decade, Russian scholarship of Platonov has flourished. Unlike their Soviet

predecessors, recent critics do not delve into the political views implied in Platonov’s prose, but

7 Joseph Brodsky, “Catastrophes in the Air.” in Less Than One. Selected Essays, (New York:
Farrar Straus Giroux, 1986), 268-303.

¥ Lev Shubin, Poiski smysla otdel 'nogo i obshchego susshschestvovaniia: ob Andree Platonove,
(Moscow: Sovestkii pisatel’, 1987).

? Mikhail Geller, Andrei Platonov v poiskakh schast’ia (Paris: YMCA Press, 1982).

' Thomas Seifrid, Andrei Platonov: Uncertainties of Spirit, (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1992).
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focus on the aesthetics and ethics of his world view. Viugin’s Andrei Platonov: poetika zagadki,
Malygina’s Andrei Platonov: poetika vozvrashchenia, Barsht’s Poetika prozy Andreia Platonova
all set out to discover how language shapes The Foundation Pit’s ontological landscape.
Mapping out symbols and themes recurring throughout Platonv’s oeuvre, these scholars
systematically describe the inner workings of Platonov’s universe in an effort to unravel the
multitude of philosophical mysteries presented in his novels.

The task of explaining Platonov’s comprehensive worldview is an arduous one. With
great admiration of those scholars who have attempted this feat, I will narrow my framework to
specifically examine only the transformation of NEP-era satirical language into philosophical
poetics. For such scholars as Mikhail Geller, Platonov’s idiosyncratic bureaucratic vocabulary
inserted into the very center of personhood signifies linguistic violence, a verbal force capable of
destroying individual humanity in the name of an imagined utopia. Geller contrasts Mikhail
Bulgakov’s acerbic commentary on Soviet language in The Heart of a Dog to Platonov’s

compassionate depiction of individuals “crippled by the language of utopia”:

The author of The Foundation Pit not limiting himself to Bulgakov’s acerbic
metaphor, with bitterness, with pain and sympathy tells, as it turns out, the same
story: how the new language, the language of utopia cripples the human being,
robs him of human feeling, forms man into an obedient citizen of a utopian

: 11
society.

" ABTOop «KoTiioBaHa», HE OrpaHUYMBASCH 3710 MeTadopoit Bynrakosa, ¢ ropeupto, 0OJIBIO U
COYYBCTBHEM PACCKa3bIBACT, B KOHEUHOM CYETE, TO XKE CaMO€: KaK HOBBIH S3bIK, A3bIK YTOIIUH
KaJICYHT YeJIOBeKa, JUIIACT €ro YEIOBEUECKUX YYBCTB, OPMUPYET U3 YEIIOBEKA IMOCITYITHOT'O
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This treatment of bureaucratic language was certainly true in Platonov’s early satire, where the
author described how bureaucratic structures stifled human intention and spirit.

In The Foundation Pit, however, I have found that bureaucratic language plays a much
more complex and interesting role. Mangled bureaucratese mutates into a meaningful form of
expression: the dead language of Soviet platitudes blooms into evolving word roots, rich with
meaning. In fact, language survives all physical destruction within the novel. It not only outlives
the horrific deaths of the characters, but continues to exist when hope and faith in the Socialist
dream seem impossible. The resurrection of Soviet rhetoric into poetic imagery linguistically
suggests the possibility that the nightmarish ontological atmosphere of the foundation pit can be
transcended with spiritual effort. The political implication of my finding is that Platonov still
harbored hope for a Socialist future despite witnessing the bleak realities of dekulakization,
forced collectivization, deportation and execution.

My emphasis on Platonov’s language as a poetic medium possessing philosophical
significance bears kinship to the recent work of Russian scholars such as Viugin, Barsht, and
Malygina. The literary inquiries of these critics differ from my own, however, as they have
abandoned the study of the NEP-era satirical feuilleton as a crucial source of Platonov’s
language. I will employ formal analysis to trace the evolution of NEP-era satire from light-
hearted humor to philosophical significance within the context of The Foundation Pit by first

separating out phrases and expressions that I have identified as satirical language. Then, I will

x)uTens uaeansHoro odmectsa. Mikhail Geller, Andrei Platonov v poiskakh schastia
(Moscow:“MIK,” 1999), 291.
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demonstrate how this language has lost its humorous, didactic function, emerging instead as a
locus of transcendence.

This view resonates with Martin Heidegger’s treatment of language as an ahistorical
refuge from the horror of the here and now. Heidegger’s sentiment in Poetry, Language, Thought
(1971) is aptly paraphrased by Allan Megill: “In the delirium of the present, man is without a
dwelling place. The task of language is to create such a dwelling place, to create a world in

»!121t may seem counterintuitive to compare Platonov and

which man may once more live.
Heidegger, given their opposing views on technology. After all, unlike Platonov who idealized
technological progress as a path toward utopia, Heidegger predicted that technology would
dehumanize and destroy mankind. Remaining mindful of these differences, I would nonetheless
like to suggest Heidegger as a useful reference to understand Platonov’s linguistic experiment.
For Heidegger, language is self-referential, creating the world out of itself as it speaks. Being
itself is a condition of linguistic creation.”” Platonov artistically echoes (or rather, anticipates)
this treatment of language in The Foundation Pit. Language acquires a mystical, eternal quality,
relinquishing its practical functions to a higher purpose; it creates rather than merely describes.
Instead of referring to topical phenomena of the immediate, historical present, Soviet language
begins to reference mythological timelessness.

Intertwining philosophical poetics with Soviet jargon, Platonov explicitly associates the

private search for meaning with Socialist building. The awkwardness of peasant expression

"2 Allan Megill, Prophets of Extremity: Nietzsche, Heidegger, Foucault and Derrida (Berkeley:
University of California Press), 168.

" Martin Heidegger, Poetry, Language, Thought, translated by Albert Hofstadter (New York:
Harper & Row, 1971), 199.
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previously signifying the estrangement of the masses from Soviet linguistic institutions in The
Foundation Pit denotes that Soviet languages has been internalized and personalized by the
worker populations. This transformation of institutionalized dogma into poetic meaning
constitutes the creation of proletarian art. In this way, linguistic distortion does not necessarily
signify damage or a “crippling” as Joseph Brodsky and Mikhail Geller have described it. A
transmuted language allows its users to create new worlds, to forge passageways into alternate

realities through which they can escape the nightmare of history.

Platonov’s Idea of Proletarian Art

During the prolific period (1917-1926), Andrei Platonov wrote hundreds of articles for local
Voronezh newspapers (Zheleznyi put’, Krasnaia derevnia, Voronezhskaia kommuna and many
others).'* Most of these early journalistic pieces lacked the satirical elements that would later
emerge in Platonov’s writing. The articles focused on the fate of proletarian culture in the Soviet
Union. Although the author never discussed the influence of philosophical predecessors directly,
many of Platonov’s writings echoed the idiosyncratic theories of the philosophers Alexander
Bogdanov and Nikolai Fedorov.'’As Thomas Seifrid points out, Platonov’s orientation toward
these thinkers manifested itself in his tendency to discuss the historical fate of the proletariat as
messianic.'® In Platonov’s essays, proletarian culture emerges as the answer to man’s “accursed

questions” about life’s meaning and the inevitability of death.

'* Shubin, “Tak ya sluzhil i uchilsia,” Poiski smysla, 92-97.

'> For more on the connection between Platonov and Fedorov please see Mikhail Geller, Andrei
Platonov v poiskach schastia (Moscow: MIK, 1999), 28-54.
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For instance, Platonov saw the October revolution as the first step toward the realization

of Fedorov’s utopian vision. Nikolai Fedorov prophesized about a not-too-distant future when
the dead from all ages past would be resurrected and in his articles of the 1920’s Platonov
transposes Fedorov’s thoughts to a modern context by heralding Lenin as the usher of the new
age. '’ Platonov believed that through Socialist building, which included technological
advancement, elimination of individuality and cessation of sexual desire, man would “conquer
the cosmos.”The proletariat would lead the world to utopia not only through political action, but

also through art. As he wrote in 1919:

We are living through a great epoch of the rebirth of the human spirit in all of its
manifestations [...] Reviving all of life, the working class revives art as well [...]

Proletarian art reflects in itself all of humanity and its best aspirations.'®

In this early period, Platonov searches for the literary form that would best represent and embody
the proletariat’s creative transfiguration of the universe. Platonov’s non-fictional writing is
thematically bound up with his literary efforts. As Shubin puts it “Platonov’s critical prose is

similar to his literary prose in its philosophical intent, the desire, the imperative need to clarify —

16 Seifrid, 34.

' Mikhail Geller, “Paradoks Platonova” in Andrei Platonov, Potaennyi Platonov: povest’ i
rasskazy (Paris-New York: Tret’ya Volna, 1983).

'8 MEI mepexiBacM BEIHKYIO SII0XY BO3POKICHHS LyXa YeTOBEIECKOIO BO BCEX €r0
nposiBiIeHUsAX| ... |Bo3pokaast BCIo KHU3Hb, TPYAOBON KJIacC BO3POXKIAET U UCKYCCTBO|. .. ]
IIponemapcroe uckyccmeo oTpaxkaet B cede BCe YEIOBEUSCTBO B €r0 JYULIMX YCTPEMIICHUSIX.
Andrei Platonov, Zheleznyi put’ #9 (Voronezh, 1919).
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and in simple words (not philosophical terminology) to express his understanding of man,
society and nature.”"”

The author envisions the Socialist Future as the ultimate artistic expression, where the
material and the spiritual combine to create an eternal work of art that is the communist society.

In an essay entitled “Svet i sotsializm” (“Light and Socialism”), Platonov writes that after

communism is achieved man will no longer need art:

And only then the light industry will give rise to the Socialist society, the new
man --- a creature full of consiousness, miracle and love, communist art--- this
sculpture of the universe, planetary architecture, and only then humanity will
aggregate into a single physical being, and art --- as it is presently understood,
will be obsolete, because art --- is an amendment of revolutionary material in a
reactionary consciousness, and with the arrival of communism material and

. . 20
consiousness will be one.

1 “Kpurnueckyo nposy I11aTOHOBA POIHUT C €r0 MPO30ii XyI0KECTBEHHOM 1 (HIocOpCKas
YCTPEMJICHHOCTb, )KeJlaHHE, TOTPEOHOCTh U HEOOXOMMOCTbD BBISICHUTD --- U B TIPOCTBIX CIIOBaxX
( a He B pmnocockux TepMHUHAX) BBIPa3UTh CBOE MOHUMAaHUE YeloBeKa, 00IIeCcTBa, MPUPOIBL.”
Lev Shubin, “Kriticheskaia proza Andreia Platonova,” in Andrei Platonov, Razmyshlenia
chitatelia: stat’i (Moskva: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1970), 4.

%Y 11 To/bKO TOT/Ia M3 CBETOBOTO MPOM3BO/CTBA BBIPACTET COLUATHCTHIECKOE OOIIECTBO, HOBBIH
YeJIOBEK --- CYIECTBO MOJHOE CO3HAHUS, Uy/1a U JI0OBU, KOMMYHHCTHYECKOE UCKYCCTBO --- 3Ta
BCEJICHCKAs CKYJBITYPA, INIAHETHAS apXUTEKTYpa, U TOJIBKO TOTJa COBEPUIMTCS COBOKYIIJICHHE
YeJI0BEYEeCTBA B OJIHO (PU3MYECKOE CYIIECTBO, @ HCKYCCTBO, --- KaK €ro Terepb MOHUMAIOT, OyaeT
HE HY)KHO, TI. 4. UCKYCCTBO --- 3TO KOPPEKTHUB PEBOJIIOLIMOHHOIN MaTepU B peaKIIMOHHOM
CO3HaHUH, a IPU KOMMYHH3MeE MaTepus U co3HaHue OynyT onHo. Andrei Platonov,“Svet i
sotsializm”in Gosudarstvennyi zhitel’ (Minsk: Mastatskaia literature, 1990), 647.
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Platonov described communism as a living work of art, created by the collective body of an
enlightened humanity. The idea of communist art as a restructuring of the universe and the
restructuring of the universe as communist art similarly appears in the author’s short works of
science fiction published in the 1920s. These stories set in a distant future explore the same
leitmotifs of proletarian creativity, the search for meaning and connections between

technological and spiritual progress.’

Platonov and his Readers
In a 1927 letter written from Tambov to his wife, the author expresses apprehension at revealing

himself in his literature:

My ideals are homogenous and constant. I could not be a writer, if I were to
expound only my unchanging ideas. No one would read my works. I must
cheapen and vary my ideas, so that I can create acceptable works. Precisely—to
cheapen! And if I endowed my creations with the real blood of my brain, no one

would print them.*?

*! Platonov early stories of science fiction include “Markun” (1921) “Potomki solntsa,” (1922)
“Lunnaia bomba” (1926) and “Efirnyi trakt” (1926).

*> Mou npeassl 0HOOOPA3HBI U MOCTOSHHBL 1 He Gy/Ly JHTEpaTopoM, ecIu OyIy H3/arath
TOJILKO CBOM HEM3MEHHBIE Hier. MeHs He CTaHyT YnuTaTh. Sl JOJDKEH OMOIUIATh U BAPbUPOBATH
CBOM MBICITH, YTOOBI TIOMYyUHIINCH PUEMIIEMBIE pou3BeeHus. IMeHHO- ononuiiaTs! A eciu Obl
sl TaBaJl B COYMHEHHUSI IEHCTBUTENLHYIO KPOBh CBOETO MO3ra, UX ObI He cTany nevarats. Andrei
Platonov, letter to Maria Platonova, 1927 in Gosudarstvennyi zhitel’, 667.
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The assertion that the author had to “cheapen” his most sacred views was perhaps referring to his
engagement with popular literary genres of the 1920s, including science fiction and satire. This
letter clearly illustrates the author’s desire to publish, even at the cost of withholding self-
expression.

Unfortunately, evidence documenting Platonov’s connection to real readers is limited to
the response from the official press of the 1920s and 30s. Prominent Soviet figures such as
Ermilov and Fadeev wrote damaging articles accusing the author of creating kulak art and
bourgeois expression.”> These literary denunciations reacted to the modernist elusiveness of the
author’s prose. The open-ended complexity of Platonov’s thought allowed critics to distort and
maim his “literary body.” In 1937, the author wrote a response entitled “A Potest without Self-
defense” to a disparaging review in Literaturnaia gazeta: “They took my, so to say, “literary
body” and critically dissected it. As a result of this experiment my human body was reduced to:

»24 platonov’s career ended after a

one dog, four nails, a pound of sulphur and a clay ashtray.
particularly vicious attack by the critics in 1946. The misunderstandings encountered by the

author are likely the result of his original views and expressions. We can only speculate about

contemporary Soviet readers’ reactions to The Foundation Pit, given that it appeared in print

> A. Ermilov, “Burzhuaznaia i poputnichiskaia literature,” in Ezhegodnik literatury i iskusstva
na 1929 g. (Moscow: Kom. Akademii, 1929), 67; V.S. “Priznanie oshibki nado ispravliat’” in
Vecherniaia Moskva June 2, 1929; A.Selivanovskii “V chem somnivaetsia Andrei Platonov,’
Literaturnaia Gazeta, June 10, 1931; A. Fadeev “Ob odnoi kulatskoi khronike,” Krasnaia nov’
no. 5-6, 1931.

’

**“BEI10 B3ATO MOE, TAK CKA3aTh «THTEPATYPHOE TYIOBHIIE» H KPUTUUECKH IIPEapiupoBaHo. B
pe3yabTaTe 3TOTO OIbITA U3 MOETO YEeJIOBEUECKOT'0 BCE )K€ Tella MOIyYMIIOCh: OIHa cobaka,
YeThIpe TBO3/s1, PyHT cephl U rauHsIHAsA nenenbHuna.” Andrei Platonov, “Vozrazhenie bez
samozoshchity. Po povodu stat’i A. Gurvicha” “Andrei Platonov. Pis’mo v redaktsiu,”
Literaturnaia gazeta, 20 December 1937.
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only in 1987. Most likely, common readers of the 1930s would have found the work

incomprehensible.

Platonov’s Satire
In his NEP-era short satires “Platonov the Prophet” and “Platonov the Satirist” speak in unison,
but the Satirist speaks much louder than the Prophet in works such as The City Gradov,

b

“Doubting Makar,” and “ The Governmental Citizen.”” In many respects, these stories are
typical representatives of NEP- era satire. In each tale, the author highlights the absurdities of the
Soviet bureaucratic order and its destructive influence on the building of Socialism. The
difference between Platonov and other satirists who took on similar topic is that in addition to
commenting on the themes of the day, Platonov’s satires sympathetically emphasize the fate of
the proletariat as central to the ideological restructuring of both historical and metaphysical
realms.

Platonov depicts a reality where abstract Soviet slogans reign supreme over the tangible
sphere. The faultiness of this logic is exposed by the proletarian protagonists who are unable to
find a correspondence between vague ideology and their own phenomenological experience.
These worker heroes are in constant search of a concrete embodiment of the intangible
“government” and “Socialism.” In the mouths of these characters, Soviet vocabulary signifying
abstract concepts inappropriately references immediate reality. Yet, to the extent that these

misguided souls echo some of Platonov’s own cherished ideas, they sometimes appear as holy

fools, acting as vessels for their creator’s message.
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Hints of bigger philosophical ideas appear throughout these works, but they are not fully
developed and are subsumed into a satirical structure exposing the problems of bureaucracy. In
this way, Platonov fully participates in the dominant literary trend of NEP satire, albeit he makes
use of its conventions somewhat late. The City Gradov was published in 1926, while “The
Governmental Citizen” and “Doubting Makar” both appeared in 1929. It is clear that even in
these early works Platonov had a bigger philosophical project in mind. However, he does not
make the satirical mode serve his own purposes until the writing of The Foundation Pit in 1930.
The City Gradov (1926) is the first and the longest of these satires. Paying homage to the
style and content of Saltykov-Shchedrin’s History of a Town (1870), The City Gradov tells the
tale of a consummate bureaucrat, Fedor Shmakov and the town he comes to rule with an iron,
bureaucratic fist. Shmakov is fully devoted to the idea of Socialism, believing that an all
pervasive bureaucratic order will best achieve Socialist goals. He records his thoughts on the

importance of clerical activity in a secret manuscript entitled “Notes of a Governmental Person™:

I conduct my work in secret. But one day it will become a world-renowned
juridicial essay, more specifically: I state that clerks and other officials --- are the
most valuable agents of Socialist history, they are a live tie under the rails toward

Socialism.?

% o raiino Beny cBoit Tpyna. Ho korma-HuOyb» OH cieiaeTcss MUPOBBIM IOPUAHUECKUM
COYMHEHHEM, @ UMEHHO: 5 TOBOPIO, YHHOBHHUK U IIPOYEE BCAKOE TOHKHOCTHOE JIULO --- 3TO
LEHHENIINN areHT COLUMAIMCTUYECKOW HCTOPHH, 3TO KUBAs 1IIajla MO PEIbCaMU B COLIMAJIU3M.
Andrei Platonov, Gorod Gradov , Sobrannie sochinennii: Vol.1 (Moscow: Sovetskaiia Rossia,
1984), 305.
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Shmakov’s literary efforts are themselves a satirical expose, as the journal’s very existence
testifies to this character’s predilection for substituting paperwork for real social action. In fact,
Shmakov firmly believes the document to be more real than the tangible world.

The replacement of deed with paper corresponds to the replacement of the proletariat
with the bureaucrat advocated by Shmakov throughout this short work of fiction. He goes so far
as to say that the bureaucrats are surrogates of the proletariat meant to bring about social change.
“We are the sub-sti-tutes of the proletariat. It follows, for instanct, that I am the substitute of the
revolutionary and the master! Do you sense the wisdom? Everything has been replaced!”?°
Shmakov justifies his position by stating that without bureaucracy anarchy would reign supreme.
Yet Shmakov serves no useful purpose in the city, limiting his social activism to the solipsistic
activity of archiving documents and writing his opus magnum: “The Notes of a Government
Citizen.”

Shmakov’s work among the proletariat does not amount to “the establishment of order,”
but rather imposes tedium on the peasants’ lives. He transforms all of Gradov’s citizens into
petty bureaucrats made in his own image by devising daily calendars of tasks to be performed by
each city dweller. These errands include: “Find out from Marfa Ilyichina, how to make raspberry
compote,” “Exterminate the bedbugs and check your wife’s personal account,” “Don’t forget to

draw up a 25 year plan of national economy- only 2 days left.””” Menial, enumerated tasks usurp

the personal lives of the town’s non-bureaucrat faction. Shmakov’s tyrannical reign eventually

%% (MBI 3a-Me-cTH-Te-mu mponerapuen! CTano GbiTh, K IPHUMEPY, 5 €CTh 3aMECTHTEINb
peBotononepa u xo3suHa! UyBcTByere myapocts? Bee 3amemieno!» Ibid., 317.

7 «Y3Hath 1 Mapdbl NbUHYHHBI, KaK BAPUTH MATMHOBBIN y3Bap.», «[lepeMOpHUTH KIOMOB U
MIPOBEPUTH JIUIIEBOU CUeT KeHbI», «He 3a0bITh COCTaBUTH 25-1€THUI NEPCIIEKTUBHBIN TUIaH
HApOJHOTO X03siicTBa- octanock 2 aua.» Ibid., 319.
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ends when the surrounding vicinity subsumes the independent city Gradov and Shmakov
becomes a powerless pawn.

Shmakov’s bureaucratic obsession manifests as zealous excess, as he carries out his
duties and imposes bureaucratic order on the town’s citizens. Shmakov’s motivations, however,
are idealistic in nature. He believes that bureaucracy is the foundation of a peaceful, prosperous
State and moreover, that bureaucracy can bring harmony to the universe. Although Platonov
clearly shows the flaws of Shmakov’s worldview, this character’s devotion to his cause is
unquestionably sincere. In this way, alongside a critique of bureaucratic indifference toward the
proletariat and the absurd logic of devout clerks, a measure of ambiguity manifests in the
author’s attitude toward the story’s main hero. In this early short story, the realm of bureaucratic
abstraction begins an affiliation with the spiritual and utopian.

“The Governmental Citizen” (1929), in many ways embodies the themes presented in
The City Gradov. However, in this work, the negative hero hails from the proletariat and
voluntarily infects himself with the bureaucratic spirit. This is a darkly comical short story about
an elderly, unemployed barge worker named Petr Evseevich Veretennikov who categorizes all
seen and unseen phenomena as beneficial or harmful to the Socialist government. Like Shmakov,
Veretennikov values the abstract authority of governmental institutions more than the concrete
experience of the proletariat. Despite the fact that he is a worker, Petr Evseevich considers
himself as an essential member of the invisible governmental body.

Petr Evseevich feels responsibility for overseeing and carrying out the orders of his
government, despite the fact that he does not occupy any position and therefore does not receive

any orders. Nonetheless, this pitiful character has psychologically merged his identity with the
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invisible, omnipresent entity that is the Soviet State: “Peter Evseevich always called himself and

the government by the informal “thou.”*

Petr Evseevich walks around surveying governmental
land, visits construction sights and train stations.
The sight of “the government” hard at work, even in the forces of nature, brings Peter

Evseevich enormous spiritual and emotional satisfaction.At the sight of a laboring locomotive,

his whole being fills with compassion and love for the machine.

Now Petr Evseevich worried for the locomotive, which with a breathless, sharp
cutting-off of steam, resulting in an intensification of Petr Evseevich’s feelings,
hauled some kind of a load uphill. Petr Evseevich paused and with a sympathetic
sense of helping imagined the suffering of the machine, oppressively pulling

upward the inetrness of the heavy, bulky weight.*

Petr Evseevich’s perception of reality, colored by Socialist concerns represents an uncanny
reversal of commonsense logic. According to Petr Evseevich, machines are anthropomorphized

into sentient beings, while nature and its creatures are mechanized to fit governmental agendas.

8 “TTerp EBceeBndy cebs M rOCYAapCTBO BCEr/a Ha3bIBAI Ha «Thl».” Andrei Platonov,
“Gosudarstvennyi zhitel’,” Potaennyi Platonov: povesti i rasskazy, edited by Mikhail Geller
(Paris and New York: Tretia volna, 1983), 31.

¥ Ceituac IIerp EBceeBrY HECKOJIBKO BOJHOBAJICS 3a IIAPOBO3, KOTOPBIN C pEe3KOMI
3a/IbIXaIOLIENCsl OTCEUKOM Mapa, JOXOAUBIICH 10 HanpspkeHus 4yBCTB Ilerpa EBceeBuya,
B3BOJIaKMBAJI KAKKE-TO Ipy3bl Ha nnogbeM. [letp EBceeBrY OCTaHOBUIICS U C COYYBCTBUEM
MIOMOIIIM BOOOpa3uJI MyYeHHE MallluHbl, THETYIIEH BIepe/ U Ha TOPY KOCHOCTh OCAIMCTOTO Beca.
Andrei Platonov,“Gosudarstvennyi zhitel’,” 29.
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As he explains to his friend Leonid, he believes that the government controls all biological

Processes.

‘Without the government you wouldn’t have cow’s milk to drink.” ‘But where
would it go?” “Who knows where it would go? Maybe the grass wouldn’t even
grow.” ‘But what would happen?’ ‘The soil, Leonid, is the main thing --- the soil!
And the soil is governmental territory, without government there would be no

territory!”*°

The type of reasoning that instits that biological and natural realities are inevitably
interconnected with the activities of the Soviet State resembles the humor encountered in II’f and
Petrov’s Twelve Chairs. In one memorable passage, a poster displayed in a dining hall at a
nursing home urges its citizens to thoroughly chew their food to benefit society: “When you

3 1 . .
7" Petr Evseevich’s statements also resonate with a

chew your food thoroughly, you help society.
comical aphorism, written a decade after Stalin’s death, which exposed the false omnipotence

attributed to the Communist Party in the nationalist myth of Soviet power: “The winter has

passed, summer has come. Thanks to the Party!”*

3% Bes rocyapcTa ThI 661 MOJIOUKA OT KOPOBEI HE MIJI. — A Ky/Ia 5 OHO Je10¢h ObI? --KT0 % ero
3HaeT, Kyaa! Moxer u TpaBbl ObI He pocia. --- A uTo %k ObL10 Ob1? --- [louBa, JIeoHun, rimaBuoe
neno- noyBa! A MoYBa BeJlb M €CTh I'OCYJapCTBEHHAsI TEPPUTOPUS, & TEPPUTOPUH TOrJa Obl He
umenocs! Ibid., 34.

3l “TiarensHo mepexeBbIBas MHILY, ThI MOMoraemb obmectsy.” L. I1’f and E. Petrov.
Dvenatsat’ stul’ev (Moscow: Panorama, 1995), 151.
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However, the seemingly humorous idea that the Soviet government could be responsible
for the grass growing, sun shining and the seasons changing closely conforms to Platonov’s un-
ironic ideas about Socialist technological conquest over the forces of nature. The notion of a
governmental jurisdiction over the natural world is both comical and serious. In “The
Governmental Citizen” the satirical and the philosophical modes appear intermingled, endowing
the story with a measure of ambiguity. Furthermore, Petr Evseevich’s simple, but heartfelt
devotion does not in itself signal a satirical intent on the author’s part. In fact, up until a certain
point, this story could be read as straightforward praise of a worker’s commitment to
Socialism.The portrayal of Petr Evseevich as a negative character becomes unmistakable only
when the author reveals Petr’s callous treatment of a small child.

At the end of the story Petr Evseevich encounters a small boy assigned to burn rotten
train ties in the furnace. The little boy tells Petr Evseevich that he left home because his family
could not feed him anymore. He explains that he has too many unmarried sisters who cannot find
husbands because they are pockmarked. Unaffected by the other details of the boy’s tragic fate,
the fact of the sisters’ pockmarks greatly angers Petr Evseevich, as he cannot understand his
family’s carelessness. The government offers free vaccination against pockmarks. Since his
sisters did not choose to take advantage of this service, they are culpable for their inability to find
husbands which in turn caused the family’s destitution. He sees the boy as an unnecessary strain

on the Soviet government, whose family committed a grave indiscretion:

32 “TIpomwna 3uMa, Hactano nero. Criacu6o maptum 3a 51o!” A popular Russian aphorism since
the 1970s, attributed to the poet Yuri Vlodov.
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Your family is entirely at fault: the government immunizes against smallpox for
free. Had your sisters been immunized, they would have been married long ago
and you too would have a place at home! But since you refuse to live according to
the government’s rules, it serves you right to wander around the railroads. You
yourselves are at fault---go and tell your mother so! How can I give you two
kopecks after this? I will never give you money! One should immunize against
smallpox in a timely manner, citizen, so that later in life you don’t have to lurk

around the roads and ride the trains for free!>

Petr Evseevich’s cruelty toward a defenseless child retroactively renders his logic in all previous
situations invalid. The nonsensical speech about the smallpox vaccination reveals to the readers
that Petr Evseevich reasoning is not only ridiculous, but unethical. His fanatical mentality
damages the notion of communal consciousness. In the final assessment, although “The
Governmental Citizen” does carry some of Platonov’s utopian ideas about dominance over
nature, the story ultimately functions as a satire, as the main character grossly misunderstands
and misrepresents the government’s function.

Several months after the publication of “The Governmental Citizen,” Platonov penned a

very similar short story, with a much more sympathetic protagonist. The title character of

33 Bo BceM BUHOBATO TBOE CEMEiCTBO: TOCYIAPCTBO BEIb OSCIIATHO IPUBMBAET ocIy. [IpuBHIHM
ObI ee TBOMM cecTpaMm, KOrJa Hy>KHO ObLIO, U CECTPHI ObI 3aMy>KeM JIaBHO ObLIH U TeOe ObI MECTO
JIoMa Hauioch! A pa3 Bbl HE XOTUTE XKUTh 10 FOCYJAPCTBY, --- BOT M XOJHUTE TI0 JKEJIE3HBIM
noporaM. Camu BBl BO BCEM BUHOBATBHI --- TaK MOWAM MaTepH 1 ckaxku! Kakue ke 51 Tebe aBe
Komelku nocie storo Aam? Huxornaa He nam! Hano, rpakjaHuH ocily BOBpeMs IPUBUBATH, YTOO
NOTOM He IIaTaThcs MO MyTAM M He e3AuTh OecriaTHO B moe3fax! Andrei
Platonov,“Gosudarstvennyi zhitel’,”35.
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“Doubting Makar,” like Petr Evseevich, wishes to observe the government at work and feels
deep concern for the anthropomorphized Soviet machine “‘Poor laborer!” thought Makar about
the machine. ‘She carries a load and strains herself.”** Unlike Petr Evseevich, who is certain of
his importance within the blissful omnipresence of the government, Makar suffers from doubt
about his usefulness to the proletariat.

Makar works with his hands, but does not know how to think, a predicament that creates
problems for him in the course of the story, and signals his status as a true prophet. Makar builds
a carousel which distracts the masses’ attention from minding the livestock. When a neighbor’s
colt escapes, Makar shoulders the blame and is sent to Moscow to work off his fine. Upon his
arrival in the city, Makar suffers from a crisis of faith in the Socialist deity as he observes
inefficiency, wasted labor and no visible government center: “Makar began searching the square
for some pole with a red flag, indicating the center of the capital city and the center of all of
government, but no such pole could be found.” He eventually locates the center and walks
around the city with the intention of finding work, but cannot find employment without proper
documentation. Unable to work on the construction site, Makar decides to sell his invention: a
tube that will speed up construction.

The reader shares the frustration of Makar’s fruitless epic journey through Moscow’s

bureacracy.

3 “Benmas paboTHuua! — 1yman Maxkap o Maumge. --- Beser u Tyxutcs.” Andrei Platonovov,
“Usmonivsheisia Makar,”Potaenniy Platonov, 41.

35

“Makap cTai UCKaTh Ha TUIOIAAN KaKyl0-HHOY/ b )Kep/Ib C KPACHBIM (pi1arom, KoTopast Obl
O3HayaJla CepeInHy LEHTPAIBHOTO FOPOia U IIEHTP BCEro roCyAapcTBa, HO TaKOW >KepAu HU T'lie
He Oopu10.” Ibid., 42.
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Makar immediately went in search of Moscow’s main office of science and
technology [...] In another room Makar received a paper to take to the trade
union[...]The trade union was located in an even more enormous house than the
technical office [...] At dusk the director arrived, ate an omelet and read Makar’s

paper through his assistant[...]*

The difficulty of finding the appropriate bureaucratic office is exacerbated by Makar’s
misunderstanding of bureaucratic instructions. He interprets the directions to find “the line of

commerce” literally and goes in search of a physical “line” on the ground.

Makar was satisfied and the next day went in search of the line of commerce [...]
The posters clearly indicated that all of proletariat should resolutely stand on the
line of industry development. This immediately gave Makar an idea: first he must
find the proletariat, and under him will be the line and somewhere nearby ---

comrade Lopin.”’

3% Maxkap ceiiuac e MOIIesT HCKaTh IIaBHYI0 MOCKOBCKYIO H3yYHOTEXHUUYECKYIO KOHTODY [...]B
npyroif komHate Makapy nanu 6ymary B mpodcoros... [Ipogcoro3 momemancs eme B 6osee
TPOMaJIHOM JIOME Ye€M TeXHUYECKast KOHTopa [...]|B cyMepku HaYaabHUK NPUILEIN, Chell IHYHULLY
U pounTan Oymaxky Makapa uepe3 mocpeAcTBO cBoei noMommHusl. .. ] Ibid., 44.

3 Makxkap ocTajics JOBOJIEH U Ha APYTOH JIeHb MOLIEN NCKATh IPOMBIIIIEHHYIO JUHMIO| ... ] Ha
IIJIaKaTax sICHO YKa3bIBAJIOCh, YTO BECh IIPOJIETAPUAT JOJIKEH TBEPAO CTOSATH HA JIMHUU PA3BUTHUS
IPOMBIIIJIEHHOCTH. DTO Cpa3y BpazyMuiIo Makapa: Hy>)KHO CHauyaja OTbICKaTh IIPOJIeTapuar, a
noJ HUM OyZeT JIMHUS U Te-Hu0y b psaom ToBapuin Jlonus. Ibid., 45.
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Makar’s wandering among the masses (“khozhdenie po massam’) eventually takes him to the
“lowest” levels of the proletariat --- a group of poverty stricken workers living in communal
housing. After traveling from the “center of government” to the source of its labor force, Makar
has a dream in which he prophetically glimpses the relationship between the bureaucracy and the
working masses. In his dream Makar sees a “learned man” as tall as a mountain, who in his far-
sightedness does not notice the small person looking up at him. The empty and distant gaze
frightens and intrigues Makar. Finally, he asks the statue-like figure how he, Makar, could be
useful to society. The statue does not answer, but falls down in an immobile heap.
This dream reveals to Makar the ineffectiveness of bureaucratic structures and moves him
to action. Makar decides that he, as a representative of the proletariat, is better suited to run the
bureaucratic offices; eventually bureaucracy is eliminated altogether as the common people learn

how to govern and organize themselves:

From this day forward Makar and Petr sat at desks across Lev Chumov and began
to talk with the poor people who arrived at their office, deciding all matters in
their minds --- based in their sympathy toward the destitute. Soon the people
stopped coming to Makar and Petr’s institution, because they reasoned so simply,
that even the poor could reason in the same manner, and the workers began to

think for themselves in their own homes.*®

3 C rex nop Maxap u Iletp cenu 3a cTosbl npotuB JIbBa UyMOBOI'O M CTaIM TOBOPUTH C OCHBIM
NPUXOSIIIUM HApOJOM, pelliasi Bce Jiesia B yMe --- Ha 0a3e couyBcTBUS HeuMynuM. CKopo u
HapoJ IlepecTall XOAUTh B yupexkaeHue Makapa u [lerpa, noToMy 4TO OHM AyMaild HaCTOJIBKO
IPOCTO, YTO M caMu OeIHbIe MOTJIM AyMaTh U PEIaTh TaKKe, U TPYAALINecs CTali TyMaTh CaMU
3a cebs Ha kBapTupax. Ibid., 52.
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Makar’s distorted logic conveys quite a different message than the one found in “The
Governmental Citizen.” While Petr Evseevich’s naive misinterpretations of Soviet ideology
engendered a negative outcome: he privileged bureaucratic order above human welfare, Makar’s
“doubts” lead him to improve conditions for the proletariat by creating an alternative to the
bureaucratic runaround. In all three of these works the imposition of bureaucratic terminology on
everyday phenomena primarily functions as a comical device. The notion that the physical world
has changed in accordance with a new rhetoric exists in the minds of laughable characters whose
awkward linguistic manipulations expose their faulty logic.

The narrator stands apart from his heroes in these short satirical works, commenting as a
critical observer. The spoken language of the characters and the narrator’s commentary do not
coincide stylistically. Satirical language creates characters, not worlds. In The Foundation Pit,
however, the narrator and characters share the same language, mangled “bureaucratese” loses its
humorous attributes and becomes part of another kind of rhetorical system that communicates
philosophical ideas and shapes the fictional reality in the novel. The abstract realm no longer
hinders Socialism as previously empty signifiers are injected with Platonov’s meaning. As
“Sovietspeak” seamlessly blends with contemplative vocabulary, two semantic realities which

were previously juxtaposed come together as one.

Satirical Language in The Foundation Pit
While in the aforementioned short satirical works, the author humorously shows how characters

interpret or misinterpret reality through the prism of Soviet rhetoric, in The Foundation Pit,
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Platonov himself uses this refracted linguistic mode to embody his philosophical ideas within a
fictional universe. This signals that the author has to come to terms with “Sovietspeak™ as an
inevitable part of life in the Socialist State.

Thomas Seifrid characterizes the language as “the speech patterns of Russian lower
classes, it presents itself as an embodiment of the voice of the “dark” masses suddenly
enfranchised after 1917.”* While there are certainly intermittent expressions that could be
categorized as “speech patterns of the Russian lower classes,” the prevalence of poetic and
political neologisms indicates that the language of The Foundation Pit represents more than a
mimetic representation of a historical phenomenon, but exists as a truly sui generis mix specific
to Platonov’s unique vision of reality.

One of the components that comprises this linguistic material is the satirical language of
the NEP period. Many scholars have rightly argued against a satirical interpretation of The
Foundation Pit as a whole. However, in the following section I would like to point out that
numerous phrases, taken out of context, clearly resemble the satirical quips penned by Platonov’s
contemporaries. Although I will compare lines from The Foundation Pit with those taken from
other works, the intertextual dialogue between specific texts is not the focus of my study. Rather,
I simply wish to illustrate that Platonov drew linguistic expressions from the same NEP-era
satirical well, demonstrating once again the significance of early Soviet satire to the prose
masterpieces produced during the late 1920s and 1930s.

As I have already mentioned, the prevalence of bureaucratic language and political

rhetoric in every aspect of private life functioned as a key theme of NEP-era satire. After the

39 Seifrid, 2.
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Russian Revolution, every element of human existence came under the microscope of political
scrutiny and categorization. Like Platonov, many satirists of the early 1920s made light of the
fact that language had come to dominate reality: to create it rather than describe it. Thus,
everyday actions acquired new meaning simply by being called by new names and words. This
defamiliarization of everyday activity was treated humoursly by authors describing quotidian
routines such as eating, sleeping and working using the new Soviet jargon.

Certain passages in The Foundation Pit read exactly like a satire of this type. For those
intimately familiar with this novel the task of separating philosophical from the potentially
comical passages presents considerable difficulty, as the two linguistic modes blend into one. I
will defamiliarize and disorient the veteran Platonov reader by extracting individual phrases from
the novel’s text and comparing them to phrases from satirical short stories and feuilletons from

the 1920s.

Personal Life in the Collective

The very first lines of the novel tell the reader that the main character, Voshev, has been fired
from his job on his birthday. “On the day when he reached the thirtieth year of his personal life
Voshchev was discharged from the small machine factory where he had earned the means of his

2940

existence.”” This formulation may appear funny or in the very least strange, to a reader not yet

acquainted with Platonov’s literary style. Calling Voshev’s birthday “the 30™ anniversary of his

* Andrei Platonov, The Foundation Pit translated by Mirra Ginsburg (Evanston: Northwestern
University Press, 1994), 3. “B neHb TpuaLaTHUICTHS TMYHOW )KU3HU BoIIeBy namu pacder ¢
HEOOIBIIIOT0 MEXaHUYECKOTO 3aBOJIa, TJIe OH JOOBIBAJ CPECTBA JIJIsl CBOETO
cymectBoBanus.” Andrei Platonov, Kotlovan (St. Petersburg: Nauka, 2000), 21.
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personal life” sounds contrived and hyperbolic. Afterall, isn’t it assumed that a life should
necessarily be “personal”? A very similar phrase occurs in II’f and Petrov’s short story “A
Conversation at the Table.” II’f and Petrov use socio-political language to describe the family
members: “There were three members in the family --- father, mother and son. “The father was
an old Bolshevik, the mother — an old housewife, and the son was an old pioneer with cropped
hair and twelve years of life experience.”*' The convoluted manner of providing information
about the son’s age as “twelve years of life experience” is a statement similar to the one made by
Platonov about Voshev’s age. II’f and Petrov’s story vividly shows that family life has become
inseparable from public, political life. In this humorous appraisal of Soviet life, even a twelve

year old child is enlisted as a member of a Socialist society.

What’s in a Name?

Many humorists playfully pointed out that even being named, or having a name was deemed a
socially conscious act in early Soviet Russia. In The Foundation Pit a character named Lev
Ilyich Pashkin receives criticism from his supervisors at work for the combination of his first
name and patronymic: ‘“Pashkin’s wife remembered how Zhachev had sent a letter of
denunciation against her husband to the Regional Party Committee, and the investigation lasted a
holw month. They had even picked on his name: why Lev, and why Ilyich on top of it? It should

r'9’42

be one or the othe The two names politically contradict each other as one refers to Vladimir

41 «B cembe GbLI0 TPH YeJIOBEKa --- Marna, MaMa U chiH. [lana ObuT cTapblii OONBIIEBUK, MaMa-
cTapasi JOMalIHsIsI X03s1iKa, a CbIH ObLJI CTapbIif MUOHEP CO CTPUIKEHOM I'OJI0BOM 1
nBeHanaTwieTHUM xu3HeHbIM onbiToM.”’L. II’f, E.Petrov “Razgovory za Chainym Stolom” in
Sovetskii iumoresticheskii rasskaz, 304.
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Ilyich Lenin and the other to Leo Davidovich Trotsky, the people’s Commisar who attempted to
form an opposition against Stalin’s policies in the late 1920s. Clearly, the man had no choice in
the matter of his naming. Nonetheless, the involuntary act of carrying the wrong name was
perceived as an act of conscious rebellion against the State. The obsession with names in the new
Soviet world is yet another symptom of words prevailing over substance. Humorous treatment of
this phenomenon appears in the works of Bulgakov, II’f and Petrov, Zoshchenko and many
others. Here, I will give a very typical example from a short story by Victor Ardov about a man
who loves slogans and even performs a socially conscious act by naming his children after a

slogan.

Citiziens, I am a responsible and conscious person [...] And as far as
consciousness is concerned, it will suffice to say that I have always stigmatized
religion and always will. For this reason, I did not even baptize my children but
named them in honor of the October revolution and called my daughter ---

Decreetina, and my son ---Unifier, meaning let’s face the countryside and unify.*’

*2 Platonov, The Foundation Pit, 36. “Kena ITamkuaa nomMana, kak Kades mocnan B O61KK
3asBJICHHE Ha MY)Ka U IEJIbIA MECSII IIIJI0 PacClieIOBaHUE, --- TaXKE K UMCHH
npunepanuce.llouemy u JleB u Unenu? — Yok uro-uudyap oxno!” Platonov, Kotlovan, 40.

* The name “Decreetina” comes from the word “decree” or “law.” 5 rpaskaHe, 4enoBeK
OTBETCTBEHHBIN U CO3HATENBHBIH [...] A 4TO KacaeTcs 40 CO3HATENBLHOCTH, TO JOBOJBLHO TOTO,
YTO 51 PEJIUTHIO BCeria KiIedMun u Oyny kieiimuth. M nake netei Ha 3TOM moyBe HE KPecTu, a
OKTSIOpUI M Ha3Ball J04b — J[eKpeTHHOi, a chiHa- CMbIUEK, B CMBICIIC JIMIIOM K JIEPEBHE, CMBIYKH.
Victor Ardov. “Lozungofikatsia” in Sovetskii iumresticheskii rasskaz, 16.
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The silly “slogan” names of the children bear testimony to the fact that slogans are not

appropriate in every aspect of life.

A Historical Birth

A comically absurd idea similar to the notion that one’s name carries political significance treats
birth as a socio-historical rather than a personal event. In The Foundation Pit, the little girl
Nastya explains that she did not want to be born before Stalin became leader. When the diggers
inform Nastya of her good fortune of being born during Socialism, she takes the credit for this

revolutionary act.

‘I didn’t want to get born --- I was afraid my mother would be a bourgeois.” ‘Then
how did you get organized?’ [...]

‘The chief one is Stalin®, and the one after him, Budenny. Before they came,
there wrere only bourgeois and I didn’t get born because I didn’t want to. But as

soon as Stalin came to be, I came to be as well”™*

* Ginsburg’s translation says “Lenin,” but the Russian text (edited and appended by Platonov
after it was inspected by censors) mentions “Stalin.” I have altered Ginsburg’s translation to
maintain consistency between English and Russian versions of the text.

> Platonov, The Foundation Pit, 62. Ginsburg’s translation says: “as soon as Lenin came, I came
too.” I have changed “came” to “came to be.” My formulation more closely approximates
Platonov’s text.

-A s cama He XO0Tena poXAaThCs, 5 60s1ach — MaTh Oyp>KyWKo# OyneT.

-Tak kak *e Tbl OpranuzoBayiachb? [...]
-I'naBusiii- CranuH, a BTopoii- byaennsiii. Korma ux He ObL10, a )KUITM OJHU OypXKYH, TO 5 U HE
pokaliach, MOTOMY 4TO He xotena! A Tenepsb kak cran CranuH, Tak U s ctana!
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In II’f and Petrov’s Twelve Chairs Ostap Bender humorously follows similar logic that views
birth and death as an event of socio-historical significance. When Ostap learns that the
magnificent mansion previously belonging to Ippolit Matveevich inhabited by elderly women, he
mockingly feigns lack of personal familiarity with this demographic, identifying the geriatric
population in abstract terms as “those ones who were born before historical realism”: ““ ‘Here we
have a government-run almshouse: old women live on a full pension.” ‘I see. Are those the ones
that were born before historical realism?”””*® With this statement, Bender asserts that age can
only be measured in historical terms, even the years of one’s life are robbed of personal

significance and become engulfed in the timeline of Marxist historicity.

From the Mouths of Babes

In The Foundation Pit, little Nastya’s remarks similarly beg a humorous interpretation as they
could be classified in the category of early Soviet satire under the rubric “kids say the darnest
things!” Several humorists of the 1920s wrote satires illuminating how Soviet rhetoric comically
functions in a child’s world. For instance, in a story by Victor Ardov, a twelve year old boy
decides to become politically active by putting up a “sten-gazeta” in his communal apartment. Of
course, the boy’s “political agenda” centers on a child’s interest. His first objective of cultural

enlightenment is to buy a soccer ball. The first installation of the “sten-gazeta” reads as follows:

Platonov, Kotlovan, 57.
* « _V Hac TyT rocymapcTBeHHAs GOTaeIbHs: CTAPYXH KHBYT Ha OJTHOM MEHCHOHE. —
[Monumaro. 310 KOTOpHIE €lIe A0 ucTopudeckoro peanusma poxunuck?” LII'f and E.Petrov.
Dvenatsat’ stul ’ev, (Moscow: Panorama, 1995), 132.
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ABOUT THE FAMILY NEWSPAPER AND FAMILY LIFE
Many will say ‘Why do we need a family paper? It is entirely useless, it is pure
tomfoolery.” However, to say such a thing is none other than backwardness. In
our communal apartment there still remain many vestiges of the old life, for
instance, dad drinks Russian vodka etc. All in all, we should establish sensible
deductions from the family’s earnings for the purposes of cultural development,

. . 4
for instance to purchase a soccer ball or something else.*’

The young boy identifies the object of his desire--- a soccer ball, as a useful tool of cultural
enlightenment. His observations about his neighbors’ supposed backwardness betrays innocence
cloaked in grown-up, political jargon. The young pioneer’s aping of overheard clichés reveals

the all-pervasive influence of Soviet ideology.

Romancing the System

The transfiguration of romantic relationships under Socialism was another socio-cultural
phenomenon that presented material for the satirist’s sharp wits. In Platonov’s novel, the
romantic sphere is inextricable from a Socialist consciousness. One couple’s affection for each

other is motivated by political understanding and expressed with Soviet jargon. “Olgusha, my

*"O CEMEMHOI I'A3ETE U CEMEMHOM BbITE. MHorue ckaxyT: «3adeM HyKHa
ceMeliHas ra3era. ITO COBCEM HU K YeMY, a OJHO TOJIKO 0aJoBCTBO». MeXIy TeM Takoe
CKa3aTh €CTh HE YTO MHOE, KaK OTCTaJOCTh. B Hamield KBapTHpe OCTaloch €lle OYeHb
MHOT'0 TIEPEKUTKOB CTApOrO OIbITA, KaK HAIpUMEp, IMama MbeT PYCCKYI0 TOPbKYIO H T.JI.
N BooOmie, mouemy Obl HE YCTaHOBHTHb pa3yMHBIX OTYHCICHMHA M3 3apaboTKa Ha
KyJIbTypHBIE IIeTH, CKaxxeM (QyTOOnpHBIA M4 mnu yto japyroe? Victor Ardov, “Sten-
gazeta” in Sovetskii iumoristicheskii rasskaz, 14.
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little frog, but you have a colossal sense of the masses! Let me organize myself next to you for
that!”*® Another character named Kozlov is a petty bureaucrat who decides to lighten the postal

workers’ burden by cutting off his romantic correspondence with a local woman.

That morning Kozlov had liquidated as a feeling his love for a certain middle-
class lady. Vainly she wrote him letters about her adoration. For his part, toiling at
his public tasks, he was silent, refusing in advance to confiscate her caresses,
because he was looking for a woman of a nobler, more active type. Having read in
the paper that the post office was overloaded and worked poorly, he decided to
strengthen his sector of socialist construction by putting an end to the lady’s

letters to him.*

Kozlov’s romantic feelings or lack thereof are entirely based on political advantage. This passage
could be construed as very funny and entirely in line with similar satires commenting on the
changed nature of “love in the time of Socialism.” As a point of comparison, Sergei Shvetsov’s

poem “Evolutsia liubovnoi liriki” (“The Evolution of the Love Lyric”) (1938), though written in

* Andrei Platonov, The Foundation Pit, 37. “Omnpryimia, JSrynedyka, Belb Thl TUTAHTCKU 9yellb
maccsol! [laif 51 k TeOe 3a 3o mpuopranusytocs!”Andrei Platonov, Kotlovan, 40.

* Ibid., 70. Ceromus yrpom K03710B THKBHIMPOBAI KAK 4yBCTBO CBOIO TFOGOBH K OAHOM CpeHe
name. OHa TIIETHO MUcajia eMy IHChMa 0 CBOEM 000KaHHH, OH XK€, TIPEBO3MOrast
00IIECTBEHHYIO HArPy3Ky, MOJTYal, 3apaHee OTKa3bIBasiCh OT KOH(UCKALNU €€ JIACK, TOTOMY 4TO
WICKaJI JKSHIMHY OoJiee 01aropoIHOro, akTHBHOTO THIa. [IpodnTas ke B rasere o
3arpy>KEHHOCTH MOYTHI U HEYETKOCTH €€ pabOoThl, OH PEIIWII YKPEIIUTh ITOT CEKTOP
COLIMAIMCTHYECKOTO CTPOUTEIHCTBA yTEM MPEKpAIIeHUs JaMCKUX nuceM K cede. Ibid., 63.
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the late 1930s, these chastushka-like verses illustrate the changing attitudes toward love and the

subsequent linguistic transformation of love vocabulary in the 1920s and early 1930s.

Year 1925

You are ruining my productivity plan, my dear!
Leave, I feel no pity for you!

The rock drill is more precious to me

I feel more affection for the cement mixer!

[1925 rox

[Ipomdunan T cphIBaeIb, MUIKa!
Vxoau, MHE TeOs HE KaIKo!

MHe 1opoxe KaMHEYIpOOHIIKa

W mmitee 6eToHoMemanka! |

Year 1930

I am an enchanted by your professional experience

I burn with the desire to start a family

We’ll have our love coordinated by the Union Branch Committee

And submit it for approval to the People’s Commissariat for Education
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[1930 rox
OuapoBaH TBOUM IPOQCTAKEM,
3ab0s1em 51 ceMeitHBIM BOIIPOCOM
MBpbI ¢ MECTKOMOM JIFO0OBB YBSIKEM

CornacyeM €€ ¢ HApKOMIIPOCOM | .. Ir°

Stalin’s Hierarchy of Needs

Individual participation in the building of Soviet economy by altering one’s hygienic, sleep and
eating habits as contribution to national economic efforts was another common theme in NEP-
era satirical literature. In The Foundation Pit, a manipulative, maimed war veteran name
Zhachev tries to establish an ethical economic regime by stealing food from the bourgeois rather
than from the workers “But in the midsummer he changed his course and began to eat at the
expense of the maximum class, by which he hoped to be of use to the whole upropertied

» 31 Zhachev’s meals do not merely provide satiation or even

movement toward future happiness.
sensual enjoyment. Rather, they constitute the implementation of a political regime. Sleep

similarly transforms into a willful act serving the interests of the State.

*% Sergei Shvetsov, “Evoliutsia liubovnoi liriki” in Classics of Soviet Satire ed. Peter Henry,
(Collets: London & Wellingborough, 1972).

> Andrei Platonov, The Foundation Pit, 38. “YKadeB cMEHHII KypC — MATANCS He Y pabodero, a y
MakcuManbpHoro kiacca.” Andrei Platonov, Kotlovan, 41.
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‘Stop cutting my wages, so the speak, Safronov,” said Kozlov awakening. ‘Stop
making speeches when I’m asleep, or I will lodge a complaint against you! Never

mind - sleep is also a kind of wage, they’ll tell you all about it.”>*

Sleep, like eating has changed from a private phenomenon to a political one. The comical
augmentation of daily actions to national significance frequently appears in Mikhail
Zoshchenko’s short satires. In one short story entitled “An Economical Regime,” the people are
called upon to “economize” in their households. In practical terms this means that people who
are already living in poverty must further deprive themselves to “implement” the regime. The
character-narrator speaks about these useless actions with enthusiasm. “And what were people
thinking before this? Why haven’t we implemented such an advantegeous regime before? It’s a

pity! We put this very regime into effect in the fall.”

Finally, they decide to stop heating their
bathroom in the winter, thereby contributing to the economic well-being of the country. Poverty,

typically an unpleasant, involuntary condition is triumphantly described as a positive action in

service to the Soviet State.

>? Ibid., 41.---JloBonbHO TeGe, CapoHOB, KaK FOBOPHTCS, 3aPILIATY MHE CHIDKATh,---CKa3all
npoOysxaeHnbiil Kosnos. ---- [Iepectanp OpaTh cI0BO, KOT1a MHE CIIMTCS, a TO 51 Ha TeOs

3asBiieHue nmoaam! He Oecrokoiics --- COH Bellb TOKE KaK 3apIuiaTta CYMTAeTCs, TaM Te0e YKaXKYT.
Ibid., 42.

>3 “H 06 ueM TOIBKO HAapox paHbiie Ayman? OT4ero Takoil BHITOAHBI PEXUM PAHbIIE B OOMXOJ
He BBOIWI? BoT 00uaHO-TO! A Havascs y Hac 3TOT camblid pexuM emmé ¢ ocenn.” Mikhail
Zoshchenko, “Rezhim ekonomii,” Sovetskii iumoristicheskii rasskaz 20-30x Godov (Moscow:
“Pravda,” 1987), 213.
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Satirical Language and the Impossibility of Laughter
Why is laughter impossible in The Foundation Pit after comical lines that have fared so well in
eliciting chuckles in other contexts? The source of the humor in the other satires stems from the
recognition of real situations and their hyperbolic distortions. Readers familiar with Soviet
reality of the 1920s and 1930s could nod knowingly at the topicality of NEP-era satire and their
laughter would be the result of identification tinged by disbelief. The effect of satirical language
proves similar to a fun-house mirror, whereby the reflected distortion makes us laugh because it
does not quite match the familiar original.

In the case of The Foundation Pit, the fictional world presented in the novel eludes
mimetic comparison due to its surreal eccentricity. The very same situations that appear funny in
other satires, including Platonov’s earlier works, lose their humorous qualities in The Foundation
Pit because this particular novel suspends the reader’s disbelief, drawing him into a peculiar,
self-contained universe. This work is not only laden with fantastical elements, but has no firm
footing in reality whatsoever. As in many works of modernism, the narrator is “in conspiracy”
with his characters to hermetically seal the reality of the novel from outside systems of meaning.
Through the act of reading, the audience inadvertently participates in the shared illusion. Phrases
and expressions that can be recognized as bureaucratic Sovietspeak have been largely severed
from their original socio-cultural context and re-appropriated within The Foundation Pit’s
specific semantic and philosophical schemata. I will analyze this transformation of satirical
language by reinserting the previously discussed satirical phrases back into their original context.
The following subheadings represent titles of imaginary satirical feuilletons to demonstrate the

unrealized comical potential of each episode.
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Happy Birthday
The potentially humorous lines: “On the day when he reached the thirtieth year of his personal
life Voshchev was discharged from the small machine factory where he had earned the means of
his existence™* are followed by a somber passage describing an empty landscape. “Back in his
room, Voshchev gathered his belongings into a sack and went out, to gain a better understanding
of his future in the open air. But the air was empty; the motionless trees carefully held the heat in
their leaves; and dust drearily lay in the open road. There was a quiet situation in nature.”” The
first lines in isolation resemble the hyperbolic parody of bureaucratic language, but the text that
follows lacks cues for a humorous interpretation. The lines describing Voshev’s personal life and
work at the factory could be read satirically in the context of a feuilleton or a satirical sketch. In
this novel, the satirical language acquires double meaning, revealing the interconnectedness
between philosophical and Socialist quests. The word “cymecrBoBanue” (existence) evokes two
meanings: physical survival and existence as a philosophical concept. This formulation implies
that Voshev’s work at the factory not only put food on the table, but provided him with
philosophical purpose. After he leaves the factory, Voshev experiences a sense of emptiness and

loss.

>* Platonov, The Foundation Pit, 3. “B neHb TpUALATHIETHS THUHON X1U3HK BomeBy mamu
pacder ¢ HeOOIBIIOTO MEXaHUYECKOTO 3aBO/Ia, TJIC OH JOOBIBAJ CPEACTBA ISl CBOETO
cymectBoBanus.” Andrei Platonov, Kotlovan, 21.

>> The italicized words are my corrections of Ginsburg’s translation, intended to more accurately
reflect the text of the original. Ibid. “BoreB B3s1 Ha kKaBapTHpe BELM B MEIIOK U BBIIIET
HapyKy, YTOObI Ha BO3/AyXe€ JIydllle MMOHATh cBoe Oyaymiee. Ho Bo3myx ObLT MMyCT, HEMOABMKHBIE
JIepeBbs OEPEKHO JEprKaIH Kapy B JHCThAX, U CKYUHO Jie)Kaja MblIb Ha OE3I0HOM 1opore --- B
npupoze 6bu10 THXO0E nojoxenue.” Ibid.
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The lyrical description that follows similarly contains phrases verging between ridiculous
and philosophical. In the sentence, “B mpupoae Obu10 THXOE Monoxkenue,” (“there was a quiet
situation in nature”) the word “situation” denotes human organization or human participation. In
this way, nature appears artificial as though set up into a particular configuration by human
hands. This insertion of official language into a landscape description once again connects
ontological inquiry to Socialism’s false confidence in replacing mystery with monolithic
meaning.

Laughter proves impossible because it has been followed by a poetic description of a
desolate landscape and philosophical angst. The odd wording does not invite the reader to laugh,
but to consider the source of this absurdity. Voshev’s journey unfolds not as a picaresque
adventure traveled through landmarks of witty aphorisms, in the manner of Ostap Bender, but as
a boundless spiritual search. The physical space of Voshev’s surroundings echoes his

philosophical sense of aimlessness and emptiness, as experienced in the recesses of his psyche.

He walked all over town silently till evening, as if waiting for the world to make
itself entirely known. But still the world remained unclear to him, and in the
darkness of his body he felt a quiet spot, where there was nothing and nothing

prevented something from beginning there.’®

*%Ibid., 11. The italicized phrase is a correction of Ginsburg’s translation: “nothing prevented
things from swaying there” is incorrect, should be “nothing prevented something from beginning
there.” /o camoro Beuepa Moi4a Xxoausa Borie 1mo ropoy, cJI0BHO B OKUJAaHUN KOTAa MUP
craHet obmensBected. OHAKO eMy MO-TIPeKHEMY ObLIIO HESICHO Ha CBETE, U OH OLIYINAJ B
TEMHOTE CBOEr0 Teja TUXO0E MECTO, IJIe HUYEro He ObUIO, HO HUYTO HUYEMY HE IMPEMsATCTBOBAIO
Haudatscs. Ibid., 26.
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Both the external conditions of physical space and the internal mechanism of Voshev’s being can
be characterized as empty. As indicated by the quote above, this emptiness is not without
potential. There is “nothing preventing the beginning of something.” This future potential
similarly resides in the image of the foundation pit itself. The dug-up ditch exists as the basis for
innumerable imagined buildings. Like the emptiness it describes, the linguistic narrative
functions without a discernible beginning or end. In contrast to the feuilleton, or satirical short
story, the episode of Voshev’s sudden unemployment is not regulated by a comical “punch line,”
signaling the reader to chuckle. If the same line had been utilized in one of Zoshchenko’s
satirical short stories, it would have elicited a “laughter through tears” reaction, an instance of
recognition. After all, being fired on one’s birthday for thinking too much provides an
appropriate set up for the humor of misfortune. In this case, Voshev’s experience marks the

beginning of a complex narrative about a philosophical search.

Love in the Time of Socialism

In another case, the author has an opportunity to mock the invasion of the romantic sphere with
Soviet language. Instead, Platonov chooses the seemingly ridiculous Socialist love vocabulary as
a starting point to explore the nature of intimacy. After Pashkov expresses his affection for his
wife with Soviet slogans: “Olgusha, my little frog, but you have a colossal sense of the masses!

'9’57

Let me organize myself next to you just for that the narrator reveals a sincere love between

these two characters: “He laid his head upon his wife’s body and kept still in the enjoyment of

ST 1bid., 37.“Onpryma, Iarymedka Bellb Thl TUTAHTCKU uyellb Macceel! Jlail g k Tebe 3a 310
b y 9 y 9 y
npuopranuzytocs!” Ibid., 40.
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happiness and warmth.”® The humorous effect of the oddly bureaucratic conversation between
husband and wife is diminished by Pahskin’s touching display of affection. This indicates that
for Pashkin and his wife, personal meaning and bureaucratic jargon have merged into a single
entity.

The verb npuopranmuzosartscs (to organize oneself) changes from an impersonal verb of
political action and acquires a deeply affectionate tone, indicating bodily closeness, warmth and
human connection. The word root of “organization” brings to mind the idea of an “organism”
when placed in association with the body. Platonov reminds the reader the physicality of
organization, as cooperation between living organisms. The primal experience of life informs the
impersonal linguistic formulation. Pashkin relies on his wife’s love to find purpose in social and
personal spheres. Bureaucratic jargon does not diminish the significance of his feelings as it
would in a satire. In this context, the reverse proves true: Pashkin’s sentiment elevates distorted
bureaucratese to the level of poetic tenderness.

This usage of “organization” as an expression of intimacy, redefines the concept of
Socialist organizing. Socialism does not merely accomplish political goals, but establishes a
connection between human beings whereby many bodies become one entity. The notion of
communal life as comforting and intimate is echoed in other parts of the novel, where workers
sleep huddled together to preserve warmth and escape isolation. In this way, Platonov endows
the impersonal Soviet vocabulary with additional meanings linking abstract Socialist concepts to

the most visceral aspects of the human experience.

*1bid., 37. “OH OPUIOKKIT CBOIO TOJIOBY K TEJTy JKCHBI M 3aTHX B HACIAXKICHUHU CUYACTHEM H
ternoroii.” Ibid., 40.
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In Stalin’s Womb
Little Nastya’s explanation as to why she was born in Stalin’s time could have served as a child’s
comical interpretation of Communism in another work of satire, but in The Foundation Pit it is
drained of humor, as the child’s fear for her life is described in the same paragraph. After Nastya
cutely states that she did not want to be born because she was afraid that her mom would be a
“bourgeois,” the reader finds out that the little girl’s speech is not testimony of her innocence,

but an intentional attempt at self-preservation.

“I didn’t want to get born --- I was afraid my mother would be a bourgeois.”
“Then how did you get organized?”

Confused and fearful, the girl dropped her head and started plucking at her shirt.
She knew very well that she was present among the proletariat, and she guarded

herself, as her mother had told her long ago and for a long time.”

Once again, the comical quality of Nastya’s words is lost, as fear and a reminder of her dead
mother are introduced alongside the little girl’s precocious “political awareness.”

We can neither laugh nor fully sympathize with the girl’s tragic predicament because of this
semantic presentation. Nastya’s childish self-expression cloaked in Soviet terminology contains

a philosophical dimension. As she reflects on her auspicious birth in the time of Socialism she

> Ibid., 62. -A 51 cama He XOTelIa POXKIATCS, 5 6OSIACh — MaTh OypiKyiiKoit Gyer.

-Tak Kak ke Tbl OpraHu30BaNIach?

JleBouKa B CTECHEHUU M B OOSI3HU OITyCTWJIA TOJIOBY M Hayasla IUIaTh CBOIO pyOallky; oHa BeJlb
3HaJja, YTO MPHUCYCTBYET B MPOJIETAPUATE U CTOPOXKUIIA caMa ce0sl, Kak JaBHO U JIOJT0 TOBOPHIIA
et matb. Ibid., 57.
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states: ‘The chief one is Stalin,”” and the one after him, Budenny. Before they came, there wrere
only bourgeois and I didn’t get born because I didn’t want to. But as soon as Stalin came to be, |

came to be as well!”®!

In the explanation of her birth, Nastya directly implicates Stalin as a
godlike creator of her existence. Linguistically, the notion of “becoming” is connected to Stalin’s
name: “kak cran CranuH, Tak u g crana.” (“as soon as Stalin came to be, I came to be”) The
suggestion that Nastya came into being as a direct result of Stalin’s becoming connects
biological birth to the notion of political power. Clearly, Nastya is not referring to the leader’s
infancy, but conceives of Stalin as a spontaneously manifested entity who has come into the
world fully grown and powerful. Stalin “became” the moment he gained control over Soviet
Russia, trading his god-given humanity for a new indestructible mythical form, a body made of
steel, bestowed on him by the Socialist party. This play on words implies an image of political
re-birth, a second chance to alter what the fates have bestowed upon the individual. Nastya, as an

offspring of a bourgeois mother is reborn after her mother’s death when she is adopted by the

Socialist collective.

Learning to Dig Beyond the Surface
As I have demonstrated in the previous section, in The Foundation Pit, satirical expressions

acquire new, philosophically evocative meanings. Phrases which on the surface appear as

% Ginsburg’s translation says “Lenin,” but the Russian text (edited and appended by Platonov
after it was inspected by censors) mentions “Stalin.” I have altered Ginsburg’s translation to
maintain consistency between English and Russian versions of the text.

1 Ibid., 62. TnaubIif — CTanuH, a BTOpoi --- Bynennbiii. Koraa ux He 6bUI0, a KUIH OIHH

) ) Y )
OypiKyH, TO 51 1 HE pOXkKaiach, IOTOMY 4TO He XxoTena! A tenepsh kak cran CranuH, Tak U 5 crajna!
Ibid., 57.



179
historically specific critiques of contemporary Soviet reality, in fact engage with the Socialist
project not as straightforward commentary about the project’s effectiveness, but as a query into
the ontological implications of this new social order. NEP-era satire schooled its readers to use a
binary model of moral judgments by scorning socially harmful behaviors such as alcoholism,
bureaucratic inefficiency and bourgeois remnants of the old regime. Platonov’s prose explodes
the feuilleton’s didactic framework into poetic debris. Once metaphysical elements are
introduced into the novel, all previous value judgments come into question. Whereas dire
physical conditions such as those experienced by the characters in Platonov’s novel would elicit
outrage from a reader of satire, in The Foundation Pit suffering represents a sacrifice for the sake
of future harmony and therefore is not necessarily a negative outcome.

The search for happiness proves deceptive in the novel, as the protagonist Voshev seeks
meaning, not personal fulfillment. In response to Kozlov, a misguided character obsessed with
social advancement, Voshev explains that an awareness of life must take precedence over its
enjoyment: “‘Sadness doesn’t mean a thing, Comrade Kozlov,” he said. ‘It shows that our class
feels the whole world, and happiness is a far-off business anyway...Happiness will only lead to

shame!”%?

In a Socialist utopia mankind surrenders individual gain for the greater goal of
unification--- Kozlov’s or any other worker’s life satisfaction does not constitute an accurate
measurement of progress.

In a similar vein, the description of workers huddled together in a small barrack could

serve as humorous fodder for one of satirical Zoshchenko’s commentaries on the housing

% Platonov, The Foundation Pit, 23. “T'pyctb --- 310 HHuero ToBapuin Ko3mos, --- cka3ai oOH, ---
9TO 3HAYHMT, HAIll KJIACC BECh MUP YyBCTBYET, a CUACThE BCE paBHO Oypikya3Hoe aeio...Or
CUYacCThd TOJNBKO CThHIA HauHeTcs.” Platonov, Kotlovan, 31.
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shortage in the Soviet Union. Within the context of the novel, the cramped living quarters

provide an atmosphere of camaraderie, physical warmth and comfort.

Voshev felt the chill of fatigue and lay down for warmth between the bodies of
two sleeping workmen. He fell asleep unknown to those people who had closed
their eyes, pleased that he was spending the night beside them. And so he slept,

without knowledge of the truth, until bright morning came.®

The sleeping workers’ bodies have the appearance of corpses, their gauntness indicative of back-
breaking labor. Given that the novel does not follow the feuilleton’s formulaic structure of
presenting a social ill and satirically condemning it, the reader must dig deeper than the obvious
to derive meaning from the presented images. The bleak existence in the worker collective can
be redeemed if viewed as mortification of the flesh for a higher goal.

Characteristics of the proletariat most revered by Platonov are the ability to endure
suffering and the nearly naive persistence of faith. Although martyrdom reaps no material
rewards, the one who suffers will be rewarded in the non-corporeal realm of ideas. Platonov’s
poetic prose carries the promise of another world. The proletarian characters’ ability to transform
Soviet rhetoric into metaphysical poetics indicates their active participation in this subtle

revolution of the spirit, invisible to the materialist viewpoint. By surreptitiously inserting

% 1bid., 13.“BorieB mO4yBCTBOBA X001 YCTATIOCTH H JIET JUIS TEIIa CPEIU IBYX TEJ CIISIIIUX
MacTepoBbIX. OH YCHYJ, HE3HAKOMBIN ATHM JIOJISIM, 3aKPBIBIIIUM CBOM TJ1a3a, U JOBOJIBHBIN 4TO
OKOJIO HUX HOYYET, ---M TaK CIaJl, He YyBCTBYs UCTHUHBI, A0 cBeTioro yrpa.” Ibid., 27.
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meaningful content into seemingly meaningless official vocabulary the author alerts his readers

of a hidden dimension revealed by proletarian characters’ oblivious wisdom.

Exploiting the Exploited Language

The distinction between the artless proletarians and the duplicitous bureaucrats, initially
explored in Platonov’s early satires, persists in the novel as not all characters use political
vocabulary to express their own meaning. In parts of The Foundation Pit, Platonov returns to the
satirical mode to show that some individuals exploit language as a means to achieve bureaucratic
promotion, rather than attempting to build a new reality. For instance, Kozlov, a character more
concerned with advancing his career than with the building of Socialism, abuses Socialist

formulations to intimidate his subordinates:

Every day, as he awakened, he generally read books in bed and, fixing in his mind
the formulations, slogans, poems, instructions, words of diverse wisdom, theses of
various reports and resolutions, verses of songs, and so on, he would set out on his
rounds of various government organs and institutions, where he was known and
respected as an active social force. And there Kozlov intimidated the already
frightenend employees with his scientific approach, mental outlook and firm

grasp of principle.**

% 1bid., 7. Kaxmpiil 1eHs, MPOCHITNASACH, OH BOOOIIE YUTAI B TOCTEIN KHUTH, U, 3aTIOMHUB
(GOpPMYITHPOBKH, JIO3YHTH, CTUXH, 3aBEThI, BCIKHUE CJIOBA MYAPOCTH, TE3UCHI PA3THUHBIX aKTOB,
pe3orouy, CTPO(dbI IECEH U TIpoYee, OH IIeNl B 00X0/] OPTaHOB U OPTaHU3AIIHMA, T/Ie €T0 3HAIH U
yBa)kaJIM KaK aKTUBHYIO OOIIICCTBEHHYIO CHITY, --- M TaM KO3JI0B ImyTrai U Tak y)Ke HalmyTraHHBbIX
CITy’>KalllMX CBOEH Hay4YHOCTBIO, KPYTr030pOM U MOAKOBaHHOCTHIO. Ibid., 63.
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Kozlov’s lineage can be traced back to the personified impediments to Socialism in Platonov’s
early satires. He does not use Soviet language creatively to reflect on the mysteries of existence,
but memorizes static formulas to exercise control. Kozlov begins to exploit language after he
moves up in the ranks to a bureaucratic position.

Through Kozlov’s example, we can see how the author differentiates between productive
and destructive uses of Soviet language. The true proletariat has the ability to poetically
transform static Soviet speech, stretching its semantic potentials with evolving word roots and

neologisms, while for the bureaucrat Soviet expression functions to maintain the status quo.

Language as Time and Space

The unique language of The Foundation Pit not only expresses an internal sense of subjective
meaning, but shapes the external phenomena of this fictional world as well. The physical and
psychic properties of Platonov’s fictional universe are entirely interconnected, such that the
conditions of being are dictated by a kind of “linguistic natural law.”

Soviet terminology in The Foundation Pit no longer represents the chasm between
overblown abstract rhetoric and daily reality, as it did in NEP-era satires of Platonov and other
writers. Within the context of the novel its elemental properties have drastically changed in
confluence with Platonov’s complicated philosophical aims. The resulting semantic combination
of satire and poetics dictates the phenomenological possibilities of Platonov’s universe. The
unique plot, setting and character are products of this linguistic alchemy. The psychic and

physical spheres co-exist in unison: language does not merely reference the world of the novel,
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but embodies it. Spatial, temporal and emotional dimensions are constructed from this linguistic
matter.

Mikhail Bakhtin’s notion of the chronotope posits that each literary genre houses its own
conception of time and space, which in turn dictates the events possible within the artistic
universe. Morson and Emerson describe the chronotope in their seminal work on Bakhtin’s
poetics: “In its primary sense, a chronotope is a way of understanding experience, it is a specific
form-shaping ideology for understanding the nature of events and actions.”® A time-space
continuum in a novel differs from the time-space construction in a Greek myth: characters in a
novel age, grow and change with the passage of linear time, whereas mythological time stands
still, allowing for gods and humans to co-exist on the same plane. The Foundation Pit contains
both historical and mythological sensibilities as expressed by two linguistic modes. The
language of metaphysical poetics suggests atemporal infinity, while Soviet jargon is historically
specific. This linguistic mixture allows for the historical and the fantastical to co-exist within the
novel.

For instance, the hardest working proletarian hero in the novel is a blacksmith
anthropomorphical bear who despite his years of labor has been unfairly excluded from the

collective farm:

Yelisey went with Chicklin to show him the most oppressed farm laborer, who

had worked most of his life without pay for prosperous households, and now

% Gary Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson, Mikhail Bakhtin: The Creation of a Prosaic (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1990), 367.
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toiled as a hammerer in the kolkhoz smithy and received food as a blacksmith’s

helper.®

The surreal appearance of an upright standing, working bear verges on fairytale, but the bear
character as an oppressed proletarian worker evokes socio-cultural specificity grounding his
narrative in historical time. In the fictional world of the novel, the bear appears as a humanlike
character, in the tradition of the Minotaur. This mute and beastly entity fully experiences the
world physically and emotionally and therefore is included as a Soviet citizen participating in the
class struggle: “Looking at the blackened, singed bear, Nastya rejoiced that he was for them, not
for the bourgeois. ‘He also suffers --- so he’s ours, isn’t it s0?” said Nastya.®” The image of the
proletarian bear aptly sums up the symbiotic relationship between mythology and history in the
text of the novel. The bear is both poetic symbol and historical actor, corporeal and metaphorical.

Thomas Seifrid calls The Foundation Pit a parody of the five-year-plan, a “grotesque
inversion of Five-Year Plan intentions and their corresponding representation in Soviet

literature.”®

This view holds up only if one considers The Foundation Pit to be a novel set in
historical time, specifically in the late 1920s. “Inversion” implies that the author’s purpose was

to construct a historical replica of the five-year plan and then distort it. While historical and

% Andrei Platonov, The Foundation Pit, 104. Emuceit momen ¢ UNKIMHBIM, 4TOOBI yKa3aTh eMy
CaMoro yrHeTeHHOro 0arpaka, KOTOPBI MOYTH CIIOKOH BEK padoTall TapoM Ha UMYIIUX JIBOpaX,
a Tenepb TPYAUTCS MOJOTOOOMIIEM B KOJIXO3HOM Ky3HE M TOJTy4aeT MUILY OT MPUBAPOK, KaK
Ky3HeIll BTopoii pyku. Andrei Platonov, Kotlovan, 89.

6 .

"Ibid.,106. Hacrst, rosias Ha MOYEPHEBILIET0, 00rOpesoro MeIBeIs, paoBaiachk, 4TO OH 3a Hac,
a He 3a OypkyeB. — OH Be/lb TOKe MydaeTcsi---OH, 3HaYuT, 3a CTalnHa, mpaBaa Beab? —
rosopuia Hacrs. Ibid., 90.

%8 Seifrid, 141.
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cultural details of the five-year plan are certainly recognizable in the work, just as satirical
language is recognizable, the familiar setting cannot be called a parody, as it has been
transported into an entirely new temporal reality.

The question of how the reader should interpret such events as the brutal de-
kulakilization of a village with the help of an anthropomorphical bear, the sudden death of key
characters, the collectivization of horses, and most importantly little Nastya’s tragic demise at
the end of the novel depends on the temporal context within which he or she views these
occurrences. Just as the meaning of NEP-era satirical quips changes when the phrases are
displaced within a philosophical text, so is the meaning of fantastical and horrific events
contingent upon their temporal setting. While historical specificity endows events with ethical
significance, the notion of infinity bathes all occurrences in redemptive indifference.

In The Foundation Pit, the expanses of time and space have the merciless quality of
natural disasters, rendering the characters a faceless army of ants, dwarfed by the enormity of
their surroundings. It follows that historical events in the lives of these ants lose their
significance when viewed from such great heights. The cruelty of mythological time is
compensated by the absence of death in a world devoid of history. The lyrical language of The
Foundation Pit leads the reader away from historical realism and into the realm of metaphor.
This linguistic manipulation lightens the burden of a literal interpretation of Nastya’s death.
Language aesthetically ameliorates the anxiety of corporeal horror and transforms the event into

a multi-valent symbol.
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At midday Chiklin began to dig a special grave for Nastya. He dug it fifteen hours
on end, to make it deep, so that no worm, no root, no warmth nor cold would ever
reach it, and so the child would never be troubled by the noise of life from the

surface of the earth.®’

The description of Nastya’s grave aptly sums up Platonov’s linguistic transition from the
temporal/literal perspective to the atemporal/mythological view. The narrator first draws the
reader’s attention to the specifics of time and space: Chiklin begins digging a deep grave at
noon and digs for fifteen hours. What follows, however, is a strange transfiguration of the
concrete event into a myth. The folkloric description of impermeability (no worm, no root, no
warmth nor cold) establishes the grave as a space removed from earthly cause and effect.
Moreover, the statement that “the child will never be disturbed” suggests that Nastya will
continue to exist in a dimension apart from the living. This physical preparation of Nastya’s final
resting place evokes the Egyptian practice of mummification. That is, the careful preservation of
the body indicates hope for an afterlife.

In accordance with Soviet atheism, the only existence beyond the grave is the life of the
collective continuing the work of Socialism in spite of their fallen comrade’s untimely death. In
this context, as Viugin ascertains, Nastya’s demise is not an unequivocal tragedy: “Death and a

sacrificial death carry entirely different semantic meanings. Sacrifice is not pessimistic. At least

% Platonov, The Foundation Pit, 141. “B nonuens Ynukiaud Hadan konartsb 1ig Hactu
crieruanbHy0 Mormiay. OH pbLI ee MSTHAAIATH YaCOB MOAPS, 4T00 OHA Oblia IIyOOKa U B Hee
HE CyMeJ Obl IPOHUKHYTh HU YepPBb, HH KOPEHb PACTEHHUS, HU TEILUI0, HU XOJO U YT00 pedeHKa
HUKOT/a He OECIIOKOMII IIyM ¢ ToBepxHocTH 3emyn.” Platonov, Kotlovan, 115.
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it has such a potential if it is justified.””® According to another Russian scholar, Malygina, the
sacrifice is justified as it moves other characters to further action.”' From a modern reader’s
vantage point, given the historical consequences of the Socialist project, Nastya’s death cannot
be read as a justifiable sacrifice. The stark discrepancy between expectation of future happiness
and the reality of a failed social system comprises the tragedy of The Foundation Pit. One must
be aware, however, of the tendency to endow authorial intent with an anachronistic perspective.
The child’s death in The Foundation Pit is rooted in a cultural paradigm characterized by a
strong faith in the Socialist utopia.

The death of the child was a common trope in Socialist mythology. The widespread
narrative of precocious heroism inevitably ends with the child’s physical demise. The story of
Pavlik Morozov, a young boy who denounced his father for hiding grain during the Stalinist
“dekulakization” and subsequently killed by his own family, was a required text in Soviet
schools until the fall of Communism. A 1932 poem by Edward Bagritsky called “The Death of
the Female Pioneer” (“Smert’ pionerki”) aptly sums up the connection between a child’s death
and the triumphant, ongoing Soviet project. Below, I am including the majority of this long poem,
as it beautifully illustrates several key themes of the times: the replacement of Christianity with
the cult of Socialism, Stalinist anti-peasant sentiment, the aesthetic treatment of death as

celebration, the idea of the collective as locus of the afterlife.

7 “CMepTh U CMEPTh-XKEPTBA HECYT B ceOe COBEPIICHHO Pa3HOE CEMAHTUYECKOE HAIMTOJIHEHHE.
XKeprsa He neccumuctuuna. Minu cnocoOHa OBITH TAKOBOM, €CJIM OHA OonpaBaaHHa.”” Viugin,
Poetika zagadki, 249.

" N.M., Malygina, Khudozhestvennyi mir Andreia Platonova (Moscow: 1zd-vo Mosk. Ped. un-
ta,1995), 60.
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In the first part of the poem, Valia, the young pioneer lies dying in a hospital bed. Aware

of her daughter’s impending death, Valia’s peasant mother brings in a golden cross to comfort
her. Valia looks out of the window as a storm approaches. The sounds of thunder and the
appearance of lightening are in fact pioneers marching all over the world. Valia pushes the cross

away defiantly as the mother laments over her deathbed.

Trumpets. Trumpets. Trumpets.
Raise a howling noise.

Over the hospital garden

Over the waters of lakes

Ranks are advancing

Toward the evening meeting

[TpyOs1. TpyOs1. TpyOsI
IToapIMaloT BOH.

Hazx 60MpHUYHEBIM cagoM,
Han Bonoii o3ep,
JBUKyTCSL OTpsAIbI

Ha Beuepnuii c6op.]

They are blocking out the light
(The distance is blacker than black)
Pioneers of Kuntzev

Pioneers of Setun

Pioneers of Nogin’s factory

[3acIoHSIOT CBET OHU

(Janb uepHbIM-UepHa),
[Inonepsr KyHuesa,
[Tnoneps! CeTyHy,

[Muoneps! ¢padpuxu Horuna. |

But below, hunched over
Laments the mother:

She will never again

Kiss the child’s palms

Never relieve the parched lips
Valentina will not live any longer

[A BHU3Y, CKIIOHEHHAs



M3HBIBaeT MaTh:
JleTckue 1ag0HU

Ei1 He nienoBars.
JyxoToii ciaJIeHHBIX
I'y6 HE OCBEXUTH -
Banentune 0oblie
He npunercs xurts. |

“Did I not collect

a dowry for you?

Silk dresses

Fur and silver

Did I not save,

And lose sleep

Milked the cows,

Guarded the fowl

So that the dowry woud be
Sturdy, undamaged

So your wedding veil would suit you

When you go to the altar!
Do not protest Valen’ka

It will not hurt you,

This small, goldplated
Cross from your baptism.”

[- A b HE coOupana

st Te6st mobpo?
IIIenkoBkIe MIAThA,

Mex na cepebpo,

Sl nu He KomuIIa,

Houu se cnana,

Bce xoposB nowna,

IItuny creperia,-

Uro6 6buUI0 IpUAAHOE,
Kpenkoe, Henpanoe,

Uro0 ¢ara k auiy -

Kax noiiaenis k BeHy!

He nporusbcs x, Banenbka!
OH Tebs HE ChECT,
30/104YCHEIN, MaJICHbKUI,
TBOH KpecTUIIbHBIN KPECT. |

Let these trite,
stale words sound

189
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Youth is not dead,
Youth lives on!

[[TycTh 3BydYaT MOCTHLIBIE,
CkynHble ciioBa -

He noru6ma Moa010CTh,
Monogocts xuBa!l |

The second part of the poem describes a scenario of resurrection. The thunder commands Valia
to prepare for death and remember all those who heroically died before her. Valia salutes the

thunder and dies.

Let there be a friendship
Between the warrior and the raven

Strengthen yourself, courage,
With steel and lead

[Bo3Hukaii coapyxecTtBo
BopoHna ¢ 6oiitiom -
VYkpermsiics, My»KeCTBo,
CTtanbio ¥ CBUHIIOM. |

Let the stern earth

Be flooded with blood

So that a new youth

May rise from buried bones.

[UT06 3emiist cypoBast
KpoBbio ucrekina,
UToObI FOHOCTH HOBAS
N3 xocTeit B3om1a. |

Let it be that in this tiny
Body- forever

Our youth sings

Like torrents in the spring

[UTOOBI B 3TOM KPOXOTHOM
Tene - HaBcerma
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ITena Haia MoJIOIOCTb,
Kaxk BecHoli Boaa. |

Valia’s death, however, is not the end: the pioneers’ song lives on for future generations.

Quietly, the ghastly weightless
Child’s hand
Raises above the hospital bed

[Tuxo mogsiMaercs,
IIpuspauno-ierka,

Hax 60515HUYHON KOHKOM
Jlerckas pyxka. ]

The song
Will not wait

[Ho mecns
He cornacha xnats. |

The song appears
In the childrens’ babble

[Bo3Hukaer necHs
B GonToBHE pebsIT. |

The song carries on
In the pioneer ranks

[[ToxpiMaeT mecHo
Ha ronoc otpsn. ]

The song runs free
With the stomping of steps

[V BBIXOIUT MECHS
C TonoTom maros|

Into the world, opened wide
Toward the frenzy of the winds.

[B Mup, OTKpBITHII HACTEXKb
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BemencTBy BetpoB.]

The sentiment of “triumphant death” evident in the Bagritsky poem appears in Platonov’s diary

in the year 1931:

And new ranks, new participants may die, before the arrival of socialism, but their
“pieces,” their sorrow, the flood of their emotion will enter into the world of the
future. The faces of young Bolsheviks are beautiful, --- but you have not yet won;
your infants will win. The revolution will spread wider than all of you. Hurrah for

the believers who die of overexertion! >

In this passage Platonov describes the immortality of feeling, stating that the invisible realm of
thoughts and hopes does not vanish with death. “Pieces of sorrow” will enrich the future world.
The young of today are laying the groundwork for future generations, Communism will be built
on the foundation of their bones. The author urges for patience, gazing into a distant future.

In light of this discussion, the significance of Nastya’s death and of the foundation pit itself,
changes. Critics who have interpreted Nastya’s death as an unequivocal protest against the
horrors of Socialism have overlooked the importance of child sacrifice in the Soviet ideological

narrative. The child dies in order to be reborn as a symbol that inspires future generations. Like

7 Edward Bagritsky, “Smert’ pionerki” in Stikhotvorennia (Leningrad: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1956).

7> 11 HOBBIC CHIIBI, HOBBIC KaJPhl MOT'YT OrHOHYTh, HE J0Y/IABIIKCH CIIE COLMATN3MA, HO UX
«KYCOYKW», UX TOpPE, X MOTOK UyBCTBA BOWAYT B MUp Oyayiiero. [IpenecTHpie MOJIOIbIC JTHIIA
OOJIBIIIEBUKOB,--- BBI €I HE MOOCUTE; MTOOSAAT Balll MIIaJICHIIBI. PEBOIIOIMS pacKaTUThCS
nansiie Bac! [IpuBer BepyromuM U ymuparonuM B nepeHanpspkenun! Andrei Platonov, “Trud’
est’ sovest’ iz zapsinykh knizhek raznykh let,” Gosudarstvennyi zhitel’, 692.
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the dying pioneer in Bagritsky’s poem, Nastya represents a martyr. The implications of
Platonov’s child sacrifice, however, are considerably more complex than those of Bagritsky. The
death of the two girls are similar in that “the song” in Bagritsky’s poem like the philosophical
language in Platonov’s novel continue to live on and generate meaning. For Platonov, the idea of
eternal life bears a subtle, metaphysical connotation. Unlike Bagritsky, he does not trade religion
for Socialist dogma. In The Foundation Pit the Socialist project in its true sense is inseparable
from philosophical and spiritual concerns. Nastya’s death is valuable not so much as a sacrifice
for the collective cause, but as a source of poetic revelation.

In a postscript to his novel, the author-narrator reveals his poetic behind his portrayal of

the possible death of the “Socialist future” personified by the death of the little girl:

Will the essesersha’® die like Nastya, or will she grow into a whole person, a new
historical society? This anxious feeling represented the main theme of this
composition when the author was writing. The author may have been mistaken in
portraying in the girl’s death the death of a Socialist generation, but this mistake
occurred only from overwhelming concern for the loss of something dear, a loss

that would mean not only losing the past, but also the future.”

4 . . . .
7 neologism representing Soviet Russia as a woman.

7 Ginsburg’s translation omits this addition made by the author. IToru6uuT 18 Scecepina
noao6Ho Hacre miu BeIpacTeT B LIEIOT0 YEIOBEKa, B HOBOE HCTOpUUECKOe 0011iecTBO? DTO
TPEBOKHOE YyBCTBO U COCTABIISLIO TEMY COUMHEHUs, KOTIa €ro mucail aBTop. ABTOp MOT
OLIMOUTHCS U300pa3uB B BUAE CMEPTH JICBOYKHU THOETH COLMATMCTUYECKOTO TTOKOJICHUS, HO 3Ta
omMOKa MPOU30IILIA JIMIIH OT U3IUIIHEH TPEBOTH 32 HEUTO JTI00MMOE TIOTEPS YeTro PAaBHOCHIIbHA
HE TOJIBKO BCETO MpPOIIOoro, Ho u Oyaymero. Andrei Platonov, Kotlovan, 116.
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The added explanation at the end of the novel serves as yet another example where poetic
expression trumps social commentary. Baring the device of the metaphor, it is revealed to the
reader that Nastya’s death is merely an artistic possibility, a stage death. Identifying the little
girl’s demise as a symbolic signifier of Russia’s potential fate (“Will the essersha die like
Nastya?”) transports the entire novel from historical to mythological territory. The postscript
reveals that the nightmare of The Foundation Pit was “just a dream” and a Socialist future is still

possible.

Conclusion

Andrei Platonov’s esoteric text encompasses many of its creator’s unorthodox and often
confusing views on Socialism as a philosophical search. Using language to transform the “dead
words” of Soviet rhetoric into poetically charged fields of semantic possibility, the author evokes
a metaphysical answer to the problem of history. By connecting to the eternal, mythological
sphere of reality through language man can transcend the nightmare of the historical present.
This interpretation may not satisfy critics who will argue that Nastya’s death at the end of The
Foundation Pit confirms the horrific impasse of the Socialist project. However, throughout the
novel, the author provides numerous cues to switch the reader’s interpretation from a literal to
metaphorical mode. The transformation of satirical language into contemplative linguistic riddles
signals a fundamental shift from topicality to timelessness. The Foundation Pit cannot be
assessed as a pro-Soviet or anti-Soviet work, they way one would read a work of satire, nor is it
an expression of political ambiguity. Andrei Platonov’s prose is descriptive rather than

prescriptive, portraying the Socialist cause as a search for meaning.
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CHAPTER 5

Mikhail Zoshchenko’s Prose Trilogy and the Parodied Proletarian Writer

1 recalled many stories. And all of them convinced me of the correctness of my conclusions...
-Mikhail Zoshchenko, Before Sunrise

In his last long work, Before Sunrise (1943), Mikhail Zoshchenko takes on the most ambitious
project of his career. Through a peculiar mixture of scientific, historical, biographical and
fictional material the author attempts to present humanity with formulas for happiness, health
and possibly eternal life. Before Sunrise in length and purpose resembles two other late, long
works by the author: Youth Restored (1933) and The Sky Blue Book (1934). The three works
form a didactic trilogy of moralistic, philosophical works that have puzzled scholars familiar
with Zoshchenko’s popular satirical texts.

Within the “mass culture to master” paradigm I have set up in this dissertation,
Zoshchenko stands out as an exception. His transition from writing simplistic mass satire to
creating complex literary works happened very quickly, almost instantaneously. Moreover, in
contrast to the other discussed authors, both mass and masterful literary modes appear in
Zoshchenko’s short, comical works. Though it is difficult to establish a definitive Zoshchenko

“canon” I will characterize the salient features of Zoshchenko’s literary mastery later in the
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chapter. Unlike his short satirical stories, Zoshchenko’s longer works have not withstood the test
of time, and though some scholars attempt to defend their artistic worth they lack the magical
cohesion that have raised the other novels discussed in this dissertation to the level of
masterpiece. The most obvious downfall of these works consists of the author’s evident
prioritization of moralizing over literary merit. Mikhail Zoshchenko has been quite rightly
compared to both Lev Tolstoy and Nikolai Gogol, who denounced their literary genius because it
represented a hindrance to higher spiritual goals.' In Zoshchenko’s writings, scientific
utopianism replaces religion. Nonetheless, the tone of his declarations of conversion resembles
that of his literary predecessors.”

Critics have employed various intellectual tactics in attempts to bridge the incongruous
gap between Zoshchenko the satirist and Zoshchenko the savior of humanity. Several scholars
have endeavored to re-read Zoshchenko’s 1920’s works anew, using his later prose trilogy as
insight into the author’s hidden psychology. Linda Scatton points out that Zoshchenko exhibited
the same moralistic tendencies in his short comical works, Alexander Zholkovsky detects echoes
of Zoshchenko’s neuroses and psychological concerns discussed in the semi-autobiographical
Before Sunrise in his early stories and Elizabeth Papazian notes that the documentary impulse
evident in his prose trilogy was already an integral part of Zoshchenko’s literary ethos in his

satirical period.’

! See Gregory Carleton, The Politics of Reception: Critical Constructions of Mikhail Zoshchenko
(Evanston IL: Northwestern University Press, 1998).

* In his Introduction to Before Sunrise, Zoshchenko differentiates his messianic message from
Leo Tolstoy’s, stating that Tolstoy’s philosophy was based on religion, whereas his own view is
based on science.
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In my reading of Zoshchenko’s oeuvre, I will similarly explore the connections between
1920’s satire and the author’s prose trilogy. As I will argue, the psychology of the NEP-era
satirical feuilleton lies at the core of both Zoshchenko’s short stories and his longer prose works.
In his short stories Zoshchenko masterfully satirizes the conceptual foundation of the feuilleton
while faithfully replicating all of its formal aspects. This situation is reversed in his prose trilogy,
which includes Youth Restored, The Sky Blue Book and Before Sunrise, the external markers of
the feuilleton such as colloquial language are less evident than in the short story, but the
psychology of the “parodied proletarian” writer reappears. The author attempts to put forth
universal principles by providing anecdotal information, substantiated only by the author’s
assurance of factual certainty. In this way, Zoshchenko’s trilogy resembles the early feuilletons’
claim at documentary status, accompanied by a lack of credibility through solid evidence. The
notion of what Zoshchenko means by “parodying a proletarian writer” will be investigated to
show that the author employs several meanings of “parody” interchangeably: parody as imitation
and parody as satire. He imitates the proletariat writer when he utilizes the literary devices of the
feuilleton, but satirizes him when he questions the feuilleton’s conceptual structure.
Comparing Zoshchenko’s creative trajectory to that of the other authors in this study
illuminates some common patterns in transformations of satirical materials. Although Bulgakov,
Olesha and Platonov chose to work with different elements of the feuilleton, they all successfully

reconfigured its simplistic semantic structure to serve a modernist aesthetic. That is, although the

> Elizabeth Papazian, “Reconstructing the (Authentic Proletarian) Reader,” in Kritika:
Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History, Vol.4, No.4 (Fall 2003),816-848; Linda Hart
Scatton, Mikhail Zoshchenko: Evolution of a Writer (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press,
1993); Alexander Zholkovsky, “What is the Author Trying to Say with His Artistic Work?
Rereading Zoshchenko’s Ouevre,” Slavonic and Eastern European Journal 40, No.3 (1996):
458-74.
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feuilleton’s satirical language, characters and plots persist, these elements become imbedded in a
complex hermeneutic structure demanding sophisticated interpretive faculties from the reader.
Zoshchenko, on the other hand, does not change the fundamental logical structure of the
feuilleton in his longer works. He re-uses it rather naively, wholeheartedly adapting the literary
and rhetorical flaws of the genre as characteristic of his own authorial voice.

In this chapter I will focus on Zoshchenko’s late “trilogy”: Youth Restored, The Blue
Notebook and Before Sunrise to show how the author returns to the ethos of the early feuilleton,
unmediated by the self-reflective, critical narrator present in Zoshchenko’s satirical short stories.
In his prose trilogy, Zoshchenko replaces the satirical tone and local subject matter with serious
discourse and epic topics, but the hybrid narrative strategies of the feuilleton remain. The
reliance on anecdotal evidence mirrors the rhetorical structure of the feuilleton- written in co-
authorship with the worker-correspondent. In the journalism of the early 1920s biased accounts
with moralistic commentary masqueraded as documentary fact. Within the confines of this
didactic genre, the reader loses interpretive freedom as the author dictates proper conclusions. In
his late prose, Zoshchenko analogously operates under the assumption that readers can be told

what to think, rendering the burden of factual proof irrelevant.

Mass Culture to Master

Recently, Zoshchenko scholars have focused on debating connections between Zoshchenko’s
authorial persona of the 1920s versus his narrative voice in the 1930s and 1940s. Jeremy Hicks
and Gregory Carleton emphatically resist unifying the two Zoshchenkos while others, as

previously mentioned, connect the two authorial personas with thematic and philosophical
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strains.® This treatment of Zoshchenko’s authorship as divided into two temporal phases fails to
acknowledge the variety of the writer’s creative output in his early career. Zoshchenko does not
embody a single authorial image in the 1920s therefore the question should be restated to ask
which aspects of his early career the author chooses to replicate in his later prose. I propose to re-
classify Zoshchenko’s short works of the 1920s into three categories, but one could divide these
even further. Identifying the specific aspects of his early writing that Zoshchenko chose to carry
over into his late prose illuminates the author’s belief in his late career.

One strain of Zoshchenko’s early short works that has escaped the scholarly gaze is the
“ghost story” narrative. Between 1921 and 1926, he wrote a number of eerie tales vaguely
resembling satirical feuilletons but essentially lacking comedy. The stories “Black Magic”
(1921), “Warlock” (1924), “Demon” (1924) and “A Man without Superstitions” (1924) resemble
both Gogol’s Ukrainian tales and pre-revolutionary popular stories printed in Ogonek and Niva.’
The fact that the supernatural elements in the stories are usually demystified aligns them closely
to pre-revolutionary literature. The author’s skaz is stylized as peasant speech and the narrator
appears as a third party observer.’

The story “Warlock” (1924) is a representative example of this type of short story. The

narrator retells a “fantastical” tale about a village warlock and his “magical” powers. The tone of

4 Jeremy Hicks, Mikhail Zoshchenko and the Poetics of Skaz (Nottingham: Astra Press, 2000);
Gregory Carleton, The Politics of Reception; Hicks emphasizes Zoshchenko’s skaz technique as
separating the two phases of a career, while Gregory Carleton analyzes the marked differences in
the writer’s self-presentation in early and late periods.

> These stories can be found in Mikhail Zoshchenko, Sobrannie sochinenii v trekh tomakh 1
(Moscow: Terra, 1994).

% For more on Zoshchenko’s various skaz styles see Jeremy Hicks, Zoshchenko and the Poetics
of Skaz, Chapter IV, 147-169.
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the story is subtly ironic, as the narrator juxtaposes technological progress to superstitious belief:
“Miracles all around us, citizens! Everywhere you look, steam so to speak, electric energy,
sewing machines, --- and here along with this we have a warlock and soothsayers.”’

The warlock’s powers are exposed as fraud by a spying villager who sees him tricking
the peasants. The angry villagers punish the warlock with a fatal beating. Beliefs in the
supernatural persist after the warlock’s death when misfortunes befall the village, which the
naive narrator attributes to the warlock’s powers. Ultimately, the tension between superstition
and rational thought remains unresolved: the villagers’ magical thinking perpetuates the
“warlock’s curse.”

This category of stories demonstrates Zoshchenko’s connection not only to the Satyricon
“high” tradition of satire, but to lower, more popular sources. The ghost story with a
demystifying moral was extremely widespread during the late imperial era.® I chose “Warlock”
as an example because it specifically resembles a pre-revolutionary story with the same title
published in a 1915 issue of Ogonek.” “The Warlock,” written by N.N. Kiselev, is told from the
perspective of a little girl whose blind grandfather is rumored to be the village warlock. Set in

Ukraine during WWI, the story melds historical and supernatural narratives. When Nyusha

7 “Uyneca, rpaxmane! Kpyrom, MOXHO CKa3aTh Iap, 3IEKTPHUECKAs SHEPIUs, IBEIHHbIC HOXKHBIC
MAIllMHKY, --- U TYT € Hapsay ¢ 3TUM KouiayH u kyaecHuku!” Mikhail Zoshchenko, “Koldun,”
Sobrannie sochienii 1, 228.

¥ Jeffrey Brooks. When Russia Learned to Read: Literacy and Popular Culture, 1861-1917,
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2003).

? N.N. Kiselev, “Koldun,” Ogonek v.32, # 638 (1915).
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gathers the courage to learn her grandfather’s true identity, she spies on him performing a strange

ritual in the barn and hears him invoking curses on the Germans.

Never has Nyuskha heard such terrible words like Mamai and Germans and the
army of the seven hundred, and it seemed to her, that these were all demons, and

that her grandfather was summoning them and would somehow punish them. '’

That night Nyusha dreams that her grandfather single-handedly defeats the German army; the
dream proves prophetic when in the morning the Germans retreat from their village. Kiselev’s
“Warlock,”like Zoshchenko’s story, ends on an ambiguous note. The little girl’s belief that her
granfather’s curse caused the German retreat seems unreliable. The storyteller, however,
provides no other explanation for the Germans’ hasty departure, allowing for a lingering
possibility of the warlock’s magical powers. It is difficult to establish conclusively whether
Zoshchenko received inspiration from this particular short work in Ogonek; undoubtedly the
satirist evoked the general spirit of similar ghost stories.The connection between popular
literature and Zoshchenko’s work reveals an unexpected side of the author. Discussions of any
continuity between the early and late works of the author must follow specific veins as points of
commonality or difference.

The second category of Zoshchenko’s feuilletons employs direct quotations from worker

correspondent letters. The author’s minimal literary contribution consists of creative

10 o
“Hukorga Hromika He ciiblxana TakuX Y»KAaCHBIX CJIOB Kak Mamall 1 HEMIBI U paTh

CEMHUCOTECHHAs, U €l TI0Ka3aJI0Ch, YTO 3TO BCE OECHI, M UX JIE/ BBI3BbIBACT M OYyJET ceidvac KaKk-To
kapate.” Ibid.,10.
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improvisations artificially tacked on to the end of the rabkor’s reported story. One such feuilleton

comes from a rabkor’s complaint about village communists marrying into “bourgeois” families.

A MANDATORY DECREE

In the newspaper “Communist” our correspondent from Izium reports that at the
united conference of the Savinsky village there were frequently noted cases of
communists marrying daughters of the bourgeois and popes... The conference
decided that members of the party must marry only the daughters of workers and
supporters of the Soviet government.”

The Savinsky grooms are in a panic.

“And how can you recognize the dame?” --- moan the grooms. “She appears to be
from the working class, her hair is cut short, and she smokes light tobacco... But
once you marry her you are doomed: she will drag you to church, will begin

baptizing the children... Ech, things are in a bad way for us grooms."'

"' OBA3ATEJIbHOE TTOCTABJIEHUE
B razere «KoMMyHHCT» Halll H3IOMCKUI KOPPECTOHACHT COOOIIAET O TOM, YTO «HA
06beounennom coopanuu CaguHCKOU cenbCKoll AYEUKU OMMeUeHbl CLyYau, Ymo KOMMYHUCTbL
3a4acmy’io HCeHAMEsA Ha OYPHCYAHLIX U NONOBCKUX doyepsx...Coobpanue nocmanosuo, ymo
YleHbl NapMuL O0JIHCHBL HCEHUMCS MOTILKO HA 00UEPAX MPYOAWUXCA U COUYECMYIOUIUX
COB6aCmU.

CaBUHCKHE )KCHUXU B MTaHUKE.
--- 1 xak e€ 6a0y, y3Haenb? ---11aqyTcsl )KeHUXH. ---- Ha Bua oHa u TpyIsIascs, 1 BOJIOCH Y
HEH cpe3aHbl, U Ta0aK JISTKUH KypuUT...A *XEHHUIIbCS HAa HEW U MPoNaA€iib: B IEPKOBb MOTAIIIHUT,
pebsIT HaYHEeT KPeCTUTh. .. DX, II0XO0 Hallle )keHnxoBckoe aeno. Mikhail Zoshchenko,
“Obiazatel’'noe postavlennie,” Drezina, August 1923, no.7, 3.
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In this feuilleton from 1923, Zoshchenko quotes the correspondent’s neutral tone of fact and then
composes a brief satirical re-enactment of the incident.'> He takes no liberty in changing or
elaborating the situation described by the correspondent. The generalized adage that
“communists should not marry daughters of the bourgeoisie or priests” is made comical and
more concrete by a chorus of fictional grooms torn between their communist loyalties and village
customs. Most of Zoshchenko’s first feuilletons exhibit a slavish adherence to the worker
correspondent statements.'” I propose the term “unmediated feuilleton” to describe this type of
writing as no narrative distance exists between the rabkor and the author.

Zoshchenko’s prose gradually acquires more “mediation” in the persona of a more
distinctive narrative voice. Collections of Zoshchenko’s works inconsistently identify the same
pieces of writing as a “feuilleton” or “short story.” For the purposes of my analysis, I will
differentiate between the feuilleton and the short story conceptually rather than formally. That is,
the short story may have all the features of the feuilleton, but does not adhere to its naive
ideology. The supposed rabkor’s narrative becomes overly stylized and as a result verges on
absurdity. The hovering presence of real worker correspondents is slowly replaced with
fictionalized proletarian writers, Zoshchenko’s literary pseudonyms and alter egos. Zoshchenko
begins to replace real rabkor reports with fictional improvisation with the introduction of Semen
Kurochkin and Gavrila, supposed correspondents for the journals Begemot, Buzoter, Pushka and

Krasnyi voron. The feuilleton transforms into a short story at the moment when the author seizes

"2 1t is not certain whether these letters were penned by real or fictionally constructed worker
correspondents.

" For more examples of Zoshchenko’s earliest feuilletons please see Mikhail Zoshchenko,
Uvazhaemiye Grazhdane (Moscow: “Knizhnaia Palata”, 1991), 190-250.
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narrative power from the worker correspondent and begins to comment on his limited
psychology.

Zoshchenko’s transition from mass culture to master occurs while the writer is still
entirely submerged in the forms of mass culture. Despite formal similarities, a vast conceptual
chasm separates Zoshchenko’s early feuilletons from his short stories. In his article “About
Myself, My Work and My Critics” Zoshchenko famously described his function within the

Soviet literary world:

I would just like to make one confession. Perhaps it will seem strange and
unexpected. The thing is that I am—a proletarian writer. More accurately, in my
writing I parody that imagined, but authentic proletarian writer, who would have
existed under current conditions and in the contemporary milieu. Of course such a
writer cannot exist, at least not now. And when he does emerge, then his public
image, every aspect of his milieu will improve. I only parody. I am temporarily
replacing the proletarian writer. This is why my themes may be permeated by a

naive philosophy that is just right for my reader."*

' 51 TonbKO X0Uy CeNaTh OHO MpH3HAHHE. MOKET ObITh, OHO TIOKAXKETCS CTPAHHBIM U
HEOXUJIaHHBIM. /[e710 B TOM, 4YTO f--- IPOJIETAPCKUI mucaresib. BepHee, s mapoaupyro
CBOMMH BeEUIaMH TOTO BOOOpa)kaeMoro, HO TOAJIMHHOTO IPOJIETAPCKOrO IHCaTeNs,
KOTOPBII CyIIeCTBOBaI Obl B TENEPEUIHUX YCIOBHMSX >KU3HU W TENEpEeIIHeH cpene.
Koneuno Takoro nucaresns He MOXKET CYILLIECTBOBaTh, 110 KpaiiHENW Mepe celiuac. A Korza
OH OyJeT CyIIEeCTBOBATh, TO €r0 OOIIECTBEHHOCTh, €T'0 Cpe/ia 3HAUUTEILHO MOBBICSITCS BO
BCEX OTHOUICHUAX. Sl TONbKO mMapoaupyro. Sl BpPEMEHHO 3aMeIlar0 IPOJIETAPCKOrO
nucarens. OTTOro Mou TeMbl MOTYT NPOHMKHYTh HAaUBHOW (uiocoduen, KoTopas Kak
pa3 mo tuiewy moero uurarens. Mikhail Zoshchenko, “O sebe, o kritikakh, o svoyei
rabote” in Mikhail Zoshchenko: stat’i i materialy (Leningrad: Academia, 1928), 7-11.
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A discussion about what Zoshchenko means by “parodying” in each of his texts will assist us in
understanding the early feuilleton’s textual relationship to the works that came after. Gerard
Genette’s work on ‘“hypertextuality” entitled Palimpsests: Literature in the Second Degree
provides a theoretical framework to describe these various interconnections. Genette writes “By
hypertextuality I mean any relationship uniting a text B (which I shall call the hypertext) to an
earlier text A (I shall, of course, call it the hypotext), upon which it is grafted in a manner that is
not that of commentary.”"”

Following Genette’s definition, in this case Zoshchenko’s early, unmediated feuilleton
functions as a hypotext, whereas the satirical short stories and the prose trilogy are hypertexts
that utilize and transform its various aspects. The nonexistent proletarian writer emerges as an
evoked “hypo-author” toward whom Zoshchenko takes a variety of attitudes. To differentiate
modes of a text’s transformation and imitation Gerard Genette identifies a range of “moods”
implied in the hypertext: playful, humorous, serious, polemical, satiric and ironic. He identifies
parody as a playful transformation, whereas travesty embodies a satiric tone. These emotive
classifications similarly describe the author’s relation to his created narrator. According to these
terms is Zoshchenko’s proletariat author parodied or travestied in his satirical short stories?
Many critics see degrading mockery of the proletariat writer, while others, like Jeremy Hicks
detect a sympathetic, playful attitude toward that character- narrator.'®I side with those who

favor travesty. As moods are all relative, the author’s treatment of his proletariat writer appears

!> Gerard Genette. Palimpsests: Literature in the Second Degree (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press), 5.

' Hicks, 160-166.
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quite acerbic when we compare it to the author/narrator relationship in later prose works,
especially in The Sky Blue Book. The word “parody” may therefore not be the most accurate
classification of Zoshchenko’s transformation of the feuilleton into short story. Having pointed
this out, I will continue to employ it as Zoshchenko’s chosen term, keeping in mind the
difference between satirical mockery and playfulness.

Most critics limit their discussions to Zoshchenko’s linguistic parody of an imaginary
proletarian. Marietta Chudakova uses Bakhtinian analysis to characterize the linguistic evolution
of Zoshchenko’s skaz, as the author’s “own” words are slowly replaced by the words of
“others.”"” Yuri Shcheglov views Zoshchenko’s language as a reflection of contemporary Soviet
culture and the paragons of vulgarity it produced.'® However, Zoshchenko’s parodying involves
not only the technique of imitating language itself, but the manner in which language is
organized and employed. Zoshchenko replicates the rhetorical clumsiness of the proletarian
writer who has not yet learned to distinguish between documentary and fiction, between fact and

anecdote.

Psychology of the Proletarian Writer
The rabkor psychology of the eyewitness, imbedded in the genre of the feuilleton and manifested
as a pose of authorial ineptitude may have a direct connection to the acquisition of literacy. The

results of a study conducted by Soviet psychologist Alexander Luria among illiterate populations

17 Marietta Chudakova, Poetika Mikhaila Zoshchenko (Moscow: Nauka, 1979), 58-70.

' “Entsiklopediia Nekul turnosti: Zoshchenko: rasskazy 1920-kh godov i Golubaia Kniga ” in
Alexander Zholkovsky and Iurii Shcheglov, Mir avtora i struktura teksta: stat’i o russkoi
literature (Tenafly, NJ, Hermitage, 1986), 53-84.
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indicate that literacy or lack of it, dictates how an individual perceives the world. In the years
1931-32, Luria traveled to Central Asian communities to investigate a number of cognitive
processes among pre-literate peoples’ including the ability to reason about abstract topics. In his
hypothesis Luria states that advanced cognitive development allows individuals to reason about

events outside of their immediate experience

It is known that in conceptual thought there consequently occurs a tremendous
expansion of derivative forms of cognitive functions. A person possessing the
faculty of abstract reasoning, reflects on the outside world more deeply and
completely, makes inferences and draws conclusions based on observed

phenomena, not relying solely on personal experience [...]"

The experimental method consisted of asking participants to make conclusions about two types
of syllogisms: the first set queried about topics with which the participants had personal
experience. The experimenter asked a question about growing cotton, a major resource in
Uzbekistan: “Cotton grows well in hot and dry climates; In England the weather is cold and
damp; does cotton grow there?” In the second case, syllogisms were based on topics removed

from the participants’ immediate experience: “In the far North all bears are white; the North Pole

! M3BecTHO, 4TO IIPH MOHSTHITHOM MBIILICHAN TIPOHCXOUT OTPOMHOE PACIINPEHHE BO3HUKIIHX
Ha €ro OCHOBE ()OPM MO3HABATEIHHOU NEATENLHOCTH. UeOBEK, BIIAICIONINI OTBICUCHHBIM
MBIIIIJIEHHEM, OoJiee TTyOOKO U TIOJTHO OTpa)kaeT BHEUTHUIN MHUp, JIeJacT YMO3aKITIOUCHUS U
BBIBO/IbI U3 BOCIIPUHUMAEMBIX SIBJICHUM, OTUPASICh HE TOJIBKO HA CBOM JIMYHBIHN OMBIT |... |
Alexander Luria, Ob istoricheskom razvitii poznavatel 'nykh protsessov (Moscow: Nauka, 1974),
106.
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is in the far north, what color are the bears??° After sufficient prodding from the experimenter,
some participants tried to guess whether cotton grows in England. Luria reports, however, that
most of the participants refused to answer the second question concerning polar bears, citing a

lack of personal experience:

As a rule, most refused to assume a major premise, stating that they “have never
been to the North and have never seen a bear, to obtain the answer it is necessary
to ask people, who have been to the North and have seen bears.” Often, they
would completely ignore the premise, replacing the conclusion derived from the
syllogism with their own thoughts: “there are different types of bears, if he was
born red, he will remain red”; “the world is large, I do not know what kinds of
bears there are,” and began general conversations about the lives of bears based

on hearsay information. That is, each time they evaded solving the problem.”'

The worker-correspondent reports used in the 1920°s feuilleton often exhibit a psychology very

similar to the worldview of Luria’s Uzbek subjects: exclusive reliance on personal experience or

20 Ibid., 111.

*! Kax npaBuio, MHOTHE OTKa3bIBATHCH PHHSTH OONBIIYIO TIOCHLIKY, 346755 YUMo «OHU
HUK020a He OblU Ha cegepe U HUK020a Hu 8udenu medgedell; sl OTBETa HY)KHO 00paTUTHCS K
JFO/ISIM, KOTOpbIe OBLIIM HAa CEBEpE U BUAEIH MeBeAeH». YacTo OHM, IOTHOCTBIO UTHOPUPYS
HIOCBUIKY, 3aMEHSUTH BBIBOJ U3 CHJUIOTH3Ma COOCTBEHHBIMU COOOPKEHHUSMU: «MEBEIN OBIBAIOT
pasHble, €CIIM OH POJWIICS KPACHBIM, OH H OCTaHETCSl KPAaCHBIMY»; «MHUp OOJIBILION, 5 HE 3HAIO,
Kakye ObIBAIOT MEIBEIN», U 3a600UU 00UUe, OCHOBAHHBIE HA CLYXAX PACCYHCOeHUs O KUZHH
MeBECH, T.€. KAKIBINA pa3 yxoouiu 6 cmopouy om pewenus 3adaqu. Ibid., 111-112, Italics are
mine.
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hearsay information, as well as narrative digression from the topic, were typical characteristics
found in rabkor letters. Luria’s study demonstrates the importance of reading not only for the
acquisition of knowledge, but as an essential tool of cognition, allowing the reader to understand
how the world as a network of causes and effects. His other experiments demonstrated that
illiterate individuals categorized colors and shapes differently from the literate control group.
Illiterate participants could not group shades of the same color together, but could only compare
each color to the hue of an object in their familiar surroundings.

This limited psychology of the illiterate or newly literate can be easily exploited for
humorous effect, even the description of Luria’s experiment, written without comical intent, may
cause many readers to smile at the subjects unusual answers. Ironically, although Zoshchenko
was an apt mimic of the proletarian psychology in his early career, in his later works he begins to
sincerely embody an “illiterate psychology” in his writing, despite his considerable erudition and
talent.

Most critics have discussed how Zoshchenko parodies the language of the rabkor and
sel’kor, but have overlooked the author’s subtle criticism of the feuilletonic genre itself. The
feuilleton’s pretension at documentary status held great comic potential, uncovered by

Zoshchenko in his short stories.

Parody of the Feuilleton
Uniquely, Zoshchenko uses the form of the satirical feuilleton to both conform to the methods of
mass literature and to satirically question them. Zoshchenko’s short stories masterfully

accomplish the literary metamorphoses evident in Bulgakov, Olesha’s and Platonov’s novels.
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Very shortly after beginning his career as a “straightforward” feuilletonist, Zoshchenko
transforms this simple literary form into a self-reflexive genre that exposes the discrepancy
between the journalistic objective of reporting fact and its unconvincing, anecdotal delivery.

In his book on Mikhail Zoshchenko’s skaz Jeremy Hicks writes:

As well as employing the feuilleton proper, Zoshchenko’s short stories also mirror
the structure of the feuilleton. In particular, they frequently rely on factual
material: Zoshchenko reckoned that 30% to 40% of his stories were based on

incidents he read about in the papers.”

The term “factual material” proves misleading when applied to worker correspondent letters or
even newspaper articles that used worker correspondents as collaborators. Moreover,
Zoshchenko’s short stories, unlike his early feuilletons do not use the worker correspondent
letters as straightforward documents but satirize the insufficiency and absurdity of “anecdotal
evidence”.

Zoshchenko’s short stories are negative imprints of his early feuilletons, as they
satirically expose the genre’s flimsy “factuality”. The narrator hints at the dubious status of his
“true accounts” with repeated, overzealous protests against authorial fabrication in fiction.
Stating that he lacks an imagination, the narrator vows to tell only the truth. In the introduction to
the story “Drova” (“Firewood”), the narrator defensively insists on the veracity of his tale, pre-

empting the reader’s suspicions.

22 Hicks, 113.
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The reader--- is a suspicious creature. He will think: how cleverly this guy lies.
But I am not lying, reader. Even now, I can gaze into your clear eyes and state: “I
am not lying.” In general I never lie, and try to write without flights of fancy. I am

not known for my imagination.*

After reading the story, the reader will most likely decipher this impassioned claim of
truthfulness as pure irony. The “true story” lacks credibility due to its sheer absurdity. Moreover,
the information presented is a second hand account revealed to the narrator by the “perpetrator of
the event.” The “eyewitness” tells the story of a firewood thief who was caught and punished
when an angry neighbor in his communal apartment hid explosives in one of the logs. The
marked log exploded when placed in the thief’s fireplace and destroyed the guilty man’s room,
tearing the front door off of its hinges. The explosion only claimed one innocent victim, the story
teller explains, a retired tenant named Gusev, who “died of fright” after suffering a blow to the
head by a brick. The anecdote concludes with the speaker’s chagrin that his nephew wishes to

claim credit for catching the firewood thief.

And there is only one thing that is regretful and upsetting, that now Mishka

Bochkov is claiming, that son of a bitch, all the glory. But in court, I will say,

> Yyrarens --- cymecTBo HeoBepunBoe. [ToIyMaeT: 0 4ero CKIagHO BPET YeloBeK. A i He
BpY uMTaTeNb. S U ceifuac MOry MOCMOTPETH B SICHBIC TBOM OYH U CKa3aTh: «He Bpy». Y BooOIIe
s HUKOTJa HE BPY, U IHCaTh cTapatock 0e3 BeiayMKu. DanTasueii s He otauyaiock. Mikhail
Zoshchenko, “Drova,” Uvazhaemiye grazhdane, 245.
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what do you mean, I will say, his glory, when I hollowed out the log and inserted

the explosives. Let the court distribute the glory.**

The incident strikes the reader as not only patently ridiculous, but offers no clear moral
conclusion. Who is the villain and who is the hero of this tale? While the storyteller clearly
considers his actions commendable, a discerning reader must realize that the results of the
tenants’ vigilante justice: the destruction of a building and the murder of a tenant, whose demise
the narrator falsely attributes to fragile nerves, constitute far worse crimes than the theft of a few
logs.

In this short story the very ethos of the feuilleton is undermined, as “Firewood” does not
offer pedagogical guidance. In the world of the unmediated satirical feuilleton this story would
serve as “documentary” evidence of the widespread theft in communal apartments leading the
reader to conclude that thieves must be punished for the good of all. But contrary to expectations,
the storyteller inadvertently exposes himself as a callous and stupid individual, thereby diverting
the reader’s attention away from the described crime to the storyteller’s own guilty role in the
affair.

Comparing “Firewood” to Zoshchenko’s earlier feuilletons we also see a clear change in
the fact/fiction hierarchy. Whereas in earlier works, faithful retelling of the rabkor’s words took

precedence over the author’s interpretation, in this short story as in other works of this period,

24

U ToapK0 OTHO OOMAHO U AOCAHO, UTO Tenepuya Mumika boukoB mpunuchIBaeT, CyKUH ChIH,
ceOe Bce naBpbl. Ho s Ha cyne ckaxy, Kakue e, CKaxy, €ro JIaBpbl, €CJIH 5 ¥ TOJIEHO A0JI0WI, 1
natpoH 3aknaapiBan? Ilymaii cyn pacnpenenur naspsl. Ibid., 246.
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the very method of “eye-witness” reporting comes under satirical scrutiny. The fictional nature
of the reported account becomes increasingly self-evident as it is related by an unreliable narrator.

Even though the short stories were often based on newspaper reports and worker
correspondent letters, Zoshchenko alerts the reader of the fictional status of these works. The
narrator’s insistence that he did not lie only emphasizes the weak illusion of reality in his story.
In the Sky Blue Book, intergeneric dialogue occurs between two versions of “Firewood” as
Zoshchenko remarkets this very same story as a straightforward tract against greed, thus
transforming fiction into “fact.” The conceptual transformation of “Firewood” will be discussed
later in the chapter.

In the short story “Guard your Health!” (“beperute 3mopoBse!”’) Zoshchenko exposes the
discrepancy between the pre-assigned didactic message and the narrative intended to illustrate
this adage. The story begins with a laudatory exclamation about the benefit of winter sports:
“They say---that winter sport acts on the organism very beneficently. This really is true. I have
tested it on myself.”> The short story is initially set up like a feuilleton whereby a singular
personal experience serves to illustrate a larger principle, in this case the health advantages of
practicing winter sports. Unexpectedly, the story set up to prove the benefits of sport does not
logically support the introductory claim.

During an illness the narrator goes to the doctor who blames the patient’s nervous system
for his sickness and suggests that ice-skating will “eliminate his nervous system altogether.” The

narrator takes the doctor’s advice, and after a few days of ice-skating feels better. As we find out

%3 “T'OBOPAT --- 3UMHHMIA CIIOPT OYEHb OIATONPUATHO HA OPraHH3M JCHCTBYET. ITO
NEeNCTBUTENBHO, BepHO. S cam Ha cebe ucnpitan.” Ibid., 292.
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at the end of the story, the narrator gets well as a result of enjoying much needed rest at the
hospital after breaking his leg on a defective skate. In the end of the story the adage “proves”
true: No matter what they say, winter sport --- is a great thing. Just let me repair my leg --- and I
will take up skiing. Maybe I will break something else off.*

A glaring disconnect gapes between the protagonist’s narrative and the slogan “winter
sports are good for the body.” In fact, judging by the storyteller’s experiences the opposite
proves true; winter sports are not good for your health, given that skating and skiing apparently
cause injuries.

The “documentary evidence” does not fit the ideological frame proposed in the beginning
of the tale. Here we see an instance of what Jeremy Hicks identifies as the discrepancy between
“interpretive abstraction and reality of the experience of the event.””” While Hicks treats this
discrepancy as a philosophical, existential problem, one could also view it as a criticism of the
feuilleton’s literary ethos --- Zoshchenko exposes the ineffectiveness of isolated subjective

accounts to teach life lessons.

Letters to the Writer

Anecdotal evidence, demarcated as fiction in Zoshchenko’s short stories once again morphs into
documentary proof in the author’s Letters to the Writer. In fact, it is with this collection of
readers’ letters supported by authorial commentary that Zoshchenko makes his first return to the

straightforward use of the early feuilleton’s rhetorical methods. Like the rabkor letters and

2% “Kax HU TOBOpH, a 3UMHHIT CIIOPT- TPOMaIHAS Bellb. BOT aiiTe TIOYHHIO HOTY --- 32 JIBIKH
BO3bMYCh. MOXeT, elie 4To-Huoyap otiomaro.”’Ibid., 292.

" Hicks, 8.
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reports which served as evidence of a Soviet moral, readers’ letters become the anecdotal
evidence necessary to prove Zoshchenko’s social usefulness. The author plays the role of
interpreter, explaining some of the more puzzling letters to fit the larger message of the work. As
Gregory Carleton and Elizabeth Papazian have pointed out, Zoshchenko offers the collection of
letters as a rebuttal to his critics. In the beginning of the work the author triumphantly declares
that readers are better able to appreciate his writing than the critics: “Clearly the reader receives
me a little bit differently than the critics.””®

The author advertises this book as proof of his connection with the mass reader. In
Letters to the Reader the author imitates the psychology of the proletarian writer rather than
satirizing it. In the introduction the author clearly states his purpose in publishing the collection.
“I compiled this book in order to show the authentic, uncovered life of the authentic living

29 7 0shchenko unites these letters under the rubric

people with their wishes, tastes and thoughts.
of “documentary reality.” Like the letters of the rabkors, the readers’ epistolary efforts form the
core of the book. However, Zoshchenko controls the authoritative meaning to be imposed on the
collection as whole.

The letters in this collection function similarly to Zoshchenko’s unmediated feuilletons.
He treats the reader letters as rabkor reports by reframing the epistolary material with his own

commentary to fit certain thematic narratives. In his replies to readers seeking advice about

personal matters Zoshchenko incongruously offers Socialist life lessons and adages. One vivid

*% “Bupmo umMTaTeNnb BOCIPHHAMACT MEHS HE COBCEM TaK Kak Kpurtuka.” Zoshchenko, “Pis’ma
k pisateliu,” Uvazhaemye grazhdane, 345.

2 wq ATy KHUTY coOpall Ui TOT0, YTOOBI MOKA3aTh MOUIMHHYIO U HEMPUKPHITYIO KU3HB,
MOJTMHHBIX JKUBBIX JTIOICH C UX KEJIaHUSIMU, BKycoM, MbicisiMu.” Ibid., 345.
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example of this “bait and switch” phenomenon appears in a correspondence with a woman from
an intellectual family who has trouble connecting with her less educated proletarian compatriots.
Zoshchenko advises the young lady to become a leader among her cohort rather than bemoaning

their cultural lack and crude manners:

I wrote to her that if she considers herself more cultured than the milieu in which
she finds herself, she should not sigh and bemoan her situation, but on the
contrary---exert influence over this milieu. Let it be two or three people, in whom
she will develop a taste for literature, or whom, let us say, she will convince that
swearing demeans a person--- this in itself would accomplish a lot, and in some

. . . 30
sense would give her satisfaction.

The letter and more importantly Zoshchenko’s response to it serve as illustrations of a
Soviet moral that intellectuals should raise up their proletarian “brothers and sisters.” The actual
letter from the young woman expresses many aspects of her experience of working at the factory:
loneliness, issues of identity confusion, indecisiveness about her future career. However, rather
than addressing the young woman’s personal dilemmas, Zoshchenko instantly “recognizes” the
particular theme of her letter and provides an ideologically appropriate response, thus framing

the entire correspondence as if it were a feuilleton written on a pre-assigned theme.

30 S1 mammcan eif, 4To eciM OHA CUMTAeT Cels B KyJbTYPHOM OTHOLIEHUU BBIIIE TOU CPENBI, B
KOTOpPOIl OHA HaXOIMTCS, TO €€ JIEJI0 He axaTh U Oropyarcs, a HA0OOPOT ---- OKa3bIBATh BIUSHUE
Ha 3Ty cpeny. IlycTs 310 OyayT Ba-TpH YesloBEKa, KOTOPHIM OHA MPUBBET BKYC K JIMTEpaAType
WIH, CKaXKeM, yOeIuT, 4To OpaHb MOMPOCTY YHIKAET YENIOBEKa, --- 3TO yKe OyJeT 0ueHb MHOTO,
U 3TO B KaKOK-TO Mepe faacT ynosnerBopenue. Ibid., 413.
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The author’s sudden interest in the documentary genre was in part a response to his
critics, who castigated Zoshchenko’s humorous stories for lacking ideology or social significance.
Jeremy Hicks argues that Zoshchenko employed the documentary form as “an attempt to attract
readers who had previously not been interested in literature.”' Hicks’ hypothesis is inconsistent
with research conducted by cultural historians which has shown that “the masses” were more
interested in fiction and entertainment. As Peter Kenez and David Shepherd point out, when
popular pre-revolutionary literature disappeared, peasants’ interest in reading declined
dramatically.’* The feuilleton writers had to learn how to combine journalism with fantasy and
adventure to attract common readers. Mikhail Zoshchenko’s short satires were wildly popular
among common readers and the writer did not need to change his style in order to remain
favored by the wide public. Rather, Zoshchenko returns to the conceptual framework of the
feuilleton because it allows him to make messianic claims on the nature of reality without the

daunting responsibility of having to prove them.

Zoshchenko’s “Trilogy,” or the Proletarian Writer Incognito

It may seem strange that in his next works Zoshchenko returns to longer form and to serious
questions, seemingly abandoning his hard-earned image of a writer connected with “the people.”
But in fact, Zoshchenko does not deviate far, as the longer novels in the trilogy are a return to the

“naive anecdote” of Zoshchenko’s early feuilleton days where information was relayed through

3'Hicks, 113.

32 Kenez, Peter and Shepherd, David.  ‘Revolutionary’ Models for High Literature: Resisting
Poetics” in eds. Kelly, Catriona and Shepherd, David. Russian Cultural Studies: an Introduction
(Oxford, 1998).
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word of mouth reports, unquestioned and unaltered by the author. The “parodied proletarian
writer” returns in his longer works. This time he is better educated and commands an impressive
vocabulary. The proletarian writer’s sophisticated veneer hides a limited interpretive scope and
an inability to reason abstractly beyond immediate experience. The writer who “tells it like he
sees it,” whose responses to the world around him remain unmarred by intellectual analysis
represents an ideologically sound model for Zoshchenko. With each successive installment of his
edifying trilogy the author gradually abandons his signature skaz style and satirical complexity.
Deceptively, the works are full of “high brow” intellectual material based on historical, scientific
and literary research. The author organizes his vast treasury of knowledge according to rhetorical
conventions of the feuilleton. Encyclopedic vignettes on subjects varying from medical
conditions to Roman rulers are rewritten in first person, as if witnessed by the narrator. The
information is artificially inserted into a didactic framework preaching Socialist rejection of all
things “bourgeois.” This technique clearly mirrors the early feuilleton, which substituted
anecdotes for news. The feuilleton’s confusion of fact and fiction previously satirized becomes a
virtue in his later prose.

As compared to the satirical short stories, the relationship between author and proletarian
writer, between hypotext and hypertext changes from “travesty” to earnest imitation. In
Genette’s words, one could even view the prose trilogy as an “expansion” of the early feuilleton:
“In grossly oversimplified terms, the procedure consists of doubling or tripling the length of each

33

sentence in a hypotext.””” Genette uses examples of Aesopian fables stylistically expanded by

French fabulists:
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In its classical phase, expansion explored only one stylistic direction, which I
have termed for lack of a better word, “realistic animation.” The hypertext, in this
case, for all its colloquial and mischievous undertones, remains a serious text; the
fable is after all a didactic and moralizing genre, even though its “moral” often

happens to be somewhat down to earth.**

The transformation of the fable into a longer playful, yet didactic text aptly parallels the
relationship between the early feuilleton and Youth Restored, The Sky Blue Book and Before
Sunrise. The ethos of the feuilleton is faithfully adapted to a longer prose form bearing similar
themes. This imitation is predominately conceptual, as the author adapts the peculiar psychology
of the feuilleton’s portrayal of reality. In the case of the prose trilogy, Zoshchenko “assigns” his
own topics by transforming complicated human dilemmas into simple problems of “regressive
mentality.” Youth Restored, the first novel in the trilogy, examines the difficulties of old age as
nothing more than side effects of a sedentary lifestyle and a reluctance to accept new ideas. In
The Sky Blue Book, Zoshchenko offers Socialism as a solution to all of the tragedies of human
history. The last of his works, Before Sunrise treats mental illness as a remnant of pre-

revolutionary culture which can be cured with physical exercise and positive thinking.

33 Genette, 260.

3 Ibid., 261.
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Youth Restored
Youth Restored (1933) is divided into three sections: an introduction of main themes, the story of
Volosatov an aging professor who has regained his youth, and commentary on the
aforementioned themes. From the outset of the work, the narrator distinguishes between these
planes by granting his readers permission to skip the “scientific” discussions and enjoy the
belletristic portion of the work. It begins with a warning to the reader that this book should not
be received as pure fiction, but should be read as an instructional manual on the restoration of

physical health and vitality:

In this book I will touch upon difficult questions which are even somewhat too
difficult, removed from literature, to which the writer’s hands are unaccustomed.
Questions such as, for instance, the search for a lost youth, the restoration of
health, freshness of feeling and so on and so forth. I will also touch upon
questions about the restructuring of our lives, and the possibility of such a
restructuring, about capitalism and socialism and about the development of a

worldview. >

3> B 510i KHHUTE OyAyT 3aTPOHYTHI BOIPOCHI CIOXKHBIE M AK€ OTYACTH YEPecuyp CIIOKHBIE,
OTJAJICHHBIE OT JIMTEPATYPBl U HENPUBBIYHBIC JUIS pyK nucarelsd. Takue BOIpOCHI, Kak,
HalpuMep, IOUCKHU MOTEPSHHON MOJIOJOCTH, BO3BPALLIEHHUE 370POBbs, CBEKECTU YYBCTB, U TAK
Jajee, ¥ TOMy NOJIOOHOE U Ipouee. A Takke OyIyT 3aTPOHYTBI BOIIPOCHI O IIEPEyCTPOICTBE
HaIlIeH )KU3HU B BO3MOXKHOCTSIX 3TOTO IEPEyCTPOICTBA, O KATUTAIN3ME U O COL[HATIM3ME H O
BbIpaboTke MupoBo33penus. Mikhail Zoshchenko, Vozvrashchennaia molodost’, Sobranie
sochinenii 3 (Moskva: Terra, 1994), 7.
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The author carefully words the preface to indicate that certain issues will only by “touched
upon,”not conclusively proven. Furthermore, one finds a number of self-deprecating statements
about the author’s lack of expertise in scientific and medical matters. From the first pages of
Youth Restored the reader encounters contradictory explanations of the work’s purpose. On one
hand it is advertised as a useful work, intended for the improvement of humanity. On the other,
the author resorts to vagueness to deflect any responsibility for what he has written and
consequently for those who may follow his advice.
In his commentaries following the publication of this work, Zoshchenko similarly strives
toward the incompatible goals of authority and freedom from fact. In one commentary to Youth
Restored published in 1934 in the newspaper Rabochiy krai he clearly asserts that his novel has

practical use:

I wrote this book as an instruction to myself and others. I did not write it in order
to philosophize. I have never respected such pointless philosophy, I simply
wanted to be useful in our country’s struggle for Socialism. I have always been
surprised by people’s extreme lack of understanding and their extreme ignorance

of elemental rules regarding the care of their own bodies.*®

3% 31y kHUry 5 HamECan B Ha3KAaHUE cebe M MOIM. S1 HAIICAN ee He JUI TOTO, YTO0b!
no(uaocoBcTBOBaTH. Sl HUKOTAA HE yBaXkall Takoi OecuienbHOM puinocoduu. MHe nonpocty
XOTEJIOCh OBITH MOJIE3HBIM B TOH OOpb0OE KOTOPYIO BEAET Hallla CTpaHa 3a couuanusM. S Bcernaa
YIUBIISUICS KpalHEMY HETOHHMMAHHMIO JIFOJICH U KpailHEeMy HE3HAaHHIO CaMbIX 3JIEMEHTAPHBIX
npaBui pykoBojcTBa cBouM tenoM. Quoted in Leonid Ershov, Iz istorii sovetskoi satiry: M.
Zoshchenko i satiricheskaia proza 20-40x godov (Leningrad: Nauka, 1973), 116.
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In this particular instance of commentary, Zoshchenko endows his work with tremendous power.
Not only does he promise to help Soviet citizens regain their health and their youth, but
prophecies that these improvements will strengthen Socialism in the Soviet Union. In the same
year, Zoshchenko once again shirks from his self-imposed authority by remarking that readers
should not seek practical advice from his book. In an interview given to Literaturnaia gazeta in
1934, the author dismisses criticism that his novel lacks clear guidelines for restoring one’s

youth:

For instance one professor declared, that he read the novel and found no recipe for
restoring one’s youth. But I am not a charlatan! I myself do not know this recipe. I
refer to the exhaustion of the mind only. I am not taking out patents on recipes for

youth. I only want to attract attention to these questions.”’

In his rebuttal to critics, who make unreasonable demands of his work, Zoshchenko states that
Youth Restored was only intended as an abstract discussion of philosophical questions, precisely
the kind of “empty philosophizing” that the author spoke out against earlier. Thus the author
maneuvers between different presentations of his work, depending on his particular rhetorical

need.

37 Hanipumep ous 1podheccop 3asBHIL, 4TO IPOUEI MOBECTh HO HUKAKOTO PELienTa
BO3BpalleHHON MoJoocTH He Hawen. Ho s He mapnaran! S cam He 3Haro 3Toro peuenta. 5
TOBOPIO 00 yCTaNOCTH MO3ra --- U TOJbKO. U g He Gepy HUKAaKUX IMaTEHTOB Ha PELenThI
MOJIOOCTH. S X0uy JIMIIb PUBJIEYb BHUMaHKE K 3TUM Borpocam. Ibid., 121.
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Analogously to Zoshchenko’s representations of Youth Restored as alternatively
hypothetical and practical, the conceptual framework of the early feuilleton allows for flexibility,
an oscillation between fact and fiction. I refer specifically to the feuilleton of the early 1920s,
written during the height of the rabkor movement. As Ershov points, toward the end of the 1920s
the satirical feuilleton gradually became more like the short story than a newspaper article.”®
Moreover, the voice of the rabkor eventually disappeared as the feuilleton became the creation of
a sole author.” The documentary pretense of an “eyewitness report” was replaced by pure fiction.
In Youth Restored, Zoshchenko establishes a quasi-documentary tone by offering his
observations as basis for factual proof. In the introduction the narrator identifies the common

problem of pre-mature death and aging.

Well, until about the age of thirty-five, as far as the author has observed, people
live tolerably, they labor on their lot, enjoy themselves, spend waywardly,
whatever nature has given them, but after that, in most cases they begin to

experience a sharp decline and the approach of old age]...]*

3% Leonid Ershov, Sovetskaia satiricheskaia proza 20x Godov ( Moscow-Leningrad: Izd-vo
Akademii Nauk,1960), 147-150.

3% Some examples of this “belletristic” feuilleton were written by Zorich, II’f and Petrov,
Gladkov and Kol’tsov.

*"Hy, ewé ner 10 TPHALATH TISTH, CKOIBKO MOT 3aMETHTb aBTOP, JIFOJH KHBYT CHOCHO, TPYASTCS
Ha CBOEM IIOMPHUILE, BECEIATCA, TPATAT 0e3paccCyJHO TO, UTO UM OTITYIIEHO IIPUPOJIOH, a Imoce
3TOTO MO OOJIBIION YaCTH HAUMHAETCS y HUX OypHOE yBsiIlaHUE U IPUOIMKEHUE K CTapoCTH] ... ]
Mikhail Zoshchenko, Vozvrashchennaia molodost’, 10. This statement is accompanied by a
footnote of clarification: ABTOp MMeeT B BUy TaK Ha3bIBAEMYIO HHTEIUIUTCHTCKYIO MPOCIONKY,
pUYeM MPOCIOIKY, UMEIOLIYIO MPEeKHUE OYpiKya3HbIE MPUBBIYKH.
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This thesis clearly lacks scientific objectivity or conclusive basis in reality. The author does not
provide statistics to support his claim that at thirty-five the body begins to decline, but only cites
“observation” without specifying who and where the author has observed. Nonetheless, despite
the statement’s dubious validity, the question of fading youth comes to represent humanity’s
most pressing dilemma in Zoshchenko’s book.

The rhetorical technique of transforming a subjective observation into a universal
principle and conversely proving universal principles with anecdotes resembles the methodology
of the feuilleton. The rabkor’s report of a single incident from everyday life becomes magnified
in the feuilleton as a widespread phenomenon plaguing the entire country. Here we may also
recall Zoshchenko’s parodied narrators who unsuccessfully draw from their own experiences to
prove “objective truths” such as “Winter sport is good for your health,”or “Stealing is bad.”
Zoshchenko plays both the role of the rabkor who reports an incident and the author whose job it
is to make the rabkor’s report socially relevant and entertaining. The fictional story of Professor
Volosatov and his recovered youth serves as an imaginative illustration of “documentary fact,”
much in the same way an author would create a fictional short story based on the rabkor’s reports.

Zoshchenko undermines his own claims about the scientific importance of Youth
Restored by advising his readers to skip the scientific portions and simply enjoy the fascinating

“true account” of Volosatov’s life.

In this case, they can without any regrets, begin their reading with chapter 17, a

truthful novel about the astonishing life of one man, who in our realistic days, in
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the days of, so to say triumph and materialism and physiological foundations,

restored his youth.*!

Describing the tale as a “true account” the narrator offers it as evidence verifying his theories.
Telling his readers that the professor Volosatov is a real person whom he actually met the author
sets up the work as a feuilleton-like eyewitness account.

Moreover, by instructing his readers to bypass the introductory discussion and skip
ahead to the “belletristic section,” the narrator implies that the quasi-fictional story sufficiently
substitutes for the “scientific facts” presented at the beginning and end of the book. In the naive
world of the feuilleton anecdotal information convinces the readers more readily than factual
proof. Any reported incident, no matter how reliable or unreliable the messenger, is sufficient
evidence to prove universal truths.

Despite Zoshchenko’s claims that the work was not intended to establish a “recipe for
good health”, he does set up some vague parameters for a long life, “affirmed” in the plot of
Volosatov’s story. The narrator states that “as far as he has observed” physical exercise is
essential for a long life, while mental exertion causes pre-mature aging and death. These
observations conjure up the Socialist division of individuals into “laborers” and “thinkers.”
Zoshchenko makes this association quite explicit in the book, demonstrating that intellectual

labor engenders physical weakness.

41 .
B takom ciydae onu 6e3 ymep6a i ceds mpouTtyT, HaunHas ¢ 17 rinaBbl, MpaBIuBYIO
MIOBECTh 00 YAMBUTEIBHOM XKHU3HH OJTHOTO YEJIOBEKA, KOTOPBIH B HAIllM peaJibHbIC JHU, B THU TaK

CKa3aTh TOPXKECTBA U MaTepHaan3Ma U (PU3UOJIOTHUECKUX OCHOB, BO3BPATUII CBOIO MOJIOJIOCTb.
Ibid., 8.
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The astronomy professor Vasilek Volosatov’s “conversion narrative” which comprises

the larger portion of the Youth Restored text tells the story of an ailing intellectual regaining his
health and vigor by channeling his energies toward physical activity. After experiencing a bout
of critical illness, Vasilek Volosatov has an astounding epiphany: old age can be reversed with
regular exercise! Volosatov tests out his intuitive theory by beginning a physical regimen: “Now
he did gymnastics on a daily basis [...] he ran around the garden back and forth, jumping over

lawns and benches like a goat.”*

The comical description of an older gentlemen “jumping over
benches like a goat” recalls some of Zoshchenko’s satirical short stories. Indeed, the tone of
these descriptions is highly humorous. Vasilek’s participation in winter sports vividly reminds us

of the discussion of the “benefits of winter sports” discussed in the satirical short story “Guard

your Health”:

Vasilek, in better health, almost blooming, ice-skated, not at all abashed by the
smiles and crooked stares [...] When he appeared on the skating rink in his
snowmaiden skates, shouts of admiration and joy could be heard... You could

hear yelling: “Grandpa is here. Grandpa, don’t fall- you will break the ice.”*

2 «On Teneph eXKEAHEBHO 3aHUMAJICSI TUMHACTHUKOI [...] OH Oeran mo caxy Tyaa crofa,
nepenphIruBas, Kak Ko3el, uepe3 KiIyMObl U ckameiiku.” Ibid., 57.

3 Bacunek, mo3g0poBeBIINi U MOYTH [BETYIINN, Oerall Ha KOHbKaX, HUMAJIO HE CMYIIIAsiCh
yIIBIOOK M KOCBIX B3TJIs110B [...] Koria oH mosBisiics Ha KaTke Ha CBOMX CHETYpOYKaXx,
pazgaBanKch BO3rJIachl BOCXUIIEHUS U KPUKU pafiocTH...PazgaBanuce Bo3riacel : [lanama
npumien. [lanama, He ynaau --- e pasaaBuuib. Ibid, 61.
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Unlike the ill-fated hero of “Guard your Health,” Volosatov does reap significant benefits from
both summer and winter exercise. Emboldened by his improved circulation Vasilek decides to
leave his dowdy wife for his neighbor’s daughter, a nineteen year old beauty with petty
bourgeois tastes. The romance ends in heartbreak, coupled with heart attack, as even Vasilek’s
enviable physical health wanes under the stress of his mistress’s caprices and philistine
psychology. A broken man, he returns to his wife, who by this time has also embraced exercise
and personal hygiene. Though in the novel Zoshchenko presents his readers with comical
moments and even satirical language, he is clearly serious about the underlying moral around
which the story is organized. Just as he promises in the beginning, he “proves” through the story
of Volosatov that psychological stress is bad and exercise is good.

The commentaries that follow the “true tale” are written in the form of footnotes. These
are also anecdotes or stories of sorts, extracted from biographies of famous writers, musicians
and philosophers. Most of this material is re-used in Before Sunrise, therefore I will discuss this
biographical evidence in more detail in the analysis of this later work. Here I will only mention
that the “footnotes” to Youth Restored are written in a dry tone, using sophisticated vocabulary
and intellectual insight. Formally, these notes have nothing in common with the feuilleton.
However, the tales from famous people’s lives are narratively fitted to fulfill the ideological
requirements of the overall work. The conceptual function of these biographical examples falls in

line with the rabkor tales used as evidence in the feuilleton.

The Sky Blue Book
The Sky Blue Book (1935) presents a vivid example of Zoshchenko’s conceptual regression to the

logic of the feuilleton. The same satirical short stories that mocked and exposed the feuilleton’s
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rhetorical shortcomings are transformed to replicate them in The Sky Blue Book. This collection
of Zoshchenko’s short stories from the 1920s and 1930s emerges under the rubric of “the history
of human relations.” This book, as indicated by Zoshchenko’s letter to Maxim Gorky presented
as an introductory document on the first page of the novel, was written as a response to Gorky’s
suggestion that Zoshchenko should write a “funny and satirical book about the history of
humanity.” The satirical short stories are thus made historically significant, as they become
embedded in a larger narrative that combines observations of human behaviors with “historical
examples” to substantiate the author’s claims. In the introduction Zoshchenko explains his
intention to emphasize the educational enlightening aspects of his satire and urges the reader to

seek more than lighthearted entertainment from the collection.

Now we have set out to write a no less amusing and happy book about all
different kinds of human actions and feelings. However we have decided to write
not only about the behavior of our contemporaries. Skimming through the pages
of history, we have found some amusing facts and funny scenes, painting a
picture of actions taken by people of the past[...] These will be very useful to

prove and confirm our dilettante ideas.**

** HbIHue MBI 3aMBICTIIIA HAIIHCAThH HE MEHEE BECENYIO U 3a0aBHYIO KHIDKOHKY O CAMBIX
pa3Ho00pa3HbIX MOCTYNKAaX U YyBCTBAX JoAel. OHAKO MBI PEILINIIN HAMKUCATh HE TOJIBKO O
MOCTYTIKaX COBPEeMEHHUKOB. [lepenncTaB cTpaHuIbl HCTOPUH, MBI OTBICKAIA BeChMa 3a0aBHbIE
(aKTBl M CMENIHbIE CLIEHKH, HATJISAHO PUCYIOIINE TIOCTYIIKU MPEXHUX JItoeH [...] OHu Ham
BEChbMa MPUTOATCS IS JOKA3aTeNbCTBA U YTBEPKACHHUS HAIIUX TUJICTAHTCKUX MBICIIEH.
Mikhail Zoshchenko, Golubaia kniga, Sobrannie Sochinenii 3, 163.
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In his strategy of enlisting his satirical short stories to serve as historical evidence, moreover
historical evidence that proves great truths about human behavior, Zoshchenko (or the
Zoshchenko-like narrator) commits the same mistakes as his parodied proletarian writers. He
substitutes his own observations, in this case his own creative efforts, for indisputable facts. The
admission that his views might be “dilettante” is simply a gesture of false modesty as no other
instances of self-doubt surface throughout the rest of the work. In The Sky Blue Book,
Zoshchenko inverts fact and fiction. He elevates his satirical short stories to the status of
documentary proof and conversely presents his historical research in the form of satirical
anecdotes. In this way, history and fantasy are mixed together into a quasi-historical, didactic
narrative.
The Sky Blue Book consists of five sections dedicated to what Zoshchenko identifies as
the principle forces driving human nature: “Money,” “Love,” “Treachery,” “Misfortune” and a
section entitled “Amazing Tales,” which demonstrates that Socialism has transformed human
relations into utopian perfection, thereby eliminating the first four symptoms of a bourgeois
society. Zoshchenko tells readers about the redeeming conclusion at the end of the first section,
once again giving them permission to skip ahead in order to facilitate a pleasant reading

experience for the faint of heart.

And as far as positive sides go, our optimistic friend who only wants to read about

happy and worthy occurrences, we will send you with a light heart to the fifth
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section, located at the end of the book. And there your weary heart will be

soothed by all the good.*

Zoshchenko’s previously published stories from the 1920s and 1930s are reframed and assigned
to represent one of the four themes. A few of the short stories are rewritten, most are renamed to
better suit their particular category. Each section begins with an introduction explaining how
each of the aforementioned elements (Money, Love etc.) has historically functioned in society.
This preliminary discussion includes historical examples, written as amusing anecdotes.

The first part of the book under the heading “Money” begins with the author’s rapturous
pronouncement that money no longer holds sway over Soviet citizens: “We live in a country
where the majestic procession of capital has ceased.”*® He goes on to compare the glorious
Stalinist present to a dark past beginning in the Roman times and lasting until the end of the
NEP- era, when money was the root of all evil. The narrator provides a number of historical,
sometimes cross-cultural illustrations of this fact. The author seems especially fond of
mentioning ancient Rome. One example of human folly incited by money is a killing spree that

began as a result of Roman dictator Sulla’s decision to reward murder.

For instance, one the Roman dictator Sulla (83 years before our era) having seized

power, ordered to destroy all the supporters of his enemy and rival Marij. And to

* A 4T0 KacaeTcs 10 MOIIOKHUTEIBHBIX CTOPOH, TO MBI T€0sI, KaK MPECBETIIYIO TMYHOCTD,
JKCIIA0IIYIO BCC BPpCMs YUTATh TOJIBKO XOPOIIUC U HOCTOﬁHBIe CJIy4dau, C JICTKUM CCpaAlcCM
OTCbIIIACM K IATOMY OTACITY, UTO UMCCTCA Y HAC B KOHIIC KHUT'U. U tam TBOC yCTaJI0C cepauc
YCIIOKOMUTCS OT Bcero xoporuero. Ibid.

46 . .
“MBI KUBEM B TOH CTpaHe, B KOTOPO NPEKPATUIIOCh BEIMUECTBEHHOE IECTBUE KanuTajia.”

Ibid., 166.
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insure that no one escaped this destruction, Sulla, being an expert on life and

human souls, offered an incredibly high reward for each head."’

The author narrates this and other episodes using colloquial language to abbreviate the event. In
the Sky Blue Book Roman history takes on the familiar form of an everyday event. Zoshchenko’s
significantly abridged and democratized retellings of history uproot the past from its
documentary foundations, relegating it to the quasi-factual/fictional limbo like realm of
“hearsay” information. Chudakova astutely characterizes this treatment of historical events as
follows: “All cultural barriers are lifted, which prevented us from accepting the historical fact as
an everyday occurrence being played out before our eyes.”**

Yuri Shcheglov argues that the narrator we meet on the pages of The Sky Blue Book is the
very same uncultured “new man” encountered in Zoshchenko’s satirical short stories. “We first
and foremost are referring to a specific style of narration, expressing skepticism and disrespect

9949

toward other cultures.” To equate Shcheglov’s “uncultured man” in the short stories and the

narrator of The Sky Blue Book implies a critical distance separating author and narrator. Further a

*" Hanpumep, omHaxasl puMckuii gukratop Cymma (83 rox ro Hamreil 3pel), 3aXBaTHB
BJacTh B CBOM pYKH, IpHKa3al HCTPEOUTh BCEX IPUBEP)KEHIIEB CBOETO Bpara M
conepHrka Mapus. A ans Toro ytoObl HUKTO He u30er storo ucrpebienus, Cymia,
Oyayun OONBIIMM 3HATOKOM JKM3HU M YEJIOBEUECKUX JyIl, HA3HAYWI HEOOBIYaiiHO
BBICOKYIO LIEHY 3a Kaxayto rosioBy. Ibid., 182.

*CHATEI Bce Ky/IbTypHBIC Gapbephl, HE MO3BOJISIONINE HAM OTHECTHCH K HCTOPHUECKOMY (aKTy
TaK K€ HEIMOCPEACTBEH HO, KaK K JKUTEUCKOW UCTOPHUH, Pa3bIrPhIBAIOIICICS IIEpPE] HAIUMU
rnazamu.” Marietta Chudakova, Poetika Mikhaila Zoshchenko, (Moskva: 1zd-vo “Nauka,”1979),
91.

* “Mp1 nmeem B BUJIY TPEXJIE BCETO crenn(puIeckuil CTUIb IOBECTBOBAHUS, BBIPAXKAIOLIHIA
CKEMTHUIM3M U HEMOYTUTEILHOCTh 110 OTHOIIEHUIO K MHOKYIbTypam.” Shcheglov, 75.
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disagreement between “narrator” and “author” in The Sky Blue Book would mean that the tone of
the entire work must be interpreted as mocking. If the author regards his narrator’s words as
“uncultured” then even the section about “Amazing Events” describing the greatness of the
Socialist State and the bright future must also carry a dose of irony. A reading of The Sky Blue
Book as a boldly anti-Soviet work is not supported by the text. Zoshchenko’s letter promising
Gorky to fulfill a social demand in his literature stands as the most direct piece of evidence
against interpreting The Sky Blue Book as a work of satire. Thus I attribute the ignorant
treatment of other cultures in The Sky Blue Book to the author’s intention, not a satire on the
“man on the street.” By adapting, rather than mocking a proletarian author, Zoshchenko
embraces a philistine attitude toward foreign cultures.

In his treatment of history Zoshchenko imitates, albeit with a better vocabulary, his
parodied writers. In Zoshchenko’s satirical short stories narrators often insert “facts” about other
times and cultures as irrelevant digressions. In the short story “Thieves” the narrator boasts
cultural and historical knowledge. In one particular instance, he narrates an imagined scenario

from Finnish culture.

They say in Finland, in the olden days they would chop off thieves’ hands. Some
Finnish comrade will thieve around a little, and suddenly they ... chik, and go on
without your hand, you son of a bitch! But from that time on people have become
very virtuous. They say that you don’t even need to lock your apartment over

there. And if for instance some citizen drops his wallet in the street, no one will
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take it. They will just place the wallet on a visible post and let it sit there till the

end of the century... Such fools.”

In “Thieves” the narrator resembles Luria’s illiterate subjects who can only reason within a
limited scope of familiar experience. He discredits this anecdote by constructing an imaginary
scenario that ignores Finnish culture. In this case, the author intends the historical digression for
comic effect, accentuating his parodied narrator’s cultural dearth. In The Sky Blue Book
Zoshchenko quite seriously imitates the proletarian storyteller’s tactic of transposing all
historical information to fit a limited Soviet plane of reference. After providing a neutral,
historical account of Sulla’s bloodthirsty orders, Zoshchenko rewrites history in the familiar
form of an anecdote, by penning an imagined dialogue between the Roman dictator and one of

his many hired killers.

The assassin enters, carefully holding his precious cargo. “Excuse me!” says Sulla.
“What the heck did you bring me? What is this?” “Nothing special... a head” “ 1
can see that it’s a head. But what kind of a head? What are you sticking in my

face?” “A normal head... Just as you ordered.” “I ordered... But I don’t even

> Bor, rosopsT, B OUHIAHIUHN B IIPEKHEE BPEMs BOpaM pyku oTpesanu. [IoBopyercs, ckaxewm,
KaKOM-HUOYAb UXHUI (PUHCKHUI TOBApHIL, celyac eMy — UMK, U XOU CYKHUH CbIH 0e3 pyku! 3aTto
U JIIOJM TaM TIOILIH MOJIOKUTENbHBIE. Tam, TOBOPAT, KBaPTUPbI MOXKHO JJa’Ke HE 3aKphIBaTh. A
€CIi, HallprMep, Ha YJIUIE IPaXaaHuH OyMaXXHUK OOPOHUT, TaKk OyMa)kHUKa HE BO3bMYT. A
1oJjokaT OyMaXHUK Ha BUAHYIO TyMOY , M ITyI[ail OH JISKUT 10 CKOHYAHU Beka... BoT nypaku-
T0. Zoshchenko, “Vory,” Uvazhaemiye Grazhdane, 259.
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have this head in my list. Whose head is this? Head secretary, can you be so kind

as to inspect whose head this is.”’

The author hypothesizes about a surplus of overzealous killings that could have taken place in a
set of given historical circumstances. Sulla’s cruelty evokes Stalin’s murderous actions of the
1930s. Although given Zoshchenko’s apparent desire to please authority it is doubtful that the
connection was intentional, this episode does cast a suspicious shadow on the author. The re-
enactment of a theoretical situation renders history accessible to “the masses,” teaches a lesson
about human nature and most importantly validates Zoshchenko’s social function of enlightener.

After a smattering of historical examples, sometimes presented as anecdotes and at other
times as sentence long “bullet points,” Zoshchenko offers more examples of human folly in the
form of short stories. As I already mentioned, these particular works had all been published,
sometimes more than once, in satirical journals in the 1920s and 1930s, but the titles are now
changed to better fit the given theme. To ensure an appropriate response from his readers, these
themes are reiterated in introductions and transitions.

By way of seemingly minor transformations, the meaning of many stories completely

changes. To illustrate this I will use the example of “Firewood”, a story analyzed earlier in the

> Bxomut y6uiina, 6epexHO Aepka B PyKax IParoleHHyIO HOMIY.
----ITo3Bonb!---roBopur Cymia. ---Tsl uero npunec? I1o 4To?

----OO0bIKHOBEHHO-C...[ '0JI0Ba. ..

----Cam Buxy uTo rosioBa. [la kakas 31o rosoBa? Thl 4TO MHE ThIYEIIb?

----OOBIKHOBEHHAsA-C ToJI0Ba. .. Kak Benenu mpukasars. ..

----Benenu.../la 3T0ii roJIOBbI Y MEHS U B CIIUCKaX-TO HET. JTO ubsi rosioBa? ['onosa
CEKpeTaph, OyAbpTe TH00E3HBI IOCMOTPETH, YTO ATO 3a ronoBa. Zoshchenko, Golubaia kniga,
Sobrannie sochinenii 3,182.
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chapter as satirizing the conceptual framework of the feuilleton. The story appears in the section
on Treachery, under a new title “How a Thief was Caught in an Ingenious Manner” (“Ilonmxa
Bopa OpurunansasiM Cioco6om”™).

The plot remains essentially the same, except for the ending, which changes dramatically.
Both parties — the thief and the neighbors who caught him by placing dynamite in one of the
logs- are summoned to court to pay for their actions: “By the way, our entire brave trio was
called to court --- both Vlasovs and Boborykin. They were accused of illegal actions and of

damaging government property. So they will be in court as well.”*?

Unlike in the original story,
in which the crimes committed by vigilante actions were unpunished and rendered the entire
story morally ambiguous, in “How a Thief was Caught” Soviet courts carry out justice against
the thief and the mastermind behind the explosion. Misha Vlasov’s scientific talent, however, is
not wasted. After learning his lesson about damaging property, Misha joins in the fight against
treachery and continues to conduct forensic experiments for good, not evil.

In a pattern of “reforging” his satirical stories that persists throughout The Sky Blue Book,
Zoshchenko clearly changes from parodying the proletarian writer to imitating him. In the first
version of the satirical short story the narrator playfully swore that the absurd tale of the
firewood was true, while winking at the reader. In the second version the documentary claim is
made outside the story’s fictional parameters and supported by the author. The “dialogic” quality

present in “Firewood” disappears from the second version. The story of the firewood thief turns

into a moral tale about deception and treachery. Zoshchenko performs Procrustean operations on

> Mexay nmpodnM, Ha CyJ ITomnaJia TaKkKe BCs Hallra 6oeBasi Tpoiika --- 06a BracoBbl u
Bo6opbikuH. X 00BUHAIM B HE3aKOHHBIX MOCTYIIKAX U B TIOpUYE rOCYAaPCTBEHHOIO0 UMYIIIECTBA.
Taxk 4yto onu Toxke OyayT cynutcs. Ibid., 308.
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this idiosyncratic work to make it fit the ideological theme of the section. In this way he
eliminates the distance between author and narrator, making their voices sound in monologic
unison. In the absence of a skeptical authorial commentator, the story’s inconsistencies are left
unquestioned. In contrast to “Firewood,” in “How a Thief was Caught” the author directs his
readers toward the conclusion that treachery can be easily recognized and should be punished.

The Sky Blue Book ends with a section called “Amazing Events,” a collection of short
stories endowed with hope for a brighter future. In the preamble to “Amazing Events,”
Zoshcenko argues with the philosophical intellectual. In an imaginary dialogue the naive
proletarian writer (played by Zoshchenko) and a bourgeois philosopher (played by Not
Zoshchenko) battle for readers’ souls. The philosopher offers an existential view that life is but
an illusion, to which the proletarian writer wryly replies by asking if the philosopher’s lavish
house too is an illusion. Armed only with the “commonsense” of dialectical materialism and a
few examples from revolutionary history, the imitated proletarian wins the fight. Here,
Zoshchenko constructs an effigy of a melancholy pre-revolutionary intellectual, burdened with
Zoshchenko’s existential doubts to be ridiculed and destroyed. The author employs a similar
technique of disassociation from negative projections in his Sentimental Tales and Michel
Syniagin. The introspection and melancholy of various characters are debunked as nothing more
than self-indulgent habits of the petty-bourgeois.

Similarly, In The Sky Blue Book the imitated proletarian writer makes a direct link
between the philosopher’s worldview and his privileged economic position. When the
philosopher pessimistically complains about the ephemeral brevity of life, Zoshchenko points out

the hypocrisy of his outlook. “And as far as the fact that for you life is short, well despite its
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brevity, this did not stop you from putting around a hundred thousand in the bank.”” The
philosopher leaves angry and defeated. After exorcising his pre-revolutionary demon
Zoshchenko bestows to the reader words of encouragement to aid in the battle against poisonous,

philosophical contemplation.

We have described this imagined little scene, in order to show the struggle on the
front of ideas. And it is true that some of these rationalizations can upset a weaker
soul. Some weaker soul may become despondent from such words as “dream,
short life, unreality, numbered days [...].” One must have a truly courageous heart
in order to not become upset by the poison of these words, which do contain a
dose of truth ---otherwise they would not affect anyone. Nonetheless these words

are wrong and false.”

The narrator counteracts the philosopher’s pessimism with uplifting tales about the triumph of
the revolutionary spirit. “The Amazing Tales” offer hope to those seeking meaning in the face of
inevitable mortality. Stories of good deeds, bravery and love for the Soviet Union offer the

reader compelling reasons to hope for a bright future. In an afterward, titled “Saying Goodbye to

53
“A 4T0 1715 Bac KU3Hb KOPOTKA, TO HE CMOTPS Ha €€ KPaTKOCTb, BaM, BEPOSATHO HE ITOMEIIAI0
MIOJIOKUTE B OaHK ThIcAY c10.”’Ibid., 398.

>* MBI OnHcanu BaM 3Ty BOOOPaKaeMyIO CIICHKY, 4TOObI OKa3aTh, Kakas ObiBaeT Gopba Ha
¢ponte Mbican. U neiicTBUTENBHO, HEKOTOPBIE PACCYXKACHUS MOTYT OTYACTH CMYTUTH OoJiee
ciabyto aymry. bosee cnabas qyira MOKeT MOHUKHYTH OT TaKUX CJIOB --- COH, KOPOTKast *KU3Hb,
HEepeaJIbHOCTh, CUNTaHHbIC JHH (...) U TyT Hajo NeHCTBUTEIBHO UMETh MYKECTBEHHOE Cep/Le
YTOO HE CMYTHTBCS OT 51714 ATUX CJIOB, B KOTOPBIX €CTh JI0JIsl IPAB/bl, --- UHA4Y€ OHU ObI HE
JIeiicTBOBaJIM HU Ha Koro. Tem He MeHee 3T CJIOBa He NpaBUIIbHbIE U JIOKHBI. [bid., 399.
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the Reader,” Zoshchenko illustrates by his own example that a deep enjoyment of everyday life
is at the root of good health. Putting down his pen, the author reflects that writing and thinking
are not substitute for direct experience. As he finishes the last lines of the book he looks out of

his window.

We are sitting behind a desk and writing these lines. The window is open. Sun.
Down there is the boulevard. The wind orchestra plays. A gray house across the
street. And there we see a woman in a lilac dress on the balcony. And she laughs,
observing our barbaric activity, in essence unnatural for a man and human. And

we are embarrassed. And we abandon our work. Hello, friends.”

The woman in the lilac dress observed from the open window brings the author out of his literary
reverie and into the present. His embarrassment at having been “caught” in a moment of inward
contemplation reflects a pervading motif evident across Zoshchenko’s serious prose--- the
creation of art as an unhealthy compulsion, a shameful fetish. This is not the first time
Zoshchenko identifies the writer’s profession as “barbaric” and “unbefitting man.” In his
Sentimental Tales (1927) and Michel Syniagin (1930) Zoshchenko similarly portrays the realm of
the artist as a solipsistic illusion disconnected from authentic, immediate experience. If

“literature of fact” is superior to fiction, then unmediated experience is superior to “literature of

> CyUM 32 THCHMEHHBIM CTOJIOM U MUIIEM 3TH cTpouk. OKHO 0TKpbITo. ConHie. BHu3y-
OynbBap. Urpaer nyxoBoii opkectp. Hanpotus cepsiii fom. M Tam, BuanM, Ha OaJIKOH BBIXOJIUT
JKEHII[MHA B JTWIOBOM IlnaTee. 1 oHa cMeercs, Iiss Ha Hallle BapBapCKOe 3aHATHE, B CYIIIHOCTH
HE CBOMCTBEHHOE MYXYHHE U 4YenoBeKy. I Mmbl cmymieHsl. U 6pocaem sto neno. [Ipuser, npys3bsi.
Ibid., 446.
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fact.” The proletarian writer, unspoiled by education, comes closest to creating a literature that
relies first and foremost on experience rather than contemplation. By channeling this writer,
rather than mocking him, Zoshchenko ideologically transforms his authorial persona from a pre-

revolutionary intellectual in a Soviet “man of action.”

Before Sunrise
In the final work of the prose trilogy Zoshchenko once again battles the projected philosopher
introduced at the end of The Sky Blue Book. This version of the pre-revolutionary intellectual is
considerably more difficult to destroy, as in Before Sunrise, Zoshchenko admits that he is
actually battling himself and the soul that will be saved is his own rather than that of his readers.
As in The Sky Blue Book the proletarian writer does not make himself known with linguistic
markers. In Genette’s terms, the relationship between the “hypotext” of the feuilleton and the
“hypertext” at hand also appears hazy. Before Sunrise stands out as a unique work even within
the small sample of works in the prose trilogy. Lacking any hints of irony or satire, one might
describe it as a heartbreaking search for the cure of a mental illness.”

In his methodological approach toward identifying the root cause of his illness
Zoshchenko once again borrows from the logic of his early feuilletons. As in the feuilleton, a

persuasive claim appears in the very beginning of the work, in this case a statement that

> Some scholars have detected irony and sarcasm even in Before Sunrise. See for instance
Rachel May, “Superego as Literary Subtext: Story and Structure in Mikhail Zoshchenko’s
Before Sunrise,” Slavic Review 55 no.1 (1996):106-24. However, there is no evidence that
Zoshchenko was “kidding.” On the contrary archival materials confirm the seriousness with
which he wrote the book. See Mikhail Zoshchenko: materialy k tvorcheksoi biografii. Vol.1,
edited by N.A. Groznova (St. Petersburg: Nauka, 1997).
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depression or “neurasthenia” can be cured. Subsequent proof of the stated hypothesis follows in
the form of anecdotes from the narrator’s own experiences, the experiences of people he has
known and from the biographies of famous figures. Many of these tales seem irrelevant to the
overall thesis. The author suggests that the stories themselves are sufficient evidence to
substantiate his ideas.

The first part of the book consists of brief, semi-autobiographical vignettes. Arranged in
reverse chronological order, sometimes with lapses in chronology, the reader glimpses various
episodes of the author’s life beginning in his early twenties and regressing back to first memories
from early infancy. As the narrator peers further into the abyss of memory, the recollections
become increasingly more incoherent. “Here are the folds of some blanket. Some kind of a hand
emerging from the wall. A tall swaying shadow. But these were chaotic visions. They resembled
dreams. They were almost unreal.””’ But even these vague remnants of memory become
“reliable material” to structure Zoshchenko’s established theory. Gradually, he reconstructs
vague memories of bathing, of an early operation and of eating. Using Pavlov’s theories of
reflexes, the narrator-author concludes that his present phobias of water, hands and food can all
be traced to traumas in infancy. This line of thinking clearly evokes Freud, whose ideas briefly
dazzled the imagination of the Soviet scientific community. In the 1930s, however, Freud fell
from grace in Russia. He was therefore an unacceptable source of wisdom. Thus, for political

reasons, Zoshchenko appropriates some of Freud’s ideas but misattributes them to Pavlov.

> “BOT CKITaJKM KaKoro-To ojesa. Kakas-1o pyka u3 cTeHbl. Beicokas konebmromasics Tenb. Ho

9TO OBLTHM XaoTHueckue BuaeHus. OHu HamoMuHamH CHbl. OHU OBLIH MMOYTH HE peaTbHbI.”
Zoshchenko, “Pered voskhodom solntsa,” Sobrannie Sochinenii 3, 564.
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Although Zoshchenko names Pavlov as the inspiration of his book, the scientist’s ideas are
applied loosely and haphazardly to an emotional, disjointed narration of trauma.

Despite the work’s serious tone, one finds conceptual strains leading back to early Soviet
mass literature. The quasi- fictional structure of the early feuilleton appears amidst psychological
analysis. Anecdotes of personal experience comprise the majority of the text. These vignettes are
artificially superimposed onto a larger edifying schema. The discrepancy between experience
and the desired message is evident as the narrators personal accounts must be convoluted to fit
the argument. Zoshchenko plays several roles in recreating the feuilleton, he is both the naive
rabkor and the educated author whose job entails appropriating the proletarian’s experiences to
illustrate a particular point. Fact and fiction appear intermingled as equals to prove their author’s
universal principles. Here, one can imagine Zoshchenko as a ‘rabkor’ assigned to write on the
topic of suffering and its cure.

In fact, like The Sky Blue Book, Before Sunrise came about with the encouragement of
Maxim Gorky. In an exchange documented in Starkov’s 1991 book about Zoshchenko, Gorky
apparently suggested that the author write satirically on the topic of suffering. “Suffering --- is
the shame of the world, it is necessary to hate it in order to eliminate it...To laugh at professional
sufferers --- that is a beneficial thing, dear Mikhail Mikhailovich.”*® Zoshchenko responded that
he was more inclined to examine the underlying causes of suffering, rather than satirizing them.

Admittedly, “suffering” is an inappropriate theme for a short feuilleton, the topic significantly

% “Crpananmue --- 1030p MUpa, ¥ HAZOOHO Ero HEHABHACT IS TOrO YTOObI

UCTPEeOUTH. .. BicMesATh MpodecCHOHANBHBIX CTPaJalIbIEB --- BOT XOpOLIee Je0, J0POToi
Muxaun Muxaiinosud...”Quoted in A. Starkov, Mikhail Zoshchenko: Sud’ba khudozhnika
(Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1990), 185.
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differs from issues of housing and bath house difficulties, nonetheless it served as a pre-
condition to shape the way the author would report the “facts.”

The general theme of the book could be identified as suffering and its alleviation, but the
thesis remains unclear. The author calls his book anti-fascist, a triumph of rationality and
repeatedly refers to the patron saint of Russian psychology- Ivan Pavlov. With a mixture of fact
and fiction, Before Sunrise promises to enlighten humanity with a set of principles developed on
the basis of Pavlovian research. In a recorded conversation between the author and Dr.

Speransky, Zoshchenko explains the premise of his work:

“In short, this book is about how I rid myself of many unnecessary sorrows and
became happy.”

“Will this be a treatise or a novel?”

“It will be a work of literature. Science will enter into it, just as history sometimes

appears in novels.””

While Zoshchenko insists on the supremacy of the literary, rather than the scientific mode in his
work, he nonetheless advertises the book as possessing documentary relevance. The author
simultaneously shirks responsibility, however, by stating that he will not promise the people

more than he can deliver in such a book. “I will be careful. I will promise only that which I have

>% __BkparIie---3T0 KHHra O TOM, KaK 5 H30aBHIICS OT MHOTHX HEHY)KHBIX OTOPUYCHHUH 1

CTaJl CYACTIUBBIM.

---0T10 OyJeT TpakTaT WU poMaH?

---DT10 Oyzer auTepaTypHOE MpousBeaeHrue. Hayka BoleT B Hero, Kak MHOM pa3 B poMaH
BxouT uctopus. Mikhail Zoshchenko, “Pered voskhodom solntsa,” Sobrannie sochinenii 3, 451.
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myself gained. And only to those people who posess qualities similar to mine.” After this brief
disclaimer, Zoshchenko asserts the credibility of his findings. “I am referring to the iron-clad
formulas, tested by the great scientist.”® The “iron-clad” formulas are nonetheless illustrated
using non-documentary and semi-documentary material such as poems, anecdotes, personal
experiences and literary biographies.

The chaotically organized and self-contradictory information apparently intended as
evidence leading to proof offers little more than confusion. As expected of such lofty promises as
“the cure for everything,”the work does not accomplish what it sets out to do. Several scholars
have made it their mission to help Zoshchenko arrive at his desired conclusions. For instance,
Rachel May offers a very interesting reading of Before Sunrise as a palimpsest of layers of
consciousness: “Zoshchenko takes on various guises and traverses the various strata but is
always held between an unseen lower layer of unconscious repression and an unmentionable

upper layer that is the social context in which he wrote.”®'

This interpretation certainly
demonstrates the scholar’s ability to make sense out of chaos, but Zoshchenko could not be
credited with such an elaborate design.

The patient and analyst relationship in Before Sunrise closely mirrors the cooperative
collaboration between worker correspondent and writer. The analysand experiences and reports,

the analyst interprets and mines meaningful conclusions from his patient’s chaotic narrative. The

naive reports of Zoshchenko the infant, the child and the young man are transformed into

%0 __dq 6yny ocropoxeH. S MOOGEIIAI0 TOIBKO TO, YTO MOTYUMI caM. M TOIBKO TeM TIOMISIM,
KOTOpBIC HMEIOT CBOWCTBA, OJIM3KHE K MOUM. --- ] TOBOPIO O JKeJe3HBIX (popmyrax,
IPOBEPEHHBIX BETUKUM yueHbIM. Ibid., 452.

%! Rachel May, “Superego as Literary Subtext,” 106-124.



244
appropriately edifying materials by the enlightened, present-day Zoshchenko. The infant may
only see folds of a blanket and a dark arm in the shadows, but the cured adult detects early
sources for subsequent phobias. He supplements these descriptions with extensive commentary
on the significance of these nascent experiences. “And so, the unfortunate incident has been
identified. The small, unconscious creature, acquainting itself with the surrounding world, was
mistaken, having perceived objects that posed no danger as dangerous.”®* Likewise, memories of
school, unhappy love affairs, trips to the zoo all add up to support the etiology of an illness. As
Gregory Carleton describes the rhetorical principles governing Before Sunrise: “Essentially
everything, no matter how, when or why Zoshchenko may have thought of it, merges into a
single plane of reference that serves as a fund from which to draw the necessary proof”® All
experiences add up to one cohesive whole supporting the theory that false “Pavlovian” reflexes
should be blamed for all problems.

After “establishing” the cause of his own suffering, the author goes on to expand his
findings to others’ lives, stating universal relevance and social usefulness of his discovery. To
this end, he provides examples of similar problems and cures from the lives of his acquaintances
and literary figures. Zoshchenko comes up with a list of famous melancholics who suffered a

similar fate.

62 “Urak, HecyacTHOE MPOUCIIECTBHE HalZieHo. MalieHbKkoe 0€3yMHOE CYIIECTBO, 3HAKOMSICH C
OKpY’KaIOIIMM MUPOM, OIIUOJI0CH, BOCIPHUHSB OMTACHBIMH T€ BEIU, KOU He Obutn onacHbL.” Ibid.,

613.

% Gregory Carleton, 144.
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We left off at the black list of extraordinary and famous people. Astonished by
the misfortune, the depression of these people, and even their sometime suicidal
tendencies, I wanted to know: what were the reasons for their disasters. Were they

the same as mine?%*

After acknowledging that each case is unique and specific as the individuals on his list come
from a variety of epochs, Zoshchenko proceeds to disregard the uniqueness of each artist.
Consequently in Zoshchenko’s narrative Poe, Balzac, Mayakovsky, Pushkin, Gogol and others
all suffered for one simple reason: they were unable to break the false reflexes they developed in
youth. In each of these biographies the author sees his own malady, his own fears and treats his
famous, imaginary “patients” accordingly, as mirror reflections of his own limited world.

The book also includes positive examples of individuals overcoming their fears and
anxieties. The proof that Zoshchenko’s therapeutic method works appears in the form of reported
“real-life incidents”: “I remembered a whole group of stories. I remembered many stories. And
they all convinced me of the correctness of my conclusions. These were stories of unbroken

9965

symbolic associations, stories of difficult illnesses, catastrophes, dramas.””” Zoshchenko goes on

to relate several contrived tales about “broken reflexes.”

%% MbI ocTaHOBHITHCH HA YEPHOM CIIHCKE 3aMeUaTeIbHbIX U MPOCIABIECHHBIX JIOJCH.
[ToTpsiceHHBIN HECUACTBIMU, XaHIPOU ITUX JIFOAEH, a ITOAYAC U CTPEMIICHUEM UX K CMEPTH, 5
3aX0TeN Y3HaTh: 0 KAaKUM MPUYMHAM BO3HUKAJIU Y HUX 3TH HecTacThs. He 1o Tem u cambim,
yto y MeHs? Zoshchenko, “Pered voskhodom solnsta,” 643.

% J Beromumn elle LeJIbIN psg UCTOPUM. I BCOMHUII MHOXKECTBO UCTOpUil. 1 Bce OHM
yOexaamu MeHs B CIIPaBEUTMBOCTA MOUX BBIBOJIOB. DTO OBLIH UCTOPUU HEPA3OPBAHHBIX
YCIIOBHBIX CBSI3€H, HCTOPUH TArdanmux Oone3Hei, karactpod, apam. Ibid., 638.
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One of these stories features a circus artist who fails to perform his trick ostensibly
because he is aware of a safety net suspended below him. After the safety net is removed, the
circus artist once again regains his skills and confidence. By the end of the story, the connection
between the reported incident and the theory of broken reflexes still remains unclear. Moreover,
according to Zoshchenko’s own explanations of the mind’s workings, the circus performer’s
miraculous improvement lacks credibility. In Before Sunrise, the narrator undergoes a long and
painful journey into his psychological past, to the first memories of infancy in order to establish
the root cause of his fear, whereas the circus performer accomplishes the same feat of self-
analysis in a single day, correcting his misconceptions instantaneously.

In his conclusion, Zoshchenko states that rational thought conquers all. He ends with a
curious anecdote confirming the social usefulness of the entire trilogy. As he reports, a murderer
writes to the author that after reading Youth Restored he has gained control of himself and had he
read it earlier wouldn’t have committed the crime. This non-sequitor appears as the crowning
jewel in Zoshchenko’s final three book “feuilleton™ about a variety of topics from exercise to

fascism to Pavlov. These themes are unified only by the writer’s pledge to serve humanity.

Conclusion

The painfully naive arguments presented in Before Sunrise would have provided the earlier,
acerbic Zoshchenko of the 1920’s plenty of satirical material to masterfully parody. The fact that
the author trades the parody of a proletarian author in for imitation indicates a change of artistic
goal. In his trilogy Zoshchenko no longer aims for literary mastery, but for literary acceptance. In
his satirical short stories Zoshchenko rendered the socially useful feuilleton impractical,

providing vivid examples of the rabkor’s ineptitude in the role of social commentator. In the
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trilogy, the skeptical attitude toward the rabkor disappears entirely, as the worker correspondent
becomes Zoshchenko’s teacher and the feuilleton his template.

Despite these attempts at fitting into the Soviet literary scene, Zoshchenko missed the
mark by a decade. In his prose trilogy, Zoshchenko grasps at thin air, trying to use literary
conventions that won him acclaim in the early Soviet period. This anachronistic literary style
vividly demonstrates the demonic speed of change in the State’s demands resulting in writers’
confusion about the form of proper Soviet literature. Zoshchenko’s intentions were clearly not
rebellious or subversive as he completely relinquished the double-voiced mischief of his short
stories, finally following the proletarian writer’s logic with a straight face. Ultimately,
Zoshchenko was unable to remain in the critics’ good graces. After the publication of the first
half of Before Sunrise in 1943 Zoshchenko’s work was condemned as “amoral” and as out of
line with “the people”.’® As it turned out, the simple hearted, sincere proletarian writer of

Zoshchenko’s imagination did not coincide with the State’s version of this figure.

% Starkov, 191-195.
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Conclusion

The Artist and the Crowd

Alexander Pushkin’s poem “Poet i tolpa,” (1828) describes a poet’s frustration at having to
address a group of unenlightened plebeians. The poet’s exquisite song falls on deaf ears as the
crowd cannot comprehend the practical purpose of poetry. Disgusted with their pedestrian

utilitarianism, the poet chastises the masses for their ignorance:

Silence, you foolish public,

A laborer, slave of poverty, of worry!

Your insolent murmur is intolerable,

You are an earth worm, not a son of the heavens;
All that you value is measured by weight

You evaluate the Belvedere idol.'

You see no purpose in him.

But this marble is a god!... so what?

A baking pot is more precious to you

You cook your food in it.

[Momum, GeCCMBICTICHHBIN HApO,
[Nonenmuk, pad HyX1bl, 3200T!
HecHoceH MHE TBOM pOIOT AEP3KHIA,
Tsl uepBb 3eMJIH, HE CbIH Hebec;
TeGe ObI 10JIB3bI BCE — HA BEC
Kymup 181 ienuins benbBenepckuil.
THI OIB3BI, MTOJTB3BI B HEM HE 3pUILIb.

! Refers to “Belveder Apollo” - a marble statue of the god of poetry discovered in the 15"
century.
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Ho mpamop ceii Benp 6or!.. Tak uto xe?
[eunoii ropmok Tebe qopoxe:
ThI ULy B HeM cebe BapHb. |’

In response, the crowd asks the poet to improve society with his god-given gift. They tell him
that his powers must be used to instruct and enlighten the masses. Admitting to their moral

failings, the common people ask the poet to morally elevate them.

The Ignorant Masses:

Well, if you have been chosen by the heavens,
Your gift, divine messenger

Should be used to for our benefit:
Reform the hearts of your brothers

We are weakwilled, treacherous,
Shameless, mean and ungrateful

We are cold-hearted skoptsy,’

We are liars, slaves, fools.

Defects amass within is.

You could, for the sake of brotherly love
Give us bold lessons

And we will listen to them.

[YepHb.

Her, ecnu Tb1 HEOeC N30paHHUK,
Caoii nap, 60KECTBEHHBIN TTOCTAaHHHUK,
Bo 61aro nam ynotpeGuisid:
Ceppaia coOpaTbeB HCTIPABIISH.
MBpbI MaJIOayIIHBI, MBI KOBapHBI,
BeccToiaHbl, 31161, HEOIAr0IApHBI,
MBpI cepAeM XJaJHble CKOMIIBI,
KneBetnuku, padsl, MITynip;
I'ae3gsTest KiryboM B HAC TTOPOKH.
ThI MOXKEIIb, OIMKHETr0 JIF00S,
JlaBaTb HaM cMelble YPOKH,

A MbI ocnyiaem tebs. |

* Aleksandr Pushkin, “Poet i tolpa,” (1828), Stikhotvorennia Tom 3 (Moskva-Leningrad: Izd-vo
akademii nauk SSSR, 1949), 85.

3 Reference to a Christian sect who believed that castration was the way to spiritual salvation.
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The poet dismisses their plea stating that prisons, not poetry discipline the wicked. He refuses the
taks of enlightener and rejects the suggested connection between art and edification. The writer’s
predicament in a newly classless society of the 1920s in many ways resembled the plight of the
artist in Pushkin’s poem. Unlike the disdainful poet, however, pre-revolutionary intellectuals did
not have the option of maintaining a proud distance from the masses. Literature in the years of
NEP was bound to the interests of common readers. The dialogue between the artist and the
crowd became accomodating in part due to financial and political pressures placed on authors,
and in part due to the disappearing boundary between high and low cultural spheres.

The problem of including a mass reader among the implied audiences of a complex
literary text echoes some of the broader social and cultural tensions evident in the years
following the revolution. The reconciliation of pre-revolutionary tastes and values with Soviet
ideology remained a central concern not only for writers but for politicians as well throughout
the early 1920s. The traditional narrative describing early Soviet culture depicts a struggle
between the values of the pre-revolutionary intellectuals and the proletarian ideals of the newly
formed State. In my study, I have countered this binary view by demonstrating the process of
negotiation between artistic aims and adaptation to newly literate audiences. Furthermore, the
definition of pre-revolutionary culture has been expanded to include not only the literary classics,
but more widely popular publications.

By drawing on the NEP-era satirical feuilleton, which was in turn conceived from models

of pre-revolutionary popular literature, the authors continued the relationship between writer and

* Ibid., 86.
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common reader established in the years of NEP, despite the State’s interference. The Master and
Margarita, Envy, The Foundation Pit and Zoshchenko’s prose trilogy persistently engage with
the idea of a “mass culture.” This finding is significant to our understanding of Bulgakov, Olesha,
Zoshchenko and Platonov’s cultural positions within the new Soviet Union. The creative output
of these writers was clearly out of line with the conventions of Socialist realism. Parodoxically,
these writers continued the abandoned project of initiating common readers into literature by
injecting recognizable elements of the feuilleton into their modernist prose.

The continued presence of popular elements in these novels indicates a cultural current
flowing beneath the surface of Soviet officialdom. It is vital to make a distinction between this
hidden second life of Soviet literature and what scholars have identified as underground literary
culture. The latter term carries a connotation of elitist exclusivity as well as intentional
separation from the main stream. The writers’ concern with the tastes of a perceived wide
contemporary audience indicates just the opposite --- a desire to remain relevant to future

generations of Soviet readers.

“The Artist and the Crowd” in Post-Soviet Culture: Future Directions for Research

The connection between the masters of Soviet literature and popular culture continues to this
day--- in the the theater, on the screen and on the internet. It may come as a surprise to many
readers that Gudok, the railway worker’s organ where Mikhail Bulgakov, Yuri Olesha, Evgeniy
IIf and Vladimir Petrov, Valentin Kataev and Isaac Babel began their literary careers in the
1920s, still exists as an online journal dedicated to the railroad and topical humor

(www.gudok.ru); moreover, the publication proudly boasts of its literary heritage and continues
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to publish articles about its most famous alumni. As a 2004 editorial piece entitled “An Ordinary
Miracle States” states: “Its [Gudok’s] entire history — is an illustration of miracle: an unknown
beginning author arrives, and leaves a Master.” This statement is of course alluding to Mikhail
Bulgakov’s illustrious career, which began at Gudok in the 1920’s. Other proprietary claims over
their star contributors include a yearly “Bulgakov prize” for best feuilleton, and a recently
produced play entitled “A Deathly Funny Adventure” about the comical exploits of Yuri Olesha
and Evgeniy IIf’ as young feuilleton writers riding a train to Moscow.’

In 2005 Vladimir Bortko transposed The Master and Margarita into a television series.
The cinematic rendering capitalizes on the vaudeville spirit of the novel: the special effects and
rampant nudity seem to overshadow the theological and philosophical aspects of Bulgakov’s
masterpiece. Andrei Platonov has gained enormous popularity both in Russian and in the West in
the last 20 years. The author’s incredible complexity has not prevented directors from adapting
his works to the screen: Vladimir Mirzoev began filming “The Foundation Pit” in 2005, but
aborted the project due to disagreements with the studio. One of Platonov’s short stories “The
Return” is currently being made into a film called “Father” (2007). Another indication of post-
Soviet interest in these authors is the re-releasing of Soviet era films based on works by Olesha
and Platonov. In 2001, film studios resurrected 77i tolstiaka (1966) and Platonov’s Odinokii

golos cheloveka (1978).

> Viktor Viktorov, “Obyknovennoye Chudo.” Gudok 23 (December 2004), accessed 1 August
2007 <http://www.gudok.ru/index.php/4180>.

® This play was undertaken by the Moscow Youth Theater under the direction of Vyacheslav
Spesitsev in the spring of 2007.
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The cultural negotiations between high art and commercial accessibility evident in the
adaptation of classic novels to the tastes of current Russian audiences resemble the difficult
relationship between the writer and the newly literate public in the early 1920s. Although the
authors themselves are long gone, the task of mediating artistic merit and popular appeal falls to
the directors and screenwriters. A future study examining receptions and transpositions of
Bulgakov, Olesha and Platonov’s works using recent films, theatrical reviews, book reviews,
literary articles and internet publications would significantly aid our understanding of the
connection between writer and reader. Examining these masterpieces against the backdrop of the
trends in post-Soviet reading and viewing culture one stumbles upon the same set of questions
encountered in the discussion of the Soviet 1920s: How do changes in the economy and new
reader demographics contribute to the aesthetic re-imaginings of Soviet prose works? What
popular potentials are uncovered when high-brow literary texts are re-opened within the context
of commercial culture?

The seventy-five years of Soviet rule rendered Russian culture a unique phenomenon,
guided by the whims of several tyrannical leaders and a nationalist ideology. But is seventy-five
years a long enough time span to completely sever the mechanisms of cultural production which
existed before the revolution and have been revived after the fall of communism? Scholars have
no doubts about the considerable influences of nineteenth century literary themes, philosophy
and linguistic style on Soviet literature. It appears logical that a notion of a market driven writer-
reader relationship, which began to develop toward the end of the 19™ century, would also be
carried into the brave new world of Soviet literature. The NEP years certainly capitalized on this

pre-existing connection to reach a newly literate reader. The mass culture of the 1920s developed
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on the idea of a common audience may not be all that different from the commercial post-Soviet
culture. In this modern sphere the intellectual author and the mass audience reunite through new

media and technologies: the dialogue between the artist and the crowd continues.
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