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NOTE ON CONVENTIONS

I have followed the Library of Congress transliteration conventions, with the following two
important exceptions: ‘10’ is rendered throughout as ‘yu’ (not ‘iu’), and ‘4’ as “ya’ (not "ia").
Furthermore, the endings of proper names in ‘uii’ are transcribed throughout as ‘y’, not "ii’
(Dmitry, Aleshkovsky, etc.).

For references, 1 have been guided by the handbook of the Modern Humanities
Research Association (2002). I provide full references to each work at its first mention in each
chapter; in subsequent references, I generally cite author and page number only. In cases
where more than one work by an author has been referred to, both author and title are given.
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From Aleshkovsky to Galkovsky: The Praise of Folly in Russian Prose since the 1960s

Short Abstract

This thesis illustrates and analyses the appeal of folly to writers of, principally, the late-
Soviet era (1960s-1980s). This appeal expressed itself not only in numerous portrayals of
evidently foolish characters, but also in the widespread use of first-person narrative in which
various masks of folly are worn by narrators to assert their detachment from societal norms
and from the scholarly and ‘objective’ discourse which Soviet culture sought to promote.
These tendencies towards folly and subjectivity are examined in their various historical,
religious and philosophical implications. Parallels are sought both in the Russian literary-
cultural heritage, which has accorded exceptional importance to various models of folly, and
in West-European literary traditions, especially that established by Erasmus. It is argued that,
while the Russian paradigm of holy foolery (yurodstvo) has undoubtedly retained its
importance as a literary theme and code, loose analogies with yurodstvo may lead to
misleading or simplistic interpretations.

In the Introduction I outline further my aims and methodology, while also providing
an account of the cultural and literary background to the topic, before and after 1917. In
Chapter One [ discuss fiction by Vladimir Voinovich, Vasily Shukshin and Venedikt
Erofeev, in order to indicate aspects of the general shape of my topic in the given period:
how the ‘praise of folly’ developed and gained in complexity at the end of the 1960s.

The bulk of the thesis (Chapters Two to Five) is devoted to more detailed case-
studies of the work of three significant, but critically neglected, writers: Yuz Aleshkovsky,
Yury Mamleev and the philosopher, Dmitry Galkovsky. The varied ‘fool narratives’ of each
of these writers manifests, in contrasting ways, a profound and paradoxical engagement with
the mind, wisdom and learning. If Aleshkovskian folly develops in a sharply drawn
historical context (Stalinism and its aftermath) and bears a markedly Christian flavour,
Mamleev seeks to exclude Soviet and Christian thematics entirely, seeking deliverance from
thought and reason. Dmitry Galkovsky, meanwhile, assesses the entire history of the Russian
intelligentsia’s love affair with folly from his own radically subjective and unreliable
perspective in his ‘philosophical novel’ Beskonechnyi tupik.

The Epilogue is devoted to Viktor Erofeev’s highly cynical interpretation of Russia’s
‘praise of folly’, before concluding with examples of the renewal of its traditions in post-
Soviet prose.





















Introduction

If the fool would persist in his folly he would become wise.
William Blake, ‘Proverbs of Hell®

For centuries, Russian writers have persisted in folly, with or without the hope of
becoming wise. From Avvakum to Venedikt Erofeev, Russian prose abounds in authors of
profound cultural influence who have placed the idiotic and the foolish at the centre of
their art and philosophy. The narrator’s prefatory remark in Brat'va Karamazovy that the
eccentric (chudak) may bear within himself the ‘heart of the whole’ (serdtsevinu tselogo)
is yet more applicable to the chudak’s various cousins in folly —the durak (fool), idiot, and
yurodivyi (holy fool) — in Dostoevsky’s novels and in Russian fiction more generally.'
Reflecting the unusually direct impact of the New Testament on modern Russian culture,
this tradition has tended to revere the outcast, the feeble, and the intellectually humble. A
notion of personal integrity, rather than wisdom, has often been its tacit promise.
Concurrently, Russian writers have cultivated a tradition of first-person narration
which has flaunted its aversion to intellectual pretension and learning, engaging the reader
in the paradoxes of wisdom and folly once set in play by Socrates. This genre (‘fool
narrative’, as it will be called here) flourished above all in the Soviet period and
encourages one to speak of the poetics as well as thematics of folly. These features are by
no means unique to Russian literature; but what is perhaps unrivalled is the persistence

with which Russian writers have been drawn to them. Like a psychic complex, folly has

! F. M. Dostoevsky, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, 30 vols (Leningrad: Nauka, 1972-90), x1v, p.5; compare with
similar comments on the role qf the yurodivyi, pp.275-76. The referent of this comment is the novel’s hero,
Alesha Karamazov, described in the novel on numerous occasions as a fool or yurodivyi.



served as a ‘nodal point™ of literary development in Russia, at once a creative stimulus and
a hindrance that has prompted agonies of self-reflection and self-execration.”

In the period of late socialism (1960s-1980s) which is the primary focus of this
thesis, a host of social and cultural factors served to accentuate the appeal of folly,
especially to writers who found themselves unpublished and socially marginalized in
Soviet Russia. Responding, in part, to the normalizing requirements of Socialist Realism
and its presumption of exclusively ‘positive’ heroes, the fool came to reassume his role as
— in Vasily Shukshin’s phrase — the eternal hero, and truth-teller, of the times.” The
tendency towards outsider protagonists which gathered steam in the 1950s and 1960s was
seized on in subsequent years by writers who — unlike Shukshin or, before him, Yury
Kazakov — could hold little hope of publication. In the work of Venedikt Erofeev, Yuz
Aleshkovsky and many others, narrator and fool came together in a wilful embrace of the
subjectivity and apparent anti-rationalism which Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy had always
deemed anathema and had already outlawed in the work of early-Soviet writers. These
writers looked back to the type of fool narratives produced at the boundary of acceptability
in the 1920s by Platonov, Zoshchenko and others, but they developed the genre in quite
new directions. Making a complete break with the political and literary establishment, they
explored radically divergent aesthetic and philosophical paths, betraying, in part, the
miscellany of intellectual influences, non-Russian as well as Russian, to which the culture
of samizdat was so receptive.

At the same time, and occasionally within the same texts, Russian intellectuals’

attraction to folly, both in the present and in the past, was subjected to unprecedented

? See Carl Gustav Jung, Modern Man in Search of a Soul, trans. by W. S. Dell and Cary F. Baynes (1933;
London: Routledge, 2001; repr. 2005), p.82.

3 See John Givens, Prodigal Son: Vasilii Shukshin in Soviet Russian Culture (Evanston: Northwestern
University Press, 2000), p.66; see ibid, pp.59-60, on the tendencies towards eccentric and unattractive heroes in
prose of the 1950s and early 1960s. For an excellent discussion of the ‘Socialist Realist Tradition’, see
Geoffrey Hosking, Beyond Socialist Realism: Soviet Fiction since Ivan Denisovich (London: Granada. 1980),

pp-1-28.



scrutiny. In this way, the imposing influence of such figureheads as Dostoevsky and
Berdyaev could be offset to some extent by attempts to re-examine the role of folly in
Russian thought and self-perception.

This often cynical inquiry did not mark the end of Russia’s love-affair with folly.
Indeed, the literary myths which late-Soviet fool narrative helped produce — most
famously, the ‘Venichka’ of Moskva-Petushki — have only added to its charms. In post-
Soviet, post-censorship prose, the concemns described above have survived and remained

prominent.4

These patterns suggest that much stands to be gained by examining recent Russian writing
through the prism of folly. The topic, however, is not without its inherent difficulties. On
the one hand, it risks generalization and imprecision in its scope and terminology (‘folly’,
as I discuss below, is resistant to exact definition). On the other, the topic tempts excessive
specificity, since the tidiest way of addressing it would match types of fools and folly to
specific cultural paradigms. Yet a typological approach is not always adequate to the
complexity of the material under study.

The approach I am taking is general in the sense that I employ a flexible and
inclusive concept of folly which draws on a variety of cultural paradigms and literary
models. It is specific in that it involves the detailed and extensive examination of
individual texts, seeking out their particular qualities and differences before making
broader comparison with other writers and the period as a whole.

The thesis addresses two fundamental tasks. One is to introduce and interpret the
prose of three significant and innovative authors — Yuz Aleshkovsky, Yury Mamleev, and

Dmitry Galkovsky — who have received little extended critical attention, despite (or as a

4 See my Epilogue.



result of) their established reputations.” The prism of folly, broadly conceived. illuminates
many of their central preoccupations. This is not to claim, however, that the three writers
belong to a shared literary school or family. Aleshkovsky and Mamleev could hardly difter
more in many fundamental respects of style and substance, one (Aleshkovsky) a satirist,
moral conservative and defender of vitality, the other (Mamleev) a mystic bent on
exploring death and philosophies of radical solipsism outside a Christian intellectual
framework. And neither’s work is likely to be confused with the Rozanov-inspired
philosophizing of Dmitry Galkovsky, thirty years their younger. Yet, disparate though they
are, these writers are all visibly concerned with the nature of the mind and reason, of
wisdom and learning, and all explore these concerns through various ‘praises of folly’.
These similarities are underpinned both by a shared literary and cultural heritage rich in
folly and by an immediate socio-political context which helped reinforce this tendency.

The broad topic of folly thus allows writers who appear in many respects
incompatible to be housed together. This serves the parallel aim of the thesis, which is to
trace the shape of the late-Soviet ‘praise of folly’ as a more widespread literary tendency.
Through case-studies of Aleshkovsky, Mamleev and Galkovsky, many of its common
themes and concerns will emerge, as will aspects of its development in form and genre.
This second aim is supported by briefer discussion of other significant and better-known
writers of the period in Chapter One, in which I will trace the shape of the topic in the
1960s — namely, the manner in which, from being a character in third-person narrative
(Voinovich, Shukshin), the fool became the narrator and sole protagonist (Venedikt
Erofeev).

It should be emphasized, nevertheless, that my coverage of the period under study

is far from comprehensive. Practical considerations of space and time have excluded

5 If Yuz Aleshkovsky is famous for his bad language, Yury Mamleev is notorious for the darkness and
perversity of his subject matter. While both reputations are merited, they reflect only the surface of the two
authors’ fiction, and have arguably inhibited their critical reception.



numerous interesting authors (notably, Sasha Sokolov) who praised folly in still turther

ways and to whose work the patterns that will emerge here might be found relevant.”

Methodology

My readings of individual texts will focus on the different means through which the late-
Soviet praise of folly has been conducted. Chief among these are the portrayal of fool
characters; the assumption of a foolish persona by first-person narrators; and the
discussion of aspects of folly within these narratives.

These three threads often run together and may, moreover, be interwoven with
others. In the stories of Vasily Shukshin, for example, eccentricity will be seen to merge
with foolishness; in those of Yury Mamleev, eccentricity and foolishness share a single
continuum with madness. Bearing such examples in mind, I have taken an inclusive
approach that is intended to reflect the fact that writers of fiction are often less inhibited by
typological and even lexicographic distinctions than scholars, and that this is especially
true of those who trade in the frequently metaphorical discourse of folly. In fiction, as in
everyday speech, a ‘fool’ does not have to be stupid, nor a ‘madman’ certifiably insane.
Rhetorical literary tropes which invert or re-evaluate these terms — a practice established
most influentially in Plato and the New Testament — have added considerably to this
semantic instability. In contrast to most manifestations of stupidity in reality, folly in

literature is often deliberately ill-definable, a quality which scholars have found

®On folly in Sasha Sokolov’s Shkola dlya durakov (1976), see, inter alia, Vladimir Tumanov, ‘A Tale Told by
Two Idiots: Krik idiota v “Shklole dlya durakov’ S. Sokolova i v “‘Shume i yarosti” U. Folknera’, Russian
Language Journal, 48 (1994), 137-54. Also relevant to the topic is Sokolov’s third novel, Palisandriva (1985).
Other notable ‘fool’ authors short-changed in this thesis include Mark Kharitonov, Eduard Limonov,
Vyacheslav P'etsukh, Evgeny Popov, and Zinovy Zinik.



themselves acknowledging and implicitly repudiating at one and the same time. in their
attempts at categorization.’

This is not to deny that such attempts have proved highly illuminating, especially in
surveys of a wide spectrum of texts. Thus, Bakhtin successfully identified the p/ut (rogue),
shut (clown) and durak (fool) as key types in the birth of the European novel, as it
internalized figures from medieval public life. In doing so, he argued convincingly for the
centrality of folly in the novel’s eternal polemic with convention and false intellectual
authority. The subtle observations he made about the various ‘languages’ used by these
types, about the particular licence of the fool, and about the way in which the fool and
clown responded to the author’s own need for a mask, are of lasting value.®

But can such an approach prove as fruitful when applied to modern (and post-
modern) literature which manifests a complex contamination of influences and paradigms,
and which, as James Wood notes, ‘exchanges typology for the examination of the
individual, and the religious dream of complete or stable knowledge for the uncertainty of
incomplete knowledge’?’

A recent article by Lesley Milne on twentieth-century Russian fiction shows that
there is still life in the typological approach, while also illustrating its limitations. Milne
makes cogent comparisons between ‘types of comic hero and author’ from both ends of
the Soviet era, presenting Zoshchenko and Voinovich as ‘innocents’, Ilf, Petrov and
Iskander as ‘rogues’, and Bulgakov and Pelevin as ‘jokers’ who, like the playing cards of

the same name, were able to alter ‘the previously determined structures of play’ and to

7 In her thoughtful introduction to the topic Vicki Janik notes that, ‘Defining foolishness is notoriously difficult,
almost an illustration of itself’, before proceeding with a list of general features by which literary fools might
be recognized; Fools and Jesters in Literature, Art, and History: A Bio-Bibliographical Sourcebook, ed. by
Vicki K. Janik (Westport, CT: Greenwood, 1998), p.2.

# See M.M. Bakhtin, ‘Slovo v romane’ and ‘Formy vremeni i khronotopa v romane’, in Voprosy literatury i
estetiki: Issledovaniva raznykh let (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaya Literatura, 1975), pp.72-233 (pp.212-21),
pp.234-407 (pp.308-16).

® Wood is referring to comedy in European fiction since the late nineteenth century. See James Wood, The
Irresponsible Self: On Laughter and the Novel (London: Jonathan Cape, 2004), p.14.



Create alternative worlds where they held temporary control. " This ingenious typology (an
explicit successor to Bakhtin’s triad) succeeds in indicating some of the masks available,
in literature and life, to writers of the Soviet era. However, as Milne herself acknowledges
in the case of Venedikt Erofeev,'' many important comic writers will fall outside or
between these categories.

As these examples suggest, the typological approach tends to be aimed at mapping
a literary landscape rather than at promoting extensive interpretations of specific texts.'?
Here, by contrast, I will be attending to as many different facets of folly in individual texts
as are apparent, and to a variety of cultural and literary traditions.

In so doing, I will be exploring chiefly metaphorical forms of literary expression, in
which the figure of the fool, and the rhetoric of ‘fool narrative’, allow for the unpredictable
transfer and disclosure of diverse meanings and concerns, often engaging the author in a
complex relationship with his double (the fool or foolish narrator) that both hides and
reveals. Folly, in this sense, resists interpretation at the literal level, being informed in
particular by religious notions of the madman and fool as intermediaries between the
worlds of the visible and invisible.

At the same time, the texts under study will demonstrate the continuing tendency in
Russian literature to portray folly in strikingly direct and often distressing forms.
Nourished by acute cultural and especially religious suspicion of intellectual pride,
Russian writers have often sought to depict an escape from the potential prison of the
intellect. Sheer idiocy and mental illness have exerted an unusually strong, if highly

ambivalent appeal, while the figure of the yurodivyi (holy fool), a fixture of pre-Soviet

19 L esley Milne, ‘Jokers, Rogues and Innocents: Types of comic hero and author from Bulgakov to Pelevin’, in
Reflective Laughter: Aspects of Humour in Russian Culture, ed. by Lesley Milne (London: Anthem, 2004),
pp.85-96 (p.86). Ivan Esaulov contributes another article on typological lines in the same volume: ‘Two Facets
of Comedic Space in Russian Literature of the Modern Period: Holy Foolishness and Buffoonery’, pp.73-84.

"' Milne (ed.), p.-94.

12 Bakhtin’s discussions are typical in this respect: novels and authors are often listed without consideration of
their distinctive qualities.



Russian fiction, has often been seized on for this purpose as a native type, being deemed

all the more truthful for his ragged ugliness and inarticulate speech."

‘Folly’

This word, which has no direct equivalent in Russian and bears a rather antique ring in
modern English, best suits the inclusive approach I have described. In its density of
meanings, folly spans an entire spectrum of lexical, literary and religious associations. In
addition to its primary and most obvious meanings (foolishness, a lack of understanding,
‘unwise conduct’), it preserves traces of its former suggestions of evil, sin and madness."*
The varied evaluations of folly in the Bible (discussed below) have helped prevent these
meanings from becoming wholly obsolete.

Literary works written in English or translated into English have greatly expanded
the remit of ‘folly’. A history of literary folly would connect major writers as close and as
distant as Rabelais, Cervantes, Shakespeare, Pope, Swift, Joyce, and Bellow. At the base
of this tradition stands Erasmus’ Moriae Encomium (1511; Praise of Folly), which
continues to inspire authors, critics and philosophers."> Overturning the straightforward
moral didacticism of Sebastian Brandt’s catalogue of human vices in his popular
Narrenschiff (1497; The Ship of Fools), Praise of Folly explored the slippery and often

contradictory purposes to which the rhetoric of folly could be applied. As modern readings

1> What ought to be clear by now, however, 1s that this is not a thesis about the evaluation of madness or mental
pathology on the basis of literary texts. Nor am I focusing on Soviet psychiatry and its institutions. These have
been extensively described (and vilified) in much late-Soviet and post-Soviet prose, but they provide only a
backdrop, albeit a significant one, to my topic.

'* These meanings lapsed in the middle and late seventeenth century. Notable also is the still-current use of
folly to denote a building erected for purely ornamental purposes. This meaning is appropriate to the perception
of Soviet reality proposed in the fiction of Yuz Aleshkovsky and others.

13 See, for example, Wood, pp.9-11. For an outstanding account of Erasmian irony and its more immediate
descendants in European literature, see Walter Kaiser, Praisers of Folly: Erasmus, Rabelais, Shakespeare
(London: Victor Gollancz, 1964).



have emphasized, it is a philosophical work as much as it is an audaciously satirical one.'”
It is largely thanks to Erasmus that *folly’, bearing wisdom in its train, has come to evoke
in literary discourse a familiar bundle of quandaries and paradoxes. Furthermore, as Carlos
Fuentes recently observed on the occasion of the fourth centennial of Don Quixote, it is
thanks to the direct (if necessarily tacit) influence of Praise of Folly on Cervantes that the
modern novel acquired its ‘birthright’, providing ‘a privileged space [...] of incertitude’."’

Praise of Folly has long been known to Russian readers as Pokhvala gluposti.'® The
title illustrates the lack of a satisfactory equivalent in Russian for ‘folly’, which
communicates the complexity and allusions of Erasmus’ title in a way that glupost’
(‘stupidity’) does not.'” One could also argue for a more general failure of transmission:
the tradition of playful irony represented by Erasmus has not translated into the
mainstream tradition of Russian prose as directly as it has into that of Western Europe and
Latin America. If in Erasmus and Shakespeare, ‘wise fools’ tend to be more wise than
foolish, in Russian literature the balance has often been more indeterminate. However, it is
one contention of this thesis that some recent Russian writers (especially Venedikt Erofeev
and Yuz Aleshkovsky) have rediscovered many of the key features and philosophical
concerns of Erasmus’ Praise of Folly.

This is not to say, however, that Erasmian folly provides the dominant paradigm for
this thesis. Rather, I have taken ‘folly’ as a term capable of embracing a variety of
traditions. The most visible of these, to which I will now turn, belong to Russian culture

and literature, and to their antecedents in the Classical and Christian traditions. The

16 See, for example, Ernesto Grassi and Maristella Lorch, Folly and Insanity in Renaissance Literature
(Binghamton, NY: MRTS, 1986).

'7 Carlos Fuentes, ‘In Praise of the Novel’, Open Democracy, <http://www.opendemocracy.net/arts-
Literature/praise_novel 3182 jsp> [accessed I June 2006] (p.2 of 6). See also Kaiser, pp.277-96.

'8 James H. Billington notes that it has been widely read in Russian since the eighteenth century. See
Billington, The Icon and the Axe: An Interpretative History of Russian Culture (1966; New York: Vintage
Books, 1970), p.60.

' In particular, glupost’ does not capture the important allusion to St Paul’s “folly for Christ’s sake’ which is
rendered in the standard Biblical translation as ‘roponctso Xpucra paau’.



following survey is intended to provide a basis for the analogies and speculations made in
the body of the thesis and to indicate salient features that continue to shape the discourse

of folly in Russian literature.

Folly in the Platonic and Biblical Traditions

The enduring prominence of folly in European literature and thought rests in part on the
perennial novelty of paradoxes established by ancient authorities who, from highly visible
positions within intellectual culture, warned of the acute limitations of the human intellect.
One thinks, above all, of Plato’s Socrates, and, in the New Testament, St Paul.

The attainments of human wisdom, Socrates believed, were negligible, and he
repeatedly drew attention to his own ignorance. He may have been wiser than the
reputedly wisest men of Athens, but only ‘to this small extent, that I do not think I know
what I do not know’.”® Such paradoxical formulations established a strategy that was at
once aggressive and defensive towards complacent authority; they also discouraged
accusations of arrogance. Their potential appeal to the marginalized author or protagonist
in the Soviet era — who has to define his position vis-a-vis ‘scientific’ Marxist-Leninist
orthodoxy — 1s readily understandable. So, too, is the appeal of other aspects of the myth of
Socrates: his courage and poverty; and his incongruous appearance and behaviour, for
which he was satirized by Aristophanes and correspondingly exalted by Plato.”' In Plato’s
Symposium Alcibiades compares Socrates to statues of Silenus, which concealed god-like

beauty beneath their ugly facade; thus, in his ‘game of irony’, Socrates concealed his

20 See *Apology’, trans. by G.M.A Grube, in Plato, Complete Works, ed. by John M. Cooper (Indianapolis:
Hackett, 1997), pp.17-36 (pp.21-22).
?! See David Luljak, ‘Socrates as Fool in Aristophanes and Plato’, in Janik (ed.), pp.400-5.

10



wisdom beneath his claims of ignorance.22 Noteworthy also is Socrates” selt-appointed
function as civic gadfly, tireless in his efforts "to rouse each and every one of you', and his
self-definition as a private man, or idiotes.”> All these features set an important precedent
for the personae adopted by some of the philosophically-minded writers discussed in
subsequent chapters, who cast themselves as ‘idiots’ in senses both ancient and modern.

It is the New Testament, however, whose enduring significance has shaped most
fundamentally Russia’s ‘praise of folly’, even under atheist Soviet rule. The association of
the new Christian faith with folly was articulated most explicitly by St Paul, who set
himself and the apostles against their puffed-up ‘brethren’ in Corinth, claiming: ‘We are
fools for Christ’s sake, but you are wise in Christ. We are weak, but you are strong. You
are held in honour, but we in disrepute’ (1 Cor 4:10). Paul responds to the eloquence and
complacency of the Corinthians with divinely sanctioned inarticulacy, preaching to them
‘not with eloquent wisdom, lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its power’ (1 Cor 1:17).
Folly serves him — as it did Socrates and as it would Erasmus, Avvakum and many others
subsequently — as a rhetorical defence and an unstable mode of irony that often leads to
paradox and even opacity.”* Paul wishes to boast ‘only of the things that show my
weakness’ (2 Cor 11:30), yet asserts his unique access to ‘the mind of Christ’ (1 Cor 2:16).

Such passages cannot be explained merely as exercises in inversion, after which
wisdom and folly could reassume the places traditionally accorded to them in the Old
Testament.” Rather, they elaborate on the revolutionary and ostensibly unappealing
features of the new faith. Christ himself had appeared mad to his contemporaries,

befriending outcasts and prostitutes, violating rituals and laws, and manifesting the self-

22 ‘Symposium’, trans. by Alexander Nehamas and Paul Woodruff, in Plato, pp.457-505 (p.498). Silenus was
the foster-father of Bacchus; images named after him were ‘ugly on the outside, being covered with strange
carvings; but they were hollow and could be opened up. Inside, was the figure of a God’; M.A.Screech,
Laughter at the Foot of the Cross (London: Penguin, 1997), p.91.

23 Plato, pp.28-32 (p.28).

4 See, especially, 2 Cor 11:16-19.

> As S.A. lvanov appears to argue in Ivanov, Holy Fools in Byzantium and Beyond, trans. by Simon Franklin
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), p.19.

11



abasement, kenosis and weakness praised by St Paul and later followed by the holy fools.™®
The fact of the crucifixion — ‘a stumbling block [skandalon] to Jews, and folly to Gentiles’
(I Cor 1:23) — had grounded the faith in what would appear to human eyes as madness and
scandal. Its meaning could be revealed only to an inspired fool on the boundary between
worlds, such as St Paul — and, even then, only ‘in a mirror dimly” (1 Cor 13:12). The Old
Testament notion of wisdom — based on prudence, obedience and fear of God — was no
longer tenable. There, the reward of wisdom was, in one theologian’s words, ‘a life of
success and respect, not a miserable, shameful death on a cross’.*’ Christ, by contrast, had
indicated the victory of grace over law, pride and self-reliance, and of the inner life over
the external. The deepest truths, he had said, were now more accessible to ‘babes’ than to
the ‘wise’, indicating the kinship between infancy and saintly folly.?®

The persistence of these themes in modern literature is not hard to understand. The
New Testament’s re-evaluation of folly and wisdom bears obvious appeal to the writer of
fiction, emphasizing as it does interiority, secrecy, madness, and the breaking of taboos.
Where the Old Testament equates folly with sin and blasphemy,” St Paul accords ‘hidden
and secret wisdom’ (1 Cor 2:7) to the fool, endowing him with immense charisma, rather
as the fool has been associated in many pagan and primitive cultures with realities and

forces beyond the reach of reason.’’ Yet the Christian fool is also, in imitation of Christ’s

example, the object of society’s scorn and a potential scapegoat.

26 On Christ’s self-emptying (kenosis), see Philippians 2:6-11. On his madness: Mark 3:21, John 10:20.

2T Kim Paffenroth, /n Praise of Wisdom: Literary and Theological Reflections on Faith and Reason (New
York: Continuum, 2004), p.54.

28 See Matthew 11:25; Luke 11:21; and John Saward, Perfect Fools (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980),

pp.7-11.

%% See, for example, Psalms 14:1. The Old Testament fool is typically a man without restraint in both actions
and words (Prov 14:16, 12:23, 15:2; Eccles 5:3). He is incapable of instruction (Prov 1:7); his folly is infectious
(Prov 26:5), and his laughter vain (Eccles 7:5-6).

3% On the ritual role of the fool in primitive culture, see Janik (ed.), p.11; and William Willeford, The Fool and
His Sceptre: A Study in Clowns and Jesters and their Audience (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press,
1969), pp.73-98.
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These patterns reinforce the possibility of folly being viewed as a torce in itself, a
magnet for both good and evil. St Paul’s moria (folly), which itself echoed the use of the
term in Greek tragedy to suggest a controlling power or fate, would become in Praise of
Folly a beneficial force that brings happiness and sweet illusion.”’ In Russian works such
as Dostoevsky’s Idiot (or, as we will see, Yuz Aleshkovsky’s Nikolai Nikolaevich) a

mysterious force comparable to moria similarly appears to dictate the course of events.

Yurodstvo

The sanctification of folly and madness has had extraordinary resonance in Russian culture
through the tradition of yurodstvo, or holy foolery. Its most faithful adherents have enacted
in a strikingly literal manner the vocation described by St Paul and his identification of
fools for Christ’s sake (yurodivye Khrista radi) with self-abasement, ‘filth’ and ridicule as
a ‘spectacle to the world’ (1 Cor 4:9-11). Filtered over centuries through many layers of
secular and especially literary culture, yurodstvo retained its significance in the Soviet
period as a hidden code influencing intellectuals’ writings and lives, and, just as
importantly, influencing their reception among readers and critics. Indeed, the analogy
between yurodstvo and non-conformist literature has at times been pressed too far, leading
to inaccurate or shallow interpretations. This thesis is intended, in part, to help correct the
balance: the recent ‘praise of folly’ manifests other paradigms of folly that may prompt
more illuminating readings than yurodstvo. Nevertheless, the ongoing relevance of
yurodstvo to Russian literature and culture is beyond doubt, deriving from its singular

significance over centuries to the Russian people, and to her rulers, writers and artists. It

3 Moria is largely alien to the Old Testament discourse of folly in Greek translation (where aphron is the
typical designation of a fool). See Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. by Gerhard Kittel, 10 vols
(Grand Rapids, Mich: Eerdmans, 1964-1976), Iv, pp.832-47. For Sophocles, who applied the word to the
madness of Antigone, moria denoted a darkening of the mind; see Saward, p.5.
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seems necessary, therefore, to provide an account, however brief, of this elusive and
mutable phenomenon both in its theoretical and hagiographic foundations, and in its
manifestations in reality and legend, the variety and abundance of which have made
yurodstvo a specific, ‘national’ phenomenon in the history of holy foolery.’?

Born of a pious frustration with monastic and hermetic seclusion, holy foolery
emerged in Byzantium as a paradoxical mode of engagement with the world. The holy fool
perceives the world to be lying in the grip of sin, and confronts it by performing (or
affecting to perform) sinful acts, thus showing the world’s true face to itself. On the one
hand, the Byzantine holy fool (salos) aggressively imposed his eschatological fervour on
ordinary and apparently virtuous people, shocking them through enigmatic gestures and
performances rich in scatological, sexual and alcoholic motifs; on the other, he sought to
detach himself from secular temptations through his impassiveness (apatheia) and to
protect his incognito, thereby avoiding the praise that would follow were his saintly
purpose to be revealed. These two dynamics were equally important, and both involved the
stimulation of madness. Leontius’ vita of Symeon of Emessa, who lived in the first half of
the sixth century, provides the richest account of fully-fledged urban holy foolery,
describing the outrages committed by the saint in order to ‘show a weakness in the
virtuous life to the slothful and pretentious’. Symeon ties a dead dog to his waist and
defecates in public, eats meat on days of fasting, throws nuts at women in church, spends
time with prostitutes and pretends to rape the wife of a tavern-keeper. ‘Some of his deeds
the righteous one did out of compassion for the salvation of humans,” Leontius writes, ‘and

others he did to hide his way of life’.*

32 My summary is particularly indebted to Ivanov, op.cit, and his earlier work, Vizantiiskoe yurodstvo
(Moscow: Mezhdunarodnye Otnosheniya, 1994); and to the stimulating interpretations of Likhachev and
Panchenko in D.S. Likhachev, A.M. Panchenko, and N.V. Ponyrko, Smekh v Drevnei Rusi (Leningrad: Nauka,
1984).

33 See the translation of this Life given in Derek Krueger, Symeon the Holv Fool: Leontius’ Life and the Late
Antique City (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), pp. 131-71 (pp.152-53).
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Symeon’s acts of sacrilege may be explained as a challenge to routine worship and
complacency (favoured targets of the holy fools), while the mock rape is explicitly
attributed by Leontius to Symeon’s need to disgrace himself in front of the tavern-keeper,
who was on the point of exposing his saintliness.”® However, such explanations rarely
seem adequate to the extremity of the holy fool’s behaviour. Indeed, the essence of holy
foolery as a historical phenomenon is not the specific (and often strained) exegesis, but the
riddling gesture itself, the shocking nature of which survives any explanation. Moreover,
as Simon Franklin has remarked, it proscribes explanation, since, ‘if the fool’s sanctity is
authentic, 1t must be concealed; to be acknowledged is to fail (or to fall victim to pride);
how, therefore, could anybody known to be a Holy Fool actually be one?’*” It is only in
the historically unreliable forms of hagiography or fiction that holy foolery can be made
sense of — hence, in part, its particular appeal to the writer.

Encountering increasing scepticism and disapproval, holy foolery ebbed away in
Byzantine culture by the eleventh and twelfth century, but in sixteenth- and seventeenth-
century Muscovy it flourished again in unprecedented fashion, albeit in a manner that
diluted many aspects of the Byzantine paradigm. The Russian vitae are pale imitations of
the Byzantine models, alluding to the scandalous features of holy foolery with formulaic
phrases rather than detailed description, and placing greater stress on less specific saintly
achievements, notably prophecy and asceticism.’® In actuality, yurodstvo merged to some
degree with other paradigms, such as religious wandering, and even shamanism — hence,

Ewa M. Thompson has argued, the yurodivyi’s customary apparel of chains and metal

3 Krueger, pp.152-53.
35 See Simon Franklin, [Review of The Holy Fool in Byzantium and Russia, ed. by Inge Lunde], SEER, 3

(1997), 534. ‘ '
36 See Svitlana Kobets, ‘The Russian Paradigm of Jurodstvo and its Genesis in Novgorod’, Russian Literature,

48 (2000), 367-88.
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objects.”” Above all, yurodstvo blurred the distinction between feigned and actual
madness. Many people perceived as yurodivye were clearly of unsound mind (or, as
Challis and Dewey suggested, autistic).”® Significant also is the etymology of the word
yurodstvo, its cognate urod denoting a congenital deficiency.”” The link between holy
foolishness and ugliness or monstrosity (urodstvo) would remain pronounced in literary
representation.

This pattern of adaptation (or corruption) undoubtedly facilitated the spread of
yurodstvo as a popular phenomenon among the uncounted thousands of madmen,
simpletons, beggars, wild men and ascetics who were perceived as yurodivye or
blazhennye and revered for their assumed clairvoyancy, well beyond Peter the Great’s
attempts to suppress them.*® Diaries suggest that even in the Soviet period wandering
yurodivye remained an unexceptional occurrence.*’ At the same time, aspects of the
original, Byzantine paradigm were kept alive in popular legend. The foiklore of yurodstvo
continued to emphasize its aggressive and paradoxical qualities, while explaining these in
a neat, didactic form. Thus, the apocryphal vita of Basil the Blessed describes this most
popular of the yurodivye smashing an icon beneath which lies a portrait of the devil.*? In
all his actions, the yurodivyi reveals the underside (iznanka) of appearances. This feature
would, for obvious reasons, accentuate the appeal of the yurodivyi to critics of Soviet
civilization.*”?

A final important aspect of yurodstvo is the history and mythology of its

relationship with power. While the Byzantine holy fool was ‘conspicuous in lacking even

*7 Ewa M. Thompson, Understanding Russia: The Holy Fool in Russian Culture (Lanham: University Press of
America, 1987), pp.112-13.

3 Ivanov, Holy Fools, p.312. Natalia Challis and Horace W. Dewey, ‘The Blessed Fools of Old Russia’,
Jahrbiicher fiir Geschichte Osteuropas, 22 (1974), 1-11 (pp.1-5).

3% Ivanov, Holv Fools, p.246.

%0 On Peter’s disapproval, see ibid, pp.345-47.

*! See, for example, Galina Vishnevskaya, Istoriya zhizni (Paris: La Presse Libre/Kontinent, 1985), p.25.

42 Ivanov, Holy Fools, pp.318-22.

3} For an illustration of this, see Chapter Three, below, pp.141-42.
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the slightest interest in political engagement’ (lvanov),™ Russian culture granted to the
yurodivyi a freedom to criticize that linked medieval tsar and yurodiyvi in a bond
exceeding, through its spiritual dimension, that between Shakespearean fool and king. This
culminated in Ivan Grozny’s ‘love-hatred’ for yurodivye, who alone were, like he as fsar,
beyond good and evil.*’ Ivan imitated holy foolery in his treatment of his subjects and in
his letters, which he occasionally signed ‘Parfeny Urodivyi’.*® This unique relationship
between tsar and fool provided a seductive paradigm by which writers and artists could
define their relationship to power and tyranny, and, in particular, towards Stalin.*’ It also

suggested the implication of the yurodivyi in the political system and its catastrophes.

Traditions of Folly in Folklore

Yurodstvo, as many scholars have remarked, flourished in a context deprived of cultural
outlets that might be compared in scale and significance to the carnivals of the medieval
West.* The prominent theatrical and spectacular elements of yurodstvo were licensed not
by the need for entertainment and temporary liberation from piety and hierarchy, but by
the assumed spiritual perfection of the holy fool, which allowed him to enter, unharmed,
the spheres of laughter and play which Orthodox culture traditionally identified with the
pagan and the satanic. Those who understood the antics of the yurodivyi would perceive

them as tragic, not ludic. Indeed, those who revered yurodstvo were often most critical of

* Ivanov, Holy Fools, p.216

* See ibid, pp.285-310 (p.286).

% See Likhachev’s chapter on Ivan in Smekh v drevnei Rusi, pp-25-35 (p.27).

*" The case of Shostakovich is the best-known (and most controversial) instance: see Solomon Volkov (ed.),
Testimony: The Memoirs of Dmitri Shostakovich, trans. by Antonina W. Bouis (London: Hamish Hamilton,
1979), and Ian MacDonald, The New Shostakovich (London: Fourth Estate, 1990), pp.1-10. On Stalin’s self-
identification with Ivan Grozny, see R. Tucker, The Soviet Political Mind (New York: Frederick A. Praeger,
1963), pp.37-38, 43-45.

“ On the implications of this, see Yu.M. Lotman and B.A. Uspensky, ‘Novye aspekty izucheniya kul'tury
Drevnei Rusi’, Voprosy Literatury, 3 (1977), 148-66.
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entertainment and folly for its own sake. Avvakum, for example, was severe in his
criticism of the skomorokhi .*°

One consequence of these processes was the absence of a tradition of joytul and
pious levity in Russian Orthodox culture such as had been represented at the fringes of
Catholicism by St Francis, who called on his followers to be joculatores Domini, or, a
century before him, by St Bernard of Clairvaux, who enjoined Christians to see themselves
as the Lord’s jesters or tumblers, playing a ‘chaste and religious game’ by which they
might themselves be ‘made game of’.>° Nor, in the post-medieval period, did Western
secular traditions of courtly folly succeed in thoroughly implanting themselves in Russia,
despite the efforts of Peter the Great in particular.

Russian folk culture, however, did provide a fertile source of humour, legend, and
proverbs based on folly. A great number of folk-tales depend on the mechanism of
odurachivanie, by which a peasant or worker gets the better of his social superior. It is a
striking characteristic of many of these that the Everyman figure who outwits his master is
himself designated or perceived as a fool, usually bearing the name Ivan-Durak.”' It is as
though cunning is permissible only in the guise of folly, a pattern that seems to reflect
popular Russian suspicion towards ostentatious cleverness and khitrost', often perceived as
alien, unpatriotic qualities.’ 2 With their aggressive satirical character, directed against the
barin or the pop, these tales were published in great quantity during the years of

Collectivization and the violent overthrow of the former rural authorities.”>

49 priscilla Hunt, ‘Avvakum’s “Fifth Petition” to the Tsar and the Ritual Process’, SEEJ, 46 (2002), 483-510
(p.491).

%0 Cited in Saward, pp.58, 84-89.

I'See Russian Tales of Clever Fools, ed. and trans. by Jack V. Haney (Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 2006).

32 On khitrost', and its associations with bureaucracy and foreign expertise, see Billington, pp.121-24.
Billington notes that, ‘In his famous troika passage Gogol insists that Russia “‘be not guileful” (ne khitry') but
like a “straightforward muzhik from Yaroslavl™ (p.122).

53 Haney, p.xiii. On odurachivanie generally in Russian humour, see V.Ya. Propp, Problemy komizma i smekha
(Moscow: Labirint, 2002), pp.76-83.
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There are, however, many other tales in which Ivan-Durak (or similarly-named
fools, such as Emelya-Durak) plays a quite different role, representing qualities which the
Soviet establishment used as examples of how not to behave.”* The folk fool often
epitomizes genuine stupidity and slowness. His inability to say the right thing at the right
time and to recognize the rules of social comportment elicits merciless punishment.
Together with the many proverbs that emphasize violence towards the fool, and the danger
of associating with fools, tales such as ‘Nabityi durak’ suggest, as Daniel Rancour-
Laferriere has argued, a sadomasochistic attitude on the part of listeners and storytellers,
their temptation ‘to beat the fool (sadism)’ being matched by the ‘urge to get the
foolishness beaten out of oneself (masochism). In both processes there seems to be a fear
of actually being a fool, that is, of crossing some dangerous boundary separating the self
from the fool’.> In their first-person narratives, the authors I will be examining tend to
cross this boundary, rendering the ridicule of the fool identical with the ridicule of the self.

There 1s a further aspect of the folkloric tradition which mitigates this ridicule.
Some important skazki in the magical genre make virtues out of the passivity and stupidity
of the fool, which somehow facilitate his good fortune. In ‘Durak i bereza’, for example,
Ivan sells his possessions to a birch tree: when the tree fails to pay him, he chops it down
and finds in its hollow interior a cauldron of gold hidden by robbers.”® Persisting in his
folly, Ivan becomes lucky, stumbling on his treasure or beautiful princess.”’ Recent writers
have often been drawn to precisely this model of the folk fool, the antithesis of the Soviet

ideal of the active hero.>® Thus, in his well-known essay ‘Ivan-Durak’, Andrei Sinyavsky

** See Propp, p.89.

% ‘Durak nabityi’ in A.N. Afanas'ev , Narodnye russkie skazki, ed. by L.G. Barag and N.V. Novikov, 3 vols
(Moscow: Nauka, 1984-85), 111, pp.130-31. Daniel Rancour-Laferriere, The Slave Soul of Russia: Moral
Masochism and the Cult of Suffering (New York: New York University Press, 1995), p.125.

56 Afanas'ev, 111, pp.128-29.

>" This, too, is a pattern underwritten by proverbial wisdom: ‘Jlypak cnuT, a cuacTbe y HErO B FOJI0BaX CTOMT’,
‘Bor nypaka, noBans, KOpMHUT’.

°8 Zara Abdullaeva elaborates this opposition in her article ‘Popular Culture’, in Russian Culture at the
Crossroads, ed. by Dmitry N. Shalin (Colorado: Westview Press, 1996), pp.209-38 (p.224).
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ignores almost entirely the motifs of cruelty, murder and duplicity which characterize the
fool in many tales, in order to stress the affection inspired by Ivan-Durak, as an "anogeos
HE3HaHWUs, HEYMEHHs, HeAenanus W rnosHedumed OGecxutpoctHocTu . This description
allows Sinyavsky to link Ivan-Durak to the Socratic tradition of wise ignorance, and to

make the following claim, fully in the tradition of the ‘praise of folly’ I will be describing:

Hasnauenue Jlypaka — W BceM CBOMM TMoOBel€HHWEM, W OOJMKOM Joka3aThb [...] 4TO OT
YeNOBEYECKOro yMa, YY4EeHOCTH, CTapaHUM, BOJIM — HUYEro He 3aBUCHT. Bce 3TO BTOPUUYHO U HE
caMoe FIaBHOE B JKH3HH.

Aspects of Folly in Pre-Revolutionary Russian Literature

It is beyond the scope of this Introduction to give an adequate survey of this large field, but
a few of its features should be indicated, if only to illustrate a general pattern: that Russian
literature has supplied a continuous rebuke to intellectual pride, drawing on the themes and
types described above to do 50.%

The figure of the yurodivyi has played an important part in this process. Already in
Avvakum’s Life (1672-75), holy foolery came to the fore, both in the form of the
yurodivyi, Fedor, through whom Avvakum dispatches his message to the tsar, and in
Avvakum’s own remonstrations at the Council of Patriarchs, to whom he cites the words
of St Paul (‘We are fools for Christ’s sake”) and to whose intellectual snobbery he opposes
his unschooled rhetoric and ignorance.®’ The Life is also striking as an early example of

first-person narrative in which the narrator consistently mocks himself as a stupid person

%9 Andrei Sinyavsky, [van-Durak (Paris: Sintaksis, 1991), pp.38-39.

% On the religious basis of this topic in fiction and philosophy, see Nadejda Gorodetzky, The Humiliated Christ
in Russian Thought (London: Macmillan, 1938).

S See Archpriest Avvakum: The Life Written by Himself, ed. and trans. by Kenneth N. Brostrom (Michigan:
Ann Arbor, 1979), pp.35-114 (pp.92-94). Yurodstvo is also present in Avvakum’s sympathy for the tsar, for
whom he weeps and prays.
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and, worse, berates himself as “the scum of the earth for his sinful past and evil deeds.””
The masochistic tendencies of Russian folly merge with the ridicule of the self shared by
other religious texts of Avvakum’s time (notably, the tradition of *democratic satire’).*’

The political and dissident dimensions of holy foolery re-emerged to dramatic
effect a century and a half later in Pushkin’s Boris Godunov, which drew on Karamzin's
descriptions of sixteenth-century yurodivye to create a short but telling scene in which the
yurodivyi Nikolka accuses the tsar of the murder of the tsarevich, and refuses to pray for
him.** The scene would preserve its emphatic status in Mussorgsky’s opera, based on
Pushkin’s play.

Many other nineteenth-century writers included a yurodivyi vignette in one or more
of their works, whether with admiration or scepticism.®” Less schematic and more realistic
than the awe-filled depiction of Grisha in Tolstoy’s Detstvo is Gleb Uspensky’s portrait in
‘Paramon Yurodivyi’. Paramon is clearly incapable of wearing any mask or feigning
madness (he is simply ‘kpaiine Hepanekuit’), but the authenticity of his ascetic piety, and
the wounds caused by his fetters, overwhelm all observers, and especially the narrator.
Though a saintly figure, the impression Paramon makes is one of heaviness, slowness and
inarticulacy — features that stand in direct contrast to the Western tradition of religious
folly represented by St Francis and others.*®

Yurodstvo was only one of the ways in which Russian writers emphasized the need,
if not desirability, of intellectual humility. Certainly, they sympathized with the fate of

genuinely intelligent individuals made out to be eccentrics or madmen by the forces of

% Ibid, p.111.

% On Avvakum’s self-portrait and folly, see Likhachev and others, Smekh v Drevnei Rusi, pp.59-71. On
‘democratic satire’, see below, pp.67-69.

* A.S. Pushkin, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, 10 vols (Moscow: Nauka, 1962-66), v, pp.217-328 (pp.298-30).
On Pushkin’s sources for Nikolka, see N. Granovskaya, ‘Yurodivyi v tragedii Pushkina’, Russkaya literatura, 2
(1964), 92-94.

%5 See Thompson, pp.125-58.

6 <paramon Yurodivyi (Iz detskikh let odnogo “propashchego™)’ in G.I. Uspensky, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii,
14 vols (Moscow: Akademiya Nauk SSSR, 1940-54), v1, pp.94-120 (p.100).
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social conformism (the fate of the philosopher Petr Chaadaev). Yet nineteenth-century
writers would insist that we meditate on the reasons for the failure of these exceptional
individuals, and their unfulfilled intellectual promise. From Griboedov’s brilliant and
amusing Chatsky in Gore ot uma, Russian drama would arrive eighty years later at
Chekhov’s enfeebled Uncle Vanya: both protagonists may be said to be made fools of
(odurachennye) by their intelligence.®” Such texts ask whether folly, even stupidity, is the
enduring basis of Russian society. Gogol’s dramatic masterpiece, Revizor, makes this point
in the most uncompromising manner, not only in its culmination, in which the mayor and
his townsfolk realize the sordid truth of their self-centred illusions, but in the pivotal role
granted to the simpleton double-act, Bobchinsky and Dobchinsky, as intermediaries and
eventual scapegoats. In his later correspondence, Gogol expounded on the impossibility of
the development of higher intelligence (razum and mudrost’) unless one sets out on the
path of self-purification and prayer.®®

In nineteenth-century prose, the themes of folly and intelligence preoccupied
Tolstoy and Dostoevsky more than most. Both writers’ work shares the preference of
Slavophile and post-Slavophile thinkers for feeling over reason as a guide to truth and to
the integrity of the personality. But both were also inclined to take these arguments much
further, especially Tolstoy, whose flight from his own rationalizing instincts issued in
extraordinary invectives against reason and learning, unambiguously favouring the ‘supra-
rational’ knowledge of ordinary people over the rational constructs of the intellectual.”” In
his ‘Skazka ob Ivane-Durake i ego dvukh brat'yakh’ (1886), he reworked folklore, and its

characterization of Ivan-Durak as a lazybones, to envisage a peaceful kingdom of hard-

%7 See, for example, Vanya’s speech about how he has wasted his life on skholastika, ignoring ‘real life’;
Chekhov, A.P., Sochineniya, 18 vols (Moscow: Nauka, 1974-82), pp.61-116 (p.70) Chatsky’s odurachivanie is
noted by Propp, p.78.

68 See ‘Khristianin idet vpered’ (1846), in N.V. Gogol', Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, 14 vols (Moscow:
Akademiya Nauk SSSR, 1937-52), Vill, pp.264-66. On Revizor see below, p.80.

% See especially ‘Ispoved” (1879), in L.N. Tolstoy, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, 90 vols (Moscow:
Khudozhestvennaya Literatura, 1928-58), XXIiL pp.1-59.
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working tfools. Only fools, Tolstoy's skazka teaches, can live without sin, money, torce
and the other consequences of human cunning.”” But Tolstoy found it impossible to write
himself into this questionable paradise of selfless humility. His diaries of the early 1890s
show that yurodstvo offered one possible escape from the bind in which he found himself,
as a means (albeit artificial) of suppressing egoism and cultivating the low esteem of
others; but he remained wary of its temptations.”'

It is Dostoevsky, however, who has exerted most influence over recent Russian
fiction. In some ways, his anti-rationalist sympathies were expressed in a more nuanced
form than Tolstoy, his intense scepticism about the damage that can be caused by the
alienated intellect (as reflected in the Underground Man or Raskolnikov) being balanced
by an acknowledgement of the important role of a less limiting and calculating faculty of
the mind, razum rather than rassudok.”® Nevertheless, in the struggles between reason and
faith, um and serdtse, nauka and zhivaya zhizn’ which occupy so many of his protagonists,
the author’s sympathies are invariably on the side of the latter categories. Dostoevsky
appeared to view atheism and the rejection of Christ as an expression of obtuseness
(tupost’) masquerading as intellectual sophistication; against it he set the Christian values
of simplicity and inarticulacy, arguing through his characters that learning divides and
humility makes whole. Even the ‘scholarly atheist’ (uchenyi ateist) Ivan Karamazov is
made to concede that, ‘I TyrmocTs KOpOTKa U HEXUTPA, & YM BUJISIET H npsigercs’.”” Under
the strong influence of the New Testament, and St Paul in particular, Dostoevsky gave to
his most luminous characters — Sonia (Prestuplenie i nakazanie), Prince Myshkin (I/diot),
and Alesha Karamazov — intellectual humility and other traits which could render them

most open to grace (weakness, infirmity, or social exclusion). At the same time,

| yiuni u3 MBaHOBa LapCTBa BCE YMHBIE, OCTAIMCh OHH Aypaku. JleHer HU Yy KOro He Obij10. XKunu-
paboTali, CaMM KOPMHUIKCh W oaei 100pbix kopmuny’. Tolstoy, XXV, pp.115-138 (p.129).

! Tolstoy, LII, pp.75, 81-82, 113.

2 gee James P. Scanlan, Dostoevsky the Thinker (Ithaca: Comnell University Press, 2002), pp.5-6.

¥ Dostoevsky, X1V, pp.30, 215. On the dangers of nauka, ibid, pp.155-56.
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Dostoevsky took a critical view of the entrenched codification ot tolly among the
prosperous classes: we are not meant to sympathize, for example, with Fedor Karamazov's
attempts to pass off his tyrannical egoism and buffoonery as yurodstvo,”* while the portrait
in Besy of Semen Yakovlevich (based on Ivan Koreisha, the “yvurodivyi® most admired by
contemporary high society) is sharply sceptical.”

These considerations, however, have not discouraged commentators from
perceiving in Dostoevsky’s own artistic method elements of holy foolery, in its authorial
self-effacement and its efforts to confound and provoke the reader.’® The argument is not
to be dismissed, given Dostoevsky’s repeated recourse to the yurodivyi in his fiction (in
however ambivalent a fashion), and his commitment to the figure of Christ and to the
teachings of St Paul. Far harder to substantiate, however, is the widespread use of this
analogy when applied to twentieth-century writers whose work rejects both Christ and the
code of holy foolery. A significant example here is one of Dostoevsky’s outstanding
pupils, Vasily Rozanov, whose philosophical provocations have encouraged some to cast
him as the ‘ropomusbli pycckoif nureparyps!’ (Ivanov-Razumnik),”’ a characterization
that is echoed by at least two of the authors I will be discussing (Venedikt Erofeev and
Galkovsky). Yet Rozanov polemicized all his life with the de-vitalizing influence of
Christianity and with the abandonment of hearth and home in the ascetic quest for truth.”®
Like the actual historical phenomenon, holy foolery may thus be said to have mutated and
diluted in literature also; its truthfulness and usefulness as a literary category will be a

recurring theme in subsequent chapters.

74 11
Ibid, pp.38-39.
> Dostoevsky, X, pp.254-60. On the cynical appeal of yurodstvo to the upper classes in the nineteenth century

see Thompson, p.44.

’¢ See especially Harriet Murav, Holy Foolishness.: Dostoevskii’s Novels and the Poetics of Cultural Critique
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1992).

7 Ivanov-Razumnik, Tvorchestvo i kritika 1908-1922 (Petersburg, 1922), pp.145-170 (p.145).

’® On Rozanov, yurodstvo, and his reception in non-conformist prose, see below, pp.297-307.
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The Soviet Era

The advent of Soviet power refocused the thematics of folly in Russian literature, adding
new satirical and philosophical dimensions. In the works of Gogol, Dostoevsky, and
others, true intelligence proved inseparable from faith; but in the post-Revolutionary order,
the hegemony of Bolshevik ‘rationalism’ allied religious belief with delusion, if not
madness, and viewed the old intelligentsia — especially its spiritually-inclined philosophers
and professors — with profound suspicion. Hence the exceptional determination with which
an ailing Lenin saw through the expulsions of 1922, when seventy-odd intellectuals were
sent away on ships to Germany, to be shot if seen again in their own country.”

Leninist materialism was opposed not only to religion, but to the very notion of
subjective mental and spiritual experience. Supported by early twentieth-century
psychology, Lenin’s monistic doctrines heaped scorn on inwardness and all notions of
selthood; the illusory inner life had to give way to public endeavour, in which those who
failed to make themselves useful in the project of scientific Communism could simply be
labelled fools. The mind was merely a mirror of reality, where what was real was rational,
as Hegel had stipulated, and what was rational had to be scientifically verifiable.*® The cult
of reason espoused by the Bolsheviks would leave an indelible imprint on political
propaganda throughout the Soviet era, hammering home the putatively synonymous
relationship between Communism, reason and science. Yet this was rationalism only in the
narrowest sense, betraying the Positivist origins of Marxist-Leninism.*' To dissenting

minds who failed to accept an exclusively materialist worldview (and who might have

7 See Lesley Chamberlain, The Philosophy Steamer: Lenin and the Exile of the Intelligentsia (London:
Atlantic, 2006).

3% On Hegel and rationalism in the Russian literary context, see T.R.N. Edwards, Three Russian Writers and the
Irrational: Zamyatin, Pil'nyak, and Bulgakov (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), pp.1-35. On
Lenin’s assault on interiority, see Lesley Chamberlain, Motherland: A Philosophical History of Russia
(London: Atlantic, 2004), pp. 185-99. On Russian psychology and its political uses, see David Joravsky,
Russian Psvchology: A Critical History (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1999).

81 Chamberlain, The Philosophy Steamer, pp.280-81.
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agreed, with Chesterton, that only faith can keep humans sane), Bolshevik rationalism
might itself seem to be a fanatical form of idiocy or madness. The sheer boorishness of the
new authorities confirmed this impression in the eyes of many intellectuals.

Individuals’ responses to these new paradigms naturally varied according to their
personal situation and their level of sympathy with the new regime. An antithesis to the
Leninist creed can be found in the writings of Berdyaev, the most famous of the 1922
expellees. His radically subjective Christian philosophy, with its emphasis on creativity,
foreshadowed the type of highly personal religion sought by many writers and artists in
samizdat culture, among whom Berdyaev’s works became widely admired.®® It stressed
the need to sacrifice the ‘reason of the world’ (razum mira sego) and the phenomenal
world in order to gain authentic faith and the folly in Christ described by St Paul.
Berdyaev also appealed to the traditions of Renaissance folly, which allowed him to blend
tenets of Orthodox apophatic theology with the paradoxical theories of docta ignorantia
(learned ignorance) and coincidentia oppositorum developed by Nicholas of Cusa (and
later reflected in the writings of Erasmus and Rabelais).®> This acceptance of the
limitations of human knowledge could not have been further removed from the premises
of Marxist-Leninism.

Many of the most interesting writers of fiction who remained in Soviet Russia in
the 1920s and 1930s found themselves articulating much more ambivalent responses to the
new order, often by portraying characters with markedly foolish features, towards whom
the degree of authorial sympathy was indeterminate. Zoshchenko, for example, presented

Soviet reality through the impersonation of the language and character of individuals

82 See, for example, Tatiana Goricheva, Talking About God is Dangerous, trans. by John Bowden (London:
SCM, 1986).

83 See especially Nikolai Berdyaev, Filosofiva svobodnago dukha: problematika i apologiva khristianstva
(Paris: YMCA, 1927), p.159 (on St Paul), pp.115-18 (on Nicholas of Cusa). On Nicholas of Cusa, see also
Kaiser, pp.9-10; and Avital Ronell, Stupidity (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2003), pp.46-47.
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described by Nabokov as “Soviet-bred Philistine simpletons™.** These narrators feigned
incredulity or incomprehension in the face of the manifold imperfections of Soviet
institutions, to whose failings they, as fools, proved especially vulnerable. Through his
narrators’ skaz, full of malapropisms and garbled Sovietese, Zoshchenko implicitly
questioned the ability of the narod to be reformed and re-educated along the lines
demanded by the state.

A contrasting set of problems was posed by Yury Olesha. In Zavist' (1927), comedy
and foolishness were discovered not in the narod, but in intellectuals of the ‘dying era’.
The self-assertion and prosaic triumphalism of the new age evoked as their response
wounded vanity and jealousy on the part of Nikolai Kavalerov, a drunk who refuses to
accept the strength and superiority of Andrei Babichev, who has taken him in out of pity.
Kavalerov feels ‘crushed’ by Babichev, and obsessively casts himself as the latter’s fool
(durak) and jester (shut), while nursing the private conviction that Andrei is
‘HeBE)KECTBEHHBIH M TYNOH, Kak Bee canoBHUKH.> The first half of the novel thus presents
two contrasting categories of folly: the ineffectual and masochistic Kavalerov, part
Underground Man, part impotent drunken clown, who is thrown out of the pub;*® and
factory director Babichev, whom Kavalerov fancies as a samodur, a small-minded
domestic tyrant who wishes to mould those in his charge into fools, and even, Kavalerov
thinks, to ‘possess’ his own niece.®” Both categories responded to important anxieties of
the time, felt by the Bolshevik leadership above all: about the old intelligentsia on the one

hand, with its aestheticism, self-absorption and Quixoticism;88 and, on the other, the ability

3% Vladimir Nabokov, The Gift, trans. by Michael Scammell in collaboration with the author (1963; Penguin:
London, 1981), p.203.

85 Yury Olesha, Zavist' (Moscow and Leningrad: Zemlya i Fabrika, 1930), pp.16-17, 48.

8 Ibid, p.18. A similar fate would befall the narrator of Venedikt Erofeev’s Moskva-Petushki in the buffet at the
Kursk railway station; see Erofeev, Moskva-Petushki (Moscow: Zakharov, 2004), pp.12-14.

87 Ibid, p.48. On samodurstvo and its literary uses, see V. V. Vinogradov, Istoriva slov (Moscow: Tolk, 1994),
pp- 615-18.

8% Quixotic motifs are numerous in Zavist’; see, for example, Olesha, p.97.
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of the new class of brash new bosses to escape typical Russian patterns of power: relations
of tyranny, stultification and slavery.®

A yet richer seam in literary folly was explored by Andrei Platonov, whose
experiences and observations of early-Soviet life put his early Revolutionary fervour to the
severest test. In his shorter, more comic works of the late 1920s, these doubts were put in
the mouths of likeable provincial characters, who identify deeply with their country while
remaining politically unaffiliated. They exploit various masks of folly to outwit high-ups
and to criticize aspects of the new order, such as bureaucratic waste or technical
inefficiency. They combine features of the clown, the folk fool (more Till Eulenspiegel
than Ivan-Durak), and the native genius in the mould of Leskov’s Levsha, while
disavowing their own intelligence. Sokrovennyi chelovek (1929), which acquired great
popularity among readers of the 1960s, ends with its protagonist Foma Pukhov fending off

Comrade Sharikov’s interrogation in mock-Socratic fashion:

‘IlyxoB, xouellb KOMMYHHCTOM clieflaTbea?’

‘A YTO TaKO€ KOMMYHHUCT?’

‘CBoJ1oub Thl! KOMMYHHUCT — 3TO YMHbIH, HAYUHbBIH YenoBek, a OypxKyH — UCTOpUUYECKUH
aypak!’

“Toraa He xouy.’

‘[ToueMy He xouelup?’

‘S — npupoansiil aypak!’ oObABUN IMyxos.”

Pukhov’s commitment to the natural state is absolute. When it is suggested to him that he
join a study group (kruzhok), he replies, ‘YdeHbe MO3rH Maykaer, a s XO4y CBEXUM
sxuth!”’! His ‘freshness’, inquisitiveness and instinctive activity is opposed both to nauka

and to the native vices of laziness and stupefaction. In his notebooks, Platonov criticized

8 On Lenin’s fears about the continuation of these patterns, see Joravsky, p.205. The themes of stupidity and
folly persist into the second half of Zavist’, where they are ironically identified by Ivan Babichev with feelings;
Olesha, pp.88-89.

% A.P. Platonov, Sobranie sochinenii, 2 vols (Moscow: Informpechat', 1998), 1, pp. 457-512 (pp.511-12): on
the tale’s popularity, see Petr Vail' and Aleksandr Genis, 60-e: Mir sovetskogo cheloveka (Moscow: Novoe
Literaturnoe Obozrenie, 2001), p.271.

°! Ibid, p.484. Contrast with the Soviet slogan ‘YueHue cBeT, HeydeHHe — TbMa'.
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ordinary Russians’ “self-perception’ (samosoznanie) as so many lvan-Duraks, hiding their
natural cunning,.92

While Platonov may have held a negative view of the popular aftection for Ivan-
Durak, the yurodivyi clearly represented a far more congenial native type.” With the
exception of Yushka, a saintly figure in the late story of the same name, whose goodness is
recognized only after his death, his protagonists are not directly named as holy fools;** but
the heroes of his major works of the late 1920s, Chevengur and Kotlovan, insistently
prompt this connection in the reader’s mind, through their combination of poverty,
wandering, asceticism, sorrow, and unpredictable behaviour.” Moreover, the very fabric
of Platonovian narration presents the reader with an aesthetic riddle comparable to that
posed by the behaviour of the yurodivyi. Platonovian language, deliberately twisted out of
shape, shares the urodstvo both of the new Soviet language and, in physical terms, of many
of Platonov’s characters.”® The emphasis is placed on the reader to find and interpret
hidden truth and beauty.

The holy foolery of Platonov’s prose was immediately obvious to Soviet critics,
Fadeev drew the comparison thirteen times in his four-page review of Platonov’s tale,
Vprok. His hostility testified to the continued vitality of the paradigm of yurodstvo, albeit
as a taboo. Like Peter the Great’s assaults on the charlatanry of holy foolery (/zhe-

yurodstvo), or Lenin’s description of Tolstoy as a ‘momewmuk, MOPOACTBYIOLIMH BO

%2 Andrei Platonov, Zapisnye knizhki, ed. by N.V. Kornienko (Moscow: Nasledie, 2000), p.78

% On this topic, see also Hans Giinther, ‘Yurodstvo i um kak protivopolozhnye tochki zreniya u Andreya
Platonova’, in Sprache und Erzdhlhaltung bei Andrej Platonov, ed. by Robert Hodel and Jan Peter Locher
(Bern: Peter Lang, 1998), pp.116-31.

% See “Yushka’ (written 1937-38), in Andrei Platonov, Vzyskanie pogibshikh (Moscow: Shkola-Press, 1995),
pp.475-81. Yushka is described as a ‘topoa Heroausiit’ (p.479).

% Craig Brandist rightly notes the shift from Pukhov and Makar ‘to the more tragic variant of the holy fool’ in

Kotlovan. See Brandist, ‘Carnivalization and Populism in the Soviet Modernist Novel: Andrei Platonov and
Mikhail Bakhtin’, Essays in Poetics, 22 (1997), 1-29 (p.19).

% Cf. Platonov, Zapisnye knizhki: ‘KpacoTta ecTb 06paTHOE MOHATHE... HO YEPE3 HEKPACOTY MOKHO JOCTHUIHYTh
BbicLIE KpacoThl’ (p.99)
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Xpucre',”” Fadeev blamed Platonov for affecting to be a holy fool — implicitly
acknowledging his readers” continued reverence for true yurodstvo.” A few years later, A.
Gurvich continued the theme, attacking Platonov’s ‘XpHCTHaHCKas 10pOIHBast CKpoOb .”
Itself obsessed with truth-telling and the unmasking of class enemies, Soviet discourse
recognized its proximity to this deep-rooted precursor, which had retained its divisive
power.' %

Yurodstvo, however, is only one aspect of folly in Platonov’s fiction, which is
sustained by an intense philosophical interest in the mind itself. Platonov’s characters
typically struggle with the ungovernable nature of thought, which prevents them from
merging fully with their Utopian aspirations, and with the labour needed to realize them.
Desiring to ‘forget their mind’ (zabyt’ svoi um)'®" and to avoid rational, deductive thought,
they seek a mystical state of being comparable to that sought, a few decades later, by the
characters of Yury Mamleev (Chapter Four). Likhtenberg, in ‘Musornyi veter’, inverts the
Cartesian formula ‘Cogito, ergo sum’ to make a point both political and philosophical:
‘llekapt aypak! [...] 4TO MBICIHT, TO CYyIIECTBOBAaTh HE MOXET, MOS MBICIh — 3TO
3alpeliCHHas XU3Hb, U 1 CKOPO yMpy... ['utiep He MBICIIUT, OH apeCTOBbIBaeT’.IOZ Both
Mamleev and Dmitry Galkovsky also play with the formula to argue similarly: ‘5 ne

MBICJIIO, CI€0BATENbHO, S cylecTByio’ (Mamleev); ‘MBICiO, 3HAYUT HE CYHIECTBYIO

(Galkovsky).'*

TV Lenin, Sobranie sochinenii, 20 vols (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe Izdatel'stvo, 1920-27), Xv, p.180.

% A. Fadeev, ‘Ob odnoi kulatskoi khronike,” Krasnia nov', 5-6 (1931), 206-9. Fadeev wrote of Platonov and
other ‘kulak agents’: ‘OHU HOPOBAT NPUKHUHYTHCS 0€300UAHBIMH Uy JaUKAMHU, FOPOAUBBIMHU, KOTOPbIE PEKYT
npasny-matky (p.206).

% See Tvorchestvo Platonova, ed. by V.P. Skobelev and others (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1986), p.185.

1% The poet Nikolai Zabolotsky came in for similar criticism at about this time; see E. Usievich, ‘Pod maskoi
yurodstva’, Literaturnvi Kritik, 4 (1933), 78-91.

191 A theme of Kotlovan in particular. See Andrei Platonov, Vzyskanie pogibshikh (Moscow: Shkola-Press.
1995), pp.170-281 (especially pp.277-79).

192 platonov, Vzyskanie pogibshikh, pp.375-91 (p.383).

193 Galkovsky calls this the credo of a Russian; see Galkovsky, Beskonechnyi tupik (Samizdat: Moscow. 1998).
p.101; I discuss Mamleev’s inversion further in Chapter Four.
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Yet escape trom the prison of thought, a motit of the Russian “praise of folly’,
usually proves impossible to achieve, and the reader is drawn into the trapped. isolated
consciousness of Platonov's characters, which is described in the third person but which
projects itself onto all aspects of the fictional world (even nature) as a kind of collective

indirect skaz.'%*

Platonov’s fiction thus anticipated the radical subjectivity of the first-
person narratives of later writers such as Venedikt Erofeev, Galkovsky, and Yuz
Aleshkovsky. It also anticipated (especially in Chevengur) the overwhelmingly male
character of this tradition, in which the ascetic spiritual and Utopian quest is characterized
in part by its exclusion of the feminine principle, and, frequently, by orphanhood.'” This
echoes both the predominantly male tradition of yurodstvo, and related expressions of the
Christian renunciation of the family and of the secular world. More distantly, it echoes St
Paul’s rewriting of the Old Testament concept of feminine wisdom as masculine folly,

identified entirely with the cross.'%

This survey of a few writers of the 1920s gives an indication of the variety of forms folly
took in the post-Revolutionary era. Later writers would look back to these examples, and
to numerous others. At the same time, the late-Soviet period brought with it specific
contextual features of its own.

In the broadest terms, the cultural situation in the 1960s was ripe for an intellectual
counter-reaction towards folly which would exceed that of the 1920s. Of particular

significance were the renewed antireligious campaigns after Stalin’s death, peaking in the

104 See, for example, the opening of Kotlovan.

Eliot Borenstein cites Platonov’s statement in 1920 about Communist society: ‘He who desires the truth
cannot desire a woman’; Borenstein, Men Without Women: Masculinitv and Revolution in Russian Fiction,
1917-1929 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2000), p.xv.

1% See Mary A. Maleski, ‘Paul the Apostle’, in Janik (ed.), pp.316-28 (pp.324-25).

105
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108

early 1960s;'"” the cult status of science throughout this decade;” and the rapidly

increasing role of psychiatric hospitals (widely referred to as psikhushki) as the new form
of terror by the threat of which dissenting intellectuals could be brought into line. We will
see that Aleshkovsky, Mamleev and Galkovsky all inveigh, in different ways, against
Soviet atheism, often mocking it for is obtuseness (tupost’), in an inversion of the Marxist-
Leninist loathing of religion, inculcated at school, as a stupetying drug (durman). All three
also reject science, whether simply by ignoring it or by deriding it directly.'®””

The psikhushka, meanwhile, played a crucial part in forming the favoured discourse
of non-conformist intellectuals, with its characteristic inversion of norms of sanity and
insanity, folly and intelligence. The readiness of the psychiatric profession in the 1960s to
diagnose and forcibly treat as mentally ill any inconvenient individual has been described
at length in novels and memoirs.''® One of its consequences was a perverse pride in being

" The “filthy madhouse’ (zaplevannyi sumasshedshii dom) is the only

certified insane.
place for an honest writer, writes the narrator of Valery Tarsis’ Palata no. 7 (1966), a
novel based on the author’s own internment in Moscow’s Kashchenko Hospital. The
narrator’s ward contains only one patient deemed genuinely ill by the narrator, and hosts a

symposium-like atmosphere of intellectual discussion.''? As the very title of the work

suggests, with its allusion to Chekhov’s ‘Palata no. 6’, the psikhushka inscribed itself into

17 See Miriam Dobson, ‘Antireligious Campaigns in the Russian Press, 1953-1965’, Slovo [SSEES], 13 (2001),
139-52.

'% See Vail' and Genis, pp.100-6.

'% On the latter, see Chapter Two, below.

"% 7hores A. Medvedev, who was comitted in 1970 for his book on Lysenko, attributes this readiness to the
school of A.V. Snezhnevsky, with his very broad classification of mental illness (founded on a new *Pavlovian
theory of schizophrenia’), and to the new criminal code of 1961, which omitted articles that stressed
psychiatrists’ criminal responsibility for placing patients in mental hospitals without adequate grounds. See
Zhores A. Medvedev and Roy A. Medvedev, A Question of Madness, trans. by Ellen de Kadt (London:
Macmillan, 1971), pp. 68-69, 105.

1 On this subject see also Tat'yana Goricheva, Pravoslavie i postmodernizm (Leningrad: Izdatel'stvo
Leningradskogo Universiteta, 1991), pp.38-48.

"2 valery Tarsis, Palata no. 7 (Frankfurt: Possev, 1966), pp.46, 18-19.
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a rich literary tradition. One of its most famous inmates, Vladimir Bukovsky. who was

interned in Leningrad in the early 1960s, recalled in his memoirs that,

[W]e weren’t in the least afraid of being called lunatics — on the contrary, we were delighted:
let these idiots think we’re loonies if they like, or rather, let these loonies think we're idiots.
We recalled all the stories about madmen by Chekhov, Gogol, Akutagawa, and of course The
Good Soldier Shweik. We laughed our heads off at our doctors and ourselves.'"”

The consequences of being sectioned in Soviet Russia were, of course, frequently
appalling, yet the psikhushka remained a focus of humour and satire. It also had its uses,
whether for criminals faking madness or ordinary youths desperate to avoid the draft.

In many respects, the fate of the psychiatric inmate could stand as a metaphor for
the fate of the non-conformist intellectual in general: in the Soviet context, intelligence and
soulfulness had to be hidden. Writers such as Yury Mamleev would hold down an ordinary
job by day, and devote their evenings to reading and discussing poetry and philosophy on
themes, such as death, about which Soviet literature was largely silent. Outside the walls
of the mental hospital, Russian intellectuals had found other ways of insulating themselves
against a socio-political context that was widely perceived as immutable, especially after
the suppression of the Prague Spring in August, 1968, and the standardization of society
and discourse under Brezhnev. The keynote of urban intellectual life post-1968 was
escapism, with many writers and scholars deliberately (or by force of circumstance)
seeking out menial professional employment — whether as lift-operators, boiler men, or
loaders — which left them with more time to pursue often esoteric interests, and to drink.'"*

As Alexei Yurchak has discussed, this widespread escape into samizdat, ancient

cultures, anekdoty, alcoholic conviviality (vesel'e) and intensely-felt subjectivity

'3 Viadimir Bukovsky, To Build a Castle: My Life as a Dissenter, trans. by Michael Scammell (London: A.
Deutsch, 1978), p.159. See 1bid pp.155-76 for a description of the role of psychiatric abuse under Khrushchev
and Brezhnev. See also Victor Nekipelov, Institute of Fools: Notes from the Serbsky, ed. and trans. by Marco
Carynnyk and Marta Horban (London: Victor Gollancz, 1980).

114 See Alexei Yurchak, Evervthing was Forever, Until it was No More: The Last Soviet Generation (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2006). See also the important collection of articles ‘Semidesyatye kak predmet
russkoi kul'tury’, ed. by K.Yu. Rogov, Rossiyva/Russia 1 (1998), 7-302.
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represented a break not only with official culture, but also with the dissident tendencies
established in the 1960s. If the dissidents and shestidesyatniki engaged in dialogue with the
state, taking ‘authoritative discourse at face value’, a younger generation of intellectuals —
and some of their most significant precursors, such as Venedikt Erofeev, Mamleev and
Brodsky — often detached themselves entirely from political discourse in their lives and

115

writings. > By thus implicitly accepting the status quo, they espoused attitudes alien to the

"o But it

dissident movement, with its philosophy of living ‘He no joku’ (Solzhenitsyn).
was precisely this intellectual detachment within a socio-political context of stability,
peace, and relative material comfort (in contrast to the Russia of the 1920s and 1930s) that

facilitated the turn towards the types of philosophical inquiry that are the subjects of the

following chapters.

'S See Yurchak, pp.106, 127.
MO Ibid, p.106.
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Chapter One

Fools in Search of an Author: Chonkin, Chudiki, Venichka

1. Vladimir Voinovich and Private Chonkin

Vladimir Voinovich’s most popular novel, Zhizn' i neobychainye priklyucheniya soldata
Ivana Chonkina (written 1963-69; henceforth, Chonkin), reflects, in relatively
straightforward fashion, important reasons that pushed writers of the time towards a
‘praise of folly’.'

Voinovich’s fiction of the 1970s and 1980s has entrenched his reputation as a
leading satirist and critic of the Soviet civilization. At the time he set about writing
Chonkin, however, this is not a description the author, or his readers, would have
recognized. His work, published and dramatized on a regular basis in the early 1960s,
expressed critical tendencies that were quite in keeping with the spirit of the Khrushchev
era, and in particular of Novyi Mir under the editorship of Aleksandr Tvardovsky.”
Voinovich’s attentiveness to the gulf between appearance and reality, ideals and actuality

(as socio-political rather than philosophical dilemmas) were combined with other general

! Part One first appeared in the emigré journal Grani, 72 (1969), without Voinovich’s permission. Its
publication, together with Voinovich’s support of Sinyavsky, Daniel' and other dissidents of the late 1960s, lay
at the root of the author’s tribulations with the authorities over the next decade. Following his expulsion from
the Writers’ Union in 1974, harassment from the KGB, and threats of punishment, Voinovich emigrated to
Munich in 1980. Chonkin was published in full by YMCA in Paris in 1975; it also circulated widely in
samizdat. Its sequel, Pretendent na prestol, was published by YMCA in 1979. See Rachel S. Farmer’s well-
informed survey of Voinovich’s life and work in A4 Reference Guide to Russian Literature, ed. by Neil
Comwell (London: Fitzroy Dearborn, 1998), pp.881-82.

? His story of 1963, ‘Khochu byt' chestnym’, has been described as a *programmatic’ example of the
‘Xy[0KeCTBEHHAs JOrMKa HOBOMUpPCKOro peanusma’; see Petr Vail' and Aleksandr Genis, 60-e: mir sovetskogo
cheloveka (Moscow: Novoe Literaturnoe Obozrenie, 1996), pp.161-62. A good discussion of Voinovich’s pre-
Chonkin fiction is given in Geoffrey Hosking, Beyond Socialist Realism: Soviet Fiction since Ivan Denisovich

(London: Granada, 1980), pp.136-45.
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features of post-Thaw realism, such as an emphasis on the emotional life of the individual
and the assertion of honesty and sincerity as general principles.

Many of these characteristics carried over to the novel for which Voinovich
remains best known. Set in June, 1941, in a village in the back of beyond, Chonkin offers
an amusing send-up of the Soviet military, the ‘intelligence’ services, and the cult of
Stalin. The irreverence of the novel is a large part of its charm, but its satirical reach
should not be overstated. Chonkin is set in a place and time that have as much in common
with fairy-tales and Gogolian comedy as with concrete (and very recent) history, the most
brutal aspects of which remain beyond the novel’s scope.’ In line with the historical
concerns of the Khrushchev era, its satirical humour is directed, above all, at the cult of
Stalin and its legacy of fear, and aims at an effect of catharsis rather than shock. There is
no mistaking the universal, galvanizing basis of fear in Krasnoe, but its irruption at
moments of crisis, or in dreams, is slapstick rather than chilling.* In other respects, village
life is a teeming canvas of eternally pregnant women, drunken men and the odd
anecdotally reported death or suicide (p.7). Far from being a comprehensive exposé of
high Stalinism, the novel is marked by a mood of profound somnolence and a tone of
benevolent indulgence towards such widespread misdemeanours as thieving from the
kolkhoz.” Indeed, in certain respects, the picture of the Soviet Union suggested by Chonkin
is generous to a fault. The paranoid kolkhoz chairman, for example, is relieved to learn

from a recent convict that prison life is ‘not so scary’ (ne takaya uzh strashnaya; pp.62-

* The novel’s opening sentence states that its events happened in a past so distant that their truth can no longer
be established; Vladimir Voinovich, Zhizn'i neobychainye priklyucheniva soldata Ivana Chonkina (Moscow:
Eksmo, 2002), p.5. Subsequent page references to this edition will follow quotations in the main text. On fairy-
tale motifs in the novel, see Helimur Khan, ‘Folklore and Fairy-Tale Elements in Vladimir Voinovich’s Novel
The Life and the Extraordinary Adventures of Private Ivan Chonkin’, SEEJ, 40 (1996), 494-518. In Chonkin, as
Khan rightly points out, ‘Voinovich reclaims folklore, which for decades, particularly during the Stalin years,
had been used as propaganda among the masses’ (p.499).

* In Chonkin’s first dream, Stalin appears to him as a baba (pp.42-43); see also pp.46-47.

3 Life in Krasnoe seems almost quaint when set against historical accounts of provincial Russia at the time; see.
for example, Lewis Siegelbaum and Andrei Sokolov, Stalinism as a Way of Life: A Narrative in Documents
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000).
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63). Notably lacking in Chonkin are the anger and rawness that characterize fictional
representations of the same period in later works by, among others, Mikhail Kononov and
Yuz Aleshkovsky.®

Arguably, what marks Chonkin most profoundly as an unacceptable work in the
Soviet literary context is the decision to take for its protagonist a perfect fool. Even amidst
the cartoonishly incompetent inhabitants of Krasnoe, Private Chonkin stands out for being
distinctively obtuse. In his appearance he is the very image of the literary fool: jug-eared,
short, unkempt and generally unformed. In his behaviour, he is wholly resistant to
instruction.’ Intellectually, Chonkin’s most striking qualities are his credulity and literal-
mindedness. He believes the village wags that his girlfriend had a sexual relationship with
her pet boar, and a fellow soldier that Stalin had two wives (pp.66-70, 23-25). He mistakes
a mosquito for an aeroplane (p.97). Though incapable of thinking for himself, he does
nevertheless think, and the narrator mocks him for his vapid ruminations: ‘YoHkun
npenaBajicss CBOUM MBICISAM. BHUMaTenbHO Habmonas )XKU3Hb, MOCTUTas €€ 3aKOHBI, OH
HOHSJI, YTO JIETOM OOBIYHO OBIBaET TEIIO0, & 3UMOM — X0J0AHO  (pp.22-23).

Resorting to the type of mock-apology that became traditional in nineteenth-
century Russian literature to introduce unseemly and apparently unedifying protagonists,
Voinovich explains his choice of hero thus: ‘Bcex ornuyHukoB pacxBataiu, U MHE BOT

poctancs Youkun® (p.18).® The comment is tongue-in-cheek, but in a crucial sense

% See, for example, Aleshkovsky’s Ruka (discussed in Chapter Three) and Kononov’s novel, Golaya pionerka
(Limbus: St Petersburg, 2001), both of which abound in the historical atrocities of the period. The latter treats
similar concerns (such as the criminal stupidity of the army and the penetration of Stalinist culture into ordinary
dreams), but does so in a considerably more unsettling comic manner. In his 1976 survey of samizdat writers,
Yury Mal'tsev even went so far as to argue that a lack of ‘3n0ctb’ invalidated the rapidly established
categorization of Chonkin as satire. See Mal'tsev, Vol'naya russkaya literatura, 1955-1975 (Frankfurt: Posev,
1976) p.346.

7 His sergeant-major comments: ‘Ciyx0y yxe KOH4YaeT, a NpUBETCTBOBATH He HayuWics [...] A BUA Kako#!
Bech B nmbuiK, TULO IPA3HOE, He OoelL, a OHO HedopasyMeHue” (p.14).

8 Compare also with Ivan Babichev’s difficulty in finding ‘heroes’; Yury Olesha, Zavist' (Moscow and
Leningrad: Zemlya i Fabrika, 1930), p.89.
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Chonkin really is the only kind of hero left for Voinovich; only a figure so toolish can
serve him, for reasons I will discuss, as a moral touchstone.

In certain respects, Chonkin continues established literary traditions of foolish
truth-telling. His deafness to the figurative level of language, for example, is used to
expose the manifest dishonesty of one of Stalin’s radio speeches at the beginning of the

war:

YHoHKHH citywan coBa, NpOU3HOCUMBbIE C 3aMETHBIM IPY3UHCKHUM aKLEHTOM, I1yOOKO BEPHI B
HUX, HO HE Bc€ MOr MoHATh. Ecau nydiuue NUBU3MM Bpara U Jy4lliM€ YacTH €ro aBHalUH
pa3OuTHI U HalIW cebe MOruiy, TO CTOMT Jid Tak O6ecnokouTbes? Xyaliue 4acTu U AUBU3HH
pa3outh eule nervye. KpoMe Toro, HermoHATHO ObLIO BbIpaXK€HHE «HAUUTIH cede MOruiy Ha

nonax cpaxeHui». [loueMy OHH He uckanu ee B apyroM Mecre? M kTo 3Ty Moruny ans Hux
BIpbl1? (pp.138-39)

The passage exemplifies what Bakhtin takes to be the widespread and crucial function of
the durak in the novel, whereby the fool’s stupidity (glupost’) serves as a ‘justified failure
to comprehend falsity’ (opravdannoe neponimanie Izhi) and a prosaic response to lofty
rhetoric and cliché.” Within the specific context of Soviet satire, Chonkin’s comic non-
comprehension of figurative political speech may be compared to the similar bemusement
of Platonov’s ‘doubting Makar’: a bumpkin who, on arriving in Moscow, seeks out the
proletariat and promyshlennaya liniya as physical entities.'’

However, both in Bakhtin’s theorizing and Platonov’s fiction, the stupidity of the
fool is to a significant degree metaphorical: the moment of non-comprehension generally
occurs within an individual episode and context; outside it, the fool (whether Tolstoy’s
Pierre Bezukhov, an example cited by Bakhtin, or Platonov’s Makar) may be sentient or
clever on his own terms. Makar’s non-comprehension is allied to the native

resourcefulness characteristic of several of Platonov’s ‘fools’, making his critique of

® M.M. Bakhtin, ‘Slovo v romane’, in Voprosy literatury i estetiki: Issledovaniva raznykh let (Moscow:
Khudozhestvennaya Literatura, 1975), pp.72-233 (p.216).

10 «Usomnivshiisya Makar’, in A.P. Platonov, Sobranie sochinenii, 2 vols (Moscow: Informpechat', 1998), 1,
pp. 521-36 (pp.528-30).
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Soviet reality potentially constructive, even if it eventually lands him in the madhouse. He
partakes in the ‘B3aHMHO€E HEMOHUMAaHHE FOBOPSIUMX HA Pa3HbIX A3bIKAX '

Chonkin’s foolishness, however, is total and abject, at least in the novel's opening
section. When we first meet him, he is performing press-ups for the sergeant major,
dishevelled, frightened and silent; others (the sergeant major and the orderly) act, think
and speak for him. Mainly, they punish him. Chonkin is a character without a language, in
Bakhtin’s terms, and a kind of comic scapegoat. Yet it is precisely these qualities which
render him a truth-bearer in the social context in which he finds himself. In the novel’s
implicit dialogue of contrasting forms of stupidity, Chonkin’s inarticulacy and impotence
will provide a fixed commentary on the idiotic and paranoid cunning of his counterparts in
authority, who persuade themselves that Chonkin is a spy (p.58). Their logic is determined
by a contagious fearfulness that that has obvious sources both in Stalinist propaganda (the
need to flush out camouflaged internal enemies) and in Gogolian grotesque (the stupid
paranoia of the local authorities in Revizor). Perhaps the most biting satirical implication
of Chonkin to Voinovich’s own day is that, in a society in which the measure and language
of truth have been so comprehensively disordered, any viewpoint from within its
parameters and discourse will be contaminated. Nobody is left to speak the truth and be
believed.

Voinovich returned to this dilemma many years later in his short story, ‘Novaya
skazka o golom korole’, a transparent allegory of society under totalitarian rule, and
specifically, perhaps, of the intelligentsia of the 1960s. In this revision of Andersen’s fairy
tale a ‘silly boy’ (glupyi mal'chik), believing that he will be thanked for his perspicacity
and intelligence, announces that the emperor has no clothes: ‘Manpuyuk He 3Han, 4TO

KOpOJICBCTBO KHBCT IO CKa3KaM HC AHﬂepceHa, a ACcAyUIKH KaprI Mapﬂbl, a B 3THX

'' Bakhtin, p.216.
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CKa3KaxX BCAKHE TJIyIble BO3IJIAChl HACUET TOJIOCTH KOPOJs MPUPABHUBAIOTCH... KaK Obl
3TO cka3aTh... k Teppopy . The boy is dragged off and punished. Other children are

successfully trained not to be so stupid:

OaHuX poauTeny 3aroas Noposu, Apyrue camu 6e3 mopkud ymHend. M, noymHeB, HauMHaiu
MOHUMAaTb, 4YTO BbIPAXKATb CBOU MBICIIH MOXKHO IIO-pa3sHOMY. MokHO OIAaCHbIM, a MOXXHO
coBceM Oe3oracHbIM 06pa30M. MokHo KpH4aTb, HTO KOPOJIb Iroji, UMed B BULY, YTO OH TOJl. A
MO’KHO, UMesl B BHAY TO e CaMoe, KpHuaTh, YTO KOpONb PacnpeKkpacHo ofeT. "
Coded, inverted discourse becomes the townsfolk’s means of expression and thought, and
the source of their humour; nothing they say may be taken at face value, and no truth
uttered directly. Aesopian speech of this type has been described by Vail' and Genis as the
intelligentsia’s principal mode of expression in the 1960s; it was, they write, ‘yacTbro
Gosiee IMMPOKOH KyJIBTYPHOH cHCTEMBI — HpoHMH’."> But irony can have a corrosive effect
on those who employ it, while leaving its target unaffected. In Voinovich’s skazka, it
functions merely as a new conformity, thanks to which ‘B kxoHIEe KOHIIOB Bce
nepenyTaioch 10 HeBo3MOXXHOCTH . The king’s subjects eventually tire of double-speak,
and decide to tell the truth; but their tongues stick to the roofs of their mouth, and all that
even the most critical dissenters can manage is an almost-truth: ‘Koponp nam ogmer
HEOCTATOYHO, OH, MOXKHO JaXe CKa3aTh, IIOYTH coBceM He oxer’. '

Frustration with the impotence of both irony and officially-sanctioned criticism
may be proposed as an underlying cause of Voinovich’s strategy in Chonkin. If, as the
‘Novaya skazka’ suggests, insincere conformism is equated by society with intelligence,

then truthfulness must take the form of genuine foolishness and ignorance of the rules of

double-think."®> Chonkin’s single most important quality, in literary and cultural terms, was

12 ‘Novaya skazka o golom korole’, in Vladimir Voinovich, Skazki dlya vzroslvkh (Moscow: Vagrius, 1996),
pp.413-19 (p.414).

" Vail' and Genis, p.167.

" Voinovich, ‘Novaya skazka’, p.418.

" It should be noted, however, that the voice of ‘intelligent’ irony and criticism is not entirely suppressed in
Chonkin. The narrator’s brief and highly sarcastic biography of General Drynov, in charge of the operation to
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suggested by Voinovich in an interview of 1975: ‘[loxanyii, oH Hu Bo uTo He urpaer”.'
This, as Amold McMillin has noted, is also the feature that distinguishes him most
fundamentally from Hasek’s Svejk.'” A rogue rather than an innocent, with a “great deal’
on his conscience, Svejk exploits his diagnosis by military doctors as a ‘patent idiot" to
play the system.'® Chonkin, by contrast, is incorrigibly (and unthinkingly) serious,
patriotic and dutiful; his soldierly uselessness (bespoleznost’) depresses him (p.99). As a
public citizen Chonkin does not play or laugh, even when he finds himself in a situation
where he has to offer a bribe (p.191). His transparency serves to reflect the complex,
implicitly sinful game played by everyone else, expressing traditional Russian
condemnation of igra and smekh in inappropriate contexts and bringing it to bear on what
Yuz Aleshkovsky would later call the maskirovka of Soviet life.
*

The need to preserve Chonkin as a ‘nuno HenmpukocHOBEHHBIH (as the novel’s first part is
entitled) presents Voinovich with the problem of how to develop any sort of narrative in
which his hero can interact with the world. How can plot movement be created around a
“fixed fool’, as Laura Beraha has described Chonkin?"

Voinovich does so by educating his hero a la Rousseau, and thereby rendering him
somewhat less foolish. Beraha reads Chonkin and its sequel as an example of what she
calls ‘inverted picaresque’.”® But it is also, in its inverted way, a Bildungsroman that

brings Chonkin out of inertia and silence and makes of him an example of the ‘natural

‘liquidate’ Chonkin’s non-existent criminal gang, demonstrates its sharp but limited possibilities (pp.209-10).
Irony is used more humorously in a description of Stalin given by Lyushka, a secondary character who met
Stalin in the Kremlin: ‘OueHb npocToii yesoBek [...] ¥ o4eHb CKpOMHBIH™ (p.125).

16 Voinovich, ‘O sovremennosti i istorii’, Rossiya/Russia, 2 (1975), 228-35 (p.233).

'7 Arnold McMillin, ‘The Life and Extraordinary Adventures of Private Ivan Chonkin’, in Cornwell (ed.),

p.892.

" Jaroslav Hasek, The Good Soldier Svejk, trans. by Cecil Parrott (London: Penguin, 2000), pp.25, 35.

' Laura Beraha, ‘The Fixed Fool: Raising and Resisting Picaresque Mobility in Vladimir Vojnovi¢’s Conkin
Novels’, SEEJ, 40 (1996), 475-93 (p.489). :

2% Ibid, p.477. The Chonkin saga, Beraha proposes, ‘suggests its decade’s longing for picaresque mobility’;
while the hero’s foolishness may ‘be said to derive from a blocked picaresque career’ (pp.477, 478).
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man’ whom Voinovich has stated to be his preferred type of hero.”' Having established
Chonkin’s inability to adapt to his society, and to be educated by it, Voinovich isolates his
hero from his social context and prepares for him a different type of education in “natural’
living. Left on his own to guard the plane, Chonkin is placed in a situation where he is
forced to break the rules, simply in order to eat, smoke or relieve himself (p.33). His first
acts of transgression prove to be a powerful catalyst. He smokes, sings, then calls out to a
cartful of girls riding past; though they laugh at him, they affect him most agreeably
(p-34), providing the overture to the artless courtship of Nyura that immediately follows.
Henceforth Chonkin will show the erotic appetite characteristic of the literary fool.*
Sexual awakening is accompanied by the sudden flowering of other hidden talents:
gardening, domesticity, even the odd flash of wit.”> When Nyura’s house is besieged by
the soldiers who have come to liquidate him, Chonkin will show resourcefulness and
literacy (pp.186-89). Whilst remaining recognizably foolish, Chonkin has now acquired a
voice in the novel to be set against others — most obviously, perhaps, the delusions of the
local Lysenko-esque uchenyi, Gladyshev. And in his drunken conversation with the
kolkhoz chairman, Golubev, Chonkin will seem the more sober of the two. Indeed,
Golubev tells him: ‘Te1, Bang, denoBek o4yeHb yMHbIH [...] C BUAy Aypak AypakoM, a
HPUTIISAECTHCA — YM IFOCyIapcTBeHHBIN (p.196).

Through the example of Chonkin, then, Voinovich shows that natural man and
Soviet man are separate species. It is not a subtle argument, and the limitations of the

novel’s praise of the noble fool are implicitly acknowledged in the drunken Golubev’s

travesty of the philosophy of the return to nature: ‘’)Kan-XXax Pycco ropopui, 4to 4ej0BeK

21 Voinovich, ‘O sovremennosti i istorii’, p.231.

22 See, for example, p.64; and compare with Aleshkovsky’s Nikolai Nikolaevich (Chapter Two).

2 ‘UutepecHo, ueMy UX TaMm B roponax yuar?’ Nyura asks. *“HU3BecTHO uemy,” coobpa3un Yonkun. “Cano
JepeBEHCKOE XKpaTh ', p.335.
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JOJDKEH CTaTh HA YETBEPUHKM U HJITH Ha3al K npupoie’ (p. 197).24 The choice of a foolish
protagonist allows Voinovich to portray a figure of uncorrupted appetites and instincts, but
it does not lead to a meaningful questioning of the nature of intelligence or to a broader
exploration of the issues raised by a writer’s choice of an apparently anti-intellectual
agenda. One reason for this is that, in contrast to most of the other texts to be studied here,
Voinovich preserves the greatest possible distance between narrator and fool. The self-
reflexive complexity of the first-person fool narratives of Venedikt Erofeev, Aleshkovsky
and others, 1s therefore absent.

What Chonkin’s praise of folly may lose in profundity, it compensates for with its
comedy, its plot and the cultural resonances suggested by its hero. Voinovich’s comments

of 1975 clearly express his desire to create a national hero, and one in a specific mould:

MHe xoTenoch, MokasaTb MPOCTOr0 Pycckoro 4enaoBeka. MeHs ¢ JaBHUX MOp MpHUBJIEKAET
HapoJHbIH Xapakrtep. J10 He LlBeiik U He TEpkuH. llBelik u TEPKUH — repou akTHUBHBIE,
Yonkun naccuseH. [...] D10 oOpa3, upywuii ot ckasku. 310 MBaHylika-qypadok, KOTOpbIH
BCe JenaeT Hepnonaa.”

The parallel with Ivan-Durak stands in need of qualifications ignored by both Voinovich
and his interpreters.26 Chonkin’s goodness, if derived from Ivan-Durak, has more in
common with the somewhat sentimentalized and stylized Ivanushka celebrated by modern-
day readers of the folk-tales (such as Andrei Sinyavsky) than with the actual prototype of
the skazki, who may be amoral, if not cruel, and is sly as often as he is artless. Most
importantly, Voinovich (like Tolstoy in his skazka)*’ endows his Ivan with a work ethic
alien to the fool of folklore, who needs to be cajoled into leaving his stove and carrying out

the simplest task. Nevertheless, the fecklessness and intransigence of Chonkin; the good

** Rousseau enters Chonkin’s dream a few pages later (p.202), while the motif of crawling gains in prominence
(p.206).

%5 Voinovich, ‘O sovremennosti i istorii’, p-233.

** See Hosking, Beyond Socialist Realism, p.16; McMillin, p.882; Mal'tsev, p.348; Khan, p.495.

27 See above, pp.22-23.
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fortune that sustains him through his adventures; and the magic reversals of conventional
values that he makes possible all serve to identify him with the fools of the volshebnye
skazki in particular. Especially effective in ensuring the association is the chain of imagery
familiar from the volshebnye skazki: among them, Chonkin’s conversations with animals
(pp.28-32); his profound attachment to his mother and to the world of dreams (p.2O3);28
his immersion in country life as the background of magical occurrences; the motif of
standing guard (whether over a treasure or a grave);29 and his resistance to being taught or
‘improved’, thus drawing the fears of those around him that they will be infected by the
fool’s incorrigible idiocy.”® In these and other ways, Voinovich created a stylized folk hero
capable of lodging himself deep in the Russian reader’s mind and of displacing the very
different folksy heroes previously thrown up by Soviet literature, notably Tvardovsky’s

Vasily Terkin (1946).>'

2. Vasily Shukshin

In sharp contrast to Voinovich’s Chonkin, with its homely depiction of derevenskii byt, are
the short stories of Vasily Shukshin (1929-1974). In these vignettes of Siberian village life
— written in the 1960s and early 1970s, and, in the main, published contemporaneously —
folly, folk culture and modernity intersect in a far more dynamic manner.

The salience of the fool in Shukshin’s fiction was recognized by the author himself.
Shukshin appeared to conceive his own characters within the varied traditions of Russian

folly, including yurodstvo, folk tales, and skomoroshestvo, as John Givens notes in his

2 On this, see Khan, p.511.

2 See, for example, A.N. Afanas'ev, Narodnye russkie skazki, ed. by L.G. Barag and N.V. Novikov, 3 vols
(Moscow: Nauka, 1984-85), 11, pp.5-7 (no.179) and 1i1, p.185 (n0.396).

3% See, for example, the despair of Gladyshev; Chonkin, pp.129-33, 142. On the contagious threat of folly in
folklore and proverbs, see Daniel Rancour-Laferriere, The Slave Soul of Russia: Moral Masochism and the Cult
of Suffering (New York: New York University Press, 1995), p.125.

31 See A.T. Tvardovsky, Vasily Terkin. Terkin na tom svete (Moscow: Raritet, 2000).
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comprehensive monograph. Givens, however, is most inclined to see Shukshin’s fools and
oddballs (chudiki) in the context of carnival. “The point is that Shukshin’s chudiki speak to
the spiritual freedom embodied by the fool, to the liberating qualities of laughter and the
joyful relativity of carnivalized celebration, precious qualities indeed during a time of
political reaction in the second half of the 1960s’. ** But it is debatable how much laughter
or joy Shukshin’s signature characters actually bring.> In a brief survey of stories written
towards the end of Shukshin’s career (the late 1960s and early 1970s), I wish to draw
greater attention to the fact that folly pervades Shukshin’s stories in a manner which is
often far from celebratory.”* The attraction to folly which the stories demonstrate is itself
being questioned. In some stories, the authority of the fool as truth-teller is undermined,
even ridiculed, while in many others Shukshin appears to be counting the cost of a cultural
mentality marooned in folly: secondary characters demonstrate an obsessive need to
expose others as fools, while the protagonists are often prone to wallowing in their own
folly and failure, in a masochistic and theatrical manner which hardly presumes the
reader’s admiration. Shukshin thus anticipated the increasingly self-reflexive and sceptical
discourse of folly in late-Soviet non-conformist prose, which would reach its culmination
in the work of later writers such as Dmitry Galkovsky and Viktor Erofeev.
)

Fools often come to the fore in Shukshin’s fiction in the context of the stories’ direct
confrontation of evil and cruelty (which is itself another feature that makes Shukshin an

important bridge to the concerns of later, more radical and unpublishable writers).

Shukshin’s fools are scapegoats, as well as entertainers and truth-tellers, and serve as

32 See John Givens, Prodigal Son: Vasilii Shukshin in Soviet Russian Culture (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern
University Press, 2000), pp.18-19, 65-67 (pp.65-66).

¥ Givens’ extensive discussion often suggests this, but consistently veers towards a more positive evaluation of
Shukshin’s fools and eccentrics against a sociopolitical backdrop of conformity; see especially, pp.57-86.

* A text, written at the very end of Shukshin’s career which fully confirms this point is the satiric fairy tale Do
tret'ikh petukhov, which places Ivan-Durak in a Sovietized and bureaucratized neverland, rendering him an
entirely unlikeable parody of the folkloric archetype; he sells his soul to gain a ‘certificate of wisdom’. I have
not discussed this lengthy tale here for reasons of space; it is well summarized by Givens, pp.102-5.
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magnets for evil forces. This is especially clear in stories devoted to what might be called
"naturals’, such as ‘Chudik’, whose eponymous hero has become critical shorthand for the
Shukshinian hero,>> and who, we are told in the second sentence, “o6nazan oaHOI
0COGEHHOCTBIO; C HMM IOCTOSHHO 4TO-HHOYmb ciydanocs’.’® Chudik’s dimness and
trusting simple-mindedness draw the intense irritation, cruelty and hatred of others. The
story describes his visit over the Urals to his brother, cut short by his sister-in-law, who is
driven to apoplexy by the two brothers’ reminiscences about early infancy. Chudik feels
himself to be jinxed, repeatedly asking himself, ‘Jla mouemy xe s Takoi ecTp-10?°, while
wondering: ‘He nonumaio: modemy oHu crau 3isie?’.>’

Similarly, in ‘“Raskas™, a cuckolded husband returns home to find the note:
‘UBaH, U3BMHHU, HO OOJIBLIE C TAKUM MEHBKOM 5 XUTh HE Mory. He uum Mens. Jlronmuna’.
The husband responds by writing a long and, he believes, edifying account of his wife’s
behaviour, highlighting the waste of government resources on her education. The
newspaper editor to whom he brings his ‘Raskas’ guffaws as he reads; laughter turns to
embarrassment when he discovers that the story is not fiction. Here, as elsewhere in
Shukshin’s work, the fool’s traditional role as truth-teller is subjected to cruel irony; such
genuine fools, it seems, are of no use to anyone. In characteristically ambivalent fashion,
however, Shukshin still appeals in the final lines to the reader’s sympathy for his
unfortunate penek: ‘A oH wen u Monya nnakai. M emy 6110 He cThiiHO. OH ycran’.3 8

A less transparent example of similar patterns is given in one of Shukshin’s most
celebrated stories, ‘Tantsuyushchii Shiva’. Seven carpenters are drinking in a bar and
loudly complaining about the terms of their new employment. They are interrupted by

Arkashka Kebin (nicknamed ‘Tantsuyushchit Shiva’) who mocks them, reminding them

3 See Givens, p.58.

3¢ v .M. Shukshin, Sobranie sochinenii, 6 vols (Moscow: Nadezhda-1, 1998). 1, pp.428-37 (p.428).

37 Ibid, pp.431, 437, 436. These patterns would be replayed in Abram Terts, Kroshka Tsores (Paris: Sintaksis.
1980).

% Shukshin, 1, pp.423-38 (pp.423, 428).
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that it was in fact they who first set out to deceive their employers. They listen in silence to
his reproaches, with surprise but also, it seems, resignation. Only Van'ka Seleznev reacts
aggressively, and, grabbing Arkashka by the throat, demands that he dance for them. Shiva
eventually agrees, but uses his dance to do a hilarious imitation: ‘Kak Banbka CenesHes
nepraet 3aaoMm reo3au!’. Van'ka becomes furious, but is told to lighten up by his
colleagues; when he fails to do so, the foreman, who is the only worker from outside the
village, knocks out his teeth. Ironically, it is Arkashka who steps in for Van'ka, appalled by
the foreman’s ‘base’ way of fighting. In the final lines, the bar-girl blames Arkashka for
bringing storms in his wake: ‘A Bce Tl pasxer!... [1luBa yeproB. BeyHo u3-3a 1e04 oHU
ckanmansr’.”’

Arkashka castigates sloth and vice, recalling the Hindu god Shiva, whose powers to
destroy evil are conveyed through a ferocious, flailing dance.*® But his role may also be
interpreted according to Russian paradigms of folly. Arkashka may be seen as part
skomorokh, part yurodivyi. A good deal of irony, even parody, colours the expression of
these paradigms, while never wholly undermining them. Like the yurodivyi, Arkashka
presents himself as a fearless truth-teller, telling the carpenters: ‘umeiite MyxecTBO
BhIC/IYIIaTh ropbkyro mpaBay’. The intervention of the narrator, however, is sarcastic:
‘Benukas cuia — nmpasja: 3Hasd €€, MOXHO OBITh CIIOKOMHBIM. Apkaia Opul criokoeH. OH
cyaun npoxurnees’.?' The “bitter truth’ seems to be of no great interest to the carpenters,
whose indulgence towards Arkashka appears to be motivated more by the skomorokh-like

entertainment provided by his dancing. Theatrical performance seems to be more

important than moral stricture, and, like many of Shukshin’s protagonists who are more

3 Shukshin, 1, pp.195-202 (p.202).

*0 The four-armed ‘Dancing Shiva’, with a cobra on his head and a demon under his feet, is a common
devotional image in Hindu households.

# Shukshin, 11, p.197.
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obviously foolish,** Arkashka is forced to entertain against his will, before being rewarded
with a drink.* Nevertheless, the performance of this “aptuct’, though almost beaten out of
him, is described by the unpredictable narrator as a unique expression of freedom: 310
cBoOOHAas ¢opMa cBOOOJHOro CyllecTBOBaHHUS B HalleM Ael0OBOM Beke . Arkashka thus
elicits both scepticism on the part of the narrator (for his claims to know the truth) and
admiration. Against the bar-girl’s desire to cast Arkashka as scapegoat, the narrator
suggests that the true villain of the piece is the foreman, with his ‘mep3koe uckycctro’ of
fighting. Without the meddling of this outsider, the villagers might have sorted out their

. 44
own differences.

Odurachivanie

It is not Arkashka, however, but Van'ka who reflects the prime concern of many of
Shukshin’s stories: namely, the unpredictable expression of injured amour propre. While
the language and behaviour of the Shukshinian protagonist is often robust, he proves
comically vulnerable to the merest slights. His ideal self-image proves to be drastically at
odds with his situation in life and with his perception by others (especially, women) — a
perception which, in turn, painfully affects his view of himself. His lofty ideas, which he
has difficulty articulating, about his soul, inner freedom and toska, are all too easily
mocked. Psychologically, he invites the fate that inevitably befalls him: that of being
played for a fool. Odurachivanie proves as fundamental to Shukshin’s stories as to
folklore.

Very often, Shukshin’s men are made fools of by women, who find their men’s

spiritual needs and pains merely ridiculous. In ‘Veruyu!”, Maksim is driven to distraction

*2 Among them, Ivan-Durak in Do tret'ikh petukhov and Bron'ka in *Mil' pardon, madam!’
* His role in this sense is comparable to that of the skomorokh in Tarkovsky’s Andrei Rublev (Mosfilm, 1966).
* Shukshin, 11, pp.199, 201.
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by the inability of his wife to understand, or even acknowledge, the melancholy (roska)
which aftlicts him on Sundays, and makes a despairing attempt to prove to her that, v
yesloBeKa ecTh Takke — aywma! BoT oHa, 31eck, — Gomut!".*> Most directly, women make
fools of men by cuckolding them (‘Raskas’), deceiving and robbing them (*Materinskoe
serdtse’), or simply being the direct cause of their eventual humiliation (‘Suraz’,
‘Khmyr'”). There is the sense that men are fools because women keep them in that role.
Indeed, in a carnival reversal of the norm, they define them as such, saddling them with a
name that becomes an identity. ‘Chudik’ begins: ‘XKena HaspiBana ero — Yyauk. Unorna
nackoBo’. It becomes clear that Chudik’s wife takes him for a complete fool and non-entity
(‘umuroxectBO’), though it will be another woman, his sister-in-law, who first specifically
calls him a durak.*® Throughout the story, he is bullied and stifled by women, even by the
lady telegraphist, who rewrites his childish telegram to his wife. It’s left to the narrator to
dignify him with a name and a biography, keeping alive the possibility that there may be

more generous ways of considering this unfortunate character. The story ends:

3Banu ero — Bacunuit Eropeiu Knszes. bbuto eMy tpuauate aeBsthb jiet ot poay. OH pabotan
KHHOMEXaHUKOM B ceste. O60Kaj ChILUMKOB W cobak. B neTcTBe Meurtan ObITh LINMHOHOM.

A similar pattern recurs in ‘Mil' pardon, Madam!’, dedicated to Bron'ka Pupkov, an
expert hunter who tells city folk tall stories around the fire about his failed attempt to kill
Hitler during the war. It is hard to know what to make of Pupkov, who appears to believe
his own fantasies, but his wife is in no doubt, calling him a ‘fingerless fool’ (durak

bespalyi), and citing a proverb that emphasizes the abasement and masochism of the fool:

4 Shukshin, 1, pp.215-24 (p.216).
% Shukshin, 1, pp.428, 431, 436.
7 Ibid, p.437.
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‘CMeroTCs, B rilaza CMEIOTCSA, a eMy... Bce O0xbsi poca. Xaps Tbl HEVMbITAsds, CKOT
nechoii”.*

Female mockery is only the most obvious form of odurachivanie in Shukshin’s
stories. On closer inspection, it becomes clear that odurachivanie is a way of life and a
way of thinking for all Shukshin’s villagers (hence the carpenters’ fear of being
deceived and made fools of by their bosses in ‘Tantsuyushchii Shiva’).

A popular, satirical vein of odurachivanie which Shukshin taps with particular
frequency is dethroning and role-reversal, a tradition recalling folk-tales in which the
peasant fools the barin. Here, however, the emphasis is on the discrediting of intellectual,
rather than class, superiority. In ‘Debil’, an electrician teaches a teacher some good
manners in revenge for a previous incident when the teacher had flaunted his wiring skills
to the electrician.*’ In “Srezal’ a couple of academics arrive to visit a relative and are
subjected to ritual odurachivanie by a villager renowned for his skill at cutting visitors
down to size. The attempted humiliation is far from convincing, though it is certainly
nasty.”® Indeed, the mockery of intellectual pretension is de rigeur among Shukshin’s
villagers, just as the affectation of learning and intelligentnost’ is a temptation to which
locals constantly succumb, only to be instantly ridiculed.”' It is not just the women but the
context of the derevnya itself (both as the village, and as country life generally) which
appears to hold its men in the role of fools. The impression is created that the very notion
of having a truly intelligent person in their midst is to the villagers themselves an
impossibility; they expect only affectation, while their compulsive appeal to the

terminology of folly and (in ironic tones) intelligence suggests a shared complex of

* Ibid, pp-437-445 (p.444). On this and similar proverbs, see Rancour-Laferriere, p.126.

* Shukshin, 11, pp.312-17.

% Ibid, pp.225-32. This cruelty is emphasized and criticized by the narrator in the concluding paragraphs. It
may be compared to the cruelty prevalent in the skazki o shutakh; see V.Ya. Propp, Russkaya skazka
(Leningrad: Izdatel'stvo Leningradskogo Universiteta, 1984), pp.282-83.

°! See, among other stories, ‘Debil’, ‘Mikroskop’.
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inadequacy and a conviction that life will spit in their face. It also recalls the abusive
discourse of folly established by Lenin at the beginning of the Soviet period and targeted,
above all, at the intelligentsia.52

In some stories, the curse of inevitable odurachivanie takes more subtle and
moving forms. In ‘Master’ the renowned carpenter Semka Rys' discovers a stone church in
a neighbouring village and, inspired by its beauty, asks permission from the local priest to
renovate it. Rys', we are given to understand, has never experienced such enthusiasm
before, and never been so keen to apply his gifts. Ordinarily, he is a heavy drinker, to the
displeasure of his fellow villagers, who despair of his wasted talents. The priest sends Rys'
to the metropolitan, who sends him on to the oblispolkom. There, an employee shows him
an official description of the church, stating its lack of any architectural value: it is a
‘boytee miiM MeHee TOYHAs KomHs BiaaguMupckux xpamoB’. The employee himself had
been deceived (obmanulsya) when he first saw it. For Semka Rys', though, this is a
disillusionment equivalent to a kind of death. Returning home, he realizes that he hasn’t
had any vodka for a whole five days, and drinks himself blind.>’

In view of such tales of disillusionment, it is not hard to see why Shukshin is often
viewed as a short-story writer in the tradition of Chekhov.>* Like much of Chekov’s
fiction, Shukshin’s stories are tragicomic chronicles of wasted talents, drunkenness and
vanity; and of failed epiphanies and failed intentions (be they of seduction or murder).55
His characters experience life as something inauthentic and unutterably wearisome. It 1s
through comparison with Chekhov’s plays rather than stories, however, that the theatre of

folly concealed in Shukshin’s fiction may best be illuminated. Like many of Chekhov’s

52 This discourse is a theme of Galkovsky’s Beskonechnyi tupik; see below, Chapter Five.

53 Shukshin, I, pp.82-93 (p.91) |

7 See, for example, Russkie pisateli 20 veka: Biograficheskii slovar’, ed. by P.A. Nikolaev (Moscow: Bol'shaya
Rossiiskaya Entsiklopediya, 2000), p.786.

% See, for example, ‘Suraz’, in Shukshin, 11, pp.42-63.
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stage characters, Shukshin’s fools behave in a self-consciously performative manner.™
This is true even of the "naturals’: Chudik and Bron'ka Pupkov, for example, are artists and
actors, however unappreciated their entertainment may be. They relish the chance to create
an impression with a grand gesture or carefully constructed joke, and derive great
satisfaction from their performances.”’ Their attraction to stagey scenarios is shared by
Shukshin’s characters in general and is a part of village life: performances are a means of
social survival for some characters (Arkashka’s dancing and that of the child Van'ka in
‘Dalekie zimnie vechera’; Bron'ka’s story-telling). The ritual humiliation conducted in
‘Srezal’ is compared to a show (‘TIpsAMo Kak Ha CHIEKTAKIb XOMWIH’ ).

It is the more complex and tormented fool-protagonists, however, who have most in
common with Chekhovian types: here, theatricality is a mode of both behaviour and
thought. Like Uncle Vanya, such characters are given to melodramatic confessions, to self-
pity and self-castigation, and to a profound sense of emptiness. They expose themselves to
ridicule and perceive themselves as the protagonists of a farce. They swear revenge on
their foes, but in fact harbour little genuine hostility.”® Bakhtin rightly noted that one
function of the fool in literature is to render the inner life public, but the authenticity of the
intense emotions which Shukshin’s fools like to publicize is itself open to question.

The protagonist of ‘Biletik na vtoroi seans’ is one such character. The story begins
with the statement that, ‘Ilocnennee Bpemsi 4TO-TO COBCEM He JaAHO ObUIO Ha ayiie y

0

Tumodes Xymsxoa — omocteuieso Bce Ha cere’,”’ and consists of Timofei’s half-

% Though one should also note the strictly un-selfconscious manner, more reminiscent of the puppet theatre, in
which characters like Chudik are hit by their wives with straining ladles and oven forks; Shukshin, 1, p.431.

*” Thus, Chudik is delighted with the witticism he makes in the shop at the railway station when he hands over
a fifty-ruble note he finds on the floor. When he later realizes that the note was his, he is too embarrassed to go

back.

*8 Shukshin, 11, p.225.

* The protagonist of ‘Suraz’ is typical in this regard. He concocts elaborate fantasies of revenge against the
man who has humiliated him, but realizes he could never carry them out: ‘OH MOHSJI, UTO HE HAXOAMUT B cede
3/1a K YYUTEIO [...] BooOLEe HUKOTIa HUKOMY He xenan 31a’. In the end, he takes his own life. Shukshin, 11,

p.61.

% Ibid, pp.304-11 (p.304).
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drunken laments about his wasted life to three difterent acquaintances: a drinking-partner
at work, a former lover, and his father-in-law. His colleague fakes sympathy, while the
others laugh at him to his face. The motif of odurachivanie is again central. Seeing his
former mistress reminds Timofei of the humiliation of the aftermath of their relationship,
when his wife and mistress became friends: ‘Camoe aypankoe HonoxxeHHe HacTan0 HOTOM:
06e xenumnsl, [Toss u [yrs, Bapyr noapyxuiuces. U BMecte cmestiuchk Han Tumoxoii’.®!
After seeing his mistress he returns home drunk to find a saintly-looking man whom he
calls Nikolai-ugodnichek and to whom he portentously confides his sins, his unhappiness
and the grievances occasioned by his father-in-law; he even begs Nikolai for a second life.
But ‘Nikolai’, it turns out, is his father-in-law, a revelation that leads to farce rather than
the dramatic revenge of which Timofei had just boasted. Timofei makes an absurd attempt
to set fire to his father-in-law, but quickly becomes conciliatory, admitting, ‘51 6sI Bce
YECTHO CKasall, TOJIbKO HE 3HAl0, Yero Takoe co MHO# Jenaercs. Ilpucrai, BUOHO, Tak
XHUTB’. It even seems that Timofei is grateful to his father-in-law for having allowed him to
play out the fantasy of confession to a holy man; after the mistake becomes clear, Timofei
is twice described as ‘satisfied’ (udovletvorennyi). In the last words of the story he asks his
father-in-law to forgive him the ‘farce’ (‘Ilpoctu 3a xomemmro-to. Ilpoctu
BeJIMKOAYIIHO ), echoing the theatrical metaphor inherent in the story’s title, and also
Astrov’s cry towards the end of Dyadya Vanya: ‘Finita la comedia!’.*

Unlike Uncle Vanya, however, Timofei 1s a man of the people. And unlike
Chekhov’s fiction and drama, Shukshin’s stories suggest a close association (if not
identification) between the narrator and his protagonists, however foolish or unfortunate.

The question posed by the narrator at the end of one of Shukshin’s last stories (‘Klyauza’)

— ‘Yro ¢ Hamu npoucxoaut?’ — is the question posed by many of his foolish characters,

61 :
Ibid, p.306
%2 Ibid, p.311. Chekhov, A.P., Sochineniva, 18 vols (Moscow: Nauka, 1974-82), pp.61-116 (p.110).
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such as Chudik.®’ This association extends to the author himself, being reinforced by the
powerful legend of Shukshin as a chelovek iz naroda, an outsider in high culture “plagued’,
according to Givens, by his ‘provincial complex’.®* Playing off this legend, the stories will
the reader to trace their dramas back to Shukshin himself, to see them as the staging and
questioning of his own persona and attitudes. Though still mainly written in the third
person, Shukshin’s stories suggest a far lesser distance between author/narrator and
protagonist than was seen to be the case in Chonkin. The humiliation and mockery which
his foolish protagonists often court thus attach at some level to their author also. Indeed,
these features have even led to Shukshin’s art being viewed as a ‘moaBur 0poauBoro’,
who wills ridicule on himself.® The parallel is somewhat loose, however, and points
ultimately to more general traditions in Russian culture and literature whereby the

performer or writer draws laughter upon himself. I discuss this literary tradition further, in

its roots and manifestations, in the following section.

3. Venedikt Erofeev

In the work of Venedikt Erofeev (1938-1990), the cultural processes traced above
culminated in the creation of a highly sophisticated poetics which was at once more
autobiographical and more elusive than that of his contemporaries. In Erofeev’s extended
first-person narratives the narrator no longer mediates between authorial wisdom and the
foolishness of the protagonist: he is the fool and the only important character. Moreover,
the narrator is given the same name as the author. Erofeev’s self-presentation as narrator,

protagonist and fool produced, in Moskva-Petushki (written 1970), the most influential

63 Shukshin, 111, pp.94-101 (p.101).

% Givens, p.17.
65 Anatoly Durov, ‘Tantusuyushchii Shiva. Ispodlob'ya’, Nezavisimaya Gazeta, 17 April 2003; see

<http://exlibris.ng.rw/tendenc/2003-04-17/6_shiva.html> [accessed 10 July 2006]
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literary persona of non-conformist prose, a cultural myth, as Mikhail Epshtein has
suggested, to rival those of Esenin or Vysotsky.®® An account of the alcoholic life and
death of ‘Venichka’ as told by himself, Moskva-Petushki radically transformed previous
models of Russian literary folly.

The role of the fool, I will argue, suited Erofeev as a means of self-effacement and
self-deprecation, while the rhetoric of folly (alcoholic ‘fool narrative’) provides Moskva-
Petushki with much of its stylistic complexity and ambivalence. Other readings of the
poema have sought more specific criteria by which to explain Erofeev’s paradoxical self-
mythologizing, with its brazen allusions to literary and especially Biblical sources, and the
interpretation of Venichka as a yurodivyi has become particularly dominant in recent
criticism.®” Yet such a parallel is both illuminating and limiting. Erofeev may indeed have
consciously drawn on aspects of the code of yurdostvo, whether in the Pauline attacks on
complacency and strength that characterize his writings,”® or in his own nomadic and
impecunious lifestyle, and threadbare attire.®* Moreover, in his essay on Rozanov (1973),
he identified himself (and implicitly Rozanov) as a durak and otshchepenets, drawing
ironic contrasts with his fellow countrymen that strongly echo St Paul’s rhetoric of holy
folly (‘We are fools for Christ’s sake, but you are wise in Christ’...) and its association

with filth and death:

[oBHA HET, U He NMaxXHET WM, OCTAJIHMCh TOJIbKO OpWIbSAHTBI U U3yMpyabl. Sl ONHH TOJBKO —
naxHy... Hy, ellie HECKONbKO OTILENEHUEB — MAXHYT...
Mbl KMBEM CKOPOTEYHO M IITyMO, OHH JKMBYT AOJITO M YMHO. He ycrneB poauTses, Mbl yxe

l']OﬂblxaeM.m

% See Epshtein’s introductory essay on the myth of Erofeev, ‘Posle karnavala, ili vechnyi Venichka’, in V.V.
Erofeev, Ostav'te moyu dushu v pokoe: Pochti vse (Moscow: Kh.G.S., 1997), pp.3-30.

7 A list is provided in S.A. Ivanov, Blazhennye pokhaby: Kul'turnaya istoriya yurodstva (Moscow: Yazyki
Slavyanskikh Kul'tur, 2005), p.380. Here Ivanov rejects very strongly the analogy between Rozanov, Kharms,
Erofeev and others with yurodstvo.

%8 On samodovol’stvo, see Erofeev, Moskva-Petushki (Moscow: Zakharov, 2004), p.87.

% See Anindita Banerjee, ‘Venedikt Vasil'evich Erofeev’, in Dictionary of Literary Biography Vol 285:
Russian Writers since 1980, ed. by Marina Balina and Mark Lipovetsky (Detroit: Gale Group, 2003), pp.69-81.
70 “vasily Rozanov glazami ekstsentrika’, in Erofeev, Ostav'te movu dushu v pokoe, pp.149-64 (p.158).
Merezhkovsky and Rozanov himself used similar rhetoric in passages cited by Dmitry Galkovsky; see
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Yet, as I will argue further in Chapter Five, this newly-minted literary tradition of “holy
foolery” is deprived of many of the original paradigm’s key attributes. Above all, the mood
of the Rozanovian/Erofeevan literary persona — exemplified by the plea, “OctaBbTe MOIO
Ayury B mokowo’ (a citation from Rozanov taken as the title for a posthumous edition of
Erofeev’s own works) — is irreconcilable with the basis of holy foolery. The desire to be
left in peace might be seen as a monastic urge, but the holy fool breaks out of the monastic
paradigm and takes as his guiding principles the right to scandalize and play the aggressor,
to eschew tranquillity at all costs.”' Such an attitude can hardly be tallied with the myth of
Erofeev.

The literary subtlety of Venichka and his poema may better be captured by an
approach based on folly within a broader tradition. This will help to show how Moskva-
Petushki answered its author’s need, expressed over a decade earlier in Zapiski psikhopata,
for a ‘mpou3BeneHNE, KOTOPOE BBIpaXXasio OBl CaMbi€ CJIOXKHBIC YYBCTBA — H OJTHOBPEMEHHO
He BBIpaXasto Ob1 HHYero’.'?

In the following pages I will first trace the genesis of Erofeev’s persona in the
recently published Zapiski psikhopata (2000), which show Erofeev’s precocious self-
casting as an erudite fool who mocks others but ultimately draws ridicule on himself. This
pattern carries over to Venichka, whose detachment from the world is all but complete and

whose self-perception as a fool has become thoroughly internalized. My discussion of

folly in Moskva-Petushki leads to parallels with two distant literary traditions: the motif of

Galkovsky, Beskonechnyi tupik (Samizdat: Moscow, 1998), pp.211, 518. Another important aspect of
Erofeev’s self-casting as a yurodivyi is his tearful love of his country and its rulers, despite their sinfulness.
Venichka repeatedly speaks of mova zemlva, moi narod, while Erofeev himself had this to say in an interview
shortly before his death: ‘210 BaM BOJIbHO paccyaaTb O MOEH BJACTH, €0€Ha MaTb. DTO BaM BOJIbHO BajiATh
Nypaka, a f ypaka He BaJisio, 1 OYeHb J100J10 CBOIO BN1AaCTh, HU OIMH TaEHbIW HE JIIOOUT Tak MO0 BIACTh .
Interview with Leonid Prudovsky (1990), in Venedikt Erofeev, Sobranie sochinenii, ed. by V. Murav'ev, 2 vols
(Moscow: Vagrius, 2001), 11, pp. 239-66 (pp.263-64).

' See S.A. Ivanov, Vizantiiskoe yurodstvo (Moscow: Mezhdunarodnye Otnosheniya, 1994), pp.53-54

2 Erofeev, Sobranie sochinenii, 1, pp.5-174 (p.121).
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self-directed mockery which the poema shares with the *democratic satire” ot seventeenth-
century Russia; and the rhetorical and symbolic features which it shares with Erasmus’
Praise of Folly. This latter comparison is intended to suggest that Erofeev's poema,
consciously or otherwise, draws in certain basic respects on a rhetorical strategy first
perfected by Erasmus, and shares similar premises. At the same time, the comparison with
Praise of Folly highlights the very different outcomes to which the two authors were led
by a common perception of existence as a ‘sport of folly’. In its spirit, Moskva-Petushki
proves less Erasmian than another masterpiece of non-conformist prose, written in the

same year: Aleshkovsky’s Nikolai Nikolaevich, the subject of Chapter Two.

Zapiski psikhopata

Written in late adolescence (1956-58), the diary entries that constitute Zapiski psikhopata
describe conversations, impressions and anecdotes that putatively took place during the
author’s first two years in Moscow. Erofeev received his schooling in the Arctic city of
Kirovsk and grew up, from the age of eight, in an orphanage.” He arrived in Moscow in
1956, aged seventeen, on a scholarship to study at MGU. After only six months’ study,
however, he was expelled (for reasons which remain debated), and he was also expelled
soon after from the Vladimir Pedagogical Institute. He began an unsettled life marked by
profound hardship and constant migration around the Soviet Union on low-paid labour.”
The portrait of the author supplied by the Zapiski attests to the raw and often coarse
material from which Erofeev refined his eventual self-mythology in Moskva-Petushki a

dozen years later. This rawness, however, is not to be confused with artlessness. Much

7 His father had been imprisoned in 1946, on the charge of disseminating anti-Soviet propaganda, leaving his
mother without the resources to feed her children

™ See Banerjee, p.72. See also ‘Kratkaya avtobiografiya’ in Erofeev, Sobranie sochinenii, 1, pp-16-18.
Banerjee’s account is considerably fuller, and includes a substantial bibilography.
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concerned with education, especially education in the humanities, the diary entries betray
Erofeev’s recent exposure to a wealth of new intellectual influences. In particular they
reflect the influence, in both stylistic and thematic terms, of Dostoevsky.”” Also manifest is
Erofeev’s desire to stage himself in his writing; to make his own persona its principal
subject.

The Zapiski demonstrate the failed engagement with the outside world from which
would follow the radical disengagement described in Moskva-Petushki. Their exploration
of the relationship between Erofeev and his environment helps illuminate the background
to the later work, with the absurdities of Soviet society being more directly addressed.’
The narrator’s psychological ostracism is discussed at great length with, for example, a
secretary of the Komsomol, who is not the only character to accuse the narrator of
propagating chelovekonenavistnichestvo.”’ The latter presents himself as a cynic, a scourge
of stupidity and self-delusion. In precociously Socratic fashion, he questions and provokes
his interlocutors, exposing the inconsistencies of their position. In discussion with
nineteen-year-old Anechka, for example, he shows how her displeasure at being penniless
makes of her a potential saboteur of the society which she claims to believe in so
wholeheartedly, and quotes Lenin to prove his point. The dialogue is also characteristic of
the work in its crudely expressed misogyny, typified by the narrator’s hysterical

encouragement to Anechka to prostitute herself.”®

7 Banerjee notes the resemblance to Zapiski iz podpol’va and to Gogol’s story ‘Zapiski sumasshedshego’;
Banerjee, p.73. The narrator of Dostoevsky’s story ‘Bobok’ also comes to mind, with his indignation at
society’s topsy-turvy evaluations of intelligence and sanity.

76 ‘Zapiski psikhopata’ in Erofeev, Sobranie sochinenii, 11, pp. 5-174 (pp.81-86, 148-49, 160).

7 Ibid, pp.72-5; see also the comments of the librarian, pp.95-96. In his disgust at the cult of mandatory
optimism and Soviet-style chelovekolyubie, the narrator demonstrates precisely the attitude which Viktor
Erofeev would later describe as fundamental to the line of drugaya literatura in which he places his namesake,
Limonov, Mamleev and others (see my Epilogue). On this topic, see also Zinovy Zinik’s excellent article,
‘Dvuyazikoe [sic] men'shinstvo: Doklad na mezhdunarodnoi konferentsii po literature, Lisbon, Mai 1988,
Sintaksis, 22 (1988), 185-98.

® Erofeev, Sobranie sochinenii, 11, pp.81-86.
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What is most striking about such dialogues, however, is the manner in which it
tends to be the narrator, rather than his interlocutor, who ultimately supplies the focus of
attention and bemusement. Anechka’s comments at the end of the conversation are typical:
"Xa-xa-xa-xa! Her, Benbka, 1o mpocTo renuit! Tonbko S He MoHMMALO, IOYeMy Tebe Bee —
cMmewiHo! [...] He nonumaro, uro TeI 3a yenosex!’ Others are similarly baffled: ‘Uepr ero
3HAET, YTO y HEro Ha yMe. TeMHBIi denoBek... HemoHATHBIM; ‘3Haelns YTO — g caMm 4y/ak,
MHOTO YyJaKOB BH/EJ, HO TAKOro 4YyJaKa MepBbli pa3 BcTpevaro’.”  Indeed, the narrator’s
identity, and the impossibility of determining it, is the central concern both of the narrator
and those who know him. The work is a collage of opinions about Erofeev, in the form of
other people’s reports, letters, diary entries and contradictory advice.*® The narrator gives
his own extremely lengthy lists of possible, self-contradictory definitions, making comic
but pathetic attempts to match himself either to conventional categories (‘be3naps. I'enuii.
Opurunai [...] Unuot. ®unocod’) or to historical figures from Berkeley to Zarathustra.®'

On one level, this obsession may reflect Erofeev’s sense of personal hurt and his
unrequited need for approval.* On another, it suggests the problem explored at far greater
length by Dmitry Galkovsky: the fate of the independent thinker in Soviet Russia (and in
Russia generally). Erofeev’s narrator lives in an environment where to be a true thinker is
to become an outcast rather than a Socratic gadfly; to seem not just ridiculous, but
contemptible. He shows by his own example the unacceptability to the Soviet pub<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>